
Why a review of six Serbian solfège books?1 
Contrary to the practice in the Netherlands, 
where experimentation with the form, the con-
tent, and the teaching methods for solfège is 
not shunned, Serbia (like some other countries 
in eastern Europe) has a strong pedagogical tra-
dition shaping the methods and teaching prac-
tice.2 While the more ‘open’ approach of the 
Dutch solfège pedagogy supports the develop-
ment of this subject within a music curriculum 
and is based upon more general educational 
goals, the Serbian approach leads rather to the 
fine-tuning of specific teaching procedures and 
methods to efficiently develop the desired au-
ral skills. If one compares the educational sys-
tems of the Netherlands (and Germany) with 
those in Serbia, the difference in the position 
of solfège becomes obvious: with the former 
solfège is offered as a compulsory subject only 
on the conservatory level, with the latter it is 
included in the program from the very first 
days of learning to play or sing. This has conse-
quences for solfège pedagogy: within the Dutch 
system, students come to the conservatory with 
quite diverse levels of skill and knowledge, of-
ten developed simply through the playing or 
singing of music or under the guidance of an 
instrumental teacher or music teacher in their 
school, less often under the coaching of a mu-
sic theorist; in the Serbian system, specialized 
solfège teachers guide the development of aural 

skills in their students from the start of their 
musical development. This situation, in which 
solfège instructors continually guide the en-
tire process of the development of aural skills 
in their students, allows Serbian solfège peda-
gogues to thoroughly implement their method-
ology. Both systems have advantages and dis-
advantages, and investigating these could make 
possible a synthesis of effective teaching strate-
gies, through adapting the positive pedagogical 
practices of one system to meet the concrete 
needs of the pedagogical reality of the other 
system. This is the primary motivation for 
our presentation and review of several Serbian 
publications, which reflect the goals, teaching 
techniques and learning strategies practiced in 
Serbia.
The second motivation for this review is to 
bring attention to the slight difference be-
tween Serbian solfège books and books on the 
Western market.3 Reading the introductions to 
some new publications in English, we can draw 
conclusions about their methodological focus 
and also about the direction in which Western 
solfège pedagogy is developing. We observe 
improvement of the musicality of the sight 
singing exercises (instructional material has 
increased aesthetic value), a more systematic 
approach (material is graded and thematically 
chaptered), an integration of several disciplines 
into the course (sight singing, harmony, ear 
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1 In the Serbian context, the term ‘solfège’ refers to the development of aural skills in a broader sense: it 

embraces sight singing, ear training , and aspects of music theory as well.

2 For a survey of Bulgarian practices, see, for example, Dimitar Ninov’s ‘College-level Music Theory in Bulgaria: 

A Brief Survey of Teaching Methods and Comparisons to US-American Approaches’, South Central Music 

Bulletin 4/1 (2005), 12-20. http://www.txstate.edu/scmb/SCMB_IV_1.pdf (accessed 10 August 2012).

3 Here we refer predominantly to the more popular books published in English, among which: Sol Berkowitz, 

Gabriel Fontrier, Leo Kraft, A New Approach to Sight Singing, New York: W.W. Norton, 1997; Carol Krueger, 

Progressive Sight Singing, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010; Joel Phillips, Jane Piper Clendinning and 

Elizabeth West Marvin, The Musician’s Guide to Aural Skills, New York: W.W. Norton, 2005.
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training), more instructional text (mostly for 
independent study), and more (online) mate-
rial. Compared to this, while developments in 
Serbian books can be found primarily in the 
area of improvements in the aesthetic value of 
their exercises, they traditionally focus on the 
micro level of pedagogy: concrete procedures 
in the lessons, strategies of working with mate-
rial, the order of exercises, material for reach-
ing various sub-goals, etc.4 Another difference 
between Western and Serbian pedagogical lit-
erature concerns form: the core literature of the 
latter consists of textbooks that deal with all the 
issues for a particular grade; various practicums 
(mostly collections) offer exercises focused on 
one particular aspect of solfège; handbooks 
for teachers provide the teachers with teach-
ing tools. As all of the books are based on the 
same general methodological approach, differ-
ent books can be used in various combinations.
In the following, we begin with a short intro-
duction of the teaching approaches and prac-
tices in Serbia. Our selection of the books 
reflects our intention to present a variety of 
teaching material.

Solfège as Taught in Serbia
The music educational system in Serbia in-
cludes numerous primary music schools, form-
ing pupils’ initial educational and experiential 
platform, followed by secondary music schools, 
which in turn lead towards tertiary education 
in faculties of music (within one of several uni-
versities of art). There are many primary mu-
sic schools, and their aim is to teach children 
to play/sing and to develop music literacy. The 
four years of secondary music education are a 
sort of pre-university trajectory but can also be 
understood as a complete low-level vocational 
education: the learning goals are more strict, 
the atmosphere is more serious, and the pupils’ 
schedules feature subjects that are taught (fur-

ther) within the faculties of music (counter-
point, harmony, form, history of music, piano 
for non-pianists, etc.). 
Generally, children start their music education 
from the age of 8-10 years, and they receive 
intensive solfège training from the very start, 
which is a combination of aural training, sight 
singing and music theory.5 There is a nation-
ally prescribed educational program for all the 
grades of music school, covering all music el-
ements to be mastered. Solfège teachers have 
specialized in teaching this specific subject: in 
their study curriculum (mostly within music 
pedagogy) they follow at least four semester 
courses in Methods of Teaching Solfège. Solfège 
teachers at the university are expected to con-
duct continuous research in the field.
The methodological approach for teaching 
solfège has been developed during many de-
cades, mainly under the influence of French, 
Russian, and Bulgarian schools. The pedagogy, 
especially in primary music schools, is based 
on sound experience: through the learning of 
many (carefully chosen) children’s and folk 
songs (with text and solmization syllables) as 
well as fragments from standard repertory, chil-
dren assimilate the musical language and devel-
op a ‘database’ of musical elements, the sounds, 
that will later be conceptualized. Children learn 
to name what they already know.6 Functional 
thinking prevails, and it is being developed 
through a particular focus on tonal relations, 
based on harmonic relationships. In addition, 
students work on intervals and chords (as so-
norous qualities),7 and on memorizing abso-
lute pitches (first of all a1), all of which eases 
singing and transcribing music in the case of 
an instable key.
The absolute solmization system is that which 
is primarily being applied.8 Application of al-
phabetic names would be more precise, but it is 
considered unpractical, due to the great number 

4 The possibility of teaching solfège at the micro levels is influenced by the number of class-hours per week 

(twice as many in Serbia as in the Netherlands).

5 It should be noted that music theory is taught within solfège lessons in the first years of music education. 

Later on, music theory and its various disciplines split into separate subjects.

6 A similar approach can be found in the Kodály method. See Cecilia Vajda, The Kodály Way to Music, London: 

Boosey and Hawkes, 1974.

7 Although in the lower grades the pedagogy is always based on tonal functions, at the higher levels intervals 

and chords are approached in several different ways. This essay will present some examples.

8 In this system, the alphabetic names c, d, e, f, g, a, b are called do, re, mi, fa, sol, la, si, without regard to any 

accidental (c, c # and c b  are all called do, regardless of the key). Although in this system the tonic and the 

TvM_17_#3_nov_2012_6.indd   169 06-11-12   15:33



discussion - from textbook, through practicum, to handbook for teachers: solfège books in serbia

170

of consonant letters.9 The latter system is used 
in music theory, less often for singing intervals, 
chords, and scales. The system of absolute sol-
mization makes the transition from diatonic to 
chromatic, modulative, and atonal melodies eas-
ier. Over time, students with relative pitch also 
master certain aspects of perfect pitch.
Developing a musical vocabulary, or concep-
tualizing one’s sound experience, also includes 
learning to use the obtained (tacit) knowledge. 
Pupils develop strategies for ‘solving problems’, 
especially with sight singing. One of the impor-
tant pedagogical goals is memorizing various 
(kinds of) patterns and developing a system of 
associations between sound experience, music 
theory vocabulary, and music notation (or note 
names). These associations aid sight singing, 
the transcription of music or the performance 
of oral dictation by providing the means to 
instantly find the pitch or the note name. The 
ultimate goal of such a system is, in the case of 
sight singing, to realize an instant reaction: see-
ing the notation and hearing it in the ‘inner ear’ 
(or reproducing it vocally) without analyzing 
it first. Melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic ele-
ments are introduced and practiced through a 
‘concentric circles’ system: each element – such 
as rhythmic and melodic patterns, leaps toward 
certain degrees, intervals, harmonic relations, 
etc. – as well as each key is addressed on several 
levels throughout the years of training.10

In school practice, especially on higher levels, 
various types of exercises are alternated within 
a solfège lesson. These are, for example: sight 
singing an unknown melody, singing technical 
exercises, singing with piano accompaniment, 
listening to, and singing, intervals and chords, 
vocal and manual performance of rhythmic 
exercises, reading note names without rhythm 
and solmizating the melodies without singing 
them (so-called parlato), singing and tapping 
or playing the second part, writing dictations, 
playing back the dictated melody on piano, 
harmonizing melodies, etc. In this way the 
‘musical’ and the ‘technical’ in solfège peda-

gogy interweave. Writing of dictations and 
sight singing is, on all levels, often preceded by 
preparatory exercises. These include singing 
or listening to a series of pitches and motifs 
in the keys of the exercise, reading the rhythm 
of the exercise, making a short analysis of the 
melody, singing the tuning pattern in the giv-
en key, etc. 

Solfège Books Published in Serbia
Many solfège books are published for use in for-
mal music education; some of them are officially 
approved or even prescribed by the Ministry of 
Education, while others are offered as optional 
material. The obligatory books are mainly text-
books, to be used by the teacher and by all the 
pupils for school- and homework. In addition to 
this, most courses use supplementary books for 
more intensive work on some particular issues 
(e.g. practicing singing intervals or harmoniz-
ing melodies). Some of these books, such as col-
lections of dictations or collections of melodies 
with piano accompaniment, are exclusively used 
by teachers or for classwork. 
Each grade of the primary and secondary mu-
sic school has its own textbook; the school or 
teacher chooses one of the several available 
series, each from a different author. At the ter-
tiary, and sometimes secondary, education lev-
el, various other books of domestic or foreign 
authors are also in use. Teachers are supported 
by the publications dealing with teaching ap-
proaches or practices; some handbooks refer 
to a particular series of books and give sugges-
tions related to the organization of the lessons. 
Nowadays there seems to be an increase in the 
publication of collections of instructive melo-
dies for sight singing on an academic level. 
Each is characterized by the way in which the 
exercises are systematized, for example, accord-
ing to the metric and rhythmic configuration 
of melodies and, related to that, their char-
acter (Karan and Marinković, Solfeggio I and 
Solfeggio II),11 or according to tempo (Kisel`́cić 
-Todorović, Sight Singing).12

 other degrees have different names in different keys, students, due to a particular methodological approach, 

do develop a functional understanding. 

9 Alphabetic names are the same as in the German language.

10 Cf. Zorislava M. Vasiljević, Metodika muzičke pismenosti, Beograd: Akademija, 2000.

11 Gordana Karan and Goran Marinković, Solfeggio I and Solfeggio II, Beograd: Fakultet muzičke umetnosti, 

2002 and 2005.

12  Dragana Kiselčić-Todorović, Pevanje sa lista, Beograd: Fakultet muzičke umetnosti, 2007.
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We will introduce six books written by Serbian 
authors: textbooks, practicums and collections 
for teachers, most of them intended for uni-
versity education. The aim of this review is to 
show the diversity rather than to describe in 
detail the content of each. Our presentation of 
the first book, a textbook, emphasizes the rela-
tionship between its form and content. When 
discussing practicums, we emphasize the meth-
odological approach of the material. With the 
last, a collection of dictations, we focus on con-
tent. All, except the textbooks, bring a differ-
ent aspect of solfège training to the fore. These 
aspects include directing the ‘sensibility of the 
ear’ to melodic, harmonic or timbral dimen-
sions, the memorization of the initial pitch, 
and the development of inner representations 
of particular musical elements. 

Z. M. Vasiljević, I. Drobni, G. Karan and 
M. Ćalić, Solfège for the First Grade of 
Secondary Music School13

This book, co-written by Dr. Vasiljević, one of 
the greatest authorities on solfège in Serbia, is a 
prototype textbook: the material covers all dis-
ciplines that should be practiced (sight singing 
and rhythmic exercises, harmonic progressions, 
listening exercises and dictations, and music 
theory). Most material is presented in the order 
of recommended use in the lesson (according to 
the prescribed methodological approach); there 
are detailed instructions for the teacher and nec-
essary guidelines for the student. It covers all the 
solfège topics that should be addressed in the 
first grade of secondary music school. These are, 
among others: focus on particular, prescribed 
keys (up to four sharps/flats), melodic elements 
(e.g. diatonic modulation into the subdominant, 

dominant and relative keys, leap into the natu-
ral seventh degree in minor), rhythmic elements 
(e.g. tied triplets in combination with dotted 
rhythms, folk [complex] meters), harmonic ele-
ments (e.g. cadences with the second inversion 
of the triad on the second degree).
The book is divided into three parts: 1) central 
part, with melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic 
assignments, 2) music theory, and 3) appendix 
for teachers, a sort of handbook with instruc-
tions, additional material and a number of dic-
tations. The first part is subdivided into chap-
ters, according to the key (e.g. the first chapter 
has assignments in D minor, D major, and B 
minor). In each chapter, etudes for singing 
are alternated with fragments from standard 
repertory, technical exercises for mastering a 
particular melodic/rhythmic/harmonic ele-
ment or motifs to be memorized, polyphonic 
miniatures, rhythmic exercises or parlato, and 
listening exercises (various kinds of dictations).
The great variety of material certainly has a 
motivating effect; however, that is not its main 
purpose. The author stresses the importance of 
a thematic linking of the singing, listening and 
music theory exercises. References to particular 
numbers of dictation exercises (in the Appen-
dix) are included in the exercises in the central 
part. Instruction is given that themes presented 
in the music theory part should always be pre-
ceded by a related sound experience. In such 
a way, the same musical elements are tackled 
from different perspectives, and skills achieved 
in one domain can be transferred to another, 
which reinforces learning (Example 1). 
The logical linking of exercises also helps in 
achieving good flow in the lesson. While many 
solfège books have chapters in the form of col-

13 Zorislava M. Vasiljević, Ivana Drobni, Gordana Karan and Mirjana Ćalić, Solfeđo za I razred srednje muzičke 
škole, Beograd: Zavod za udžbenike i nastavna sredstva, 1995. The first three authors are or were professors 

at the Faculty of Music in Belgrade. The last author taught solfège in secondary music school Slavenski in 

Belgrade.
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Example 1a 
Vasiljević et al., Solfège, Melody for leaps into the 2nd, 4th, and natural 7th degree, to be 
memorized with solmization syllables and transposed into different keys (p. 18). 
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lections of exercises, this one guides the teach-
ing/learning process by naturally moving from 
one exercise to another, often making the links 
between them obvious. For example, the sing-
ing and listening assignments shown in Ex-
ample 1 are followed by listening to intervals in 
the same key (the progression follows the same 
melodic material), and then by singing a two-
part melody with similar characteristics. 
Linked in this way, the exercises function as 
preparations for one another. As stated in the 
introduction, in Serbian solfège practice, the 
concept of preparation plays an important role. 
In this book, too, most of the exercises include 
explicit instructions and material for a warming 
up appropriate to the exercise. Such warming 
ups include solmizating (sung) single pitches 
played by the teacher, singing the pitches that 
the teacher shows on the blackboard (the scale 
prolonged on both sides written on the staff), 
or practicing rhythmic motifs before singing a 
rhythmically difficult melody. 
The second part, music theory, offers a tutorial 
with embedded questions and exercises for pu-
pils. The focus is on relationships between the 
chords and the keys as well as the ‘poly-func-
tionality’ of chords (the characteristic of taking 
on different harmonic functions in different 
keys). These issues are also addressed through 
aural skills exercises in the first part.14

B. Popović, Intonation15

This pivotal solfège textbook on the level of 
higher education – already a classic at present, 
but up-to-date nevertheless – has already been 
in use for half a century in Serbia (as well as 
in parts of Montenegro, and Bosnia and Herze-
govina). Its title refers to the domain of melody, 
in particular to singing, although the author 
has suggested that the etudes can also be used 
as dictations or exercises for musical memory. 
The material is systematized into seven types of 
exercises: etudes, technical exercises for intona-
tion, two- and three-part etudes for singing and 
playing, polyphonic three-part etudes, four-
part etudes for mixed choir, melodic exercises 
with rhythmic accompaniment (for singing 
and tapping), and examples from the literature. 
Methodological instructions are provided for 
each type of exercise.
With regard to the melodic dimension of mu-
sic, the pedagogic direction of solfège tuition 
in Serbia begins with purely diatonic material, 
continues with modulations, modal diatonic 
material, and increasing chromaticisms, and fi-
nalizes with whole-tone and diminished scales, 
frequent changes of tonal center and tonally 
unclear melodies. Intonation was written for 
this final level of solfège education, geared to-
wards students in their first to fourth years of 
study.16 Etudes are full of chromatics and/or 

Example 1b 
Vasiljević et al., Solfège, Related dictation (p. 138). 

Example 1c 
Vasiljević et al., Solfège, Exercise to sing from sight (p. 19, mm.1-8)

© 1995 Zavod za udžbenike, Belgrade. Reproduced by kind permission.

14 Music theory is, at this stage, already a separate discipline, although it is combined with aural training and 

scheduled as a combined pair of subjects.

15  Borivoje Popović, Intonacija, Beograd: Univerzitet umetnosti, 1969, 1977, 1992. The author was professor at 

the Faculty of Music, Belgrade. When he wrote this book, the subject solfège had the name ‘intonation’.

16 According to Bologna educational agreements, solfège courses in Serbia are, in most cases, restricted to 

three years.

Peev - Milanov
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key changes, and the challenge for students is to 
find plausible harmonic interpretations which 
will enable them to sing these in a tonal way. 
There are many (unexpected) melodic leaps as 
well as changes of rhythmic configuration, with 
the aim of developing fast and correct perfor-
mance reactions. Fragments of whole-tone and 
diminished scales are included to disturb the 
workings of tonal inertia and stimulate possi-
bly lapsing concentration. Exercises are written 
alternatively in treble and bass clefs, later in the 
book also in C clefs. With the aim of preparing 
the students for reading twentieth-century mu-
sic, the author has notated the etudes with ac-
cidentals preceding the notes rather than with 
key signatures. 
Serbian students and teachers primarily associ-
ate this book with atonal or tonally ambiguous 
technical exercises for practicing the singing 
of intervals and chords. The intervals are sys-
tematized, starting from the second and clos-
ing with the tenth; the chords begin with all the 
diatonic triads and move through their inver-
sions to diatonic seventh chords. Gradation is 
realized through a cumulative principle: each 
melody consists of all the intervals that have al-
ready been practiced (in the section about the 
perfect fourth, for example, we meet seconds 
and thirds once again). The focus is on the new 

element (an interval or a chord), which is – in 
case of the interval – presented in different me-
lodic and harmonic situations (Example 2a).
Although the author does not give clear in-
structions about the singing of intervals in this 
book, in another article he suggests using the 
tonal properties of single intervals as support-
ing associations.17 According to this Russian 
model, the initial tone is being treated mostly 
as one of the two most stable tones: the 1st or 
the 5th (e.g. an ascending minor seventh thus 
forms the leap 5-4, a descending sixth forms 
the leap into the mediant). Singing intervals 
is a common way of tackling problems when a 
key is not clear. As intervals are sung according 
to their tonal properties, the strategy that fa-
cilitates singing atonal fragments becomes that 
of searching for possible tonal anchors – such 
as particular intervals and recognized stepwise 
patterns belonging to known scales.

V. Kršić Sekulić, Intonation: Functional 
Versatility of Tones18

This book has been written with the aim of pro-
viding material for meeting one of the common 
challenges in sight singing and dictation: the skill 
of quickly determining (theoretically and aural-
ly) tonal belonging and the scale degree of the 
first pitch in the melody.19 The author focuses in 

17 Borivoje Popović, ‘Vantonalna melodika u nastavi solfeđa’, Ton – jugoslovenska muzička revija 61 (1963). 

18 Vesna Kršić Sekulić, Intonacija – funkcionalna mnogostranost tonova, Beograd: Fakultet muzičke umetnosti & 

Signature, 2006. The author is pianist and professor at the Faculty of Music, Belgrade.

19 The most difficult assignment appears to be determining the function of the initial pitch in the context of a 

dictation, when the given reference is a1.

                    

Example 2a 
Popović, Intonation, Perfect fourth exercise (p. 52).

Example 2b
Popović, Intonation, Minor triad exercise (p. 118, mm. 1-4).

© 1969/1992 Univerzitet umetnosti, Belgrade. Reproduced by kind permission.
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her explanations on the initial pitch. In music 
with an instable tonal center, however, this skill 
is also needed throughout the practice of sing-
ing/listening. The main chapter of the book of-
fers instructive etudes (on university level – with 
modulations, chromatics, whole tone series), to 
be sung or notated as dictation.20

The etudes are sorted according to the pitch class 
of the first tone (the first dozen begin with c, fol-
lowed by a number on d, then on e, etc.). How-
ever, the tonal position of this first tone varies (c 
is the first degree in C major/minor, the third in 
Ab major and A minor, etc.)21 The initial motif 

– which forms a base for an exercise – recurs in 
altered form, sometimes in such a way that the 
initial tone becomes a different scale degree (the 
term ‘functional versatility’ is used in the title). 
The students are required to make a harmonic 
analysis before they start singing, which means 
that they also need to determine the key (and 
imagine the sound) of the varied motifs. In or-
der to do so, the author suggests the mastering 
of some technical procedures that will enhance 
fluent reading (facilitate fast spotting and un-
derstanding the unexpected changes in melodic 
flow). A series of preparatory exercises is created 
for this purpose. 
The first series offers sequentially repeated me-
lodic figures (Example 3a), to be read on sol-
mization syllables (without singing) while grad-
ually increasing the tempo. The aim is to become 
proficient in associating visual perception with 
oral reproduction. The second series offers sing-
ing exercises consisting of broken chords. The 
teacher will add accidentals, where needed, and 
choose the clef to realize one or another chord, 
according to what needs to be practiced (Ex-
ample 3b). The student should learn to ‘hear’ 

20 Some melodies are given in two similar forms, which provides the opportunity of treating one as a singing 

exercise and the other as dictation. 

21 The reader should take note that in Serbian practice all the major and the minor keys are introduced and 

handled separately. Starting from C major (and later A minor) and proceeding toward the keys with more 

sharps and flats, students become successively acquainted with new sound systems. Gradual assimilation 

is of utmost importance: in students’ musical minds the same pitches (with absolute solmization names) 

appear in ever new functional (tonal/harmonic) identities.

M3

min5

3

halfdim7 Maj7 aug7 Maj6

4

dom4

3

Example 3a
Kršić Sekulić, Intonation, Preparatory exercises: 
Reading notes in sequences (fragments, pp. 
13 and 16).

Example 3b
Kršić Sekulić, Intonation, Preparatory exercises: Singing chords (mm. 1-8, p. 19).

Example 3c
Kršić Sekulić, Intonation, Preparatory exercises: Singing intervals (here a model for major third) in 
the context of various chords (p. 22). 

© 2006 Fakultet muzičke umetnosti, Belgrade. Reproduced by kind permission.
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this chord in the ‘inner ear’ and to use this ‘inner 
sound’ as support for singing big leaps and oc-
tave breaks. The skill of recognizing the chords 
in the linear progression of the melody and the 
ability to sing these chords is invaluable – for all 
the tones in a melody could be aurally imagined 
as belonging to one or another chord. The third 
series of preparatory exercises treats the func-
tional versatility of small intervals as belong-
ing to different chords (Example 3c). Especially 
when sung in the descending direction, the same 
initial interval can belong to various keys and 
thus lead to different ‘internal tunings’ in the ear 
of the student, as relates to establishing a tonal 
center.22

Apart from these structured exercises, the au-
thor proposes improvisatory work with stu-
dents, applied to the same topic. Students 
could, for example, compose short motifs on 
a given pitch, so that the initial tone is a par-
ticular scale degree (or functions in a particu-
lar key). Another suggestion is to use the initial 
motifs from the etudes (or any other motif) 
and engage the students in varying it: the tonal 
functionality of the initial tone will become in-
creasingly ‘engraved’ in the ‘inner ear’. Adding a 
second part to the melodies and harmonizing 
melodies (on the piano) while sight singing are 
suggested as exercises which form the advanced 
level of studying with this book.

G. Reljin Stepan`́cić, Solfège: Intervals and 
Chords I23

This practicum is the first and easiest of a series 
of three books. Its methodological approach 
is worked out through different series of exer-
cises, each focusing on a particular interval or 
chord. The system is based on imitation (which 
is, chronologically, also the practice in the first 
stage of learning solfège) and short term mem-
ory, emphasizing the important role of con-
centration of attention. Detailed information 

about the book and the method is given in the 
Introduction. 
The material is presented throughout as an al-
ternation of preparatory exercises and main ex-
ercises. The former are meant to form the sound 
imagination for a particular interval/chord, the 
latter to fixate this sound presentation. Both 
kinds of exercises are based on a particular 
motif which is then sequentially repeated on 
seven diatonic positions – ending with the oc-
tave (Examples 4 and 5a). Preparatory exercises 
can be typified as rather ‘calm’: one must listen 
carefully and prepare the tone without search-
ing for the pitch. In contrast to this, the main 
exercises are vivid in character and form a kind 
of voice drill for establishing routine and a cer-
tain ease of singing. All chapters contain exer-
cises for ascending and descending intervals.
Reljin terms this method ‘dialogue’, which 
suggests an alternation of listening and talk-
ing (singing), or responding to what one has 
heard.24 This is indeed the core of the method, 
for all the singing in this book concerns re-
sponding to sound: in the preparatory exercis-
es, the particular interval/chord should be sung 
above a supporting drone (which starts first); 
in the main exercises, one student continues 
the musical motif where another student has 
stopped singing. All the exercises are thus to be 
performed in a group or with an instrument.
Main exercises are written out in four or five 
versions (Examples 5a and 5b), which differ ac-
cording to how the material is divided over the 
two parts. Slurs and the direction of the note 
stems indicate the parts (stem upwards: first 
part, stem downwards: second part). The same 
material is re-used, each time in a different ar-
rangement, supporting the idea that frequent 
repetitions will result in more assimilated skills. 
The author stresses the importance of tim-
ing: the exercises should be performed in flow, 
whereby it is necessary to maintain high con-

22 Kršić emphasizes in the Introduction the dual property of an interval: its sonorous as well as its tonal identity. 

23 Gordana Reljin Stepančić, Solfeggio: Intervali i akordi I, Beograd: Akademija lepih umetnosti, 2005. The Royal 

Conservatory in The Hague owns several copies of this book. The author teaches in the Academy of Fine Arts, 

Belgrade. 

24 ‘False polyphony’, alternating the playing and singing of successive parts of the melody (e.g. two bars) while 

maintaining continuity is a well known didactic procedure in Russian pedagogy, coined originally by piano 

pedagogue Neigauz (Нейгауз; see also: Е.Ф. Ященко, Психология специальных способностей, Chelyabinsk: 

Faculty of Psychology, 2001.) A similar procedure – alternating an ‘inner’ with the actual singing of, at first 

known, then also unknown, melodies (e.g. divided in two-bar wholes) – is also characteristic for Russian and 

Bulgarian pedagogy. 
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centration, to listen, to prepare the voice, and to 
respond within the rhythmic pattern.
The motif is repeated on all the solmization 
syllables (absolute solmization), but it is not 
necessarily transposed. In the motif for the 
minor third, for example, where this interval is 
the result of a progression of two seconds, some 
appearances begin with a major second, others 
with a minor.25 The exercises (even the seven 
initial notes of the repeated motif) are not nec-
essarily in a particular key: the author explains 
that the reservoir of tones drawn upon for an 
exercise has been chosen in order to produce 
a melody that is musically logical (singable). 
Still, students will occasionally discover an un-
expected transition between the motifs, which 
reminds them that performing on ‘auto-pilot’ 
will not always work. 

=75

A

B

Example 4
Reljin Stepančić, Solfeggio, Preparatory exercises for ascending major triad and perfect fifth.

Example 5a
Reljin Stepančić, Solfeggio, One of the main exercises for major triad and perfect fifth (p. 53).

Example 5b
Reljin Stepančić, Solfeggio, A series of (main) exercises, following the one from Example 5a, first 
bars.

25 ‘Filling in’ the leap with scale tones is known in Serbia as a kind of ‘interval intonation’ (Zorislava M. 

Vasiljević, Metodika muzičke pismenosti, Beograd: Akademija, 2000, 31-32, 321). With Reljin, it is a principle of 

learning a new element (a third) on the basis of learned ones (seconds).

© 2005 Akademija lepih umetnosti, 
Belgrade. Reproduced by kind permission.
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A. Olujić, Development of a Harmonic Ear26

While most of the solfège books stress the ‘lin-
ear’ aspect of music (melody, rhythm), this 
handbook for teachers – which can also be 
used as a practicum for students – is entirely 
dedicated to music’s ‘vertical’ dimension. The 
author argues that the ‘harmonic ear’ should be 
developed throughout one’s music education, 
noting that, for this book, a certain knowledge 
of music theory (scale degrees and diatonic 
chords) is a prerequisite. 
The main chapters of the book are based on 
notated harmonic progressions (mostly triads, 
later also seventh and ninth chords) to be sung/
played as dictations (Example 6). The follow-
ing guidelines are suggested: 1. As preparation, 
the type of harmonic progression that is to be 
addressed should be written on the blackboard; 
the teacher explains the harmonic functions of 
the chords (in several positions); 2. Students 
sing the chords from the blackboard, using 
alphabetic names: first arpeggiated, in unison, 
and then in four parts;27 3. The teacher plays 
single chords on the piano; students name the 
chords; 4. Students try to memorize similar 
harmonic progressions (three to eight chords) 
played on the piano; 5. The teacher plays a pro-
gression from the book, which students then 
sing back and also play back on the piano. 
The material is organized in chapters, becom-
ing progressively difficult, with the correspond-
ing order of topics as laid out in the textbooks 
for harmony. The written progressions are also 

in accordance with the ‘rules’ of classical har-
mony, which expedites the learning transfer 
between these school subjects (especially when 
the lessons are coordinated). The first lessons 
deal with tonic, subdominant and dominant 
triads; the target levels are enharmonic mod-
ulations and dominant ninth chords. Most 
exercises are given in both major and minor 
versions (parallel keys), furthering the ability 
to compare the chords and learn the particu-
lar sonorities of the same harmonic functions 
in both (Example 6). Most of the chords are 
in close position (with the argument that it is 
easier for the ear to perceive such concentrated 
sound); it is up to the teacher to add more pro-
gressions in open position as well.
After 115 series of chord progressions, the last 
section of the book introduces almost 200 
examples from the standard repertory, from 
Purcell to Bartók, as well as Yugoslavian com-
posers. Many of the fragments are taken from 
piano pieces; most other settings are presented 
as piano reductions. These ‘examples from the 
literature’ are meant to be transcribed (from 
piano or a recording), but the teacher can also 
use them to introduce and demonstrate a cer-
tain harmonic pattern or for harmonic analy-
sis. Finally, some fragments are convenient for 
singing with accompaniment. 
The first part of the book gives a detailed ex-
planation of the method, starting with an over-
view of similar, mostly Russian, approaches to 
the topic. Furthermore, no less than thirteen 

26 Ana Olujić, Razvoj harmonskog sluha, Beograd: Univerzitet umetnosti, 1990. The author was a professor at 

the Faculty of Music, Belgrade. 

27 The author emphasizes that alphabetic names must be used rather than solmization, for students must be 

aware of the pitch they are singing.

Example 6
Olujić, Development of a Harmonic Ear, Harmonic progressions (p. 44).

© 1990 Univerzitet umetnosti, Belgrade. Reproduced by kind permission.
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pages are devoted to the explanation of the sys-
tem and to the pedagogical approach to ‘tun-
ing’ motifs – according to the author an invalu-
able element in the process of developing the 
harmonic ear. This refers to the short formulas 
with which one can ‘tune’ into a particular key, 
based upon the given a1 (Example 7). One sings 
this formula before each exercise in a new key. 
Pupils begin using this procedure already in 
primary music school.

According to the author, five to eight minutes 
of systematic practicing per week (throughout 
one’s music education) should be enough for 
developing the harmonic ear.

G. Karan and S. Dabić, Timbral 
Distinctness in Aural Perception: 
Dictations with Symphonic Orchestra 
Instruments28

This collection of dictations, composed by the 
authors, is aimed at the highest level of solfège 
training. It is published in the form of a CD 
plus book with notated melodies (dictation 

answers), and as such it can be used both by 
teachers (in the classroom) as well as by stu-
dents at home. In the Faculty of Music in Bel-
grade it forms the core literature for the elective 
subject with the same name. 
Recognizing the traditional difference between 
instructive material (dictations played on pia-
no) and ‘real music’ to be transcribed – where 
the former often implies shorter phrases with-
out dynamic nuances and articulation, and the 
latter implies greater complexity as well as the 
practical difficulty of finding a fragment that 
answers didactical requests – the authors creat-
ed this publication as an attempt to bridge this 
gap.29 The dictations (in short binary or terna-
ry form) are composed for each of the instru-
ments of a large symphonic orchestra (solo), 
taking into account the characteristic registers, 
the specificities of the timbre and the particular 
articulation of each. They are ordered accord-
ing to the instrument’s position in a symphonic 
score: the piccolo first and the double-bass last.
All the parameters of the melodies are notated 
(in the book), and students are expected to per-
ceive them and to put the proper symbols in the 
transcription: not only pitch and rhythm, but 
also tempo, articulation and dynamic markings 
(Example 8). Transposing instruments are no-
tated in transposing keys; all the melodies are 
notated in the usual clef for each instrument. 
The tracks on the CD are played by professional 
musicians and recorded in the studio.
Apart from the motivating effect of the great 
variety that such a collection provides, the wide 
range of registers and timbres helps in develop-
ing the sensibility of the ear. Listening to the real 
instruments, including percussion, in these ‘lab-
oratory’ conditions offers the possibility to fa-
miliarize oneself with these instruments, to gain 
confidence in transcribing orchestral pieces, and 
possibly also to allow solfège and instrumenta-
tion training to mutually inform each other. The 
dictations can be played from the CD in their 
entirety or by phrases (separated into different 
tracks), which provides a certain flexibility in 
working with the material. 

C:

G:

Es:

fis:

Example 7
Olujić, Development of a Harmonic Ear, 
Some of the tuning formulas (pp. 22-23). 

© 1990 Univerzitet umetnosti, Belgrade. 
Reproduced by kind permission.

28 Gordana Karan and Sandra Dabić, Tembrovska određenost auditivnog opažanja. Diktati sa instrumentima 

velikog simfonijskog orkestra, Beograd: Fakultet muzičke umetnosti & Signature, 2009. The first author is a 

professor at the Faculty of Music in Belgrade. The second author was a teacher at the Faculty of Philology and 

Arts in Kragujevac.

29 Procedures for writing dictations in Serbia usually imply ‘cutting’ the melody into two-bar sections, which are 

repeated a couple of times, with short pauses in between.
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Final remarks
It is noticeable that the majority of Serbian 
solfège books, especially the older ones, primar-
ily deal with the ‘technical’ side of aural training. 
They suggest the use of various cognitive strate-
gies by students and, parallel to that, recommend 
numerous teaching techniques for teachers. 
Whereas the necessity of integrating solfège into 
the overall musical engagement of the student is 
never called into question, it is exactly this side 
of pedagogy that is most thoroughly worked out 
in the publications. This emphasizes the view 
that understanding the mechanisms in sight 
singing and transcribing music is of the utmost 
importance for this discipline. Thus, the focus is 
on the methodology of aural development, on 
the what, why, and how in solfège pedagogy. For 
this reason, primarily, it is regrettable that these 
publications are not available in English.
Could these books be used outside the Serbian 
educational system? Considering the situation 
from the perspective of the Dutch system, all but 
the first reviewed book can easily be integrated 
in most classes (depending on the level) as ad-
ditional material. The textbook by Vasiljević et 
al. is the most comprehensive and, as such, quite 
attractive, especially for use in pedagogical envi-
ronments which do not contain their own ‘core’ 
of pedagogical literature. The advantage of such 
a textbook is that it provides both the student 
and the teacher with a step-by-step learning pro-
cess that can be followed in the course (including 
both the material as well as the method). With-
out a textbook, the responsibility of the teacher 
becomes even bigger, as the teacher himself then 
needs to have a very clear methodology in mind. 
However, in a pedagogically instable situation 
(students coming from various backgrounds, 

the reorganization of groups, experimentation 
with context and form of the subject), such a 
textbook would not be the easiest literature to 
apply. The characteristics which form its great-
est virtues in one educational context (detailed 
procedures, perfectly fitting the level and the 
instructional goals) become the largest obstacle 
in another system: the situation in a particular 
class, for example a great discrepancy in the skill-
level or the educational background of the stu-
dents, could call for a different method or one 
that is more flexible in application.
Many solfège issues are framed by two peda-
gogical poles: the ‘technical’ (sometimes seen 
as ‘drill’) and the ‘musical’ aspect. The former 
refers to a focus on acquiring particular (sub-)
skills or mastering particular procedures in 
the process of the development of aural skills. 
The latter refers to a focus on creativity, mu-
sical actions, the links between solfège and the 
student’s principal subject, etc. While most 
teachers would agree that both are necessary in 
solfège courses (the former provides the means 
and the latter the skills of application to music 
making), in practice it is mostly one of the two 
that dominates. Many pedagogical approaches 
can thus be described as either predominantly 
‘technical’ or predominantly ‘musical’. The usu-
al criticism directed toward the former is that 
it seems to be detached from music making; 
toward the latter, that it is lacking an effective 
methodology. The pedagogical approach of a 
teacher or a school is reflected in their choice of 
teaching materials. In Serbian practice, several 
solfège books are usually combined, which as-
sures enough opportunities to work on ‘atoms’ 
of aural skills as well as to apply these within a 
musical context. 

Grazioso  = 76

Cl. in B

Moderato  = 63

Timp.

1.

1. 2.

A, C, F

2.

Example 8
Karan and Dabić, Timbral Distinctness, The first two phrases of dictations nos. 17 and 56 
(pp. 27, 55).

© 2009 Fakultet muzičke umetnosti, Belgrade. Reproduced by kind permission.
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With the reviews of six Serbian books, we hope 
to have presented the content which could per-
haps inspire the authors of some future non-
Serbian solfège books. Merging the pedagogical 
awareness and the effective teaching strategies, 
such as those described in this text, with a vi-
sion on solfège in a broad music-educational 
context could result in a successful combina-
tion of thoroughness (based on tradition) and 
inventiveness and openness for new develop-
ments in contemporary music education.
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