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Music Theory 1 – Interval Review
Intervals are the fundamental reason that music sounds the way it does. Major scales
sound different than minor scales because of the pattern of intervals. An interval is simply the
distance between 2 pitches. Some intervals are considered consonant, meaning that the
intervals have a sound that can be considered at rest and stable. Other intervals are
considered dissonant, meaning that the intervals have a sound that can be considered
unstable, with a degree of tension.
Only major and perfect intervals occur between the first note of a major scale and
the other pitches of a major scale. For instance, G to B is a Major 3rd since B is the
third note of the G Major scale. G to B-flat would therefore be a minor 3rd since this pitch
is a half-step lower than the note of the scale. Only 4ths, 5ths, unisons, and octaves are
considered perfect intervals. Also, remember that interval names are inclusive of the first
and last note! A perfect 5th above C is G, counting C as one and G as five. To reach G
from C you must move through 7 half-steps, the first being between C and C-sharp/D-flat.
Therefore, half-steps are not inclusive of the starting note.
Every interval can be augmented (made larger) by adding one half-step to the
interval’s largest form (perfect for 4ths, 5ths, unisons, octaves, and major for 2nds, 3rds,
6ths, and 7ths). An augmented 4th above C is F-sharp, since a perfect 4th above C is F, and
F-sharp is one half-step higher. An augmented 3rd above C would be E-sharp, a half-step
larger than the Major third of E.
Every interval can be made diminished by subtracting one half-step from its
smallest form (perfect for 4ths, 5ths, unisons, octaves and minor for 2nds, 3rds, 6ths, and
7ths). A diminished 5th above C would be G-flat, since C to G is a perfect 5th, and G-flat is
1 half-step lower.
When writing any interval, always write the notehead first (above or below) and then worry
about the interval quality. If writing a Major 6th above A, make sure you have your
notehead on F. Then you should consider the interval quality, in this case an F-sharp. You
could have figured this by thinking that F-sharp is in the A Major scale, or that F-sharp is 9
half-steps above A.
When figuring out larger intervals, you may find it easier to work from a Perfect 5th as a
reference. A minor 6th is a half-step above a Perfect 5th, a Major 6th is 2 half-steps away.
You may also find it easier to work backwards from the octave when thinking of 7ths. A
Major 7th is one half-step below the octave, a minor 7th is two half-steps below the octave.
For instance, a Major 7th above E would be one half-step below the octave, which is Dsharp.
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When dealing with sharp or flat pitches, you might find it helpful to “block out” the sharp
or flat and add it later. For instance, if you were to find a perfect 5th above D-sharp, you
might find it easiest to find a perfect 5th above D (which is A) and then to sharp it (Asharp). Another example would be a Major 3rd above E-double flat. A Major 3rd above Eflat is G, therefore a Major 3rd above E-double flat is G-flat.
Interval inversion: If you “flip” and interval, this is called the interval inversion. So the
inversion of D up to G would be G up to D. The magic number for inversions is 9, so the
inversion of a 7th is a 2nd, the inversion of a 3rd is a 6th. The inversion of a major interval
is minor and vice versa. The inversion of a Perfect interval is still Perfect. The inversion of
a diminished interval is augmented and vice versa. The inversion of a dim 5th is therefore
an augmented 4th.
Below is a chart showing the number of half steps for each interval. While counting half
steps will get you the answer (though careful of enharmonic spelling), it is rather laborious
and slow. I advise thinking of the major scale, as discussed above, as it is intuitive, much
quicker, and will develop quick music theory skills. If asked for the interval between F and
Eb, you can quickly deduce that F to E is a major 7th (E is in F major), therefore F to Eb is a
minor 7th. Much quicker thank counting half steps!
* If a space is blank, that interval does not exist. There is no such thing as a perfect 2nd,
minor 5th, Major octave, etc…

Interval Name
2nd
3rd
4th
5th
6th
7th
8ve

Interval Listening

minor

Major

1 hs

2 hs

3 hs

4 hs

Perfect

5 hs
7 hs
8 hs

9 hs

10 hs

11 hs
12 hs

As you begin listening to intervals, you may find it helpful to think of intervals within the
context of a key, like thinking of a P5 as Do to Sol, a M6 as Sol to Mi, etc.. Our ears will
naturally make these associations, since Do to Sol is one of the primary contexts in which
we’re so used to hearing P5ths, etc.. These common uses are shown below. One way to
begin hearing intervals is to learn examples of each interval in the context of a well-known
song. When listening, try singing between the pitches by step. Here are a few examples for
each interval:
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Minor Second: Often seen/heard as ti-do
Jaws theme
I’m dreaming of a White Christmas
Fur Elise (descending)
Major second: Often seen/heard as do-re and start of a scale
Happy Birthday
Silent Night
Yesterday (descending)
Minor Third: Often seen/heard as do-me, the first and 3rd notes of a minor scale, or mi-sol
What Child is this?
Brahms Lullaby (mi-sol)
Georgia on my mind (mi-sol)
Hey Jude (descending)
Major Third: Often seen/heard as do-mi, the first and 3rd notes of a major scale
Kumbaya
Oh when the saints go Marching
Morning has broken
Summertime (descending)
Perfect Fourth: Often seen/heard as sol-do, with the higher note sounding like the tonic
Here comes the bride
Amazing grace
Auld Lang Sine
Harry Potter theme
O’ Christmas Tree
O’ Come all ye faithful (Descending)
Tritone: Often seen/heard as ti-fa, listen for the strong desire to resolve
The Simpsons theme
Maria (West side story)
Perfect Fifth: Often seen/heard as do-sol, the first and 5th notes of a major or minor scale (the

bottom note sounds like tonic)
Twinkle, twinkle little star
Star Wars theme (other John Williams themes)
Scarborough Fair
My Favorite things
Flinstones (descending)
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Minor Sixth: Often seen/heard as mi-sol, sol-me, or do-le
In my Life (Beatles)
The Entertainer
Major 6th: Often seen/heard as sol-mi or do-la
My Bonnie lies over the ocean
NBC theme
For he’s a jolly good fellow
Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen (Descending)
Man in the mirror (descending)
Minor Seventh: Often seen/heard as sol-fa. A minor 7th is the outer interval of a dominant 7th

chord and the upper note has a strong tendency to resolve down
Somewhere (There’s a place for Us) - from West Side Story
“Have you driven a Ford” commercial
Major Seventh: Often seen/heard as do-ti with a strong tendency to resolve up the ½ step to the

octave
Take on me (A-ha)
Superman theme
Octave:
Somewhere over the rainbow
Let it snow

Music Theory 1 – Triads and 7th chords
Harmony is the result of pitches sounding together and can be considered the vertical
aspect of music (with melody being the horizontal aspect of music). A chord is typically
defined as being three or more notes played simultaneously (two notes would be an
interval, though there can be two note harmonies) and we will begin our study of harmony
with the most common type, known as a tertian harmony. A tertian harmony is a chord
built in 3rds and most of the music we know and love, from Bach to Beyonce to the Beach
Boys, utilize tertian harmonies. In later chapters we will discuss chords built in fourths or
seconds, though we will spend a considerable amount of time on tertian harmony since it is
far and away the most prevalent. We will start with our primary tertian chord which is a
3-note chord called a triad. Triads are the basic building block of tonal harmony.
If a tertian triad is built in stacked 3rds, the root of a triad will be the bottom note of this
stack. The note a 3rd above the root is called the third of the triad and the note a 5th above
the root is called the fifth of the triad. We will identify our triad types by looking at the
intervals formed between the root/3rd and root/5th of a triad. The interval content of our
four triad types are below.
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When the root of the chord is the bass note (the lowest note), the chord is in root
position. If there is a bass note other than the root, the chord will be in inversion; in 1st
inversion the 3rd is in the bass, in 2nd inversion, the 5th is in the bass. The topic of chord
inversions will be covered in detail this semester. The shorthand way to show first
inversion is to use a 6. For 2nd inversion chords, the shorthand is 6/4. The Roman
Numeral I below designates a triad on the tonic scale degree and Roman Numerals are covered a
few chapters down the line.

C:

I

Root position

I6

1st inversion

I6/4

2nd inversion

If we extend a tertian triad by adding another 3rd, the result is a four-note 7th chord. Tonal
harmony makes uses of five primary types of 7th chords that are shown below (though
there are some adjustments to these 5 types that will be covered in later classes).

The Major 7th chord has an easy listening feel and though the interval of a major 7th is
dissonant, when filled it with the Maj7 it is a very calming chord. The dominant 7th and
both diminished 7th chords have a dominant function and pull to tonic. When trying to
hear the difference between these chords, listen for what you hear as the resolution. A half
diminished 7th will sound like it wants to resolve to major tonic, while the fully diminished
sounds like it wants to resolve to minor tonic. Like the Major 7th chord, the minor 7th has a
degree of stability, though heard out of context, it will likely sound like it wants to move
to a dominant. The reason will be clear when studying diatonic harmony a few pages later.
Though not considered one of the primary seventh chords, and not used much in classical
music (though more in contemporary classical), there is a minor major 7th chord which is a
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minor triad and major 7th. This chord can have different sounds depending on the context
and can be seen in jazz and pop, such as the standard My Funny Valentine and the pop songs
Put Your Records On (Corinne Bailey Rae) and Numb Little Bug (Em Beihold). It can sound
very poignant and yearning or have a British 1960s Austin Powers/James Bond vibe. It is
often the result of mode mixture and this chord will be discussed later in the book. This
chord is sometimes derived from a descending melodic motion of do-ti-te-la over a
harmony, creating several different 7th chords. In the example below, we have an A minor
chord that transforms to an Am(maj7), Am7, and Am6 with the A-G#-G-F# line.
Jerry Garcia/Robert Hunter: Mississippi Half-Step Uptown Toodle-oo

A shorthand system for labeling chord inversions is below, with the numbers derived from
the intervals above the bass in each inversion. Below are the standard inversion symbols
for triads and 7th chords.
Bass position

Triad inversion Symbol

7th chord inversion symbol

Bass note

Root position

none
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Root

First inversion

6

6
5

Third

Second Inversion

6
4

4
3

Fifth

Third inversion

n/a

4
2

Seventh
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Identify the chord root, quality, and inversion of each harmony.

Bach: Nun lob’ mein Seel chorale

Identify the following 7th chords by type (Maj7, Dom7, min7,

7,

7)

Write the indicated 7th chords in root position.

Dom7

Maj7

7

7
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Dom7

7

Maj7

min7

On the single staff, write the 7th chord in root position (stack in 3rds). Identify the
type (Maj, Dom, min, 7, 7) and provide the correct inversion symbol.

Music Theory 1 - Jazz chord notation, guide tones
As with triads, lead sheet symbols can sometimes vary from source to source. Reading a
lead sheet is an important skill and getting fluent at interpreting lead sheets is a skill that
can greatly increase the amount of situations you can play in. Below are the lead sheet
symbols for 7th chords, with the most common symbols (and the ones we will use) for
major and minor in bold.
D7 = Dominant 7
DMaj7, DMa7, or D∆7 = Major7
Dmin7, Dm7, or D-7 = Minor7 (-7 is the most common)
Dmin7b 5 = Half dim7 (sometimes, though a good deal less often,
Do7 = Fully dim7.

is used)

Fred Simon: Poetspeak Add lead sheet symbols above the staff. The chord at the end of the
1st line has a suspension that resolves, making F# the chord tone. The chord tone in the second to
last measure, final chord, is B in the upper voice, not C. Do not worry about the final measure or the
1st chord of m. 7.
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Guide tones are a very useful way to approach a jazz solo. Guide tones are the 3rds and 7ths
of a chord as these are the pitches that give a chord its character and they determine
whether a chord is major, minor, dominant, etc..
Guide tone lines are step-wise lines (whole steps, half steps, or sustained notes) that travel
through a chord progression. A guide tone line is a melodic line often used as a foundation
for development in a jazz solo. This line has the “sound” of the chord progression since it is
built from 3rds and 7ths and gives the soloist a foundation and anchor from which to build
and elaborate. These can be notes to aim for or emphasize with your solo and can be helpful
to a soloist and also give a solo a sense of direction and cohesion. Below is a guide tone line
for Autumn Leaves along with several embellishments on this line.
Johnny Mercer: Autumn Leaves
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Autumn Leaves: Guide tones

Autumn Leaves: Guide tones with embelishment (repetition, sequence, non-chord
tones…)

Autumn Leaves: Further embellishment and arpeggiation

Pretend that you have been asked to solo on the following two jazz standards at an upcoming jazz
band concert. Provide a guide tone line for each (just one guide tone per chord) and feel free to change
your guide tone line somewhere within the tune. For instance, you may be using a line that would
talke you to G in the EbMaj7 chord, though you could also start a new line on D, the 7th of this chord.
There are some 9th chords that we will cover later and you can treat these as dominant 7ths for now.
Morgan Lewis: How High the Moon (There are many versions of this tune, with Charlie
Parker’s and Ella Fitzgerald’s being two notable ones worth checking out).
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Johnny Mercer: Fly Me to the Moon (Frank Sinatra’s version is well known, though there are
many others.
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Music Theory 1 – Diatonic harmony
Why Roman numerals? What we are really interested in music theory is not the chord
itself (an F minor chord, B Major chord, etc.), but how the chord relates to the given key.
We are looking to understand a chord’s personality and function in a key, and referring to
a chord by root and quality (C Maj) does not tell us much with regards to why a chord
sounds the way it does. A C Major chord sounds completely different in every key, which
is why we want to say more about the chord than just its root and quality. While a C
Major chord does not have a personality, a chord on the fourth scale degree, tonic scale
degree, etc.. does, and understanding and studying this will give us much more insight
into a piece of music.
If we look at the chords to Pachelbel’s Canon and Green Day’s Basket Case and put the
chords side by side, we don’t see the similarity, because we just see the chords, not where
they are in a key.
Pachelbel’s Canon: D-A-Bm-F#m-G.
Green Day’s Basket Case: Eb-Bb-Cm-Gm-Ab
Using Roman Numerals to show the chords, we see they are both: I-V-vi-iii-IV
Diatonic harmony simply means harmonies that are contained in a given scale or key. So
the harmonies that are within the key of C major and use the pitches of that key are called
diatonic. If a chord contains pitches outside of the key (a D Maj chord in C Major, for
instance), the chord is considered chromatic. Roman Numerals indicate the scale degree of
a chord’s root as well as the quality, and we show major chords with an uppercase Roman
Numeral, minor with lowercase, diminished with lowercase and a small circle to the upper
right, and augmented with uppercase and a plus to the upper right (though there are not
any diatonic augmented chords. In minor keys, harmonies are built off of the harmonic

minor scale (which contains the leading tone) with the important exception of the
III chord, which uses the subtonic (lowered 7th).
Diatonic triads:
Major
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Minor

Remember that scale degrees 6 and 7 are flexible in minor. In thinking about our minor
scales and their names, harmonies in minor tend to have the leading tone, thus the name
harmonic minor. Melodic minor is named as such since the raised 6th and 7th tend to
melodically lead up to the tonic, while the lowered 6th and 7th melodically tend to lead down
to sol.
Henry Willan: Sonata no. 2

Diatonic 7th chords:
The V7 in both major and minor is a dominant 7th! In a minor key, the leading tone occurs
in the dominant and leading tone harmonies and not the others. *There are sometimes
exceptions, especially the lovely minor v (which tends to lead away from the tonic in minor rather
than towards it, as seen above) and these will be discussed as we encounter them.
Major

Maj7

min7

min7

Maj7

Dom7

min7

half dim 7

15

Minor

min7

half dim7 Maj7

min7

Dom7

Maj7

fully dim7

Provide a Roman Numeral Analysis for the examples below. Be mindful of
indicating the correct chord quality and inversion.

38

J.S. Bach:
Chorale
Bach:
Chorale
138 138

J.S. Bach: “Was mein Gott will”
Bach: Chorale 14

Choose a harmonic progression for the following melodies. Try to both strongly establish
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Schumann: Chorale op. 68 no.4

Music Theory 1 – Harmonic rhythm and
accompaniment patterns
Harmonic rhythm in music is the rate at which the harmonies change. As with many
things in music theory, it is often easier to hear harmonic rhythm than it is to see, so
listening should be always be the first step. Harmonic rhythm is often “regular-ish” with
some deviations. If the harmonic rhythm is very regular, the music can become too
predictable and if very irregular, the music can sometimes sound chaotic and haphazard.
So, there is usually a sense of regularity mixed with changes and departures from the
pattern. A few general traits regarding harmonic rhythm:
1) When the tempo runs, the harmonic rhythm walks (and vice versa). The relationship
between tempo and harmonic rhythm is usually inverse; a slow adagio will likely have a
quick harmonic rhythm while a fast scherzo will often have harmonies changing much
slower. Call up a Beethoven scherzo and adagio (with score) on youtube to see this.
2) The harmonic rhythm usually increases as the music approaches a cadence (the arrival
point of a phrase). This gives a sense of drive to the arrival point.
3) The final chord at a cadence (the arrival chord) is usually on a strong beat rather than a
weak beat. In general, harmonies often change at beginnings of measures and on strong
beats.
Sounding bass
Listen to the Schubert Waltz below and notice how the harmonic rhythm is heard as one
chord per measure, not a chord change on every beat. Though the bass note on beat 1 is
not sustained through the measure, it is perceived by our ears as being “in effect” for the
whole measure. This accompaniment pattern is quite common, where a low bass note is
heard on beat 1, followed by the remainder of the chord. So, all of m. 1 would be
considered a root position tonic chord.
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Accompaniment patterns
All of the Bach examples on previous pages had every melody note accompanied by a
harmony. This texture is known as homorhythmic, chordal, or chorale-style (all of the
above Bach examples are chorales). As we will see later, we will use the term chordal,
though know that all of the above terms are commonly used. Though this texture provides
a straightforward way to begin studying harmony, this kind of texture is not used as often
as other textures that feature less frequent chord changes. Also, block chords, while they
are effective in some situations, can sound pretty stodgy and rhythm-less if used too much.
To add a sense of forward motion and rhythmic interest, composers often spread chords
out over time by using arpeggios (the notes of a chord played separately) and
accompanimental patterns. See the Mozart and Beethoven examples below. The lowest
note heard during the pattern will be considered the bass note for the entire chord.
- What is the chord progression in common with the Mozart and Beethoven examples?
- Listen, rather than look, for the harmonic rhythm and note where each harmony
changes. Do some of the tendencies of harmonic rhythm mentioned above hold true?
Schubert: La Valse
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Mozart: Piano Sonata in C, K. 309 – (the chords can be determined mostly from the LH
accompaniment)

Beethoven: Menuetto from Sonatina in D (note that some chord tones are in the RH
and that there are non-chord tones – notes not in the chord in m. 4 and m. 8)
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Music Theory 1 – Chord voicing, Voice-leading
Four-part chord voicings are a standard in many types of music, as they allow for all notes
of a 7th chord to be present and for the strongest pitch of a triad to be doubled. We will be
writing music mainly in four parts and will refer to these parts (from highest to lowest) as
the soprano, alto, tenor, and bass. While these terms do denote voice parts, it is also
common for these terms to be used in instrumental music as well, with the soprano part
being the highest part, bass the lowest, and the alto and tenor being the inner voices. If
you hear mention of the soprano part in a band setting, this would be referring to
whatever instrument was the melody, likely the flute, piccolo, oboe, etc..
Voice ranges:

Chord voicing is the way that notes are distributed in a chord. When voicing a chord, we
will try to have chords that are evenly spaced and have less than an octave between
adjacent upper parts (soprano to alto, alto to tenor). Smaller intervals are often avoided
in the very low registers as they create a muddy quality and a general rule of thumb is:
small intervals at the top, larger intervals at the bottom. This is common in all styles of
music, though occasionally you will see a chord that goes against this. For example, the
primary chord in Stravinsky’s Symphony of Psalms is, by the standards mentioned above,
a poor chord voicing (there are very low and muddy intervals, large gaps, etc..). This does
not mean that Stravinsky didn’t know better, though that he was very intentional with the
sound he wanted, which is muddy, thick, and very heavy. It is OK to go against the norms
if it works and meets the composer’s intentions, and we should try to ask why a composer
may have done something less conventional. In addition, we will try to avoid crossing
voices (the tenor going above the alto, for example) in our writing, which is know as voice
crossing.
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Keyboard voicing

Though we will be writing music in four part chorale style (SATB) regularly, it is also
important that we feel comfortable writing chord progressions in 4-part keyboard voicing
as well. This is different in that the upper three voices will be in the right hand, with the
bass note in the left hand. You will see this type of texture in the piano progressions in
other classes and it is a texture that is usually easier to play for beginning pianists. In
addition, I feel that performing keyboard style progressions is a more useful and practical
skill for many musicians. For this reason, will be focusing on both traditional SATB and
piano texture, and I will specify which we will be using. The same attention to voice
leading will apply. An example is below.

Open and close spacing
An important aspect of a chord voicing’s sound is how compact or open the spacing is.
Open spacing is when there is an octave or more between the soprano and tenor voices.
Close spacing is when there is less than an octave between soprano and tenor voices.

Open

Open

Close
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Voice leading is the way chords are connected by the motions of individual melodic
lines. Pianist Keith Jarrett has called it “melody writing in the center of harmony” and
pianist Russell Ferrante calls it “connecting chords melodically.” In general, composers
strive for a mixture of voice motion, with emphasis on contrary motion (movement in
opposite directions). The outer parts (soprano and bass) often have individual contours
with significant use of contrary motion.
Strong voice leading will result in chord progressions and melodic lines that exhibit:
•
•
•
•

Smoothness
Independence
A variety of motion
A sense of motion towards a goal

In the examples below, which range from Bach to jazz to Radiohead, the chord
progressions each have 4-5 melodic lines. Notice how smooth and mostly stepwise the
voice leading is. What observations can you make about the voice leading? If looking at
these harmonies as having four voices/melodic lines, what melodic intervals do you see?
What is the approach to common tones? How the do the soprano and bass often move in
relation to each other?
J.S. Bach: “Schau, lieber Gott, wie meine Feind”

Keith Jarrett opening to My Funny Valentine (Rodgers/Hart)
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Radiohead: Exit Music for a Film (from OK Computer, 1997)
When listening to this song, notice the striking moment of contrast and arrival at lyrics
“breathe” at 1:26. While the choice of harmony is part of this sound, the change in chord
voicing, from close to open spacing, also adds a sense of openness and contrast.
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Pink Floyd: Us and Them (from Dark Side of the Moon, 1973)

In the following progressions, we see the same smoothness of voice leading with minimal
movement to chord tones. In each example, common tones are kept, each note moves to
the next nearest chord tone, and there is contrary motion in the soprano and bass when
moving to the last chord in the progression. Notice the same thing in the left hand of
Mozart Piano Sonata K. 309 covered preciously in the book.
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Coldplay: Clocks

Coldplay: Violet Hill

Types of voice motion

Every voice in a composition has a relationship with every other voice (soprano to alto,
soprano to tenor, etc…) and composers often strive for a mixture of motion and for a sense
of independence in each voice. Contrary motion yields the most voice independence,
parallel motion yields the least. Below are the types of voice motion that are possible.
Contrary motion: This is when parts move in opposite directions and is the type of motion
that is the preference of many composers, especially between outer voices, when seeking a
sense of voice independence. Notice how individual and distinct the soprano and bass are in
the previous Bach examples due to the independent contours.
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Parallel motion: This is when parts move in the same direction by the same interval. 6ths
and 3rds are the intervals that are most commonly used in parallel motion (we’ll discuss
5ths and 8vs below). Look for examples of parallel motion in the Bach excerpts.
Similar motion: This is when parts move in the same direction by different intervals. For
instance, two parts moving up, though one by 2nd and one by 5th.
Oblique motion: This is when one parts stays and the other changes. See the soprano and
bass in Radiohead’s Exit Music (for a film) where the F# is sustained while the bass moves.

The problem with parallel perfect 5ths and 8vs

Composers for a long time have avoided writing music that featured the same two voices
moving in parallel motion by the two most stable intervals, the perfect 8ve and perfect
5th. This was especially true for composers from the Renaissance through the Romantic
period (1600ish -1900ish), though it is very much true today (see previous Coldplay, Pink
Floyd, Adele examples) when composers and songwriters are striving for voice
independence rather than the sound of parallel motion. While many current
composers/songwriters still aim for voice independence and avoids //5ths and 8vs, some
music does use parallel motion for as it is part of the sound. Think power chords in
Nirvana, Smoke on the Water, some music by Debussy, etc… We’ll discuss this kind of
voice-leading in later courses. As was discussed before, intentionality is important and
Debussy and Nirvana (at times) were not after the sound of smooth voice leading.
Parallel octaves occur when two voices an octave apart move in parallel motion to
another perfect octave. Parallel fifths occur when two voices a perfect 5th apart move
in parallel motion to another perfect 5th. Remember that this happens when this motion
is in the same two voices. This motion reduces the independence of each line and has the
effect of reducing the texture to three lines instead of four. We will be avoiding parallel
8vs and parallel 5ths in our writing, a practice followed by composers when striving for
voice independence.
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Compare the above with the example below (I advise singing these in 4 parts in class).
Notice much more contrary motion and avoidance of parallel motion by P8vs and P5ths.
Can you hear that each part is more independent and less linked to another part? Does the
progression more rich, full, and musical to your ears? Some inversions were added to give
more contrary motion to the bass and soprano.

G:

I

viio6

I6

IV

V

vi

Handling the leading tone

As we know, the leading tone is a tendency tone with a strong pull to the tonic. Because of
this, we’ll want to handle it carefully and mindfully. As outer voices are the most
prominent, we will aim to resolve the LT up to tonic if in the soprano or the bass
voice. While there are certainly exceptions to this, it is very much the norm in all styles of
music and we will do this in our writing. If the LT is in an inner voice, you may resolve
it to tonic if it works well, though you may also resolve it down a 3rd to sol in the tonic
chord. We will avoid doubling the LT in chords because of its tendency, and we will also
want to be mindful of the +2 interval that occurs between le and ti when in minor. See the
previous “Schau, lieber Gott, wie meine Feind” by Bach for an example where an inner
voice LTs resolves and Bach’s Chorale no. 138 for an example where an inner voice LT
resolves down by a 3rd.

Some general characteristics of melodic writing/voice-leading
Composers often avoid augmented melodic intervals (TTs, +2) when connecting chords
and strive for smooth, stepwise motion. When voicing root position chords, it is often
best to double the root of the chord. In the soprano voice (highest part), melodies tend
to have an interesting contour and often reach a high/focal point. Leaps larger than a
4th are usually followed by step in the direction opposite of the leap. Tendency tones
(leading tones, chromatic pitches) often resolve when in an outer voice.
Can you find the augmented melodic intervals in the following progressions that we would
try to avoid when writing?
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Soprano/bass relationship

The outer voices (bass and soprano) are usually the most prominent voices and the most
melodic. As the ear is most drawn to the outer voices, composers often strive for the
soprano and bass to be independent with interesting contours and contrary motion. This is
common in all types of music, from the outer voices in Bach concertos to the melody and
bass in heavy metal songs. If the bass and soprano moved in similar or parallel motion,
they lose their identity and blend/fuse with one another. See the Beethoven below and
notice the contrary motion between the soprano and bass. This can also be seen in the
previous Bach chorales.
Beethoven: Pathetique Sonata (op. 13) mvt. 2
Listen to just the outer voices: while not entirely in contrary motion, it is the most
prevalent and both voices have interesting contours and lots of independence from one
another.
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Can you find the voice-leading errors? Find instances of:
1) //5ths, //8vs, //Unisons
2) Spacing of more than an octave between upper parts
3) Incomplete chords (use your ear!)
4) Chords without a doubled root

There is a parallel Perfect 5th in contrary motion in this example as well as an
example of parallel unisons.

Music Theory 1 - Partwriting Guidelines, aka: “Things to
keep in mind when I am connecting chords”
When partwriting, your aim is to connect chords in the smoothest way possible. Aim to
make your melodic lines musical and singable by following the guidelines below.
Try to:
- Keep the common tone between chords, especially if in the alto or tenor
- Keep parts as stepwise as possible. Small leaps are ok, though try to avoid larger leaps.

When the bass moves by step, consider moving all other parts in contrary stepwise motion.
-

Strive for contrary motion, especially between the soprano and bass. Try to avoid
all parts moving in same direction as it reduces voice independence.
Resolve the LT up if it is in the soprano or bass. If in an inner voice, it may resolve
or jump down a 3rd.
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Avoid:
- Parallel 5ths and parallel octaves (these are perfect 5ths and perfect 8vs)
- Contrary 5ths and 8vs (the same affect as parallels, though they move in contrary
motion. This would be two Cs going to two Fs, just in opposite directions)
- Augmented melodic intervals (TT, +2) and intervals of 7th
- Unevenly spaced chords - do not allow more than an octave between upper parts (SA, A-T), more than an octave is common between the bass and tenor
- “Bottom heavy” chords which sound muddy
- Consecutive leaps, especially in inner voices. If you have consecutive leaps in alto or
tenor lines, chances are there is a better option
- Voice crossing – where one part crosses another (tenor above the alto)
- Voice overlap –is when a line crosses above or below a pitch recently sounded by
another voice. Although this is not voice crossing, the ear may hear the voices as
overlapping, and the independence of line is diminished. Although Bach and many
other great composers occasionally wrote overlapping parts, there was always a
good, melodic reason.
Doubling:
- In root position, double the root. The exception is the deceptive progression (V-vi)
which sometimes may have a doubled 3rd.
- In 1st inversion (ch.8), double the pitch that makes the most musical sense, as long as it
is not the leading tone. Preference is sometimes given to scale degrees 1,4, and 5.
- In 2nd inversion chords, double the bass.
- Do not double the LT!
Partwrite the progressions below. Keep common tones, try to move stepwise, and be mindful of
the alternate doubling for the deceptive progression. Try to move upper voices in contrary motion
when the bass moves by step.
In chorale style
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In keyboard voicing

Music Theory 1 – Part-writing grading rubric
Why all the rules?
The partwriting ideas we are following reflect principles of writing derived from the
compositions of many great composers and songwriters. These practices can be heard in the
music you are playing in band, singing in choir, and playing in lessons. What you are
following in your harmonic writing is not an arbitrary set of "rules," but principles of tonal
music developed through many generations of playing and composing. Mastering and
understanding these concepts will ultimately allow you to create musical and stylistically
appropriate compositions, and will increase your understanding of an enormous body of
music. Try singing and playing your examples rather than thinking of them as just exercises,
how do they sound?
Grading rubric for partwriting
1 pt. is given per chord and 1 pt. is given for each chord connection. No more than 1 pt.
will be taken off for any chord connection, even if you have multiple issues (//8, //5, LT,
etc…). Smooth, successful voice-leading yields the full point, voice-leading problems in
your writing will take off full or half value. Deductions are as follows:
Minus 2 pts for: a chord spelled incorrectly or a chord missing a pitch. 1 pt. is for the
chord spelling and 1 pt. is for the voice-leading that is affected by the incorrect pitches.
Minus 1 pt for: //8vs or //5ths, unresolved LT or chordal 7th, failure to raise the LT in
minor, wrong chord tone doubled, failure to follow idiomatic voice-leading such as the
cadential 6/4 chord.
Minus .5 pts for: spacing issues (more than an octave between adjacent upper parts),
augmented melodic intervals (TT, +2), voice crossing, voice overlap, incorrect RN
analysis of figured bass (wrong inversion or quality will lose full credit), leap to a chordal
7th, unnecessary consecutive leaps (especially in alto or tenor).
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Grading symbols
//5, //8 = parallel perfect 5ths or octaves
m.3rd = missing chord tone (m.3rd = 3rd, m.5th = 5th)
LT res. = improper leading tone resolution
7th res. = improper 7th resolution
+ 8v = more than an octave between adjacent upper parts
6/4 v.l. = improper voice-leading for 6/4 chord
v.c. = voice crossing
v.o. = voice overlap
sp. = wrong chord spelling
Doub. = unconventional doubling
TT, 7th, or +2 = awkward melodic interval
c.l. = consecutive leaps
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Music Theory 1 - Harmonic Function
In music, diatonic chords have personalities and tendencies, and composers use these
tendencies to lead music towards a harmonic goal. Harmonic function can be described as
the way chords progress and move forward towards a goal (called a cadence) and the role a
chord plays in a larger harmonic progression. In what is known as functional harmony,
each chord has a function or role in the chord progression. A few characteristics of
functional harmony:
-

Tonic is the home-base and center of gravity
The two pillars of a key are the tonic and dominant
The tonal center is established through harmonic function, or the behavior of
chords in a key.

Compare the two examples below. How would you describe the difference in how they
sound?
1.

2.

There are three basic chord functions, tonic, predominant, and dominant. Much of tonal
music makes use of functional harmony, where each chord in a progression has a function
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or a purpose within the progression based on these roles. *Of course, there is much
wonderful music where the chord progressions are not functional, some of which we will
study later. A composer can move from any chord to any chord, though the musical
language that we are familiar with tends to have chords progressing to a goal or cadence,
with chords falling into the following three categories of chord function.
Predominant
ii, IV

Dominant
V, viio

Tonic
I (vi and iii can substitute)

When composers move from dominant to subdominant, this is called a retrogression,
since instead of progressing to a dominant (which has a tendency to resolve to tonic), the
chords essentially move backwards and in the opposite direction.
The Subdominant chord

The IV chord is typically used in two ways: 1) as a predominant that moves to V (see below)
or 2) in a plagal progression. A plagal progression is when IV moves directly to I. This is
often seen in hymns and gospel music and is used significantly in classical music as well.
Schumann: War Song
This excerpt features the IV acting as a subdominant in m.3 and in a plagal progression
in m.2.

The progression below features a plagal cadence, with the excerpt ending with IV – I.
There is also a deceptive progression in m. 3.
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Beatles: Let it Be

The Submediant chord

The vi chord is used in several different ways in tonal music. It can:
-

Substitute for the tonic in a deceptive progression (V-vi)
Function in a descending 3rds progression (I – vi – IV or ii6).
Functions as a substitute for a predominant chord and moves directly to V.

The progression below features the vi chord used in descending 3rds. This progression is
seen in thousands of examples in pop music!
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Bach: Chorale 135
The progression below features the vi chord acting as a predominant and moving to V.

Taylor Swift: Blank Space
F
Nice to meet you, where you been? I could show you incredible
Dm
Things, magic, madness, heaven, sin, Saw you there and I thought
Bb
“Oh my God, look at that face! You look like my next mistake”
Leonard Cohen: Hallelujah
Here, the vi chord is used both deceptively and in a descending 3rds progression.
G
Em
Now I’ve heard there was a secret chord
G
Em
That David played, and it pleased the Lord
C
D
G
D
But you don’t really care for music, do you?
G
C
D
It goes like this, the fourth, the fifth
Em
C
The minor fall, the major lift
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D
B7
Em
The baffled king composing Hallelujah
The Mediant chord

Though the mediant chord occurs less frequently than other harmonies, it can be an
effective chord and is often used in a minor key to give a progression an uplifting sound
(since the III chord is the relative major). Remember that the III chord in minor does not
make use of the leading tone. Though the I6 chord is a more common way to harmonize
scale degree 3 in the bass, the mediant chord is sometimes used (the chord can be
considered to prolong the sound of the tonic) before the subdominant. The mediant chord
is also sometimes used in conjunction with the submediant in preceding IV and V.
Bach: Chorale 138

Bach: Chorale 14

David Bowie: Space Oddity In this example, Bowies uses the iii chord after the tonic, and
preceding vi.
C
Em
Ground control to Major Tom
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C
Em
Ground control to Major Tom
Am
Am/G
D/F#
Take your protein pills and put your helmet on
David Bowie: Changes In this song, Bowie uses iii before IV as in the above Bach
examples. Notice the retrogression, with V (G) moving back to IV (F) to save the
resolution of V to I until later.
C
Em7
Still don’t know what I was waiting for
F
And my time was running wild
G
F
A million dead-end streets and
C
Em7
Every time I thought I’d got it made

Some things to keep in mind when harmonizing a melody
– Write out all possible chords, eliminating the root position diminished chord (the
diminished triad is mostly used in inversion, particularly 1st inversion, to avoid the harsh
sounding tritone above the bass).
– Typically, we will select tonic chords for the beginning and end. Of course, this doesn’t
always happen in music (though it happens a lot), though it will give us solid starting
and ending points for now.
– We are studying functional harmony and will aim to give our chord progression a
sense of direction and forward motion (or progression!) to a melodic/harmonic goal.
– Try to give variety to your progression and consider when some deviation from the
tonic, subdominant, and dominant will be effective.
– Try not to ground your progression too much on tonic! You can’t miss home if you
don’t leave!
Choose a harmonic progression for the following melodies. Try to both strongly establish
the sense of tonality while also keeping the progression interesting and varied. Non-chord
tones are in parentheses. Lastly, make a lead sheet for the piece.
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1.

One possible harmonization

g:

i

i

VI

iv

i

iv

iv

i

V

iv

V

VI

iv

VI

V

VI

iv

V

V7

i
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2.

35

35

3.

3. The Ash Grove

3.
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Circle of 5ths/melodic Sequence
A musical sequence is a repetitive melodic or harmonic pattern. The most common
harmonic sequence is the circle of 5ths, which is a series of chords that progress by
root motion of descending 5ths/ascending 4ths. This progression is used in all types of
music, ranging from jazz to Vivaldi to many pop songs. In a circle of 5ths progression,
chords do not function typically and you will see chord progressions that are otherwise
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uncommon (like viio – iii). In a circle of 5ths progression, the primary interval is the
descending perfect 5th (or ascending 4th), though a tritone will appear somewhere in the
progression to keep the harmonies in a given key.

C:

I

IV

viio

iii

vi

ii

Circle of 5th examples
Johnny Mercer: Autumn Leaves

Selena Gomez: Love You Like a Love Song
C#m
F#m
B
It's been said and done, every beautiful thought's been already sung
E
A
D#Æ7
And I guess right now here's another one, so your melody will play
G#
G#7
on and on, with the best of ‘em

V

I
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Mozart: Piano Sonata K. 545, mvt. 1

Melodic sequence
Melodic sequence is an important technique for composers and improvisers and is a way to
lend cohesion while also providing variety. A melodic sequence is when a melodic idea is
repeated immediately, in the same voice, on successive pitches. The successive pitches will
tend to be consistent, so as seen below, an idea that twice repeats itself up a second. A
sequence will be considered tonal if it stays within a key and has its intervals modified (a
Major 2nd becomes a minor 2nd, etc…). A real sequence will have the exact same intervals
and will leave a given key. The sequence in the first example below is tonal, while the
second example is a real sequence. Sequences often happen 2-4 times and if they go too
long can become predictable.
Tonal sequence

Real sequence
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Here is a well-known tonal sequence, with the example below it rewritten as a real
sequence.
Angels We Have Heard on High

As a real sequence (this sounds quite strange!)

Below is a well-known jazz example. Also see Autumn Leaves earlier in the book.
Paul Desmond – Take Five

For the examples below, how long is the melodic idea being sequenced in each example?
What is the interval of sequence? Is the sequence tonal or real?
Chopin: Grande Valse Brillante
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Tchaikovsky: Symphony 6, mvt. 1
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Music Theory 1 - Triads in Inversion
1st inversion triads:
Music often contains a mixture of root position, 1st inversion, and 2nd inversion triads and
composers and songwriters use this mixture for a few reasons. Use of inversions gives
variety to music and as we’ll see, chords in inversion have a different sound and degree of
stability. We will also see that use of inversions give music much more melodic bass lines,
as inversions allow bass lines to move much more by step. Remember that the outer voices
(soprano and bass) are the two most melodic parts in a texture and that the ear is drawn
most prominently to these outer voices. The bass lines thus far have been very jumpy, not
very smooth, and not very melodic since the bass has only had the root of each harmony.
With chords in inversion, the bass will now become a much more melodic part with more
stepwise melodic motion.
1st inversion chords are sometimes used as embellishing chords that prolong a structural
harmony. Structural harmonies are chords that have strong harmonic function and are
typically I or V, on strong beats, and in root position. Embellishing harmonies are
chords that are often supporting and are used to prolong (see definition below) a structural
harmony. These chords tend to be more melodic, rather than harmonic in function, and are
usually in inversion.
Chord prolongation is when a single harmony is perceived by the listener to be sustained
through time, even if different chords are present. The chord remains “in effect” even if it
is not always occurring. Notice how the tonic chord is prolonged in the example below
with the use of an embellishing V6. There is a brief neighboring dip to the V6 which is
much shorter in comparison to the tonic chord. We could say that the tonic chord has been
prolonged, or expanded through use of the V6. It is common to see an embellishing
inversion chord surrounded or “sandwiched” between the same harmony.

C:

I

V6

I

I6

The next few pages and examples will illustrate some ways in which 1st inversion
harmonies tend to be used. Composers and songwriters often will vary the sound of a
harmony by moving to the same chord in a different inversion, which we’ll call expansion.
Moving from a I to a I6, or IV to a IV6, etc…will keep the harmony in play but will
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change the sound with the less stable inversion, thus keeping the sound of the harmony
but with a more melodically interesting bass line. I often find it interesting and
worthwhile to play a progression without the chords in inversion, just to hear how
different it would be and to get a sense of what the inverted chord adds.
In the two examples below, Norah Jones and Billy Joel both move from a I to a I6. The ‘do’
to ‘mi’ bass line is more interesting than staying on tonic and the sound of the chord
changes with the less stable I6. This use of I6 is very common and is a more frequent way
of harmonizing mi in the bass than a iii chord.
Billy Joel: Tomorrow is Today (from Cold Spring Harbor)

C:

I

I6

IV

V6/V

I6/4

V6/vi vi

Norah Jones: Lonestar

Triads in 1st inversion are also sometimes substituted for a root position triad for the
sheer sound of the 1st inversion chord, its less stable nature, and for the bass line. Below is
an excerpt from Pink Floyd’s The Great Gig in the Sky – while a root position F Major
chord could have been used, the F/A is used and adds some variety to the progression
while also yielding the B-A-G stepwise bass. In the Selena Gomez song, the D/F# keeps
this pre-chorus from sounding too resolved and the less stable 1st inversion chord replaces
the expected root position chord. In my opinion, the progression has more harmonic
interest, a more interesting bass line, and less sense of resolution with this one 1st
inversion chord.
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Pink Floyd: The Great Gig in the Sky (from Dark Side of the Moon)

Selena Gomez: Lose You To Love Me (version is transposed down a step)
G
D
A
D/F#
We’d always go into it blindly, I needed to lose you to find me
G
D
A
This dancing was killing me softly, I needed to hate you to love me
Composers and songwriters often use 1st inversion chords as passing or neighbor chords
to embellish a chord progression by filling in skips, or activating a repeated pitch in the
bass. Neighbor motion in a chord progression is when the bass steps up or down (usually
down) by step and then returns to the original bass note. As was mentioned earlier, this is
a way of prolonging or expanding the harmony that surrounds it. In the Queen example
below, it is clear that the V6 (F#/A#) is a decorative or embellishing chord to the more
structural tonic (B).
In addition to the neighbor motion of the V6 (F#/A#), the viio6 in the last measure is
used as a passing chord between the I and I6. A passing chord features a stepwise bass,
with the chord in inversion used to connect the bass line of chords a 3rd apart. This is
another example of a tonic chord being prolonged by a 1st inversion chord.
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As we’ll see later, 1st inversion chords are used more freely than 2nd inversion chords,
though their uses still fall into some general categories. To recap, these are: 1) Expansion
of a chord through inversion (I-I6, etc.) 2) Substituting for a root position chord 3) As a
neighbor chord 4) As a passing chord
Queen: You’re my Best Friend

Below are several more examples of a 1st inversion chord being used in passing motion. In
these examples, the 1st inv. chords do not prolong a harmony, but rather connect two
different harmonies. These passing chords add a beautiful sense of motion to the
progression and bass line. As has been stated, it’s all about that bass line, and these bass
lines are more interesting, melodic, and varied because of these 1st inversion chords.
Morgan Harper Nichols: Storyteller
(P)

| C#
G#/B# | A#m7
On a Sunday evening I’m looking….
F#sus
….back

| C#
over all the years

G#
and where I’ve been
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Elton John: Rocket Man (lead sheet plus bass line shown)

Radiohead: Knives Out
Passing 1st inversion chords create a stepwise descending bassline in this song. The chord
progression is as follows: *The minor keys are shown for ease for right now, though this would
best be consider modal (aeolian), rather than minor.
Cm:

Cm - Gm/Bb - AbMaj7 - Gm - Dm/F - Em13
i
v6
VI7 Gm: i
v6
?

This progression takes quite a surprising turn and the expectation is the descending
whole-steps of the first three chords in C minor will repeat. The Em (which I think may
better be considered a c#o7) is unexpected and really takes the listener away from a sense
of key.
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One additional 1st inversion chord worth discussing is the ii6 chord. As the ii6 has ‘fa’ in
the bass, just as a IV does, and also typically functions as a predominant, these chords are
pretty much interchangeable when approaching a V chord. These chords have a slightly
different sound (of course one is major, the other minor), though both are used often when
moving to V.
Beethoven: Six Variations on a theme by Paisiello

2nd inversion chords: *There are only 4 types!!! “If you can’t name a 2 inversion chord,
nd

don’t use it!”

2nd inversion chords are much less stable than root position triads and because of this,
composers and songwriters have used these chords very specifically and intentionally.
While they are very important and effective chords, they are used less frequently than root
position and 1st inversion harmonies. Below are discussions of the three primary 6/4
chord types.
1) Cadential six-four: This chord is a I6/4 and precedes a V at a cadence. The chord
prepares the V chord at a cadence with a sense of settling into the V. An important thing
about this chord, which may sound unusual at this point, is that it does not function as a
tonic chord. Instead, the I6/4 and V both act as a dominant, with the I6/4 acting as a
preparation. Consider the I6/4 and V joined together as an extended V and for this reason
there are several ways this relationship is shown. Though there are other ways of labeling
this chord (that we are not using), we will use the Roman Numeral I6/4 with brackets
under the I6/4 and V. The cadential 6/4 normally occurs on a strong beat and the V is
almost always in root position (though V4/2 can be effective if the progression is going to
continue, rather than cadence). The voice-leading of a cadential 6/4 is idiomatic and very
much a part of common practice with strong listener expectations. **To prepare the V, the
6th and the 4th above the bass resolve down by step to the V chord.**
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* Observe how the 6th and 4th move down by step going to V

G:

I

viio6

I6

ii6

I6/4

V

vi

IV

I

Clementi: Sonatina in C

2) Pedal six-four: This is the use of a 6/4 chord where the bass-note remains the same
(for 3 pitches, the cadential 6/4 has only two of the same pitch) and there is movement
from a root position chord to a second inversion chord and back. The most common is I IV6/4 - I, and V –I6/4 -V is also common. This progression is very common in all types of
music and is very often used in openings of songs. 1970s songwriters such as Elton John
and Jackson Browne use this chord at the beginnings of songs quite a lot. **The voice
leading for this chord very often features neighbor motion, with motion up by step and
back down. This is sometimes called a neighbor 6/4.
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D

I

IV6/4

I

I

IV6/4

I

Elton John: Tiny Dancer
Below is a chord reduction of the song’s opening. There are many other notes, though this
is the harmonic and voice-leading framework.

Schubert: Valse Sentimentales, op. 50 no. 1
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3) Passing six-four: When a six-four chord is used as the middle note of a three-note
stepwise bass pattern. The 6/4 chord acts as a connecting chord and gives a stepwise bass
line. A passing 6/4 most often occurs on a weak beat.

D:

I

V6/4

I6

I

V6/4

I

Beethoven: Piano Sonata op. 26
Andante con Variazioni
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4) Bass arpeggiation: the chord stays the same but the inversion changes. This is much
less frequent and where a chord changes through root position, 1st inversion, and 2nd
inversion (I to I6 to I6/4 for instance). We will not be spending much time on this 6/4 chord as
it is fairly infrequent and pretty self-explanatory.
Radiohead: All I Need
The same harmonic progression repeats throughout the piece. It is all a C Major chord,
though it cycles through inversions, going C, C/E, C/G and repeats.
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Questions to ask to help identify a 6/4 chord: 1) Is it a I6/4 preparing a V at a cadence?
Cadential 2) Does it have repeated bass notes, is the 6/4 chord sandwiched between two
of the same root position chords, and is there neighbor motion in the voice-leading? Pedal
3) Is there stepwise bass motion with the 6/4 occurring as the middle chord two of the
same chord (I and I6, IV and IV6, etc.)? Passing

Part-writing:
1st inversion: Double the note that makes the most musical sense. Doubling the soprano
is most common and a preference is often given to 1,4, and 5 of the scale. Do not double
the LT!

2nd inversion: Double the bass in all types of 2nd inversion chord as it is the strongest,

most stable pitch. In a cadential six-four, make sure the 6th and 4th of the chord move
down by step when resolving to V. Smooth voice-leading is important when approaching
inverted chords. In the pedal 6/4, upper voices usually move in a neighbor motion.

The ascending bass line
Bass lines that ascend by step (1-2-3-4-5) will most always contain a mixture of chords in
root position, 1st inversion, and 2nd inversion. Also common is that the chords
“sandwiched” between two tonic chords will contain the leading tone to give a sense of
push to the tonic. Therefore, i - V6/4 – i6 (or i – viio6 – i6) would be more common and
effective than i-iio-i6. Remember that diminished triads tend not to be used in root
position.
Create a harmonization for the soprano/bass framework below, keeping in mind
what is mentioned above.
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The descending bass line
The descending bass line is seen in all types of music and was often used to portray grief,
sorrow, longing, etc… (the descending bass from do to sol is often called the lamento bass).
Alex Ross writes a very interesting chapter on the history of the descending bass line in his
book Listen to This. Composers and songwriters tend to harmonize the descending bass line
in very similar ways and they do so with a mixture of root position, 1st inversion, and 2nd
inversion chords. The three examples below are just a few of many, many songs that have a
descending bass. As you’ll see from these, and the examples we listen to in aural skills class,
these are mostly harmonized the same way, with the only exception being scale degree 7
(notice that it is not harmonized with a root position viio, which we know is uncommon in
root position). Take a look at how the examples below harmonize this descending bass and
keep this in mind when you look to harmonize your own descending line.
Elvis Presley: Falling in Love With You
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Billy Joel: Piano Man

The Beatles: For No One

While music normally contains a mixture of root position, 1st inversion, and 2nd inversion
triads, one exception is the use of a series of parallel first inversion chords. Like the circle
of fifths, this is an instance where typical harmonic function is not followed. This is seen in
the Mozart excerpt below.
Mozart Sonata for piano, K. 332
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Examples of Chords in Inversion
Mozart: Piano Sonata K. 331

Modest Mussorgsky: Pictures at an Exhibition, The Heroic Gate
Allegro alla breve
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Mozart: Magic Flute Act 2 “Queen of the Night Aria”
Mozart:
Magic
Flute
Act22“Queen
“Queen of
the
Night
Aria”
Mozart:
Magic
Flute
Act
of
the
Night
Aria”
Allegro assai
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Allegro assai

Soprano68

Soprano
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The Beatles: Mother Nature’s Son (from the White album)

Elton John: Border Song
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Music Theory 1 – Musical Texture
Musical texture is the way in which multiple parts interact in a composition. We can think
of texture as a musical fabric - how melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic ideas are woven
together. The types of texture we will study are below, with the terms we will use in class
shown in bold.
Monophonic - This is a one-line texture and can mean a solo line or multiple parts
doubling the same line (on the same pitches) and with the same rhythm.
Homophonic – This is the most common texture in Western music and is a primary
melodic line with an accompaniment that provides rhythmic and harmonic support.
Contrapuntal (sometimes called polyphonic) – Contrapuntal texture is the simultaneous
interweaving of multiple, independent melodic lines. While there still may be a primary
melodic line, the supporting melodic lines are independent and melodic, and not
accompanimental/supportive like in homophonic texture.
Chordal (also called homorhythmic) – In this texture there is similar rhythmic material in
all parts, though it is not a single line as in monophonic (think of a Bach chorale).
Bach: Fugue 11 in F Major from The Well Tempered Clavier Book 1
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Brahms: Clarinet Sonata no. 1 in f minor op. 120

Debussy: Fetes from Nocturnes for Orchestra
Listen to a recording of this movement. What is the texture and what are the roles of the
various instruments?
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Beethoven: Piano Sonata no. 8 in c minor, op. 13 (Pathetique)
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Music Theory 1 – Cadences, Phrase structure
Cadences
A cadence is a harmonic and melodic goal and serves as the conclusion of a musical phrase.
Cadences are moments of repose and arrival, and composers/songwriters will vary the use
of conclusive and less conclusive cadences in their music. The tonic chord is the ultimate
harmonic goal of a piece, though there are other interior harmonic goals, some stronger
than others. Your ear is your best guide when determining where a cadence is occurring
and below are visual and audible signs of a cadence/end of a phrase.
-

a slowing of rhythm
a quickening of harmonic rhythm
sense of rest, repose
sense of arrival (often a strong cadence chord, usually on strong beat)
emphasis on chords I, V

Conclusive cadences

An authentic cadence is a cadence with a dominant function chord, V (or V7) or viio (usually
viio6), going to the tonic chord. An authentic cadence is further defined as being either a
perfect authentic cadence or imperfect authentic cadence.
PAC (perfect authentic): V- I, both chords in root position (sol-do in bass) with 1 (do) in
the soprano. This is the most final sounding cadence.
IAC (imperfect authentic): V- I (or viio6-I) with chords in inversion or with a note other
than 1 in the soprano. Think of it as final sounding, though not as final sounding as a PAC.
Plagal cadence: IV – I Sometimes called the“Amen” cadence. The plagal cadence is often
found after an authentic cadence and sometimes acts as an extension after a period (two
phrases, with the 2nd more conclusive than the first, will be discussed later). The effect is
softer and weaker than an authentic cadence since the cadence does not have a leading tone
and there is a common tone between both chords. This cadence is much more common in
pop music than in Classical music.
Inconclusive cadences

Half cadence: a cadence on V (IV-V, ii-V, etc.)
Phrygian half cadence: iv6 – V in a minor key. The sound of this cadence is created by the
½-step descent in the bass, and often the soprano resolves up by whole-step, creating
contrary motion at the cadence. Try to utilize this contrary motion voice-leading in your

writing!
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i

iv6

V

Deceptive cadence: V – vi. This cadence “deceives” the listener by not resolving to the I
chord, though arriving at the vi chord that contains the tonic (so we can sometimes hear a
melodic arrival on tonic, though not harmonic). This gives the sense of “needing to continue”
and extends the musical phrase. Remember that in a deceptive cadence/progression that the
3rd of the vi (the tonic) can be doubled instead of the root.

Motives and phrases
A Motive is the smallest musical idea, is usually both melodic and rhythmic, and often has
a strong identity. A motive is smaller than what we think of as a melody and can be
thought of as a building block to a larger melody or theme. Beethoven’s 5th is one of the
most recognized motives in Classical music. This motive occurs in some form 256 times in
the 1st movement! The melodic motive, while always recognizable, is altered in many ways
and used in sequence, though the identity of the motive remains and the rhythm remains
mostly unchanged.

Examine the example below and how the melody is made up of repetition and variation of
the opening motive.
Bach: Fugue no. 2 in c minor from WTC Book 1

Phrase: A phrase is a complete, independent musical idea that ends with a cadence.
Phrases usually have a clear beginning, middle, and end and could be considered the
musical equivalent of a sentence in speech. Just as sentences end with punctuation, so do
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musical phrases – a HC could be considered like a question mark or comma, and a PAC
like a period. Phrase determination can be subjective and you should let your ears play a
large role in forming your opinion. Phrases need to be long enough to express a musical
thought and usually “go somewhere” by departing the tonic chord.

Periods and double periods
A period is a relationship between two phrases where the second ends more conclusively
than the first, thus having a sense of “finishing off” or completing the less resolved first
phrase. These phrases are termed antecedent and consequent. A parallel period
contains phrases with similar melodic material, while a contrasting period contains
phrases of differing melodic material. If two phrases are melodically contrasting but
rhythmically similar, we would still consider the phrases contrasting. You will
occasionally see periods that are three phrases long, called three- phrase periods. In a
three-phrase period, the antecedent/consequent relationship is still present, though with
either the antecedent or consequent (most often the antecedent) consisting of two phrases.
See the Mozart song in the review sheet.

Antecedent phrase

Consequent phrase

Weaker
cadence

Stronger
cadence

The combinations of weaker and stronger cadences in a period are various and would include:
1.
2.
3.
4.

Weaker
HC
HC
IAC
IAC

Stronger
IAC
PAC
PAC
Plagal

A double period has four phrases grouped into two pairs. The first phrase pair is called the
antecedent and the second phrase pair is called the consequent. It is the same principle as a
period, except each half is two phrases (the end of the 2nd half being more conclusive than
the first half). There are numerous potential cadence structures for a double period and the
diagram below shows one possibility. The key consideration to be a double period is the
2nd half ending more conclusively than the 1st half. A period or double period is
symmetrical when each half is the same length (4+4) and asymmetrical when the halves
are of differing lengths (4+6).
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----------------------1st half-----------------Phrase 1

--------------------2nd half--------------------

Phrase 2

HC

Phrase 3

IAC
*
Weaker cadence

Beatles: Hey Jude

Examples

Beethoven: Piano Sonata in D, op.10 no.3, III

Phrase 4

HC

PAC
*
Stronger cadence
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Beethoven: Piano Sonata, op. 26, mvt. 1

68

Mozart: Sonata in C, K. 309
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Chopin: Mazurka op. 67 no. 2
What makes this example more ambiguous? Are the phrases 4 measures or 8? Listen to
various performances, how do the performers you hear seem to interpret this?

Phrase elision and extension
Phrase extension is the furthering or extending of a phrase. Extension is most often at a
cadence, thus delaying the sense of arrival, though it can happen internally as well. With
cadential extension, there is a sense of arriving at the cadence with resolution evaded and
prolonged by the extension.
Phrase elision is when the end of a phrase coincides/overlaps with the beginning of the
next phrase. Composers often do this when they desire a sense of continuity rather than a
complete stop. This often happens in rock/pop with verses and choruses being elided. The
Elton John example below demonstrates this and for another example, listen to Mozart’s
Eine Kleine Nachmusik.

70

Elton John: Goodbye Yellow Brick Road

Beethoven: Symphony 5, mvt. 3

--------added-------
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Mozart: Piano Sonata K. 331 mvt. 1

* Listen to the opening of Beethoven’s Piano Sonata Op. 13, mvt. 3 (the Pathetique

Sonata). The movement is in cut time and the first two phrases are four measures long.
Beethoven deviates from expectation in the third phrase with a nine-measure phrase that
extends the cadence while heightening the tension and anxiety.
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Music Theory 1 - Part-writing the V7 chord
The dominant 7th chord is the most frequently used 7th chord in tonal music. As it is so
common, it is important as musicians to know how to handle and resolve this chord. We’ll
be looking at the treatment of two tendency tones, the leading tone (abbreviated as LT,
the 7th of the key) and the chordal 7th (the 7th of the chord). Regarding the chordal 7th,
we can sum up its treatment in the following sentence: Do resolve. Don’t double. We’ve
discussed the LT before, which we’ll want to resolve to tonic if it is in an outer voice.
Because the V7 contains two tendency tones, resolution can be tricky, especially if the LT
is in the soprano. If the LT is in the soprano, either the V7 or I may be incomplete. For
now, we’ll focus on the tonic chord resolution being incomplete. If a chord is incomplete,
we will omit the 5th (the most expendable note in a triad) and replace it with another root.
LT guidelines:

-

The LT has a tendency to resolve up, and must do so in an outer voice.
The LT may resolve down by a 3rd to ‘sol’ if in inner voice.

Chordal 7th:

-

Always (OK, nothing is always, though you get the idea) resolves down, no matter
what voice.
We will look to approach the chordal 7th by step with passing motion, neighbor
motion, or as a common note.
If the chordal 7th is in the bass (V 4/2) then the resolution chord will almost always
be in first inversion (I6).
Sometimes it is tough to determine if the 7th of a chord is a chord member or a
non- chord tone. While we won’t get too picky with this, usually we will analyze
the 7th as part of the chord if the 7th is as long as the chord.
Think of the chordal 7th as fragile/temperamental and requiring careful treatment.

V7-I voice-leading concerns

-

When the LT of a root position V7 is in the soprano and must resolve, either the V7
or I must be incomplete.
Replace the missing 5th of a V7 or I with a root (thus tripling the root in the tonic
chord, doubling it in the V7).
If the LT is in inner voice, it is an option to thwart the LT resolution by instead
jumping it down a 3rd.
If the LT resolves up in an inner voice, I or V7 may need to be incomplete.
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Ex. 1 – Leading tone in an inner voice, moves down by a 3rd. Both chords are complete.

V7

I

Ex. 2 – Leading tone in the soprano, resolves up. The tonic chord is incomplete (tripled
root, omitted 5th).

Resolve the following root-position dominant seventh chords to root-position tonic triads.
Be sure to resolve the LT and chordal 7th appropriately.

The V7 in inversion
Since the LT and 7th are tendency tones, if these are placed in the bass, a V7 will have
strong tendencies to move to certain chords.
-

A V4/2, since the 7th is in the bass and resolves down, will very, very often resolve to a I6.
Likewise, if the LT is in the bass, this will often lead up by step to I (just like its
triadic relative the V6). These chords can be part of descending basslines, however.
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1.

The V 4/3 has the chordal 5th in the bass and often acts like a V 6/4 and is used to
pass between I and I6. (observe both this chord and the V 4/2 in the Elton John
example below)
2.

Elton John: Funeral for a Friend
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Music Theory 1 – Non-chord tones
Non-chord tones (NCTs) are sometimes called embellishing tones, as they can have an
embellishing, decorative function. They provide tension, dissonance, melodic interest, and
rhythmic activity; without these, music would be quite dull! The harmonic foundation
remains unchanged, though it is enhanced with more variety, motion, and dissonance. We
will break down our NCTs by those that are entirely by step and those that contain a leap,
as well as by those that are commonly unaccented and those that are accented. By
unaccented, we mean on a weak beat or weak beat division. By accented, we mean on a
strong beat or strong part of the beat

Stepwise NCTs
Normally unaccented, though can be accented and are much more striking
Passing tones allow smooth, scale-wise motion in tonal music by "filling-in" the space
between two primary notes. These primary notes are usually a third apart, with the
passing tone being the diatonic scale degree in between. (G – A – B)
Neighbor tones are notes one scale degree above or below the primary tone and are used
to provide rhythmic/melodic interest between common tones. These are referred to as
upper neighbors and lower neighbors. (G – A – G)
Unaccented
An Anticipation is a note that just couldn't wait for the next chord and arrives at a chord
tone early. It is usually approached by step and often happens at a cadence. Play the
progression below and hear how the tonic is arrived at early.

(Accented)

A suspension occurs when the harmony shifts from one chord to another, but one or more
notes of the first chord are held over into the second chord before resolving to a chord
tone. A Suspension has three parts: a preparation (the chord tone), a suspension (when
the chord changes, but the suspended note doesn't), and a resolution when the suspension
proceeds down to the consonant chord tone a second below.) Suspensions are labeled by
the interval above the bass and the only kinds in a voice above the bass are 4-3, 7-6, and
9-8. In the bass, the one suspension that occurs is a 2-3 bass suspension. *Except for the
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9-8 suspension, the resolution note is not doubled. When several suspensions occur in a
row, they are referred to as a chain of suspensions.
This progression is in c minor (though with some chromatic chords we will discuss later)
and the cadence at the final chord is a half cadence. Notice how the C from the previous
chord is held over and then resolves down, creating a 4-3 suspension. Remember that
suspensions are accented and as the final harmony is a half note, the suspension occurs on
a strong beat e.

A Retardation is similar to a suspension except that the resolution is up a step, not down.
The only common retardation is the 7-8 (LT to tonic) and retardations are used much less
frequently than suspensions.

Composers sometime combine suspensions and retardations at a final cadence to delay the
sense of resolution, like in the example below with two suspensions and a retardation.
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NCTs with leaps
An Appoggiatura has an effect similar to a suspension and is like a suspension without a
preparation. It is a leap to an accented NCT (on the strong beat or strong part of the beat,
depending on the harmonic rhythm) and resolves by step (usually a leap up and a step
down). This is a very expressive, striking NCT. NPR once did a story on the
“Adele appoggiatura” and its emotional affect in her music. In performance, accented
NCTs (appogiaturas, suspensions, accented PTs, etc.) are often leaned on and given
weight, with less weight and a sense of release on the chord tone.
Listen to and observe the appogiaturas in the melody of both Beatles songs. Jazz pianist
Brad Mehldau does a wonderful version of And I Love Her that is worth listening to.
Notice the wright on the appoggiatura and the release on the chord tone.
The Beatles: And I Love Her

The Beatles: In My Life

Escape tones "escape" from the harmony by a step up to a NCT and then a leap down.
Think of it as stepping to the window ledge of a jail and leaping with a parachute to
freedom. The escape tone is unaccented.
Neighbor Groups (sometimes referred to as changing tones) consist of two notes: one a
scale degree above and one a scale degree below the primary tone. In this type of NCT,
either of the two neighboring tones may come first and is followed by the other before
resolving back to the initial tone.
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The Pedal Point is unique among NCTs in that it is a sustained bass pitch. A pedal point
can last from a few measures to a considerable length of time, and the degree of
consonance and dissonance varies over its duration. Often, a pedal point begins as a
consonance, becomes a dissonance, and then returns to being a consonance. A pedal is
almost always a tonic or dominant pitch and is often used at beginnings and endings of
pieces (though it can happen anywhere). Pedals can create a good deal of tension and thus
can create moments of great release as well. If a pedal happens in the highest voice, it is
often called an inverted pedal. See and listen to Someday My Prince Will Come, Bach’s
Prelude in C, and the pop music examples below.
Cataldo: Person to Be Proud Of (2017)
G/D, D, A/D, D, A/D, G/D, A/D. Listen to this progression without the pedal, and
also with a tonic pedal to hear the difference.
New Pornographers: High Ticket Attractions (2017)
The chorus of this song has a considerable degree of tension due to the tonic pedal. Note
that the E chord sounds the most dissonant as it does not contain the pitch C#.
C#, E/C#, F#/C#, E/C#
NCT writing exercises and analysis examples
Add stepwise NCTs to the following passages:
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Rewrite the following passage in the blank staff provided, adding NCTs with leaps.

Provide a RN analysis and label all suspensions.

!
!
Provide
a RN analysis and ID the NCTs in the following passage:
56!%.&!*+,$!)1!%.&!/-00-()12!'3$$32&4!
!

Rewrite the following examples adding suspensions. The third example should utilize a
! suspension.
bass

!
!

!

!
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!
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Some more on suspensions
Suspension chain
Here, numerous suspension are linked together, with the resolution note of one suspension
becoming the suspension for the next. Notice also that in m.2, there is a resolution with a
change of bass note, though it is stilled considered a 4-3 suspension as the Bb is the
expected bass note.
Bach: chorale #168

The sus chord
We’ve seen a few sus chords so far in our pop and songwriter examples. A sus chord is most
often the use of a 4th that is suspended, delaying resolution to the 3rd, though it can also be
the 2nd. Sometimes the sus note is specified in the chord label, Esus4, Esus2, etc. and other
times a chord is just labeled as sus. Chords labeled this way can have multiple suspended
pitches and a common voicing for this is to voice the chord a Major 2nd below the root
above the root. For example, a D sus could voice a C chord over a D. This is a common
voicing when a chord is just labeled as sus (Asus, rather than Asus4 or Asus2). See Border
Song on pg. 61 and Exit Music (for a film) on pg. 27. As seen in both of these examples, a
difference from our classical music examples is that the suspension is not prepared from the
previous chord. This is sometimes the case with songwriters/pop music (though sometimes
there is a preparation) and the musical effect is very much the same. Give a listen to both
examples and listen for how the sus chord in the Radiohead greatly contributes to the
melancholic, ambiguous mood.
Listen to the mysterious, unresolved sus chord in the example below and notice how it is
unresolved the first time but acts as a traditional suspension with resolution the 2nd. It is
as if the question posed by the chord is answered in the 2nd occurrence.
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Steven Wilson: Deform to Form a Star
First time

Second time

Joni Mitchell was very fond of sus chords and many of her harmonies, starting around the
album Blue, utilize chords that have unresolved and suspended pitches. Joni has called the
chords “chords of inquiry” and she says the following in her documentary Woman of Heart
and Mind:
““For years, everyone said, ‘Joni’s weird chords, Joni’s weird chords.’ And I thought, How can
there be weird chords? Chords are depictions of emotions. These chords that I was getting by
twisting the knobs on the guitar until I could get these chords that I heard inside that suited
me, they feel like my feelings. You know, I called them, not knowing, chords of inquiry. They
had a question mark in them. There were so many unresolved things in me that those chords
suited me. You know, I’d stay in unresolved emotionality for days and days.”
Joni Mitchell – Boho Dance (1975)
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Joni Mitchell – Down to You (1974) – transcribed by Dave Blackburn
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Provide a RN analysis in the spaces provided and identify the NCTs in the examples
below.
Bach: Herr Jesu Christ, dich zu uns wend
*This excerpt has a suspension with a change of bass* *** The chord in m.2 has not yet been covered

G:

___

___

___

___ ___ ____

___

***

___

Bach: Wer weib, wie nah emir (modified)
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g:

___

___

___

___

___

Beethoven: Piano Sonata op. 49
Beethoven: Piano Sonata op. 49

What NCT is used leading in to measures 2, 3, 6, 7?
What NCT is used leading in to measures 2, 3, 6, 7?

___

___

___
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Beethoven: Piano Sonata op. 79 (the beginning of m.5 looks like it changes to ii4/2, with
A as the chord tone)
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Pedal point examples
Bach: Prelude in C from The Well Tempered Clavier
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Churchill/Morey: Someday My Prince Will Come
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Music Theory 1 - the ii7, viio7, and “ii7-V7” in jazz
The ii7

Not all diatonic 7th chords are used with the same frequency and some are much more
common than others. The V7, ii7/ii 7, and viio7/vii 7 are the most common 7th chords
in tonal music. The I7 is interesting in that it is quite uncommon in classical music and
very common in jazz. Though this is review, below are the diatonic uses of the supertonic
and leading tone 7ths: Major: ii7 vii 7 Minor: ii 7 vii 07
The ii7-V7 progression is a cornerstone of many jazz pieces and “finding the ii-Vs” in the
various keys is a very important step to prepare for soloing. A jazz song typically moves
through many keys, very often with use of the ii7-V7 progression, and it is hard to imagine
giving an effective solo without knowledge of a song’s key changes! A temporary emphasis
on a key other than the home key is called a tonicization, a concept that will covered at
length later.
V7-I review
- When the LT of a root position V7 is in the soprano and must resolve, either the V7
or I must be incomplete. If the LT is in an inner voice, this can be avoided (a
“frustrated” or “thwarted” LT by leaping down to sol. Triple the root of incomplete
I and double the root of an incomplete V7. Remember: the chordal 7th is approached
by step (or held over) and resolves down by step.

The leading tone 7th

The leading tone 7th chord has a dominant function and usually resolves to the tonic. With the
fully diminished 7th chord the same voice-leading ideas we have seen apply (LT up, 7th down),
though there are multiple ways to resolve this. There are two tritones we can try to resolve and
the general rule of thumb is to resolve a 05 inward by step and an +4 outward by step. With
both 05ths resolved, a doubled 3rd results:

Either of the following is OK:
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Dvorak: String quartet op. 96

F:

I

ii 6/5

I6

vii 7

I

Finding the ii-Vs
Look for the ii7-V7s (often resolving to I7) in the various keys in the following two jazz
pieces. A first step might be to think dominant 7 = V7. So if you see an A7, you can think
of this as being the V7 of D and then look at the surrounding chords.
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Burke/Van Heusen: It Could Happen to You

John Lewis: Afternoon in Paris
What is unusual about the D 7 in this example?
In addition to finding ii7-V7s in a piece, provide a guide tone line (see beginning of the
book if you’d like some review) for this excerpt.

Rodgers and Hart (arr. Keith Jarrett): My Funny Valentine
Below is a transcribed excerpt from Keith Jarret’s introduction to the jazz standard My Funny
Valentine as heard on the album Still Live. Jarrett often speaks about the importance of voice-

leading and calls it “melody in the center of harmony.”
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What is the 7th of each chord and how does it resolve? How is it approached?
What do you notice in general about Jarrett’s voice-leading?

Also see How High the Moon on pg. 10

Music Theory 1 – Final Review sheet
1) Build the following 7th chords

2) Locate any instances of voice-leading and spacing/doubling issues.
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4) Partwrite the following progression – provide a RN analysis and label each 6/4 chord
and cadence type.

5) Provide a RN analysis and identify the cadences in the following progressions. Identify
any 6/4 chords.

Eb:

F:

d:

G:
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6) Write a jazz guide tone line for the tune below. Listen to the Bill Evans version on

Sunday at the Village Vanguard.

Fain/Hilliard: Alice in Wonderland

7) Add the following NCTs :
- 2-3 sus in measure 1
- 7-6 sus in m.1
- 4-3 sus in last measure
- appoggiatura

Study old exams, quizzes, notes, and this book. All material is fair game. Happy
studying!!

