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Introduction to Classical Harmony Explained

classical harmony explained delves into the fundamental principles that
underpin the rich sonic tapestry of Western music. This article will guide
you through the building blocks of harmony, from the basic intervals and
scales that form melodic lines to the complex chord progressions that evoke a
wide range of emotions. We will explore the concept of consonance and
dissonance, the foundational role of chords, and how these elements interact
to create musical tension and release. Understanding classical harmony is key
to appreciating the structure, beauty, and expressive power of centuries of
musical masterpieces. We will unpack the essential concepts, providing a
clear and comprehensive overview for musicians and enthusiasts alike.
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Understanding Musical Intervals

Musical intervals form the bedrock of harmony. An interval is simply the
distance between two notes. These distances are measured in two ways: by
their size (e.g., a third, a fifth) and by their quality (e.g., major, minor,
perfect, augmented, diminished). The simplest intervals are seconds, thirds,



fourths, fifths, sixths, sevenths, and octaves. The unison (the distance
between a note and itself) and the octave are considered perfect intervals
because they sound very much alike, with the higher note being a repetition
of the lower one at a higher pitch. Understanding the relationships between
these intervals is crucial for grasping how chords are constructed and how
melodies interact with accompaniment.

The quality of an interval further refines its character. For example, a
major third sounds brighter and more open than a minor third. A perfect
fifth, like the interval between C and G, is inherently stable and pleasing.
Conversely, intervals like the augmented fourth (tritone) create a sense of
unease and are often used to drive harmonic motion. The careful selection and
arrangement of intervals within a melody and its accompanying harmony are
what give music its distinctive flavor and emotional impact. Recognizing
these basic building blocks is the first step in comprehending classical
harmony.

The Importance of Scales and Modes

Scales are the organized collections of pitches that form the foundation of
most Western music. In classical harmony, the diatonic scale, particularly
the major and minor scales, is paramount. A major scale, with its
characteristic pattern of whole and half steps (W-W-H-W-W-W-H), creates a
bright and uplifting sound. The natural minor scale, conversely, uses a
different pattern (W-H-W-W-H-W-W) and conveys a more somber or melancholic
quality. Harmonic and melodic minor scales are variations used to create
specific harmonic effects, especially in leading tones.

Modes, while less central to the core of classical functional harmony, offer
a different perspective on scale construction and harmonic flavor. Modes like
Dorian, Phrygian, Lydian, and Mixolydian, which are derived from the major
scale by starting on different degrees, provide distinct melodic and harmonic
characteristics. For instance, the Lydian mode, with its raised fourth, can
impart a dreamy or ethereal quality, while the Mixolydian mode, with its
flattened seventh, has a more bluesy or dominant feel. While functional
harmony often prioritizes the relationships within major and minor keys, an
awareness of modes enriches one's understanding of melodic possibilities and
harmonic color.

Building Blocks: Chords and Triads

Chords are the simultaneous sounding of three or more notes, creating a
richer harmonic texture than simple intervals. The most fundamental chord in
classical harmony is the triad, which consists of three notes: a root, a
third, and a fifth. The quality of a triad is determined by the quality of



its third and fifth intervals above the root. The four basic types of triads
are:

Major triad: Root, major third, perfect fifth (e.g., C-E-G).

Minor triad: Root, minor third, perfect fifth (e.g., A-C-E).

Diminished triad: Root, minor third, diminished fifth (e.g., B-D-F).

Augmented triad: Root, major third, augmented fifth (e.g., C-E-G).

These triads form the harmonic vocabulary of classical music. In a given key,
specific triads are built on each scale degree. For instance, in the key of C
major, the triads are C major (I), D minor (ii), E minor (iii), F major (IV),
G major (V), A minor (vi), and B diminished (vii°). The Roman numeral
analysis of these chords (I, ii, iii, etc.) is a critical tool for
understanding their relationship to the tonic (the home chord) and their
harmonic function within a progression. Beyond triads, seventh chords, which
add a seventh note above the root, create more complex and richer harmonic
colors and are essential for many advanced harmonic concepts.

Consonance and Dissonance: The Heart of
Harmonic Tension

Consonance and dissonance are the fundamental forces that drive musical
movement and emotional expression in classical harmony. Consonant intervals
and chords are those that sound stable, pleasing, and resolved. They
generally lack a strong urge to move to another chord. Examples include
perfect unisons, octaves, fifths, major and minor thirds, and major and minor
sixths. When these intervals are combined to form consonant chords, such as
major and minor triads in root position, they create a sense of rest and
satisfaction.

Dissonant intervals and chords, on the other hand, create a sense of tension,
unrest, and a desire to resolve to a more consonant sound. Intervals like the
second, seventh, and the tritone (augmented fourth/diminished fifth) are
inherently dissonant. Dissonant chords, such as diminished triads, augmented
triads, and many seventh chords (especially dominant seventh chords), create
a pull towards resolution. The skillful interplay between consonance and
dissonance is what gives music its dynamic quality, guiding the listener
through periods of tension and release, anticipation and fulfillment. This
balance is a hallmark of effective classical composition.



Chord Progressions: The Narrative of Harmony

Chord progressions are sequences of chords that create a harmonic journey
within a piece of music. They are the backbone of musical composition,
providing structure and direction. In classical harmony, certain progressions
are so common and effective that they form the basis of many musical forms.
The relationship between chords is often understood through their Roman
numeral analysis, indicating their function relative to the tonic chord (I).
For example, a common progression might be I-IV-V-I, which moves from the
tonic to the subdominant, then to the dominant, and finally back to the
tonic, creating a strong sense of closure.

The dominant chord (V) plays a particularly crucial role due to its strong
tendency to resolve to the tonic (I). This V-I relationship is a cornerstone
of tonal music. Other important harmonic functions include the subdominant
(IV), which often leads to the dominant, and the supertonic (ii) and mediant
(iii) chords, which can act as pre-dominant or secondary dominant chords,
adding variety and interest to progressions. Understanding these functional
relationships allows composers to craft progressions that are both logical
and emotionally compelling, guiding the listener through a musical narrative.

Cadences: Musical Endings and Transitions

Cadences are the harmonic punctuation marks of music, signaling the end of a
phrase or a section. They are crucial for defining musical structure and
creating a sense of arrival or anticipation. In classical harmony, several
types of cadences are commonly employed:

Perfect Authentic Cadence (PAC): This is the strongest and most
conclusive cadence, consisting of a V chord (or V7) followed by a I
chord, with both chords in root position and the tonic note in the
highest voice of the final chord.

Imperfect Authentic Cadence (IAC): Similar to the PAC in that it moves
from V to I, but it lacks the conclusive qualities of the PAC. This can
be due to inversions of the chords or the absence of the tonic note in
the soprano voice.

Plagal Cadence: This cadence moves from the IV chord to the I chord (IV-
I). It is often referred to as the "Amen cadence" due to its use in
church music. It provides a gentler sense of resolution than an
authentic cadence.

Half Cadence: This cadence ends on the V chord, leaving the listener in
a state of expectation. It feels incomplete and typically leads to
another phrase or section.



Deceptive Cadence: This cadence occurs when a V chord is followed by a
chord other than the expected I chord, most commonly the vi chord (V-
vi). This creates a surprise and a departure from the expected
resolution.

The strategic use of cadences allows composers to shape the flow of their
music, creating moments of finality, gentle repose, or intriguing suspense.
They are essential tools for delineating musical phrases and providing a
sense of coherence and direction throughout a composition.

Voice Leading: Smooth Movement in Harmony

Voice leading refers to the art of creating smooth and logical melodic lines
for each individual voice or part within a harmonic texture. Even when chords
change, each melodic line should move in a pleasing and natural way. Good
voice leading is essential for creating a sense of coherence and avoiding
awkward leaps or disjointed melodies. Key principles of voice leading
include:

Stepwise motion is preferred over large leaps.

Leaps should be followed by stepwise motion in the opposite direction to
cancel out the leap.

Avoid parallel octaves and parallel fifths between any two voices, as
these can weaken the independence of the parts.

Tendency tones (like the leading tone) should resolve correctly (e.g.,
the leading tone typically resolves up by a half step to the tonic).

Voices should move to chord tones whenever possible on strong beats.

Masterful voice leading is a hallmark of well-crafted classical music. It
ensures that the harmony sounds rich and full, and that each melodic line
contributes meaningfully to the overall musical fabric. Without good voice
leading, even harmonically interesting progressions can sound clunky and
uninspired.

Harmonic Function and Tonicization

Harmonic function describes the role a chord plays within a key. In tonal
music, chords are understood in relation to the tonic (the home key). The



primary functions are:

Tonic (I): The chord of rest and stability.

Dominant (V): The chord that creates the strongest pull towards the
tonic.

Subdominant (IV): A chord that often leads to the dominant, providing a
sense of departure from the tonic.

Beyond these primary functions, chords also have secondary functions, such as
the supertonic (ii) and mediant (iii) chords, which can act as pre-dominants
or lead to other chords. Tonicization is a technique where a chord other than
the tonic of the main key is temporarily treated as a tonic. This is often
achieved by preceding it with its own dominant chord. For example, in the key
of C major, to tonicize the dominant chord (G major), one might use the D
major chord (V of G) followed by G major (V-I relationship in the temporary
key of G). This technique adds harmonic richness, complexity, and color,
allowing composers to modulate or create brief shifts in tonal center.

Exploring Different Harmonic Styles

Classical harmony, as we understand it, evolved over centuries, with distinct
periods exhibiting unique harmonic characteristics. The Baroque era (e.g.,
Bach, Handel) is characterized by its contrapuntal textures and clear, often
complex, harmonic progressions. Major and minor keys were firmly established,
and functional harmony was central. The Classical period (e.g., Mozart,
Haydn) saw a refinement of these principles, with a greater emphasis on
clarity, balance, and elegant phrasing, often employing simpler but highly
effective harmonic progressions.

The Romantic era (e.g., Beethoven, Chopin, Brahms) pushed the boundaries of
classical harmony, exploring richer chromaticism, more adventurous
modulations, and increased use of dissonance to evoke deeper emotional
responses. Later in the Romantic period and into the early 20th century,
composers began to experiment more radically, stretching the limits of
tonality with extended chords, chromaticism, and atonality, paving the way
for new harmonic languages. Understanding these stylistic shifts provides
context for the development and diversity of classical harmony.

FAQ



Q: What is the most basic element of classical
harmony?
A: The most basic element of classical harmony is the musical interval, which
is the distance between two notes. These intervals form the basis of scales
and chords.

Q: What is a triad in classical harmony?
A: A triad is the fundamental chord in classical harmony, consisting of three
notes: a root, a third, and a fifth above the root. The quality of the triad
(major, minor, diminished, or augmented) is determined by the intervals
between these notes.

Q: What is the difference between consonance and
dissonance?
A: Consonance refers to intervals and chords that sound stable and pleasing,
creating a sense of resolution. Dissonance refers to intervals and chords
that sound unstable and create tension, typically resolving to consonance.

Q: What is a cadence in classical music?
A: A cadence is a harmonic progression that signals the end of a musical
phrase or section. They are like punctuation marks, providing a sense of
arrival or anticipation.

Q: What is the role of the dominant chord (V) in
classical harmony?
A: The dominant chord (V) is crucial because it has a strong tendency to
resolve to the tonic chord (I), creating a fundamental sense of harmonic
movement and closure.

Q: What is voice leading and why is it important?
A: Voice leading is the art of composing smooth and independent melodic lines
for each part within a harmonic texture. Good voice leading ensures that the
overall harmony sounds coherent and pleasing.

Q: What is tonicization?
A: Tonicization is the technique of temporarily treating a chord other than
the main tonic as a temporary tonal center, usually by preceding it with its
own dominant chord.



Q: How did harmony evolve through different periods
of classical music?
A: Harmony evolved from the clear functional harmony of the Baroque and
Classical periods to the more chromatic and emotionally expressive harmony of
the Romantic era, and eventually to more experimental and atonal approaches
in the 20th century.
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