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Preface to Volume II 

Welcome to Volume II of A Comprehensive Study of Chord Progressions. Volume I 

established the grammar of harmonic motion: functional families, cadential types, root 

movement, voice leading, chromatic enrichment, and large-scale tonal planning. This 

volume asks what that grammar looks like in practice. How do progressions behave 

inside real musical styles? How does harmony shape emotional response? How can a 

progression be varied, reharmonized, and deployed across different formal contexts? 

And how can an atlas of progression types serve as a working reference for composers 

and analysts? 

The answer this volume proposes is that progression fluency requires more than 

theoretical knowledge. It requires stylistic hearing, emotional discrimination, 

compositional craft, and a practical toolkit for invention, analysis, and revision. Each of 

the six parts addresses one dimension of that larger fluency. 

Part I surveys progression behaviour across eight musical styles and genres — classical, 

Romantic, jazz, blues and gospel, rock and pop, film and game scoring, ambient and 

minimalist, and world and folk practice. Each chapter combines analytical prose with a 

table of defining progressions for that style, so the description is always grounded in 

specific musical examples. Part II develops a framework for understanding how 

progressions generate emotional responses. Part III covers the craft of writing, varying, 

and reharmonizing progressions. Part IV addresses analytical method and comparative 

genre study. Part V provides a cross-referenced Chord Progression Atlas, indexing 

progressions by function, bass motion, genre, emotional character, and formal role. Part 

VI offers a structured programme of composition projects and workshops. 

Three reading paths are suggested. For linear study, work through all six parts in 

sequence: the earlier parts build the conceptual and stylistic foundations that the Atlas 

and workshops draw on. For a composer’s toolkit, Parts I, III, and V are the most 

immediately practical: style inventories, writing and reharmonization methods, and the 

Atlas tables. For analytical reference, Parts IV and V together provide a searchable 

framework for identifying, comparing, and understanding progressions in any style or 

context. 

Each chapter follows a consistent structure: analytical prose, a progression reference 

table, a diagram, Key Takeaways, and a Listening Examples box directing the reader to 

official recordings on YouTube. The Atlas chapters in Part V provide cross-referenced 

tables that can be used independently of the surrounding prose. The Glossary at the 

back defines all core technical terms. 

This volume is designed to work in both directions: as a text to read from beginning to 

end, and as a reference to consult at the point of need. Whether you are composing, 

arranging, analysing, or studying, the aim is the same — to make harmonic thinking 

more precise, more flexible, and more musically alive. 
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How This Volume Connects to Volume I 

Volume I and Volume II are designed to function as a pair. The first 

volume explains what progression families are and how they operate 

structurally. The second shows how those same families live inside 

style, mood, genre, rearrangement, compositional process, and 

practical decision-making. 

In use, Volume I provides the structural map and Volume II provides 

the applied toolkit. Readers may move back and forth between 

them: from a stylistic problem in Volume II back to a functional family 

in Volume I, and from a theoretical category in Volume I forward into 

a style chapter, atlas entry, or exercise sequence in Volume II. 

 

A Note on Analysis, Style, and Creative Use 

The chapters in this volume describe stylistic tendencies, not rigid 

laws. No progression belongs exclusively to one genre, one 

emotional meaning, or one compositional purpose. A single 

harmonic family may function differently in jazz, gospel, pop, film 

scoring, or ambient writing depending on voicing, rhythm, melody, 

register, and context. 

For that reason, this volume is meant to support creative use as well 

as analysis. The goal is not only to identify progressions correctly, but 

to understand what they can do, how they can be transformed, and 

how they can serve real musical situations. 
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Chapter 32 — Classical and Common-Practice Progressions 

Volume II begins by asking how chord progressions behave inside 

actual stylistic traditions. The most natural starting point is the 

classical and common-practice repertory, because so much later 

harmonic thinking---whether embraced, transformed, or resisted---

takes shape in relation to it. In this tradition, progressions are not 

usually valued for novelty alone. They are valued for clarity of 

function, proportional pacing, disciplined voice leading, and their 

ability to articulate phrase and form with precision. To study classical 

and common-practice progressions is therefore to study harmony as 

an ordered syntax of motion. 

The phrase common-practice does not refer to one composer or 

one narrow date range. It refers more broadly to the tonal language 

consolidated across the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and 

made normative in pedagogy because of its internal coherence. In 

this language, chord progressions tend to be judged by how 

convincingly they articulate tonic, predominant, and dominant roles; 

how smoothly they connect through voice leading; and how 

effectively they support phrase punctuation. The harmony is not 

merely vertical. It is teleological, proportioned, and rhetorically 

shaped. 

One of the chief characteristics of common-practice progression is 

the clarity of functional hierarchy. Tonic establishes a center. 

Predominant initiates departure and prepares tension. Dominant 

focuses that tension toward cadence. The return to tonic confirms 

closure or partial release. This grammar was discussed at length in 

Volume I, but in the present chapter it must be understood 

stylistically: common-practice writing tends to favor harmonic 

situations in which these roles are perceptible. Even when the music 

is enriched chromatically, the listener often remains able to hear 

how the progression belongs to a larger directed syntax. 
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Phrase design is inseparable from this harmonic language. Common-

practice progressions usually do not wander indefinitely. They tend to 

gather into phrases whose beginnings, middles, and endings are 

marked by harmonic behavior. Opening material often stabilizes 

tonic or prolongs it. Mid-phrase continuation may sequence, 

expand, or intensify motion. Cadential regions become progressively 

more directed, often through predominant-to-dominant 

preparation. This means that progression is not only a matter of 

chord succession but of rhetorical placement within phrase form. 

Cadence is correspondingly central. Authentic, half, deceptive, and 

plagal cadences are not ornamental labels added after the fact; 

they are among the main ways this tradition organizes meaning. A 

common-practice progression is often strongest when it makes the 

listener feel exactly where the phrase is closing, pausing, redirecting, 

or continuing. For this reason, a sequence of theoretically correct 

chords may still sound stylistically weak if its cadential punctuation is 

vague. The harmony must not only move. It must punctuate. 

Voice leading is equally essential. Common-practice harmony 

expects chord successions to be supported by smooth and 

purposeful motion in individual lines. Common tones are retained 

when appropriate, tendency tones resolve meaningfully, and 

dissonance is controlled rather than merely piled onto the sonority. 

This does not mean the music must always sound soft or restrained. 

On the contrary, some of the most dramatic progressions in the 

repertory gain their force precisely because the voice leading 

makes each intensification feel inevitable. Diagram 32.1 summarizes 

the way functional clarity, cadence, and voice-led continuity 

cooperate in the style. 

The bass line deserves special emphasis here. In common-practice 

writing, root motion and bass design frequently reinforce one 

another. Descending-fifths relations, stepwise bass patterns, 

cadential bass motion, and inversion choices all contribute to the 
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intelligibility of the phrase. A progression is therefore not evaluated 

solely by its chord labels in abstraction. It is evaluated by how those 

chords are voiced, where they stand metrically, and how the bass 

and upper parts guide the ear through them. 

Another hallmark of the style is proportion. Common-practice 

progressions tend to sound balanced because harmonic rhythm, 

phrase length, and cadential placement are coordinated. Too 

much harmonic motion too early can weaken the shape; too little 

motion where a cadence is expected can blur the phrase. The style 

therefore values not only correct function, but correct distribution of 

function across time. This proportional awareness is one reason the 

harmonic language remains pedagogically powerful: it teaches that 

good progression is not merely about choosing the right chords, but 

about placing them rightly. 

Chromatic enrichment certainly exists within this tradition, sometimes 

in great abundance. But even richly chromatic writing often 

preserves the sense that progressions are governed by intelligible 

larger roles. Secondary dominants intensify local goals, borrowed 

chords color the mode, chromatic predominants heighten the 

approach to dominant, and modulation reorients larger spans. These 

resources do not typically abolish the grammar; they extend it. 

Common-practice harmony is therefore not best understood as a 

diatonic prison, but as a flexible system whose chromatic expansions 

remain answerable to phrase, cadence, and structure. 

This is why the style continues to matter outside the repertory itself. 

Songwriters, film composers, arrangers, and contemporary concert 

writers often draw on common-practice progression habits 

whenever they need coherence, proportion, and directed closure. 

Even when the surface style is modern, the underlying logic may 

remain recognizably classical in its treatment of function and form. 

The tradition survives not because it must be imitated literally, but 
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because it provides a durable model of how harmonic motion can 

be made persuasive. 

For analysis, a useful starting question is not merely Which chords 

appear? but What kind of phrase is being built through them? Does 

the progression establish tonic broadly before moving outward? 

Does it prepare a half cadence or a full authentic cadence? Does it 

sequence through continuation or sharpen directly toward closure? 

Does the chromatic material enrich rather than obscure the 

harmonic sentence? These are the kinds of questions that make 

common-practice analysis musically alive rather than mechanically 

label-driven. 

For composition, the tradition offers an extraordinarily practical 

model. A writer who wishes to produce music that feels structurally 

convincing can learn much from its priorities: clear functional 

regions, shaped harmonic rhythm, disciplined bass motion, and 

cadential punctuation that means something. None of this requires 

imitation of eighteenth-century surface style. It requires learning how 

a progression becomes persuasive through hierarchy and 

proportion. 

The broader lesson is that style is not merely a matter of chord 

vocabulary. It is a matter of how harmonic events are organized and 

heard. Common-practice progressions remain exemplary because 

they show how local chord choices, phrase syntax, and formal 

design can be bound into one coherent system of musical motion. 
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Diagram 32.1. In classical and common-practice writing, progressions are typically judged by 

how clearly they articulate function, cadence, and voice-led continuity inside the phrase. 

Defining Progressions 

The following progressions represent the essential grammar of common-practice tonal writing. 

Each is defined by cadential strength, phrase function, and voice-leading logic. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Major, any key I – IV – V – I Basic tonal close 

Major, cadence ii⁶ – V⁷ – I Strong authentic cadence 

Major, sequence I – vi – IV – V Period phrase ending on 

half cadence 

Minor, cadence iv – V⁷ – i Minor authentic cadence 

Major, deceptive V⁷ – vi Deceptive cadence 

Any, sequential I – V – vi – iii – IV – I⁶₄ – V – I Descending-thirds 

sequence to cadence 

Superscript 6 = first inversion; 6/4 = second inversion; 7 = seventh chord; iv = minor subdominant. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Classical harmony organizes chords around functional roles: tonic, predominant, 

and dominant. 

• Root motion by descending fifth or ascending second creates strong harmonic 

energy. 

• Voice leading connects chords through smooth, purposeful inner-voice motion. 

• Cadence punctuates phrase structure and gives progressions rhetorical shape. 

• Common-practice principles remain influential across many modern styles. 

 

🎧 Listening Examples 

J.S. Bach — Brandenburg Concerto No. 3 (BWV 1048) 
Search “Bach Brandenburg Concerto 3” on @SonyMusicClassical — exemplary common-

practice phrase structure 
https://www.youtube.com/@SonyMusicClassical 

Mozart — Symphony No. 40 in G minor, K. 550 
Search “Mozart Symphony 40” on @SonyMusicClassical — functional hierarchy and cadential 

clarity 
https://www.youtube.com/@SonyMusicClassical 

Links go to official composer and label YouTube channels for longevity. 
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Chapter 33 — Romantic Harmony and Expansive Tonality 

If classical and common-practice progression prizes functional 

clarity, proportion, and disciplined punctuation, Romantic harmony 

often begins from those same foundations and then stretches them 

toward greater intensity. Cadences are delayed, tonic fields are 

prolonged and shadowed, chromatic resources appear more freely, 

and tonal distance becomes a major expressive force. The result is 

not the abandonment of tonal grammar, but its expansion. 

Romantic progressions remain intelligible as tonal motion, yet they 

often sound broader, more saturated, more yearning, and more 

emotionally charged than their earlier counterparts. 

One of the defining traits of Romantic harmony is temporal 

expansion. Cadence still matters, but the path toward cadence is 

often lengthened. Dominant may be delayed, approached through 

richer chromatic preparation, or prolonged until expectation 

becomes nearly unbearable. Tonic itself may be broadened through 

mixture, inner-voice motion, or sequential coloration. In this repertory, 

harmonic meaning often unfolds over a longer breath. The listener is 

invited not only to hear where the phrase is going, but to dwell in the 

emotional weather of its approach. 

Chromaticism correspondingly becomes more pervasive. Secondary 

dominants, borrowed chords, chromatic predominants, diminished 

sevenths, enharmonic reinterpretations, and third-related shifts all 

become more freely integrated into the language. Yet this does not 

usually mean that harmonic direction disappears. Rather, the 

chromaticism enriches and complicates the route by which the 

music moves. Romantic tonality often sounds less like a straight line 

of function and more like a deeply shaded path in which local 

intensifications, color turns, and deferments accumulate expressive 

weight before resolution finally arrives. 
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This accumulation is one reason Romantic harmony feels expansive. 

A progression may seem to lean constantly beyond itself. Even stable 

chords may be voiced or prolonged in ways that suggest inner 

motion, latent tension, or emotional incompleteness. Added tones, 

suspensions, appoggiatura-like dissonances, and luxuriant voice-

leading inflections can make the harmony feel alive from within. 

Diagram 33.1 summarizes this style tendency by showing how a 

common-practice arc is often widened through chromatic 

saturation, delayed dominant pressure, and transformed arrival. 

Another hallmark of Romantic tonality is the widened role of tonal 

distance. Keys and regions related by mediant, chromatic mediant, 

enharmonic reinterpretation, or richly prepared modulation may 

assume far greater expressive prominence than in more restrained 

common-practice contexts. This does not mean that close relations 

vanish. Dominant, subdominant, relative, and parallel areas remain 

important. But remote areas often acquire a stronger poetic and 

structural role, contributing to a sense that harmonic space itself has 

deepened. 

The expressive consequences are substantial. Romantic progressions 

can sound more haunted, more ecstatic, more longing, more 

suspended, or more tragically radiant than earlier classical ones, 

even when they retain a recognizable tonal skeleton. A cadence 

that would have sounded plain in bare diatonic writing may, after 

chromatic intensification and prolongation, arrive with immense 

emotional charge. Conversely, the music may withhold that 

cadence so long that suspension itself becomes the primary 

expressive state. 

Voice leading remains central here, but it often becomes more 

sensuous in profile. Inner voices may carry chromatic lines of great 

expressive importance. Bass motion may guide the listener through 

shadowed tonal regions even while upper parts glow with 

appoggiaturas or altered sonorities. The harmony is therefore not 
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only richer vertically; it is often more alive horizontally. Romantic 

tonal expansion is as much a matter of line as of chord inventory. 

This style also changes how one hears resolution. In earlier common-

practice textures, a cadence may serve as a relatively clear 

punctuation mark. In Romantic writing, arrival is often transformed by 

what precedes it. Tonic may return, yet it returns colored by mixture, 

registral intensification, added-note resonance, or orchestral depth. 

The result is not merely closure but altered closure. Resolution feels 

earned, burdened, illuminated, or transfigured by the journey. 

From a stylistic standpoint, Romantic progressions therefore exemplify 

a crucial principle: harmonic language can remain tonal while 

greatly enlarging its expressive surface and temporal scale. Tonality 

is not a narrow cage. It can sustain immense chromatic depth so 

long as the larger sense of directional hearing is not entirely lost. 

For analysis, a useful question is not simply which chromatic devices 

occur, but how they reshape tonal time. Is dominant being 

delayed? Is tonic being prolonged into emotional ambiguity? Is a 

remote key area functioning as true contrast or as a passing 

intensification? Is the cadence plain, expanded, evaded, or 

transfigured? Such questions help reveal the style's deeper unity 

beneath its luxuriant surface. 

For composition, Romantic practice offers a model for how to 

intensify harmony without abandoning coherence. A writer can 

lengthen approach, enrich voice leading, deepen chromatic color, 

and enlarge tonal contrast while still preserving the listener's 

orientation. This is why the style remains so influential in film music, 

neo-Romantic concert writing, theater composition, and lyric-driven 

harmonic art more broadly. 

The larger lesson is that style affects not only which chords are 

chosen but how long they live, how richly they connect, and how far 

their tonal world is allowed to expand before home returns. 
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Romantic tonality is common-practice harmony made more 

expansive in time, color, and emotional pressure. 

 

 

Diagram 33.1. Romantic harmony typically preserves tonal direction while enlarging its means: 

more chromatic saturation, longer delay, deeper tonal distance, and more transformed 

resolution. 

Defining Progressions 

Romantic progressions extend classical grammar through chromatic enrichment, delayed 

cadence, and mediant relationships. These patterns appear across Schubert, Chopin, Brahms, 

and Wagner. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Major, chromatic I – ♭VI – IV – V⁷ – I Chromatic mediant then 

authentic close 

Minor, mixture i – ♭III – ♭VII – i Parallel minor borrowing 

Major, prolonged I – V⁷/IV – IV – ii°⁷ – V⁷ – I Chromatic approach, 

delayed close 

Any, 3rds chain I – ♭VI – ♭III – ♭VII – IV – I Descending major thirds 

chain 
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Minor, lament i – VII – ♭VI – V⁷ Descending minor bass, 

open ending 

♭ = flat (borrowed/chromatic); ° = diminished; V7/IV = secondary dominant of IV. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Romantic harmony stretches classical function through chromatic saturation and 

delay. 

• Chromatic mediants and enharmonic reinterpretation enlarge the tonal horizon. 

• Cadential arrival is often transformed by what precedes it, creating altered 

resolution. 

• Voice leading becomes more sensuous, with inner chromatic lines carrying 

expressive weight. 

• Tonality survives even under heavy chromaticism when directional hearing is 

maintained. 

 

🎧 Listening Examples 

Wagner — Prelude to Tristan und Isolde 
Search “Wagner Tristan Prelude” on @SonyMusicClassical — chromatic saturation and 

delayed resolution 
https://www.youtube.com/@SonyMusicClassical 

Brahms — Intermezzo in A major, Op. 118, No. 2 
Search “Brahms Intermezzo Op 118 No 2” on @SonyMusicClassical — Romantic voice leading 
https://www.youtube.com/@SonyMusicClassical 

Links go to official composer and label YouTube channels for longevity. 
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Chapter 34 — Jazz Progressions 

Jazz harmony inherits much from tonal practice, but it repurposes 

that inheritance inside a different musical ecosystem. Functions 

remain audible, especially through ii--V motion and tonicization, yet 

the basic sonority is richer, the pacing more mobile, and the 

relationship between progression and performance far more 

immediate. A jazz progression is not merely a sequence of chords to 

be recognized; it is a field to be voiced, improvised over, substituted 

within, and renewed from chorus to chorus. For that reason, jazz 

progressions must be understood not only as harmonic syntax but as 

living frameworks for motion and variation. 

One of the most immediate differences between jazz and earlier 

common-practice usage is the normalization of seventh-chord 

language. In much jazz writing, a basic tonic is not merely a triad but 

a major-seventh, sixth, or minor-seventh sonority; predominant and 

dominant functions are likewise carried by seventh chords as a 

matter of course. Extensions such as 9ths, 11ths, and 13ths are not 

exceptional coloristic additions but part of the ordinary expressive 

surface. This gives jazz progressions a denser and more continuous 

harmonic texture even when the functional skeleton remains familiar. 

The central engine of jazz progression is often ii--V motion. Volume I 

already treated ii--V--I as one of the most durable tonal families, but 

in jazz it becomes something more than a cadential formula: it 

becomes a generative grammar. Entire tunes, bridges, turnarounds, 

introductions, and improvisational passages can be organized 

through chains of ii--V relations. The listener hears not only single 

arrivals but a continuing mobility of local goals, each one 

approached with functional clarity and then reabsorbed into larger 

motion. 

Turnaround practice is equally central. In jazz, the end of a phrase 

frequently does not close with finality in the classical sense. Instead, it 
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reorients the harmony back toward the beginning of the form or into 

the next chorus. A progression such as I--vi--ii--V, or its richer seventh-

chord equivalents, may sound simultaneously conclusive and 

reopening. This looping quality is essential to the style. The form is 

often experienced as cyclic, and the harmonic language is built to 

support that cycle without losing freshness. Diagram 34.1 represents 

this way of hearing: tonic, ii--V drive, turnaround, substitutional color, 

and re-entry. 

Another major feature of jazz progression is harmonic substitution. A 

dominant may be replaced by its tritone substitute; chromatic 

approach chords may interpolate between functional pillars; 

backdoor resolutions may offer an alternative path to tonic; 

diminished connectors may intensify movement between more 

stable sonorities. These practices do not abolish function. They enrich 

it, bend it, or reroute it. The ear still hears directed motion, but that 

motion becomes more flexible and more coloristically varied than in 

a stricter common-practice setting. 

Voice leading, especially guide-tone motion, is crucial here. In jazz 

performance, the third and seventh of a chord often carry the 

deepest functional information. When these tones move smoothly 

from chord to chord, the progression remains intelligible even in 

reduced voicings or sparse comping. This is one reason jazz harmony 

must be studied not only through Roman numerals or symbols but 

through actual voicing practice. The written progression is only part 

of the grammar; the performed voice leading makes the grammar 

audible. 

Jazz progressions also alter the relationship between progression and 

improvisation. In common-practice writing, the harmony typically 

serves a composed melodic and formal design. In jazz, the 

progression often functions as a repeating field over which melodic 

invention takes place anew each chorus. The chords are therefore 

both structural and generative. They define the tune and 
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simultaneously provide the conditions for variation. This dual role 

gives jazz progressions a uniquely practical and performative 

character. 

At the stylistic level, jazz harmony often sounds more mobile because 

its tonic is frequently less static than in simpler tonal idioms. A tonic 

major-seventh chord, for example, does not always feel closed in 

the same way as a bare major triad. Its color contains openness. 

Likewise, dominant sonorities can carry layers of alteration and 

extension that make tension more varied in profile than a simple V7. 

The harmonic field therefore becomes richer not only by having 

more notes, but by differentiating shades of stability and instability 

more finely. 

This richness does not imply harmonic chaos. On the contrary, much 

jazz progression is highly disciplined. ii--V chains, turnaround norms, 

substitutional conventions, standard song forms, and learned voicing 

practices together create a coherent stylistic grammar. What 

changes is the balance between structural rule and local freedom. 

The underlying progression may be strong and recognizable, but the 

way it is colored, voiced, and traversed is far more open to continual 

reinterpretation. 

For analysis, a useful question is not simply What are the chords? but 

How is function being articulated through jazz-specific means? 

Which ii--V motions are structural, and which are passing? Is a 

substitute dominant replacing a deeper expected function or 

coloring it locally? Does the turnaround reopen the form, tonicize 

another region, or cadence more fully than it first appears? These 

questions help reveal jazz progression as both tonal and stylistically 

distinct. 

For composition, jazz practice offers an extraordinary lesson in 

harmonic economy and richness at once. A small number of 

functional patterns can generate immense variety when extensions, 
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substitutions, rhythmic placement, voicing, and form are creatively 

controlled. This is why jazz harmony remains influential not only in jazz 

itself but in film scoring, pop arranging, neo-soul, theater music, and 

contemporary concert writing that seeks a sophisticated tonal 

surface. 

The larger lesson is that style affects not only what a progression 

means on paper, but how it behaves in performance. In jazz, a 

progression is inseparable from voicing practice, comping rhythm, 

melodic improvisation, and the cyclical logic of form. The harmony is 

both structure and invitation. 

 

 

Diagram 34.1. Jazz progressions retain functional hearing but enlarge it through seventh-chord 

language, ii--V mobility, turnaround logic, substitution, and voice-leading-oriented voicing 

practice. 

Defining Progressions 

Jazz progressions are built from seventh-chord language, ii–V motion, and cyclic turnaround 

logic. These patterns form the functional skeleton of standard song forms. 
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Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

C major Cmaj7 – Dm7 – G7 – Cmaj7 ii–V–I in major 

C minor Dm7♭5 – G7 – Cm(maj7) iiø7–V7–i in minor 

Any, turnaround Imaj7 – vi7 – ii7 – V7 Standard jazz turnaround 

Any, tritone sub Dm7 – D♭7 – Cmaj7 Tritone substitution of V7 

Any, backdoor Cmaj7 – Fm7 – B♭7 – Cmaj7 Backdoor dominant (♭VII7–

I) 

Any, ii–V chain Em7 – A7 – Dm7 – G7 – Cmaj7 Two-bar ii–V chain resolving 

to I 

maj7 = major seventh; m7 = minor seventh; 7 = dominant seventh; m7♭5 (ø7) = half-diminished seventh. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Jazz normalizes seventh-chord language and treats extensions as ordinary 

surface. 

• The ii-V-I engine generates enormous variety through substitution and 

reharmonization. 

• Turnaround logic keeps the form cyclic and reopening rather than terminally 

closed. 

• Guide-tone voice leading makes progressions intelligible even in sparse voicings. 

• Jazz progressions are inseparable from voicing practice and improvisational 

fluency. 

 

🎧 Listening Examples 

Miles Davis — “Autumn Leaves” 
Search “Miles Davis Autumn Leaves” on @SonyMusicLegacy — ii–V–I motion and turnaround 

practice 
https://www.youtube.com/@SonyMusicLegacy 

Bill Evans Trio — “Waltz for Debby” 
Search “Bill Evans Waltz for Debby” on @VerveMusicGroup — guide-tone voice leading and 

extensions 
https://www.youtube.com/@VerveMusicGroup 

Links go to official composer and label YouTube channels for longevity. 
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Chapter 35 — Blues, Gospel, Soul, and R&B 

Blues, gospel, soul, and R&B share overlapping harmonic resources, 

but they do not organize those resources in exactly the same way. 

Their kinship lies in a common musical ecology: strong groove, vocal 

rhetoric, dominant-rich sonority, repeated tags or vamps, and a 

deep inheritance from Black American musical practice. In these 

traditions, a progression is rarely just a neutral harmonic skeleton. It is 

a carrier of feel, testimony, tension, release, and communal 

recognition. To analyze these styles properly, one must hear harmony 

not only as function, but as embodied musical speech. 

The blues remains one of the deepest foundations of this harmonic 

world. Its dominant-rich sonority, 12-bar inheritance, turnaround 

logic, and phrase rhetoric continue to shape later gospel, soul, and 

R&B practice even when the literal blues form is no longer present. 

What matters here is not only the chord chart itself, but the way 

tension can live inside the sonority---especially through dominant 

sevenths---rather than appearing only at classical cadences. This 

gives the music an expressive grain that is gritty, urgent, and vocally 

responsive. 

Gospel harmony draws from this inheritance while adding its own 

powerful cadential and devotional language. Plagal motion, 

especially IV--I and its extended variants, often carries enormous 

rhetorical weight. The so-called "Amen" quality is not merely a 

harmonic cliché; it is a sonic marker of affirmation, testimony, and 

arrival. Gospel progressions frequently intensify by repetition, rising 

energy, added chords, and vocal call-and-response rather than by 

purely classical modulation alone. The section may feel as though it 

is arriving again and again, each time with more conviction. 

Soul and R&B often inherit both blues tension and gospel lift, but they 

frequently organize them inside tighter grooves, cyclical loops, and 

more color-rich sonorities. Major sevenths, dominant ninths, 
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suspended chords, minor-seventh vamps, and chromatic approach 

gestures may all appear, yet the overall progression is often felt as a 

groove-bearing frame rather than a long-form classical sentence. A 

progression may gain its identity not because it moves far 

harmonically, but because its repetition supports a particular vocal 

attitude, bass pattern, and rhythmic pocket. 

This is why loop logic matters so much in these styles. A short 

progression can carry immense expressive force if its groove is strong, 

its voicing rich, and its vocal phrasing vivid. The end of the pattern 

may lead back into itself through a tag or vamp rather than closing 

definitively. Diagram 35.1 reflects this ecology by placing blues core, 

gospel lift, soul/R&B cyclicity, and vocal arrival in one broad stylistic 

field. The point is not that every song contains all of these equally, 

but that they interact frequently enough to define a recognizable 

harmonic culture. 

Backdoor motion and plagal rhetoric often deserve special 

attention here. In contrast to classical overemphasis on V--I as the 

decisive route to closure, blues-, gospel-, and soul-derived styles 

often give major structural force to IV--I, ♭VII--I, or related gestures 

that sound warm, communal, or "returned" rather than sharply 

cadential in the classical sense. Such progressions do not lack 

direction. They embody a different kind of direction---less judicial, 

more collective; less punctuating, more affirming. 

The role of the bass is also distinctive. Repeated ostinato figures, 

gospel-style walk-ups, blues-inflected root motion, and syncopated 

R&B bass design often determine how the progression is felt. In many 

of these styles, the bass and groove define the harmonic body's 

center of gravity as much as the upper-voiced chord symbols do. A 

theoretically simple progression can become stylistically deep if the 

bass line and rhythmic setting are right. 
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Another important feature is that these styles often treat repetition as 

intensification rather than stasis. A vamp may continue while the 

vocal delivery grows more urgent, the voicing thickens, the choir 

enters, the rhythm section pushes harder, or the register climbs. The 

harmony itself may barely change, yet the musical meaning 

deepens. This teaches an important stylistic lesson: in groove-based 

traditions, progression can be cumulative without being 

harmonically restless. 

These harmonic practices are also inseparable from vocal rhetoric. A 

chord change in gospel or soul is often meaningful because of 

where the singer places a line, where the choir answers, where a 

melisma blooms, or where a repeated textual phrase lands. The 

progression serves speech-like timing, emotional testimony, and 

bodily emphasis. Harmony is therefore bound to phrasing in a way 

that is stylistically specific and cannot be captured by Roman 

numerals alone. 

For analysis, a useful question is not only What progression is present? 

but What is the progression doing stylistically? Is it driving a 12-bar 

form, supporting a church-derived plagal release, carrying a soul 

loop, or sustaining an R&B vamp whose meaning depends on bass 

and vocal placement? The same set of chords may behave 

differently in these traditions than it would in classical or jazz contexts. 

For composition, these styles teach that harmonic impact often 

depends on relationship to groove, repetition, and vocal 

embodiment. A writer can achieve great expressive depth with 

relatively modest harmonic materials if the chords are voiced, 

repeated, and placed in a way that serves the style's internal 

rhetoric. Conversely, overly busy harmonic change can weaken the 

music if it disrupts the groove-bearing frame that gives the style its 

force. 
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The larger lesson is that progression is not a purely abstract 

language. In blues, gospel, soul, and R&B, harmonic meaning is 

carried through community of style: cadence, tag, vamp, bass feel, 

church inflection, and vocal testimony all shape what the chords 

mean in practice. 

 

 

Diagram 35.1. Blues, gospel, soul, and R&B often organize harmony through groove, dominant-

rich sonority, plagal or backdoor rhetoric, and cyclic tags or vamps that support vocal arrival.  

Defining Progressions 

These traditions share dominant-rich sonority, loop logic, and rhetorical emphasis on groove and 

testimony. The progressions below represent core patterns across all four styles. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

12-bar, E I7 – I7 – I7 – I7 | IV7 – IV7 – I7 – I7 | V7 – 

IV7 – I7 – V7 
12-bar blues form 

Gospel, major I – IV – I – IV – I Plagal vamp (Amen 

cadence) 

Gospel lift I – ♭VII – IV – I Backdoor gospel lift 
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Soul / R&B Im7 – ♭VII7 – ♭VImaj7 – ♭VII7 Minor modal soul loop 

R&B vamp I9sus – I7 – IV – ♭VII Suspended tonic vamp 

I7 = tonic dominant seventh (blues quality); sus = suspended fourth; ♭VII = subtonic chord. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Blues, gospel, soul, and R&B share a dominant-rich harmonic ecology rooted in 

Black American musical practice. 

• Plagal and backdoor motion carry structural force equal to or greater than 

classical dominant resolution. 

• Loop and vamp logic create continuity through return rather than through 

extended harmonic sentences. 

• Bass design and groove often define harmonic identity as much as upper-chord 

symbols. 

• Repetition functions as intensification when vocal delivery, arrangement, and 

density evolve. 

 

🎧 Listening Examples 

Ray Charles — “What’d I Say” 
Search “Ray Charles What’d I Say” on @AtlanticRecords — blues-gospel dominant vamp 

and call-and-response 
https://www.youtube.com/@AtlanticRecords 

Aretha Franklin — “Amazing Grace” (Live) 
Search “Aretha Franklin Amazing Grace Live” on @AtlanticRecords — plagal gospel rhetoric 

and communal arrival 
https://www.youtube.com/@AtlanticRecords 

Links go to official composer and label YouTube channels for longevity. 
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Chapter 36 — Rock and Pop Progressions 

Rock and pop harmony often looks simpler on paper than it feels in 

practice. Many songs are built from short loops, a small number of 

recurring chords, or highly familiar progression families. Yet the 

musical power of these progressions lies not in harmonic complexity 

alone, but in their relation to hook, groove, arrangement, register, 

and sectional contrast. In these styles, a progression succeeds when 

it becomes memorable, singable, and structurally legible inside the 

song's larger production and formal design. 

One of the most important features of rock and pop progressions is 

loop logic. A relatively short chord cycle may define the identity of 

an entire verse, chorus, or song. Unlike longer common-practice 

sentences that move toward singular cadential punctuation, these 

loops often gain meaning through recurrence. The listener does not 

wait only for a final cadence; the listener learns the cycle, 

anticipates its return, and experiences its repetition as a source of 

familiarity and emotional grounding. The progression becomes part 

of the song's hook. 

This does not mean that rock and pop harmony lacks direction. 

Rather, direction is often distributed differently. Sectional contrast 

may matter more than phrase-by-phrase classical closure. A verse 

loop can establish one emotional field, a pre-chorus can gather 

energy through lift or harmonic narrowing, and a chorus can arrive 

through a broader or brighter frame. The harmonic architecture is 

therefore closely tied to the formal identity of sections. Diagram 36.1 

reflects this by treating core loop, sectional lift, chorus frame, bridge 

contrast, and return as a single stylistic ecosystem. 

The chorus is especially important in many pop-centered forms. 

Harmonic arrival here may be created not only through new chords, 

but through the strategic reuse of familiar ones in a more anthemic 

context. A chorus progression may be wider in register, more 
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rhythmically emphatic, more brightly voiced, or more insistently 

repeated than a verse progression. In some songs the chorus loop is 

itself extremely simple, yet it feels climactic because of melodic 

contour, production, and cumulative placement. Harmony in rock 

and pop is therefore often inseparable from the song's architecture 

of recognition. 

Modal borrowing is another defining trait. Chords such as ♭VII, iv, and 

♭VI appear frequently, not necessarily as rare chromatic events but 

as ordinary expressive resources. These borrowed sonorities can 

make a progression sound larger, darker, more anthemic, more 

wistful, or more open without forcing a full modulation. In rock 

especially, ♭VII often becomes part of the style's harmonic grammar. 

In pop ballad writing, borrowed iv may suddenly deepen the 

emotional light. The prevalence of these gestures means that rock 

and pop tonality is often broader and more mixture-rich than an 

elementary diatonic reading would suggest. 

Bass design and production also shape the meaning of a progression 

more heavily here than traditional chord labels alone would imply. 

The same four chords can feel utterly different depending on 

whether the bass is static, syncopated, stepwise, octave-doubled, or 

absent at first and then introduced later. Likewise, the entry of drums, 

guitars, synth pads, background vocals, or a widened stereo field 

can radically change how strongly a progression is felt. In these 

styles, harmonic function is often mediated by arrangement. The ear 

hears the progression through the production frame. 

This production-aware quality helps explain why a theoretically 

repetitive progression can remain compelling for an entire song. 

Subtle voicing shifts, instrumental layering, rhythmic articulation, and 

vocal placement continually refresh the loop. A bridge or middle 

eight may then contrast with that frame by moving to a new key 

area, changing harmonic rhythm, or introducing less familiar 
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sonorities before the main cycle returns. The contrast need not be 

extreme. It simply needs to make the return of the primary 

progression feel earned or newly illuminated. 

Rock and pop writing also demonstrates that harmonic simplicity 

does not imply artistic shallowness. A short progression can become 

deeply affecting if it supports a strong melodic idea and a 

convincing emotional contour. In fact, part of the strength of these 

styles is that familiar progression families can be made individual 

through tempo, groove, orchestration, vocal persona, lyrical timing, 

and production detail. The progression gives the song a stable 

harmonic identity; the rest of the musical frame differentiates it. 

For this reason, analysis of rock and pop harmony should avoid two 

opposite mistakes. The first is to dismiss the music as harmonically 

trivial because it uses repetition. The second is to over-read classical 

function into every loop and miss the style's cyclic logic. The best 

approach is to recognize that these songs often balance tonal 

function, modal color, sectional contrast, and production-centered 

repetition in distinctive ways. The progression is both harmonic 

pattern and sonic environment. 

For analysis, a useful question is not only Which chords recur? but 

How does the song make those chords matter? Does the loop 

function mainly as a verse bed, a chorus hook, a pre-chorus lift, or a 

tag? Which borrowed chords expand the style's color? How does 

bass and arrangement alter the feel of repetition? Such questions 

keep the analysis aligned with the music's actual priorities. 

For composition, rock and pop practice offers a powerful lesson in 

economy. A song does not need many chords to achieve large 

expressive results. What it needs is a progression that can bear 

repetition, a formal plan that knows when to widen or contrast it, 

and a sonic frame that turns recurrence into identity. This is why 
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production and harmony in these styles should be thought together 

rather than separately. 

The broader lesson is that progression is inseparable from medium. In 

rock and pop, the chord loop is not a mere background. It is one of 

the song's principal vehicles of memory. Its success depends on 

harmonic choice, but equally on how those harmonies are staged, 

repeated, and made to live inside the recorded sound world. 

 

 

Diagram 36.1. Rock and pop progressions often derive their power from loop clarity, sectional 

contrast, modal borrowing, and the way production and arrangement shape harmonic 

perception. 

Defining Progressions 

Rock and pop harmony relies on memorability, loop logic, and sectional contrast. These 

progressions cover the most prevalent families from classic four-chord loops to modal anthems. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Major, loop I – V – vi – IV Axis progression (ubiquitous 

pop loop) 
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Major, anthem I – IV – ♭VII – IV Rock anthem with ♭VII 

borrow 

Minor, Aeolian i – ♭VII – ♭VI – ♭VII Aeolian rock loop (no V) 

Major, chorus IV – I – V – vi Chorus-entry variant (IV-

first) 

Major, rising I – ii – IV – I Ascending stepwise loop 

Loop progressions repeat freely. ♭ = modal borrow from parallel minor or Mixolydian. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Rock and pop progressions derive power from loop clarity and sectional 

contrast. 

• Modal borrowing enriches tonality without requiring full modulation. 

• Production and arrangement shape harmonic perception as much as chord 

choice. 

• Harmonic simplicity enables memorability; the loop becomes the song's identity. 

• Formal architecture matters: verse, pre-chorus, chorus, and bridge each serve 

distinct roles. 

 

🎧 Listening Examples 

The Beatles — “Let It Be” 
Search “Let It Be Beatles” — modal borrowing and sectional contrast in pop harmony 
https://www.youtube.com/@DisneyMusicVEVO 

Radiohead — “Karma Police” 
Search “Radiohead Karma Police” on @RadioheadHQ — loop identity and borrowed 

harmony in rock 
https://www.youtube.com/@RadioheadHQ 

Links go to official composer and label YouTube channels for longevity. 
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Chapter 37 — Film, Television, and Game Scoring 

Progressions 

Film, television, and game scoring use chord progressions under 

conditions different from those of concert music or song forms. The 

progression must often serve picture, dialogue, pacing, interactivity, 

character association, and editorial timing all at once. For that 

reason, scoring harmony is rarely judged by abstract completeness 

alone. It is judged by whether it creates the right dramatic field, 

supports the scene's internal rhythm, and can expand, contract, or 

hand off cleanly as the medium requires. 

One of the most important distinctions in screen scoring is that not 

every cue needs a fully self-contained harmonic argument. In a 

standalone song or concert phrase, strong cadential shape may be 

desirable as an end in itself. In a score cue, however, the harmony 

often serves a local dramatic function: establishing atmosphere, 

sustaining tension, marking revelation, supporting a transition, or 

underscoring action. A progression may therefore be deliberately 

open-ended, modular, or loopable. Its success depends on service 

to scene rather than on formal closure alone. 

This makes harmonic adaptability a central compositional value. 

Scoring progressions are often built from expandable cells: ostinato-

supported loops, modal vamps, pedal-based sonorities, slowly 

shifting harmonic planes, or short progression units that can be 

extended or truncated without breaking character. Such flexibility is 

especially valuable when music must align with editorial cuts, 

dialogue timing, combat systems, branching gameplay, or variable 

scene duration. Harmony must remain musically coherent while also 

being operationally usable. 

At the same time, screen scoring often draws on a vast range of 

progression languages. A cue may rely on common-practice 

cadential force, Romantic chromatic breadth, jazz-inflected 
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sonorities, modal loops, chromatic mediants, pedal textures, or non-

functional harmonic fields depending on dramatic need. The art lies 

less in stylistic purity than in choosing the right harmonic behavior for 

the narrative moment. Diagram 37.1 therefore presents not one fixed 

progression family, but a workflow of scoring functions: setup, 

support, shift, cadential window, and exit or continuation. 

Character and world association are also crucial. Certain 

progressions or harmonic colors can become linked to a character, 

place, threat, memory, or emotional state. A luminous mediant shift 

may belong to wonder; a minor-mode suspended ostinato may 

belong to danger; a plagal ascent may belong to redemption; a 

static modal field may define the spiritual or mythic space of a 

world. In this sense, scoring harmony often becomes thematic even 

when no obvious melody is present. The progression itself may carry 

identity. 

Games extend this principle further because harmony may need to 

respond to player action without losing stylistic continuity. A 

progression might exist in layered stems, modular loops, or branching 

variants that intensify under combat, relax during exploration, or shift 

when a narrative state changes. The harmonic language must 

therefore be both expressive and system-aware. It has to survive 

recombination. This is one reason why pedal fields, ostinati, loop 

cells, and clearly profiled tonal centers are so useful in game scoring: 

they preserve identity under adaptive conditions. 

Film and television cues frequently depend on pacing-sensitive 

harmonic control. A revelation may require the harmony to withhold 

closure until the visual cut; a suspense cue may hover on unstable 

sonorities that never fully cadence; a montage may intensify through 

sequential or mediant-related broadening; a cue out may need a 

partial cadence or unresolved sonority because dialogue or the next 

scene will complete the emotional motion. In such contexts, 
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harmony is inseparable from temporal design. The cue breathes with 

the edit. 

This does not mean scoring harmony is formless. On the contrary, 

strong scoring often shows highly disciplined harmonic planning. The 

discipline simply operates in relation to narrative architecture. A cue 

may begin with a modal field, intensify through chromatic 

expansion, open a brief cadential window under a key visual beat, 

and then exit through a neutral or suspended sonority that allows the 

next cue to enter smoothly. The progression is shaped, but the shape 

is measured against the dramatic timeline rather than against 

autonomous concert proportion alone. 

Screen scoring also demonstrates how orchestration and harmony 

mutually define meaning. A major-add9 chord on piano alone may 

suggest intimacy; the same chord spread across strings, horns, and 

choir may suggest transcendence. A chromatic-mediant shift in a 

chamber texture may feel psychological; in a full hybrid-orchestral 

texture it may feel epic. Thus, as in pop and R&B, harmony cannot 

be treated independently of its sound world. In screen media, this 

relationship is especially explicit because image conditions the 

listener's interpretation simultaneously. 

For analysis, a useful starting point is to ask what the cue needs from 

the progression. Is it meant to close, hover, intensify, transform, or 

remain extensible? Which harmonic colors are tied to character or 

environment? How does the cue leave room for dialogue or 

transition? These questions are often more revealing than asking only 

whether the progression is diatonic, chromatic, or modal in the 

abstract. 

For composition, scoring practice teaches a crucial lesson: a 

progression can be excellent not because it is harmonically 

elaborate, but because it is dramatically precise. The best cue 

harmony often balances clarity of affect with operational flexibility. It 
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must be strong enough to carry meaning, but open enough to fit the 

timing realities of the medium. 

The broader lesson is that progression becomes part of storytelling. In 

screen media, harmony does not merely accompany events; it 

shapes how those events are felt in time. A cue's progression can 

signal threat before the image confirms it, elevate a visual transition 

into an emotional revelation, or hold a scene in suspended 

ambiguity until narrative certainty arrives. 

 

 

Diagram 37.1. Screen-scoring progressions often function as adaptive dramatic tools: they 

establish mood, support pacing, mark narrative shifts, and allow for modular exit, continuation, 

or cue handoff. 

Defining Progressions 

Screen scoring uses harmony as a dramatic tool. The following progressions appear across 

orchestral, hybrid, and game scores, chosen for adaptability to image, pacing, and character.  
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Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Any, heroic I – ♭VI – ♭VII – I Epic chromatic-mediant 

fanfare 

Minor, suspense i – i – ♭II – i Neapolitan tension hover 

Any, wonder I – III – IV – IV Lydian-inflected awe 

Minor, dread i(pedal) – ♭VII – ♭VI – V7 Descending minor over 

pedal 

Any, cue-exit IV – I⁶₄ – V Half cadence for open cue 

exit 

♭II = Neapolitan; pedal = sustained bass; 6/4 = second inversion cadential chord. 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Scoring progressions serve narrative, image, and pacing above abstract 

harmonic completeness. 

• Adaptability and modularity are central compositional values in screen media. 

• Character and world association can be carried by harmonic color alone. 

• Games require harmony that survives recombination under adaptive playback 

conditions. 

• Orchestration and harmony co-define meaning in scoring contexts. 

 

🎧 Listening Examples 

John Williams — Main Theme from Star Wars 
Search “Star Wars Main Theme John Williams” on @DisneyMusicVEVO — cadential scoring 

harmony 
https://www.youtube.com/@DisneyMusicVEVO 

Hans Zimmer — “Time” from Inception 
Search “Hans Zimmer Time Inception” on @WaterTowerMusic — modular pedal-based 

scoring 
https://www.youtube.com/@WaterTowerMusic 

Links go to official composer and label YouTube channels for longevity. 
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Chapter 38 — Ambient, Minimalist, and Non-Functional 

Contemporary Progressions 

Ambient, minimalist, and non-functional contemporary styles ask the 

listener to hear harmony differently. Instead of treating progression 

primarily as a chain of directed cadential events, these traditions 

often treat harmony as an environment, a slowly changing field, or a 

modular perceptual space. A chord may last for a long time. A small 

shift may matter more than a strong cadence. A drone, pedal, or 

repeating cell may define the musical world more powerfully than 

any dominant resolution. In these styles, progression still exists, but its 

meaning often lies in texture, duration, atmosphere, and the 

management of attention. 

Ambient harmony is often organized around sustained sonorities, 

slow harmonic planes, drones, or very gradual color shifts. The listener 

is not pushed insistently toward a cadence; instead, the listener is 

invited to dwell in a sonic field. A progression may consist of only a 

few harmonies, yet those harmonies can feel spacious and 

psychologically rich because their duration allows timbre, overtone 

content, voicing, and textural change to become central. Harmony 

becomes less like punctuation and more like weather. 

Minimalist practice overlaps with this in certain respects but often 

adds the special force of patterned repetition. A short harmonic unit, 

ostinato, or modal cell may repeat while tiny changes accumulate 

in phase, register, density, articulation, or accent pattern. The 

harmonic content can remain nearly constant while perceptual 

experience changes dramatically. In this sense, the progression is not 

absent; it is redistributed into micro-variation and gradual process. 

The listener hears change happening inside repetition rather than 

only from one chord to the next. 

Non-functional contemporary harmony broadens the field further. 

Chords may move because of adjacency, color, spacing, or shared 
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sonority rather than because of tonic--predominant--dominant 

syntax. A progression may be coherent through pedal, modal 

center, spectral resemblance, planing, or registral design rather than 

through traditional cadence. Diagram 38.1 summarizes this by 

presenting a harmonic field built from drone, small shift, texture 

renewal, hovering return, and modular continuation instead of 

classical phrase punctuation. 

This style family therefore depends heavily on perceptual time. In 

strongly goal-directed tonal music, harmonic meaning often comes 

from where the progression is going. In ambient and minimalist 

music, harmonic meaning often comes from how long the listener 

inhabits each state and how subtly that state changes. Repetition, 

suspension, and duration become active compositional resources. 

The ear is not necessarily waiting for the next functional destination. It 

is listening to the evolution of the present. 

Drone and pedal play especially important roles. A sustained pitch 

or center can stabilize the musical world even while upper sonorities 

shift freely. This allows a piece to remain grounded without relying on 

conventional cadential grammar. Similarly, modal fields can provide 

coherence through characteristic scale degrees and repeated color 

rather than through dominant preparation. The music may therefore 

feel centered yet not strongly functional, motionful yet not urgently 

teleological. 

Texture becomes inseparable from harmony in these traditions. A 

slowly changing major-add9 sonority on soft synth pads does not 

function like the same notes played as a brief chordal event in a 

tonal cadence. Register, resonance, decay, sustain, attack shape, 

and the interaction of layers all determine how the harmony is 

heard. This is why non-functional or slow-functional writing is often 

misunderstood if reduced to chord labels alone. The label may be 

simple; the perceptual event is not. 
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These styles also make modular extensibility a central virtue. A 

progression cell can often be extended, looped, thinned, intensified, 

or recombined without losing identity. This is one reason ambient, 

minimalist, and game-adjacent contemporary harmonic writing 

often adapts well to installation art, meditation music, underscore, 

generative systems, and long-form listening contexts. The harmony 

supports flexible duration because it is conceived as a field rather 

than a fixed sentence. 

Yet these styles are not merely 'static.' Their motion is simply 

redistributed. A drone may slowly darken through modal inflection. A 

repeated triad may acquire new upper tones. A harmonic plane 

may shift by step and change the emotional temperature 

completely. A minimal cell may become psychologically 

transformative through accumulation. The absence of strong 

cadence does not imply the absence of structure. It implies a 

different kind of structure---one built from continuity, gradient, and 

perceptual focus. 

 

🎧 Listening Examples 

Brian Eno — “Ambient 1: Music for Airports” 
Search “Brian Eno Music for Airports” on @BrianEnoOfficial — drone-field harmony and 

suspended progression 
https://www.youtube.com/@BrianEnoOfficial 

Philip Glass — “Metamorphosis Two” 
Search “Philip Glass Metamorphosis Two” on @SonyMusicClassical — minimalist loop and 

micro-variation 
https://www.youtube.com/@SonyMusicClassical 

Links go to official composer and label YouTube channels for longevity. 

 

For analysis, the central question becomes: what is carrying 

coherence if classical function is weak or absent? Is it a drone, a 

modal center, a repeating cell, a registral pattern, a timbral 

continuity, or a process of micro-change? These questions are often 
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more revealing than asking whether the music contains 

conventional cadences. 

For composition, these styles teach a crucial lesson in restraint and 

focus. A progression can be compelling not because it changes 

often, but because each change is weighted, each sonority is 

voiced with care, and time itself is treated as a compositional 

material. Harmony becomes an architecture of attention. 

The broader lesson is that progression need not always behave like a 

sentence. It can also behave like a field, a ritual cycle, a breathing 

organism, or a slowly illuminated landscape. These contemporary 

styles show how deeply harmonic meaning depends on the listener's 

experience of time and sound, not only on function in the traditional 

sense. 

 

 

Diagram 38.1. Ambient, minimalist, and non-functional contemporary progressions often 

organize harmony as a sustained field: drone, small shift, textural renewal, and hover-based 

return replace strong cadential teleology. 
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Defining Progressions 

These styles replace strong cadential motion with sustained fields, slow shifts, and modal centers. 

The following patterns illustrate core ambient and minimalist harmonic strategies. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Dorian, drone i – IV  (cycling) Dorian modal vamp over 

drone 

Lydian, floating Imaj7 – IImaj7  (slow cycling) Lydian floating pair 

Any, slow shift Imaj7 – ♭VIImaj7 – Imaj7 Slow chromatic plane shift 

Minor, ambient i – ♭VI – ♭III – ♭VII Aeolian loop (no 

dominant) 

Any, pedal field IV/1 – V/1 – vi/1  (static bass) Changing harmonies over 

pedal bass 

Slash notation: IV/1 = IV chord over scale degree 1 (tonic pedal). Loops repeat without resolution by design. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Ambient and minimalist styles redistribute motion into texture, duration, and 

micro-variation. 

• Drone, pedal, and modal fields can sustain coherence without classical 

cadence. 

• Perception of time and attention becomes a primary compositional material. 

• Modular extensibility makes these approaches ideal for installation, meditation, 

and game contexts. 

• The absence of strong cadence does not imply the absence of structure. 
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Chapter 39 — World, Folk, and Hybrid Harmonic Practices 

World, folk, and hybrid harmonic practices remind us that chord 

progression is not governed everywhere by one single grammar. 

Many musical traditions organize coherence not through classical 

tonic--predominant--dominant syntax, but through drone, modal 

center, repetitive cells, melodic contour, ritual cycle, and local 

ornamental color. In modern hybrid writing, these practices often 

meet jazz harmony, pop loops, cinematic orchestration, or 

electronic production. The result is a broad harmonic field in which 

progression may be shaped by center, pattern, and mode as much 

as by functional cadence. 

The first principle in approaching world and folk harmonic practices 

is to resist assuming that every music must behave like common-

practice tonality. In many traditions, the central question is not 

'Where is the dominant?' but 'What defines the center?' A drone may 

establish that center. A repeating melodic cell may reinforce it. A 

modal collection may give the music its identity even when the 

vertical harmony remains sparse or fluid. The ear hears coherence, 

but it hears it through a different hierarchy. 

Modal organization is especially prominent. A piece may remain 

within one mode for a long span, deriving contrast from register, 

ornament, density, pulse, or melodic contour rather than from strong 

chord-to-chord function. This does not make the harmony weak. It 

makes the harmonic field more color-based than cadentially driven. 

A Dorian, Phrygian, pentatonic, maqam-like, raga-influenced, or 

other modal environment can remain compelling because the 

mode itself behaves as the source of identity. Diagram 39.1 reflects 

this by placing drone, modal field, repetitive cell, local inflection, 

and hybrid adaptation inside one larger ecosystem. 

Repetition is equally important. Many folk and traditional practices 

use short cyclic units that gather force through return rather than 
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through extended sentence-like harmonic development. A 

repeated ostinato, a fixed strumming pattern, a bourdon-based 

accompaniment, or a drone-supported phrase can create 

continuity that is both musical and communal. The progression may 

be small in harmonic inventory yet large in cultural and emotional 

force because its repetition invites memory, embodiment, and 

shared recognition. 

Local inflection often matters more than large harmonic distance. A 

sharpened scale degree, a lowered second, a sudden borrowed 

chord, or a brief ornamental shift may carry enormous expressive 

weight even if the broader harmonic frame stays stable. This is one 

reason why these traditions are often misunderstood when reduced 

to simple chord symbols. The expressive event may lie not in a full 

modulation or substitute dominant, but in one altered pitch or one 

carefully placed local color against an otherwise steady center. 

Hybrid contemporary practice builds on these principles while 

combining them with other harmonic systems. A composer may take 

a folk-like drone and combine it with cinematic strings. A modal 

melody may be harmonized with jazz-influenced voicings. A 

repetitive ostinato may sit over electronic bass design while 

occasional chromatic mediants widen the field. In such writing, the 

composer is not choosing between 'traditional' and 'modern' 

harmony so much as negotiating multiple harmonic logics at once. 

The piece may derive its identity precisely from how those logics 

interact. 

This has major consequences for analysis. Instead of asking only 

which Roman numerals appear, one must ask what is carrying 

coherence. Is it the drone? The repeated bass? The modal finalis? 

The cyclic rhythmic frame? The melodic recurrence? The answer 

may involve harmony, but not in a purely chord-symbol sense. In 

many world and folk-derived practices, progression is distributed 
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across pitch center, pattern, and melodic inflection rather than 

concentrated solely in vertical function. 

For composers, these practices open valuable alternatives to 

dominant-centered writing. A passage can feel grounded without 

heavy cadence, expansive without modulating far, and emotionally 

vivid without large harmonic inventory. This is especially useful for 

scoring, song writing, ritual or contemplative music, fusion projects, 

and any context where cultural allusion, atmosphere, or cyclic 

endurance matters more than frequent harmonic punctuation. 

At the same time, hybrid writing demands care and respect. 

Borrowing surface markers without understanding how a tradition 

organizes time, center, ornament, and expressive weight can 

produce shallow results. The most convincing hybrid harmonic writing 

listens deeply to what each source practice is actually doing and 

then adapts those principles thoughtfully rather than merely pasting 

external color onto a standard progression frame. 

For analysis, the key question is not whether a progression behaves 

like classical tonality, but what kind of coherence the music actually 

prefers. A stable center, a repeated cell, a modal color, or a ritual 

return may do more explanatory work than dominant function. 

Hearing that difference is essential. 

For composition, this chapter broadens the toolkit considerably. It 

shows that a progression can be designed around center, mode, 

and repeated pattern without becoming harmonically empty. On 

the contrary, such writing can be deeply affecting if the local color, 

melodic inflection, and textural pacing are handled with care. 

The broader lesson is that progression is culturally plural. Harmonic 

motion can be shaped by many organizing principles, and modern 

composers gain freedom when they can hear and use more than 

one of them fluently. 
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Diagram 39.1. World, folk, and hybrid harmonic practices often organize musical continuity 

through center, mode, repetition, and local color rather than through one uniform cadential 

syntax. 

Defining Progressions 

World, folk, and hybrid practices organize coherence through modal center, drone, and 

repeated cells. These patterns show how different traditions establish tonal identity without 

dominant cadence. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Phrygian, flamenco i – ♭II – i  (or ♭II – i) Phrygian cadence / 

Andalusian close 

Dorian, folk i – IV – i – VII – i Dorian folk loop (raised 6th) 

Pentatonic, drone I5  (drone) – IVadd2  (cycling) Pentatonic over sustained 

center 

Mixolydian I – ♭VII – IV – I Mixolydian loop (lowered 

7th) 

Hybrid modal i – ♭VI – II♭7 – i Modal center with 

chromatic inflection 

♭II = Phrygian/Neapolitan second; add2 = added second; drone = sustained pitch center throughout. 
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Key Takeaways 

• World and folk practices often organize coherence through center, mode, and 

repetition rather than cadential syntax. 

• Drone, modal field, and cyclic cell can replace dominant function as primary 

organizing forces. 

• Local inflection and ornamental color may carry more expressive weight than 

large harmonic distance. 

• Hybrid writing combines multiple harmonic logics and demands cultural care 

and respect. 

• Progression is culturally plural; modern composers gain freedom by hearing more 

than one organizing principle. 

 

🎧 Listening Examples 

Arvo Pärt — “Spiegel im Spiegel” 
Search “Arvo Part Spiegel im Spiegel” on @SonyMusicClassical — modal center and 

tintinnabuli style 
https://www.youtube.com/@SonyMusicClassical 

Yo-Yo Ma — Silk Road Ensemble 
Search “Silk Road Ensemble” on @SonyMusicClassical — hybrid world-influenced harmonic 

practice 
https://www.youtube.com/@SonyMusicClassical 

Links go to official composer and label YouTube channels for longevity. 
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PART II 

Emotional Design Through Chord Progressions 
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Chapter 40 — Why Progressions Feel the Way They Do 

Composers and listeners often talk as though certain progressions 

naturally feel triumphant, tragic, devotional, intimate, spacious, or 

suspended. These intuitions are not arbitrary, but they are also not 

absolute. Progressions tend to carry emotional tendencies rather 

than fixed emotional laws. Their felt effect grows out of expectation: 

how strongly a pattern directs motion, how much repetition stabilizes 

memory, how far tonal distance expands the field, and how closure 

or delay organizes time. To understand why progressions feel the 

way they do, one must listen to harmony as a system of expectation 

shaped by context. 

The first key principle is that emotional effect depends on 

expectation. A strong dominant-to-tonic cadence feels conclusive 

because it resolves a tension the ear has learned to hear as 

directional. A loop feels familiar because repetition stabilizes the 

listener's memory of what comes next. A drone-supported modal 

field feels spacious because expectation is held in a more 

suspended state rather than pushed toward final closure. In each 

case, the harmonic behavior shapes emotional meaning by shaping 

the listener's anticipatory life. 

Cadential and strongly functional progressions often feel purposeful, 

clarified, or resolved because they articulate arrival clearly. This can 

register as triumph, certainty, formal completion, relief, or ceremonial 

affirmation depending on the surrounding style and pacing. The 

same basic directional profile may also sound stern, comic, or 

intimate in other contexts. The common element is not one emotion 

but one kind of motion: directed expectation answered by arrival. 

Loop-based progressions often feel differently. Because they repeat 

rather than close once and for all, they can generate continuity, 

memorability, bodily ease, and emotional inhabitation. A listener 

learns the cycle and begins to live inside it. This can feel warm, 
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hypnotic, anthem-like, reflective, or addictive depending on 

treatment. The emotional result is tied not only to the chords 

themselves but to the way recurrence turns the progression into a 

field of familiarity. 

Descending-line and lament designs often carry a sense of gravity 

because downward motion is frequently heard as weighted, 

yielding, or inevitable. This can support sorrow, noble resignation, 

tenderness, historical pathos, or reflective inwardness. Again, the 

emotional meaning is not a simple one-to-one code. But the 

tendency is strong because line itself carries embodied force. We 

feel descent differently from ascent, and progressions built around 

descent often inherit that bodily logic. 

Chromatic shifts and remote harmonic relations often feel expansive 

or uncanny because they enlarge the tonal field beyond close 

expectation. A chromatic mediant, a remote key turn, or a sudden 

brightened borrowed chord can feel like a change of air pressure in 

the harmonic world. This may register as awe, wonder, 

estrangement, revelation, or heightened drama. Diagram 40.1 

summarizes these broad progression-feeling tendencies while 

insisting that they remain contextual rather than universal. 

Static, modal, or ambient progressions often produce a different 

emotional profile altogether. They may feel spacious, ritualized, 

contemplative, hovering, immersive, or timeless because their 

motion is redistributed away from strong cadential teleology and 

into duration, color, register, and textural change. The listener is not 

being driven toward a final harmonic point so much as invited to 

inhabit an evolving sonic environment. 

Yet context changes everything. The same plagal motion may sound 

devotional in gospel, cinematic in orchestral scoring, intimate in 

singer-songwriter writing, or archaic in a modal folk setting. The same 

ii--V--I may feel urbane in jazz, neutral in an exercise, or heroic in a 
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film cue. The progression's structure matters, but its emotional 

reading depends heavily on style, cultural association, arrangement, 

tempo, voicing, and melodic behavior. 

Melody is especially decisive. A progression that might sound bright 

in isolation can become devastating under the right melody, and 

one that might seem mournful can become strangely radiant if the 

melodic line lifts against it. Likewise, register and voicing reshape 

feeling profoundly. A close middle-register sonority may feel 

burdened or intimate; the same harmony spaced widely in strings 

and bells may feel transparent or transcendent. Harmonic emotion is 

therefore relational, not merely lexical. 

For analysis, emotional reading becomes strongest when joined to 

structural hearing. Once the progression family is identified, one can 

ask why this particular progression and treatment were chosen at this 

moment. What expectation is being built? What kind of emotional 

field is being stabilized or disrupted? How do melody, rhythm, and 

arrangement cooperate with the harmony to make the result 

convincing? 

For composition, this chapter offers a practical bridge between craft 

and intention. Emotional aims can guide progression choice before 

the notes are fully written. If the desired effect is inevitability, a 

descending-line design may help. If the goal is anthem-like 

familiarity, a cyclic loop may be more suitable. If the aim is awe or 

transformation, a widened tonal relation may offer the right field of 

possibilities. 

The broader lesson is that harmony is one of music's most powerful 

emotional technologies because it organizes expectation in time. It 

shapes what the listener anticipates, how strongly the listener waits, 

and what kind of release or suspension finally occurs. 
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Diagram 40.1. Progressions tend to invite certain emotional readings---cadential, cyclic, 

lamenting, expansive, or immersive---but those readings are shaped by style, rhythm, voicing, 

melody, and context. 

Example Progressions by Emotional Tendency 

The following illustrate how structural behaviour generates different emotional tendencies. 

Context, voicing, and arrangement will always modify these readings. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Purposeful / triumphant I – IV – V⁷ – I Cadential, directed, 

resolved 

Weighted / sorrowful i – ♭VII – ♭VI – V Descending gravity, minor 

Familiar / warm I – V – vi – IV  (loop) Cyclic, inhabitable, 

grounded 

Spacious / immersive Imaj7 – ♭VIImaj7  (slow cycle) Non-cadential, hovering 

field 

Awe / expansion I – III – ♭VI – ♭VII – I Tonal enlargement, 

mediant bloom 

These are tendencies, not laws. The same progression reads differently under different style, tempo, voicing, 

and melodic context. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Emotional effect depends on expectation: how strongly the harmony directs, 

stabilizes, or suspends the listener. 

• Cadential progressions tend to feel purposeful; loops feel familiar; descent feels 

weighted; chromatic shifts feel expansive. 

• Context changes everything: the same harmonic behavior reads differently 

across styles and settings. 

• Melody, register, and voicing profoundly reshape the emotional reading of any 

progression. 

• Harmony is one of music's most powerful emotional technologies because it 

organizes expectation in time. 
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Chapter 41 — Harmonic Archetypes by Mood 

If Chapter 40 explained why progressions tend to generate certain 

emotional responses, this chapter goes one step further by naming 

recurrent archetypes. A harmonic archetype is not a rigid formula 

but a recognizable emotional pattern: a family of behaviors that 

often support a particular mood-world. Composers do not need to 

treat these archetypes as fixed templates. Rather, they can use 

them as orientation points---clusters of expectation, line, and color 

that help translate emotional intention into harmonic choice. 

One common archetype is triumph or release. This family typically 

depends on strong directed motion answered by clear arrival. 

Cadential force, brightened tonic return, widening register, rising 

bass preparation, and a clarified final sonority often belong to this 

mood-world. The emotional result may be heroic, ceremonial, 

cathartic, or simply relieving, but the harmonic basis is similar: 

expectation is gathered and then decisively answered. 

A second archetype is longing or ache. Here harmonic power often 

lies not in forceful closure but in delay, suspension, or downward 

gravity. Descending-line designs, added tones, unresolved sevenths 

or ninths, modal borrowing, and cadences softened by inner-voice 

tenderness often support this field. The listener hears that the music 

wants something, but the arrival is postponed, partial, or emotionally 

shaded. Longing is therefore often built from expectation that 

remains alive even as it is repeatedly touched. 

Another major archetype is devotion or uplift. In many traditions, 

especially those touched by church, communal singing, or spiritual 

rhetoric, plagal motion, broadened IV-function, gospel lift, or warm 

collective arrival create a distinct emotional atmosphere. The point is 

not merely 'happy harmony.' It is the sense of gathered affirmation, 

shared resonance, and elevated return. This archetype can feel 
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humble, radiant, thankful, or exalting depending on treatment, but it 

is usually less individualistic than heroic cadential triumph. 

Awe or expansion forms another recognizable archetype. Here the 

progression often widens the tonal horizon through chromatic-

mediant shifts, remote color, broad registral space, or transformed 

return. The listener senses not only movement but enlargement. 

Harmonic distance becomes emotionally positive, uncanny, or 

revelatory. This archetype is especially common in cinematic, 

Romantic, spiritual, and mythic writing because it can make the 

musical world feel suddenly larger than it was a moment before. 

Suspension or immersion constitutes a further archetype built on 

different premises altogether. Drone, modal field, cyclic loop, non-

cadential return, slowly renewing texture, and hovering sonorities 

often support this world. Instead of pushing toward final closure, the 

progression invites the listener to inhabit an extended present. The 

emotional result may be contemplative, ritualized, entranced, 

ominous, or serene depending on voicing and style, but the shared 

basis is a redistribution of motion away from decisive cadential 

teleology. 

These archetypes matter because they help the composer think in 

larger emotional categories than isolated chord labels. A single 

borrowed iv chord may contribute to longing; a plagal ascent may 

contribute to uplift; a chromatic mediant may contribute to awe; a 

repeated suspended loop may contribute to immersion. Diagram 

41.1 groups these broad mood-archetypes not as locked recipes but 

as recurring harmonic constellations. 

At the same time, archetypes overlap. A progression can combine 

longing and devotion, or awe and suspension, or triumph and grief. 

Many of the most moving progressions do precisely this. The 

archetype model is useful not because it simplifies music into neat 

bins, but because it reveals the main emotional forces present in a 
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passage. Hybrid moods often become clearer once one can hear 

which archetypal tendencies are being combined. 

Style continues to mediate everything. A devotional archetype in 

gospel does not sound the same as a devotional archetype in 

orchestral scoring. A triumph archetype in pop anthem writing does 

not behave exactly like one in sonata finale rhetoric. The archetype 

names the emotional family; the style determines the dialect through 

which that family is spoken. 

For analysis, archetypes provide a middle layer between abstract 

function and lived affect. They help explain why different 

progressions, though structurally distinct, may feel emotionally 

related. They also clarify why one progression may be more 

appropriate than another for a scene, lyric, or section even when 

both are technically plausible. 

For composition, archetypal thinking can sharpen intention quickly. 

Instead of beginning with isolated chord options, the composer can 

ask which mood-family is needed and then draw from the 

corresponding harmonic behaviors. This speeds invention without 

forcing cliché, because the archetype suggests a field of possibilities 

rather than one solution. 

The broader lesson is that emotional design becomes more precise 

when the composer can hear recurring harmonic worlds. 

Progressions do not merely sound 'sad' or 'happy'; they often 

participate in richer emotional archetypes shaped by expectation, 

line, closure, distance, and cultural style. 
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Diagram 41.1. Harmonic archetypes by mood are recurrent clusters of behavior---triumph, 

longing, devotion, expansion, immersion---rather than fixed chord formulas. 

Progression Examples by Archetype 

Each archetype maps to characteristic harmonic behaviours. These are orientation points, not 

fixed formulas — style, voicing, and arrangement reshape meaning in every context. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Triumph I⁶₄ – V⁷ – I  (wide register) Cadential 6/4 resolving to 

tonic 

Longing i – ♭VI – ♭III – VII Minor descent, unresolved 

pull 

Devotion I – IV – I – IV – I Plagal oscillation, 

communal 

Awe I – ♭VI – ♭III – ♭VII Mediant chain, tonal 

bloom 

Suspension Imaj7 – ♭VIImaj7 – IVmaj7  (no 

cadence) 
Hovering field, never 

resolves 

Archetypes overlap and combine. Many moving progressions hybridise two or more of these emotional 

families. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Harmonic archetypes cluster around recurring emotional families: triumph, 

longing, devotion, awe, and suspension. 

• Archetypes are orientation points, not rigid formulas; they name emotional 

tendencies rather than fixed meanings. 

• Many compelling progressions combine or hybridize multiple archetypes. 

• Style mediates which archetype sounds devotional, heroic, or intimate in any 

given context. 

• Archetypal thinking helps composers translate emotional intention into harmonic 

choice more quickly. 
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Chapter 42 — Progressions for Character, Scene, and 

Narrative 

Progressions do not only organize musical time; in dramatic contexts 

they also organize narrative meaning. A progression can belong to a 

character, color a setting, support a scene transition, intensify 

conflict, or transform the emotional reading of an image or line of 

text. When harmony is used this way, the question is not merely 

whether the progression is structurally sound. The deeper question is 

what kind of dramatic work it performs. 

One of the most direct narrative uses of progression is character 

association. A recurring harmonic behavior can become attached 

to a particular person or persona even in the absence of a fixed 

melody. A stable modal center, a warm plagal shape, a chromatic-

mediant widening, a suspended loop, or a specific cadence type 

can all function as part of a character's harmonic identity. Over 

time, the listener begins to recognize not only the theme but the 

underlying harmonic world that tends to accompany that character. 

Scene work is different. A scene progression may not belong to a 

person so much as to a dramatic condition. Suspense scenes often 

rely on delay, pedal, hovering instability, or partially withheld 

cadence. Tender scenes may prefer intimacy of register, softened 

harmonic rhythm, and progressions that touch arrival gently rather 

than declare it. Revelation scenes may open a cadential window or 

introduce a widened tonal relation so that the harmonic field 

suddenly feels larger. The progression's role is to clarify the emotional 

logic of the moment. 

Narrative transitions often depend on harmonic reinterpretation. A 

cut, memory shift, dream turn, or revelation can be marked not only 

by melody or orchestration but by a progression that changes the 

listener's sense of the world. A chromatic mediant can widen 

perspective. A modal inflection can darken an established theme. A 
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home-key return can restore memory or moral center. Diagram 42.1 

maps several typical dramatic functions---character identity, scene 

tension, transition, world-building, and narrative return---to the 

harmonic behaviors that often support them. 

World-building uses harmony somewhat differently again. Here the 

progression may be less about immediate scene punctuation than 

about defining an environment that the listener can inhabit 

repeatedly. Modal centers, drones, ritual loops, hybrid folk-derived 

patterns, and slowly renewing harmonic fields are often effective 

because they create a durable sense of place. The musical world 

becomes recognizable before any individual scene inside it is 

resolved. 

Narrative return is especially important in long-form storytelling. A 

progression or harmonic family heard earlier may reappear 

transformed, simplified, darkened, brightened, or finally cadenced. 

The power of such return lies not only in recurrence but in altered 

meaning. The harmony carries memory. It reminds the listener that 

the story has changed, even if the material is recognizably related to 

its earlier form. 

The relationship between scene and progression also depends on 

dramatic timing. Some moments require that the harmony be 

noticed---an overt lift, a wrenching drop, a sacred arrival, a 

destabilizing chromatic turn. Other moments require that it remain 

almost transparent, supporting dialogue or image without calling 

attention to itself. The best narrative harmonic writing knows when to 

function explicitly and when to function invisibly. 

This is one reason why the same progression can serve radically 

different narrative ends. A cadential arrival under a victory speech, 

an intimate confession, and an ironic comic reversal are not the 

same musical event, even if the harmonic outline is similar. Melody, 

text, register, pacing, orchestration, and prior thematic context all 
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reshape what the progression means. Narrative harmony is therefore 

an interpretive art, not only a structural one. 

For composers, the practical consequence is that harmonic choice 

should be tied to dramatic questions. Whose emotional perspective 

does the music inhabit? What must the audience feel before the 

cut, at the cut, and after the cut? Should this moment stabilize, 

withhold, expand, or transform the harmonic field? Once these 

questions are answered, the progression families surveyed in earlier 

chapters become easier to choose among with real dramatic 

precision. 

For analysis, this chapter encourages reading harmony as narrative 

behavior. Instead of asking only what the progression is, one asks 

what it is doing for viewpoint, pacing, revelation, tension, and 

memory. This makes harmonic analysis far more useful in film, theater, 

opera, song, and any music strongly tied to text or dramatic image. 

For composition, the practical gain is immediate. Progression choice 

becomes more specific when tied to dramatic tasks: a character 

needs a world, a scene needs a pressure curve, a transition needs 

reorientation, a return needs memory. Harmony becomes one of the 

main engines by which story is felt in time. 

The broader lesson is that progressions can function narratively even 

without explicit leitmotif. Harmonic behavior itself can become a 

storytelling device, carrying identity, contrast, foreshadowing, and 

transformation. 

 



 

© 2026 Museca 57 

 

Diagram 42.1. In narrative use, progressions can serve character identity, scene tension, world-

building, transition, and return. Their meaning depends on dramatic function as much as on 

harmonic structure. 

Harmonic Examples by Dramatic Function 

The following show how harmonic approaches serve specific dramatic functions in screen, 

theatrical, and narrative writing. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Character ID I – ♭VI – IV – V  (recurring) Recurring profile: leitmotif-

adjacent 

Suspense i(pedal) – ♭II – i Unresolved hover, threat 

Revelation I – III – ♭VI  (sudden wide shift) Tonal enlargement, new 

perspective 

World / place Drone + IVadd9 – IIadd9  (modal loop) Environmental identity, 

cyclic 

Return I – IV – I  (simplified, stripped) Memory, homecoming, 

reduced texture 
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Key Takeaways 

• Progressions can serve character association, scene work, world-building, 

transition, and narrative return. 

• A recurring harmonic behavior can become part of a character's identity even 

without a fixed melody. 

• Narrative return gains power from altered meaning: the harmony carries 

memory. 

• Dramatic timing determines whether harmony should function explicitly or 

invisibly. 

• Harmonic choice becomes more precise when tied to dramatic questions rather 

than abstract correctness. 
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Chapter 43 — Brightness, Density, and Register 

A progression's emotional effect is shaped not only by its structural 

family or style context, but by the way its sonorities are weighted in 

sound. Brightness, density, and register can make the same 

harmonic skeleton feel radiant, intimate, burdened, suspended, 

devotional, or immense. For this reason, harmonic interpretation 

cannot stop at Roman numerals or chord symbols. It must also 

account for where the harmony sits, how full it is, and how bright or 

dark its color-world becomes. 

Brightness concerns the tonal and timbral light carried by a 

progression. Some harmonic treatments emphasize lifted or open 

colors: upper extensions, clear major thirds, added sixths or ninths, 

Lydian-inflected tendencies, and spacious voicings in the upper 

register. Others darken the field through borrowed minor coloration, 

lowered scale degrees, dense lower placement, or close voicing 

that emphasizes friction and shadow. Two progressions may be 

structurally identical while differing radically in perceived brightness 

because one is voiced and colored toward openness and the other 

toward gravity. 

Density refers to how much harmonic material is present and how 

tightly or richly it is packed. A bare triadic progression can feel 

exposed, direct, transparent, or plain. The same progression 

thickened into sevenths, ninths, doublings, clusters, or multi-layer 

orchestrations can feel warm, lush, burdened, sacred, cinematic, or 

psychologically saturated. Density is therefore not simply a matter of 

'more notes.' It is a matter of how harmonic weight is distributed 

across the sonority. 

Register shapes affect no less strongly. Low placement often adds 

weight, seriousness, mystery, or physical mass. Middle register can 

feel human, immediate, intimate, or neutral depending on spacing. 

High placement may create lift, fragility, shimmer, distance, or 
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spiritual translucence. A progression voiced low in piano octaves 

and cellos may sound solemn; the same chord relation in upper 

strings, glockenspiel, or breathy synth may sound dreamlike or 

delicate. Register is one of the quickest ways to change emotional 

meaning without changing harmonic identity itself. 

These dimensions rarely act alone. Brightness, density, and register 

usually interact. A high but dense sonority may feel dazzling or 

overwhelming. A low and sparse voicing may feel empty, ancient, or 

severe. A bright harmonic collection played in a dark register can 

produce ambiguity. A dark borrowed progression voiced high and 

thin may feel poignant rather than heavy. Diagram 43.1 presents 

these dimensions as a set of shaping controls that work on top of the 

progression family itself. 

This matters especially when a composer wants variation without 

rewriting the harmonic core. A chorus may use the same progression 

as a verse but become brighter, denser, and wider in register. A 

reprise may retain the same chords yet return in reduced density 

and lowered register to suggest aftermath or memory. A cue reveal 

may shift the exact same progression upward with added extensions 

so the scene suddenly feels transfigured. The progression has not 

changed in function, but its perceived world has changed 

profoundly. 

Brightness also intersects with modal behavior. Progressions colored 

by raised fourths, open sixths, and gleaming upper notes often read 

differently from those shaped by borrowed iv, lowered sixth, or 

flattened modal inflections. Density intersects with style: gospel 

fullness, jazz extension, ambient layering, cinematic spread, and pop 

clarity all treat the same underlying chord relations differently. 

Register intersects with drama: what sits above the voice, beneath 

the image, or inside the ensemble determines how the harmony is 

embodied. 
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For analysis, this chapter warns against overly abstract harmonic 

reading. A progression identified correctly in structural terms may still 

be misunderstood emotionally if its brightness, density, and register 

are ignored. The analyst should therefore ask not only what the 

chord succession is, but how it has been weighted in sound. Often 

the decisive expressive information lies precisely there. 

For composition, these three variables provide a fast and elegant 

toolset. Before changing the progression itself, a writer can ask 

whether the current problem is really harmonic or whether it is a 

problem of brightness, density, or register. A draft that feels too 

heavy may need thinning. A phrase that feels emotionally flat may 

need a brightness shift. A cue that feels small may need registral 

expansion. Many harmonic revisions become simpler once these 

distinctions are clear. 

The broader lesson is that harmonic character is partly infrastructural 

and partly acoustical. Structure tells us what the progression is doing 

in theory; brightness, density, and register tell us how that structure is 

actually felt in the ear and body. 

This makes these variables invaluable for both analysis and craft. 

They offer ways to differentiate repeated progressions, adjust the 

rhetorical scale of a section, and align harmonic treatment with 

emotional intention without always changing the underlying chord 

path. 

For composers, that means more flexibility and finer control. One 

progression can become many worlds if these shaping dimensions 

are handled consciously. 
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Diagram 43.1. Brightness, density, and register act as major emotional shapers of progression. 

They can transform the felt meaning of the same harmonic skeleton without changing its deeper 

family identity. 

The Same Progression — Three Acoustic Profiles 

This example shows how one harmonic skeleton changes in perceived meaning when 

brightness, density, and register are altered without changing any chord. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

High, sparse I – IV – V – I  (string harmonics, upper 

register) 
Ethereal, transparent, 

elevated 

Mid, full I – IV – V – I  (piano + strings, full 

voicing) 
Warm, grounded, 

confirmed 

Low, dense I – IV – V – I  (brass + low strings, 

saturated) 
Heavy, ceremonial, 

weighty 

Roman numerals are identical in all three rows. Brightness, density, and register determine the felt world. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Brightness, density, and register can transform the felt meaning of the same 

harmonic skeleton. 

• A progression voiced high and thin feels different from the same chords voiced 

low and dense. 

• These dimensions allow variation without rewriting the harmonic core. 

• Modal behavior, style, and drama all intersect with brightness, density, and 

register. 

• Many harmonic revision problems are actually brightness, density, or register 

problems. 
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PART III 

Writing, Varying, and Reharmonizing Progressions 
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Chapter 44 — How to Invent Original Progressions 

Many composers ask how to invent an original progression, but the 

question is often misframed. Originality in harmony rarely means 

discovering chords no one has ever used. It more often means 

finding a progression that feels inevitable for your musical purpose 

while still sounding distinct in identity, pacing, and color. A 

progression becomes original when a familiar family is reweighted, 

reshaped, hybridized, or clarified in a way that serves the piece so 

specifically that it feels newly yours. 

The first principle of invention is that a progression should begin from 

a musical job rather than from a random search. Does the section 

need uplift, ache, pressure, spaciousness, rhythmic continuity, 

devotional return, or narrative turning? Once that need is clear, the 

field of possible progression families narrows productively. Invention 

becomes easier when the composer is solving a precise problem 

rather than browsing harmonic possibilities without direction. 

The second principle is that most original progressions grow from 

known families. A cyclic loop, a cadential pattern, a descending-line 

design, a modal field, or a chromatic expansion can all serve as 

starting points. The act of invention lies in what happens next: a 

different bass path, a displaced cadence, a reweighted harmonic 

rhythm, a borrowed color at a key point, a hybrid stylistic treatment, 

or a particular registral identity. Diagram 44.1 presents this process as 

a movement from job to family, from family to one or more defining 

alterations, and then from alteration to tested identity. 

A useful compositional tactic is to change one major variable at a 

time. Keep the progression family but change the bass. Keep the 

bass but change the cadence. Keep the basic loop but alter one 

chord through modal borrowing. Keep the harmonic skeleton but 

slow the rate of change and add more spacious voicings. This 

method prevents the draft from becoming arbitrarily complicated. It 
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also lets the composer hear which alteration is actually responsible 

for the new identity. 

Originality often depends more on reweighting than on 

replacement. A progression can feel distinct because one chord 

lasts longer than expected, because the arrival is delayed, because 

a single borrowed sonority appears at exactly the right moment, or 

because the loop begins on a less obvious chord. These are not 

trivial choices. They reshape how the listener experiences the whole 

phrase. Many memorable progressions are structurally simple but 

rhetorically unusual. 

Bass writing remains one of the strongest invention tools available. A 

familiar upper-chord pattern can become striking if the bass line rises 

instead of falls, holds a pedal beneath changing harmonies, moves 

chromatically between roots, or leaps in a way that creates a new 

pressure profile. Since the bass is one of the most powerful carriers of 

harmonic meaning, changing it can make a progression feel deeply 

individualized even when the chord labels above it are not 

especially exotic. 

Another route to originality is hybridization, though this requires 

discipline. A progression may borrow the clarity of a common-

practice cadence, the color of jazz extensions, the uplift of gospel 

plagal rhetoric, the memorability of pop loops, or the spaciousness 

of ambient harmonic fields. But hybrid writing succeeds only when 

the resulting motion still feels coherent. The composer must hear not 

only which elements are being combined, but whether the 

combination produces one believable harmonic world. 

Melody and progression should be invented together whenever 

possible. A progression that seems fresh on its own may become 

conventional once paired with the melody, and the reverse may 

also happen: a harmonically plain draft may become original 

because of how the melody leans against it. True invention often 
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arises from the relationship between line and support, not from 

harmony in isolation. 

Finally, invention depends on taste in selection. Composers often 

sketch several plausible progressions and then choose the one with 

the strongest identity, replay value, and contextual truth. This means 

originality is partly editorial. One does not merely generate 

possibilities; one recognizes which one sounds both natural and 

distinct. 

For analysis, this chapter suggests that originality should be heard 

relationally. A progression sounds original not because it is detached 

from history, but because of how it reweights known resources in a 

particular context. Analysts can therefore ask what family lies 

underneath a passage and what specific deviations, emphases, or 

stylistic blends make it feel individual. 

For composition, the practical benefit is substantial. The search for 

originality becomes less anxious once the composer understands 

that distinctiveness can emerge from pacing, bass, color, voicing, 

and function---not only from radical harmonic novelty. This widens 

the field of invention while keeping it musically grounded. 

The broader lesson is that original progression writing is an art of 

controlled difference. The composer works inside recognizable 

harmonic behaviors but shapes them so specifically that they 

become inseparable from the piece at hand. 
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Diagram 44.1. Original progressions are often built by starting with a harmonic job, choosing a 

family, altering one or two decisive variables, and refining the result until it has both coherence 

and identity. 

Invention from a Known Family — Four Controlled Alterations 

Starting from a familiar family, each row shows how one controlled alteration creates a distinct 

identity without abandoning the underlying progression logic. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Base family I – V – vi – IV  (loop) Familiar pop loop, root bass 

Bass altered I – V/vii – vi – IV  (chromatic bass) Same chords, chromatic 

bass descent 

Mode borrowed I – V – vi – iv  (minor iv substituted) Single borrow darkens the 

colour 

Rhythm displaced I(2 bars) – V(2 bars) – vi(1) – IV(3) Reweighted harmonic 

rhythm 

Each row changes one variable. This demonstrates how a known family acquires new identity through 

controlled alteration. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Originality grows from known families reweighted by specific alterations, not from 

random novelty. 

• Invention should begin from a musical job rather than from undirected harmonic 

browsing. 

• Changing one major variable at a time helps identify what makes a progression 

feel distinct. 

• Bass writing is one of the strongest tools for creating individualized progressions. 

• Melody and progression should be invented together whenever possible. 
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Chapter 45 — How to Vary a Progression Without Losing It 

Once a progression has proven itself, the next challenge is often not 

replacing it but varying it. A useful progression frequently needs to 

return in another section, a reprise, a later cue, a second chorus, or 

a transformed emotional context. The art lies in changing it enough 

that it stays alive while preserving enough of its identity that the 

listener still feels the underlying progression. Variation succeeds when 

difference deepens recognition rather than erasing it. 

The first principle is that a progression has more than one layer of 

identity. Its identity may lie in its root pattern, its cadence profile, its 

bass behavior, its harmonic rhythm, its loop length, or the emotional 

function it serves. To vary a progression without losing it, the 

composer must first know which of these layers is essential. A 

progression cannot be preserved if one does not yet know what 

makes it itself. 

Many strong variations work by changing only one major variable at 

a time. The same harmonic family can be kept while the bass is 

altered through inversion, ascent, or pedal. The same root motion 

can be retained while harmonic rhythm is expanded or compressed. 

The same chords can be reharmonically colored through added 

tones, lighter voicing, or mild modal borrowing. This controlled 

method keeps the progression legible while preventing stale 

repetition. 

Rhythmic variation is often one of the safest and most effective 

routes. A loop that arrives every two beats in the verse may broaden 

into one-chord-per-bar pacing in the chorus. A cadence that once 

arrived promptly may be delayed by extension or held over a barline 

in a reprise. The chord content may remain largely stable, but the 

listener experiences a fresh timing logic. Diagram 45.1 frames this as 

a balance between preserved core and changed surface. 
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Bass variation is equally powerful. Because the bass is such a strong 

carrier of harmonic force, small alterations can produce striking 

freshness. A root-position progression may reappear with a pedal 

beneath it, with chromatic passing tones, with an inverted descent, 

or with a widened registral leap pattern. If the upper harmonic logic 

remains recognizable, the listener will often hear the variation as a 

transformed version of the same progression rather than as a wholly 

new one. 

Color variation offers another route. Extensions, suspensions, modal 

mixture, and changes in voicing density can all refresh a progression 

while keeping its deeper family intact. A bare triadic cadence can 

return as a lush add9 version. A cyclic pop loop can be darkened by 

borrowed iv or brightened by upper-register openness. The core 

progression stays perceptible, but the emotional light changes. 

Formal variation matters as well. A progression may feel too 

repetitive not because of its harmonic content but because it returns 

at the same scale, in the same texture, with the same rhetorical 

weight. If a chorus progression reappears as a bridge reflection, a 

stripped-down outro, or a grand final reprise, the listener may hear 

continuity and development at once. The harmonic identity remains, 

but its formal role shifts. 

The danger in variation is overcorrection. If too many variables 

change at once---bass, rhythm, color, function, loop length, style, 

register---the progression may no longer feel like a variation at all. It 

may simply become a new progression. That can be useful, but it is a 

different act. The composer should decide whether the goal is 

transformation with memory or replacement with contrast. These are 

not the same compositional jobs. 

A good test is to ask whether the listener would recognize the 

underlying progression family after hearing both versions. If the 

answer is yes, the variation likely preserves identity. If the answer is 
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no, the new version may still be effective, but it has probably crossed 

into reharmonization or replacement. Knowing that boundary helps 

the composer choose intentionally rather than by accident. 

For analysis, this chapter helps distinguish repetition, variation, 

reharmonization, and replacement. Two passages may share a 

deep family identity even when their surface treatment differs 

substantially. Hearing that continuity is crucial for understanding 

form, thematic return, and emotional development. 

For composition, the practical benefit is considerable. A strong 

progression can serve more than one section if the composer knows 

how to vary it intelligently. This makes the harmonic language of a 

piece feel unified without becoming monotonous. 

The broader lesson is that coherence in music often depends not on 

constant novelty but on renewed identity. Variation lets the 

progression continue its life inside the piece without simply repeating 

itself. 
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Diagram 45.1. Progression variation works when a core identity is preserved while one or more 

surface layers---bass, rhythm, color, register, or formal role---are changed with control. 

Variation Without Loss — Four Variants of One Progression 

The same 4-bar progression is shown in four variants. In each case, the underlying family remains 

audible while one surface layer changes. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Original i – ♭VI – ♭III – ♭VII  (root position) Minor Aeolian loop, clear 

identity 

Bass varied i – ♭VI – ♭III – ♭VII  (descending stepwise 

bass) 
Same chords, stepwise bass 

line 

Rhythm varied i(3 bars) – ♭VI(1) – ♭III(2) – ♭VII(2) Reweighted pacing, 

different emphasis 

Colour varied im7 – ♭VImaj7 – ♭IIIadd9 – ♭VII7 Extended sonorities, same 

root pattern 

Identity is preserved by the root pattern and the Aeolian loop profile. Each variant is recognisably the same 

progression. 
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Key Takeaways 

• A progression has multiple layers of identity; variation preserves the essential layer 

while changing others. 

• Rhythmic, bass, color, and formal variation each refresh a progression in different 

ways. 

• Controlled variation keeps a progression alive without erasing its recognizability. 

• The danger in variation is overcorrection: too many simultaneous changes 

become replacement. 

• Coherence in music often depends on renewed identity rather than constant 

novelty. 
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Chapter 46 — Melody and Progression 

Melody and progression are often taught as separate components, 

but in real music they are inseparable. A melody note does not have 

one fixed meaning by itself; its expressive role depends on the 

harmonic world beneath it. Likewise, a progression does not simply 

'accompany' a line; it defines how the line is heard---as stable, 

suspended, yearning, radiant, painful, final, or unresolved. To write 

progressions well, one must therefore hear melody and harmony as 

a single field of interaction. 

The first principle is that melody creates harmonic obligations. 

Structural tones in a melody---phrase peaks, points of arrival, 

repeated hooks, cadential notes, and emphasized long notes---

usually require a harmonic treatment that clarifies their role. A weak 

progression can make an important melodic note feel accidental or 

under-supported. A strong progression makes the same note feel 

inevitable. Good harmonic writing therefore begins by identifying 

which melody tones matter most and why. 

At the same time, a melody note can sustain multiple harmonic 

interpretations. The same pitch may function as a chord tone in one 

context, an extension in another, a suspension in a third, or an 

accented appoggiatura in a fourth. Diagram 46.1 illustrates this 

basic truth: the line remains the same while the harmony changes its 

meaning. This is one of the deepest reasons reharmonization is 

possible. It is also why melody and progression should be composed 

together whenever possible. 

Stable chord-tone support tends to produce clarity. When a key 

melodic note belongs directly to the harmony beneath it, the listener 

often hears confirmation, directness, and structural confidence. But 

music would be emotionally poor if every important note behaved 

this way. Some of the most compelling melodic moments come 

when the line resists the harmony slightly---through suspension, 
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extension, upper-neighbor tension, or appoggiatura-like dissonance. 

The art lies in deciding which moments need stability and which 

need expressive pressure. 

Suspensions and accented non-chord tones are especially powerful 

because they let melody temporarily override the harmony's full 

closure. A held fourth against a triad, a ninth leaning over a tonic, or 

a melodic note arriving before its supporting chord can all create a 

sense of yearning, breath, or emotional delay. In vocal music this 

can be especially potent, because the melody's rhetorical life 

becomes more human when it is not harmonically over-explained. 

Bass motion is crucial in this relationship. The same chord symbols 

can support a melody very differently depending on what the bass 

does. A rising bass may intensify a melodic ascent; a pedal may 

make the melody sound freer and more floating; a descending bass 

may turn an otherwise neutral phrase into lament or inevitability. For 

this reason, melody and progression should almost always be tested 

with bass in place rather than only with abstract chord labels. 

Another important principle is that different melodic types invite 

different harmonic treatment. A chant-like or folk-like melody may 

prefer drone, modal field, or sparse harmony. A jazz line may invite 

extension-rich support and guide-tone-aware voice leading. A pop 

hook may need loop stability and bass clarity. A cinematic theme 

may want wide harmonic breathing and carefully timed shifts at 

image points. The same melody interval content can therefore 

demand different progressions depending on its style, phrasing, and 

dramatic job. 

Harmonic rhythm also changes the melody's meaning. If the chords 

move quickly beneath a sustained note, that note may become a 

changing extension or a pivot tone across several sonorities. If the 

harmony stays still under a more active melodic figure, the line itself 

carries the main motion. Composers can exploit this by deciding 
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whether the melody should feel harmonically anchored or 

harmonically mobile from moment to moment. 

For composers, perhaps the most practical lesson is simple: do not 

judge a progression in isolation if the piece is melody-driven, and do 

not judge a melody in isolation if the piece depends on harmonic 

identity. The real musical object is the relationship. A progression 

becomes stronger when it knows what line it serves, and a melody 

becomes more memorable when the harmony underneath reveals 

its best emotional reading. 

For analysis, this chapter encourages the reader to stop treating 

melody and harmony as separate reports. A melodic note's role is 

inseparable from the chord beneath it, and many expressive effects 

are best explained by that interaction rather than by either layer 

alone. 

For composition, the practical reward is substantial. Many harmonic 

problems disappear once the melody's true target tones are 

identified, and many melodic problems disappear once the 

progression is chosen to support them more truthfully. The line and 

the harmony refine each other. 

The broader lesson is that progression writing is not merely the 

ordering of chords. It is the art of building a meaningful relationship 

between vertical support and horizontal expression. 
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Diagram 46.1. The same melody tone can be heard as stable, colorful, suspended, or yearning 

depending on the harmony beneath it. Melody and progression therefore co-define one 

another. 

One Melody Note — Four Harmonic Readings 

The pitch C held as a structural melody note can be supported by four different harmonisations. 

Each changes what the melody means without altering its pitch. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

C as root (1) C → Cmaj7  (tonic) Settled, confirmed, arrived 

C as fifth (5) C → Fmaj7  (IV) Warm, open, subdominant 

colour 

C as suspension C → G7sus4  (suspended) Yearning, unresolved, 

leaning 

C as raised 4th C → Gmaj7(♯11)  (Lydian) Bright, elevated, Lydian 

shimmer 

Same melody note C; four harmonic readings. Reharmonisation is possible because melody tones carry 

multiple viable functions. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Melody creates harmonic obligations: structural tones require support that 

clarifies their role. 

• The same melody note can function as chord tone, extension, suspension, or 

appoggiatura depending on harmony. 

• Suspensions and non-chord tones let melody temporarily override harmonic 

closure for expressive effect. 

• Bass motion dramatically alters how a melody-progression relationship is 

perceived. 

• The real musical object is the melody-harmony relationship, not either layer in 

isolation. 
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Chapter 47 — Bass Lines and Harmonic Identity 

The bass is not merely the lowest note of the harmony; it is one of the 

strongest carriers of harmonic identity. Listeners often understand a 

progression first through its bass behavior---whether it rises, falls, 

pedals, leaps, or slides chromatically---before they consciously 

register the full chord content above it. For this reason, the same 

upper harmony can become a different musical event when the 

bass changes. To write or analyze progressions well, one must hear 

the bass not as accompaniment to the chords, but as one of the 

main forces that makes the chords mean what they do. 

Root-position bass tends to create clarity and structural weight. 

When the bass states the root of each chord directly, the progression 

often feels declarative, grounded, and legible. This is especially 

useful for establishing tonal center, strengthening cadential arrival, or 

giving a chorus or formal goal more undeniable weight. A 

progression that feels vague or emotionally undercommitted will 

often gain force simply by clarifying its bass identity. 

Stepwise bass behaves differently. Instead of highlighting each 

chord as a separate vertical object, it links harmonies into line. The 

listener hears continuity, flow, and connection. This is one reason 

descending-line progressions, scalar bass passages, and many 

passing-harmony designs feel so compelling: the bass creates a 

larger directional narrative that binds the harmony together. Even 

when the upper chords are varied, the line in the bass can make the 

progression feel like one inevitable unfolding. 

Pedal bass changes the relationship again. A repeated or sustained 

bass note can stabilize the entire field while upper harmonies move 

above it. The result may feel grounded, ritualized, suspenseful, 

modal, or intensely focused depending on context. Pedal does not 

remove harmonic motion; it relocates it. The upper voices become 

more exposed as carriers of color while the bass insists on continuity. 
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Diagram 47.1 places root-position, stepwise, pedal, and chromatic 

bass types around one central point: the same general harmony 

can be made to mean very different things depending on the line 

below it. 

Chromatic bass often brings elegance, tension, or unease. A 

chromatic approach tone, passing descent, or half-step shift in the 

bass can make a progression feel more fluid, more sophisticated, or 

more psychologically charged. In some styles it smooths connection 

between larger chord pillars; in others it destabilizes the harmonic 

floor just enough to create expressive pressure. Because the ear is 

highly sensitive to bass movement, even one altered bass step can 

significantly change the emotional profile of a phrase. 

Bass also shapes rhythm and pacing. A progression may look the 

same on paper but feel entirely different depending on whether the 

bass articulates every change, syncopates against the chord 

rhythm, holds through several upper motions, or anticipates arrivals. 

In groove-based styles, bass design may be the main reason a loop 

feels alive. In cinematic writing, a slowly rising bass can create 

enormous tension even while the upper harmony remains restrained. 

In classical and Romantic writing, bass often determines the 

perceived architecture of cadence and continuation. 

Another crucial point is that bass can support or contradict melodic 

perception. A melody may seem to rise heroically over a climbing 

bass, but the same melodic contour may sound fragile or yearning 

over a descending bass. Likewise, a stable melodic note may feel 

secure over root-position support and newly ambiguous over a 

chromatic or pedal bass. The emotional life of the phrase often 

depends on this interaction. Bass is therefore not only a harmonic 

foundation but also a partner in melodic interpretation. 

For composition, many stubborn progression problems become 

clearer once reframed as bass problems. If a phrase feels too static, 
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the solution may be a more directional bass. If it feels over-

explained, the answer may be pedal or simplification. If it lacks 

elegance, chromatic passing motion may help. If it lacks memorable 

identity, a distinctive bass contour may provide it. This is why strong 

composers often sketch bass first or revise it early: changing the bass 

can transform the entire phrase without requiring total 

reharmonization. 

For analysis, bass reveals deep family relationships that chord 

symbols alone can hide. Two progressions with different surface 

sonorities may share the same fundamental bass behavior and 

therefore feel related. Conversely, two passages with similar chord 

labels may feel quite different because their basses organize the 

harmony differently. Hearing bass as identity rather than mere 

support helps explain these differences more accurately. 

For analysis, the practical lesson is straightforward: when a 

progression seems difficult to classify emotionally or structurally, 

inspect the bass first. Often the line below explains what the 

harmony above is really doing. 

For composition, bass becomes one of the fastest ways to invent, 

vary, and correct progressions. A stronger bass can give the same 

chords identity, momentum, and memorability without the need for 

wholesale harmonic replacement. 

The broader lesson is that harmonic identity is not evenly distributed 

across all voices. The bass often carries disproportionate responsibility 

for direction, weight, and coherence. To hear it clearly is to hear the 

progression more truthfully. 
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Diagram 47.1. Bass lines strongly govern how a progression is heard. Root, stepwise, pedal, and 

chromatic bass behaviors can transform the same upper harmony into different kinds of motion 

and affect. 

Bass Type — Four Profiles of One Harmonic Skeleton 

The upper chord succession I – IV – V – I sounds and feels different under four different bass 

treatments. The chords do not change; the bass does. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Root bass I – IV – V – I  (1–4–5–1 bass) Clear, declarative, formally 

weighted 

Stepwise bass I – IV⁶ – V⁶₄ – I  (scale in bass) Smooth, inevitable, voice-

led flow 

Pedal bass I/1 – IV/1 – V/1 – I/1  (tonic pedal) Grounded, suspended, 

ritualized 

Chromatic bass I – ♭VII/♭7 – vi/6 – I  (half-steps) Elegant, psychologically 

charged 

Slash notation: chord / bass pitch. Bass profile changes harmonic identity as dramatically as chord substitution.  
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Key Takeaways 

• The bass is one of the strongest carriers of harmonic identity and meaning. 

• Root, stepwise, pedal, and chromatic bass types each create fundamentally 

different musical effects. 

• Changing the bass can transform an entire phrase without requiring wholesale 

reharmonization. 

• Bass rhythm and articulation shape groove and pacing as much as pitch 

content. 

• Many stubborn progression problems are actually bass-line problems in disguise. 
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Chapter 48 — Reharmonization Techniques 

Reharmonization begins from one of harmony's most powerful truths: 

the same melody, phrase, or structural arrival can support more than 

one convincing harmonic reading. A line does not belong 

irrevocably to one chord path. It can be clarified, darkened, 

widened, stylized, intensified, or softened by changing the harmony 

beneath it. For this reason, reharmonization is not a decorative trick. 

It is one of the deepest ways a composer or arranger can reinterpret 

musical meaning without discarding the original material. 

The first principle of reharmonization is melodic truth. Whatever 

harmonic changes are introduced, the important melody tones must 

still make musical sense. A note may become a chord tone, an 

extension, a suspension, an accented dissonance, or a passing 

upper color, but it must sound intentional in its new role. 

Reharmonization fails when the new harmony ignores the line's 

actual rhetoric. It succeeds when the line sounds newly illuminated 

by the changed support. 

A practical way to think about reharmonization is by levels. One level 

is functional: a simple dominant approach may be recast as ii--V 

motion, an applied dominant chain, a backdoor route, or a stronger 

predominant-dominant preparation. Another level is color: borrowed 

chords, modal mixture, altered dominants, and extension-rich 

voicings can transform the affect without fully replacing the deeper 

progression logic. A third level is bass: inversions, pedals, chromatic 

passing tones, or stepwise redesign can change the phrase's force 

profile dramatically. Diagram 48.1 groups these routes into 

functional, color, bass, and style-based reharmonization choices. 

Style-based reharmonization is especially important. A melody can 

be reharmonized in jazz language through ii--V chains, tritone 

substitutions, and extension-rich voicings. The same line may be 

recast in gospel through plagal lift and passing dominants, in pop 
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through cyclic loop logic and modal borrowing, in cinematic writing 

through widened mediant space and registral bloom, or in modal 

writing through drone and color-field support. Reharmonization is 

therefore often inseparable from stylistic translation. 

Bass redesign is among the most powerful techniques because it 

changes so much while preserving so much. A melody once 

harmonized with root-position clarity may become more fluid over a 

descending bass, more suspended over a pedal, more elegant over 

chromatic passing motion, or more intimate through inversion. 

Because the bass carries such a large share of harmonic identity, its 

alteration can make the reharmonized version feel fresh even if 

many upper pitches stay close to the original. 

Harmonic rhythm also belongs to reharmonization. A phrase can be 

recast not only by changing chords but by changing when the 

chords arrive. One sonority per bar may become two; a cadence 

may be delayed; a long held field may replace several passing 

harmonies. These timing changes affect how the listener perceives 

line, breath, and emotional pressure. Sometimes the most effective 

reharmonization is one of pacing rather than vocabulary. 

A useful discipline is to begin by identifying what must remain 

recognizable. Is it the melodic hook, the cadential target, the bass 

destination, the loop length, or the emotional contour? Once that 

core is named, the reharmonization can vary everything else more 

intelligently. Without that discipline, the process easily becomes 

overbusy, and the listener loses the very material the 

reharmonization was meant to reinterpret. 

Another important distinction is between reharmonization and 

replacement. A reharmonization usually preserves a meaningful 

continuity with the original phrase, even if the new harmonic world is 

strikingly different. Replacement, by contrast, discards the original 

support logic in favor of a new one. Both are valid, but they serve 
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different artistic goals. The composer should know whether the aim is 

transformed recognition or outright contrast. 

For analysis, reharmonization reveals the plural potential hidden 

inside melodic and formal material. It shows that the harmonic life of 

a phrase is not singular. For composition and arranging, it becomes a 

practical workshop: one can generate several musically coherent 

worlds from the same line and then choose the version that best fits 

the current scene, singer, ensemble, or emotional aim. 

For analysis, reharmonization helps explain how one melodic object 

can live in several harmonic worlds. This makes it a valuable bridge 

between theory, arrangement, performance practice, and style 

comparison. 

For composition, the practical reward is flexibility. A line no longer 

has to be abandoned when its original harmony feels too plain, too 

heavy, or stylistically wrong. It can be recast with precision. 

The broader lesson is that harmony is interpretive as well as structural. 

Reharmonization changes not only what the chords are, but what 

the phrase seems to mean. 
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Diagram 48.1. Reharmonization can proceed through several main routes---function, color, bass, 

and style---so long as the new version still makes musical sense with the melody and phrase. 

Reharmonization — Worked Example in Four Routes 

A simple 4-bar phrase (I – V – vi – IV in C major) is shown in four reharmonisations. The melody is 

unchanged in each case; only the harmonic support changes. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Original I – V – vi – IV Basic diatonic reading 

Functional I – V⁷/vi – vi – ii⁷ – V⁷ – I Applied dominants, 

stronger cadence 

Colour Imaj7 – V9 – vim7 – IVmaj7 Jazz-inflected extensions, 

same function 

Bass I – V⁶ – vi – IV  (chromatic passing bass) Descending bass under 

original chords 

Style transfer Cm7 – Fm7 – Am7♭5 – D♭7 Style transfer to minor-

modal / jazz 

The melody’s key tones are preserved in every version. Reharmonisation changes what the melody means, not 

what it says. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Reharmonization works because the same melody can support multiple 

convincing harmonic readings. 

• Melodic truth is the first principle: important melody tones must still make musical 

sense. 

• Reharmonization can proceed through function, color, bass, or style-based 

routes. 

• Harmonic rhythm changes are a form of reharmonization that affects breath and 

pacing. 

• The distinction between reharmonization and replacement helps the composer 

choose intentionally. 
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Chapter 49 — Writing Progressions for Different Formal 

Contexts 

A progression does not succeed in the abstract; it succeeds in a 

formal context. The same harmonic material may work beautifully as 

a chorus and fail as a verse, or function well as an underscore bed 

and collapse as a bridge. This is because every formal context asks 

harmony to do something slightly different. A verse must usually carry 

language or setup. A chorus must often declare identity. A bridge 

must reorient. A tag may need to linger. An underscore bed may 

need to remain extensible. To write progressions well, one must 

choose not only the right chords but the right chords for the job of 

the section. 

Verses often benefit from harmonic moderation. Because they 

usually carry text, exposition, or setup, they often need clarity and 

repeatability more than maximal climactic force. A verse progression 

may loop, hover, or move with modest directedness so the listener 

can settle into the narrative frame. Too much harmonic punctuation 

too early can make the verse sound more conclusive than its 

function warrants. 

Choruses often ask for stronger harmonic identity. This does not 

always mean more complexity; in many songs it means the opposite. 

A chorus progression may be simpler than a verse progression but 

broader, more legible, and more replayable. The progression must 

bear repetition and support memorability. Strong arrival, widened 

register, clearer bass design, or a more anthemic loop can make the 

chorus feel like the place where the song fully declares itself. 

Bridges are different again. Their main task is usually contrast, 

reorientation, or disruption of established expectation. This may be 

achieved through modulation, borrowed color, altered harmonic 

rhythm, registral shift, bass redesign, or a progression family not 

previously foregrounded in the piece. The key is not mere novelty but 
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strategic difference. The bridge should change the harmonic 

weather enough that the eventual return of the main material feels 

necessary or newly illuminated. 

Tags, outros, and refrain endings often reward yet another logic. 

Sometimes they need closure; sometimes they need fixation. A tag 

may reduce the progression to a repeating fragment, intensify one 

cadential cell, or suspend the music in a final loop that refuses 

complete release. Outros may fade, hold, cycle, or land, and each 

of these choices implies a different harmonic design. Diagram 49.1 

maps these formal roles---verse, chorus, bridge, tag, and cue bed---

against the kinds of harmonic behavior they commonly invite. 

Cue beds and underscore contexts deserve special emphasis 

because they place strong practical demands on harmony. A cue 

bed often needs to remain extensible, modular, and non-obtrusive 

while still shaping mood and timing. Progressions for these contexts 

may depend less on singular cadential climax and more on 

loopability, pedal-based continuity, or flexible harmonic cells that 

can lengthen or shorten without collapsing. What makes an 

effective concert phrase may therefore not make an effective cue 

bed. 

Formal context also changes how much closure a progression should 

carry. A verse may want partial closure so the song can continue 

opening outward. A chorus may want clearer return. A bridge may 

avoid full closure to preserve transition energy. An outro may either 

withhold finality or over-confirm it depending on dramatic intent. 

Progressions should therefore be judged not only by whether they 

close, but by whether they close at the correct degree for their 

formal role. 

Density and pacing belong to this discussion as well. Text-heavy 

sections usually need harmonic space. Climactic sections can often 

bear more saturation. A short transition may want sharper motion 
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than a reflective refrain. A bridge may use faster change to create 

contrast, while an ambient interlude may achieve contrast through 

thinning and spaciousness instead. The formal role helps determine 

how much harmonic pressure the section can sustain without 

misfiring. 

For composers, this means that progression selection should begin 

with sectional function. Ask first: what must this section accomplish? 

Support words, declare identity, create contrast, hold atmosphere, 

extend a cue, or carry the ending? Once the answer is clear, the 

progression families described throughout the book become easier 

to deploy with precision. Harmonic writing improves when formal 

context is treated as a real design variable rather than an 

afterthought. 

For analysis, this chapter offers a useful corrective: a progression 

cannot be fully understood apart from its section. What seems weak 

in isolation may be perfectly judged for a verse, and what seems 

plain on paper may be exactly right for a chorus because of its 

replay value and formal clarity. 

For composition, the practical value is immediate. Many problems 

disappear once the composer stops asking whether a progression is 

simply good or bad and instead asks whether it is right for this formal 

role. The answer to that question is often far more revealing. 

The broader lesson is that form and harmony are interdependent. A 

progression becomes fully itself when it is heard in relation to the 

section it serves. 
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Diagram 49.1. The same harmonic language behaves differently across formal contexts. Verse, 

chorus, bridge, tag, and cue bed each make distinct demands on pacing, closure, identity, and 

replay value. 

Harmonic Behaviour by Formal Section 

The same harmonic family sounds and functions differently depending on which formal section it 

occupies. These examples use one progression skeleton in four formal roles. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Verse I – V – vi – IV  (low, sparse, quiet) Setup: moderate energy, 

repeatable 

Chorus I – V – vi – IV  (full register, wide 

arrangement) 
Declaration: same chords, 

maximum weight 

Bridge IV – ♭IV° – I⁶ – V Contrast: altered path, 

earned return 

Cue bed I(pedal) – IV/1 – V/1  (loopable, 

modular) 
Underscore: extensible, 

non-conclusive 

Verse and chorus use identical chords. Formal role — not chord vocabulary — determines structural weight. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Every formal context asks harmony to do something different: support, declare, 

contrast, or linger. 

• Verses need repeatable clarity; choruses need identity and replay value; bridges 

need strategic difference. 

• Cue beds demand extensibility, modularity, and non-obtrusive mood-shaping. 

• Closure level should match formal role: too much closure in a verse weakens the 

song's architecture. 

• Progression selection improves dramatically when guided by sectional function. 
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PART IV 

Analytical Practice and Comparative Study 
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Chapter 50 — How to Analyze a Chord Progression 

To analyze a chord progression well is to do more than label the 

chords correctly. A good analysis explains how the harmony moves, 

what kind of progression family it belongs to, what the bass 

contributes, how the phrase functions inside the form, and why the 

progression feels the way it does in context. In other words, analysis 

should reveal not only what the progression is, but how it works. 

A practical first step is to identify the tonal field. Is the progression 

operating inside a clear major or minor key, a modal center, a 

drone-based field, or a more ambiguous chromatic space? Without 

some sense of center, later observations can become misleading. 

The analyst does not always need to force a single key label where 

the music resists one, but the organizing field should be named as 

clearly as the passage allows. 

Next, it is useful to hear the progression family. Is this primarily a 

cadential progression, a cyclic loop, a descending-line pattern, a 

sequential design, a chromatic-mediant relation, a static/modal 

field, or a hybrid of these? Family recognition is often more revealing 

than chord-by-chord labeling alone because it places the passage 

inside a larger behavioral type. Diagram 50.1 presents analysis as a 

sequence that moves from center to family to bass to formal role 

and effect. 

Bass analysis is usually indispensable. Many passages become 

clearer once the bass line is heard as a line rather than as a string of 

roots. A stepwise bass may explain continuity; a pedal may explain 

stasis or tension; chromatic bass may explain elegance or 

psychological pressure; root-position emphasis may explain weight 

and clarity. Chord labels without bass often produce thin analysis 

because they miss the line that actually carries much of the 

progression's force. 
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Formal role comes next. A progression should be interpreted in 

relation to the section it serves. A verse progression may seem 

harmonically modest because its task is to support text and setup. A 

chorus progression may be simpler but more powerful because it 

must carry memorability and arrival. A bridge may gain meaning 

through contrast. A cue bed may be purposely extensible. The same 

chords can mean differently in different formal positions, so analysis 

that ignores section often misses the progression's true job. 

Style must also be included. A ii--V--I in jazz does not behave exactly 

like a comparable cadential pattern in common-practice tonal 

writing. A plagal gesture in gospel carries different rhetorical weight 

than in a hymn harmonization or an indie ballad. A loop in pop 

should not be judged only by classical sentence expectations. Style 

changes what counts as strong, weak, expected, expressive, or 

structurally central. Analysis should therefore describe not only 

harmonic structure but stylistic logic. 

A strong analysis also asks what organizes coherence. In some 

passages, function does the most explanatory work. In others, the 

bass line, the mode, the repeating cell, the melody, or the dramatic 

cue point may matter more. Good analysts learn to identify which 

factor is dominant rather than applying one explanatory model 

indiscriminately. This flexibility is especially important in hybrid styles 

where several organizing principles coexist. 

Another useful distinction is between structural and surface levels. 

Structural analysis names the deeper progression family, center, and 

bass behavior. Surface analysis notices extensions, voicing, 

orchestration, local passing chords, and ornamental turns. Both 

matter, but they should not be confused. A passage may sound lush 

and complex on the surface while remaining structurally a simple 

loop. Conversely, a seemingly plain texture may conceal a 

sophisticated bass or modulatory design. 
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Finally, the best progression analysis answers the question 'Why this 

progression here?' What emotional field does it create? What 

expectation does it answer or withhold? Why is this family 

appropriate to this section, character, lyric, or cue? When analysis 

can answer that question, it becomes musical rather than merely 

technical. 

For students, this method prevents analysis from collapsing into chord 

spelling alone. It creates a fuller habit of listening: where is the 

center, what kind of motion is this, what does the bass do, what 

section is this, and why does it work here? 

For composers, analysis becomes a design resource. Once a 

progression is understood in terms of family, role, and effect, it 

becomes easier to adapt, vary, or replace it intentionally in one's 

own work. 

The broader lesson is that analysis should illuminate musical purpose. 

A good progression analysis does not simply classify the harmony; it 

explains how the harmony participates in time, form, and feeling. 
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Diagram 50.1. Analyzing a progression involves more than identifying chords. It means hearing 

center, family, bass, formal role, stylistic logic, and emotional effect together. 

Analysis in Practice — Worked Example 

The following demonstrates the multi-layer method on a single short progression: center → family 

→ bass → formal role → style logic. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Progression G major: I – IV – I – V⁷ – I Subject of analysis 

Center G major (strong tonic opening and 

close) 
Clearly established 

Family Cadential: T → P → D → T Textbook tonic-to-

dominant phrase 

Bass type Root-driven throughout Declarative, formal weight 

Style Pop/rock chorus: simplicity serves 

replay value 
Correct strength for context 

Analysis conclusion: simplicity, root bass, and strong cadence align with the chorus’s need for declaration and 

memorability. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Good analysis explains how a progression works, not merely what chords 

appear. 

• The sequence moves from center to family to bass to formal role to style to 

effect. 

• Bass analysis often reveals more about a progression than chord labels alone. 

• Style must be included: the same progression behaves differently across genres. 

• The best analysis answers why this progression was chosen for this moment. 
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Chapter 51 — Comparative Analysis Across Genres 

A progression rarely belongs to only one style. The same harmonic 

family can appear in classical music, jazz, gospel, pop, film scoring, 

or ambient writing and still behave recognizably as itself. What 

changes is the dialect: voicing, rhythm, bass treatment, section role, 

cadence strength, and expressive rhetoric. Comparative analysis 

across genres therefore helps the reader separate deep harmonic 

identity from stylistic surface and understand how the same 

progression becomes many kinds of musical event. 

A useful starting point is to compare not isolated chords but 

progression families. A cadential pattern, a cyclic loop, a 

descending-line design, a plagal uplift, or a chromatic widening 

may all persist across styles even when their surface realization 

changes. The analyst should therefore ask first what deeper family or 

behavior is present, and only then ask how the style transforms it. 

Consider how a functionally directed family behaves in classical 

writing versus jazz. In classical practice, phrase punctuation and 

cadence often define the main rhetorical goal. In jazz, the same 

deeper directedness may survive, but it becomes enriched by 

seventh-chord language, substitute dominants, ii--V chains, and 

performance-oriented voicing practice. The family remains 

recognizable, yet the style logic changes what counts as a normal 

sonority and how the motion is heard. 

The same is true when comparing pop and gospel. Both may use 

highly memorable, repeatable progressions, but the musical priorities 

differ. Pop often emphasizes hook legibility, loop replay value, and 

sectional identity. Gospel may place greater force on plagal 

affirmation, vocal arrival, passing dominant color, and communal lift. 

Diagram 51.1 presents this comparative idea by placing several 

genres around a shared family-centered lens rather than treating 

each style as harmonically isolated. 
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Film and ambient contexts complicate comparison further because 

they often borrow from several styles at once. A progression that 

might sound plainly cadential in a concert context may function in 

scoring as a brief cue-point arrival before returning to a modular 

harmonic bed. A loop that might read as pop in one setting may 

become ritualized or immersive in ambient treatment because its 

pacing, density, and register redistribute attention away from hook 

and toward atmosphere. 

Comparative analysis is valuable precisely because it reveals what is 

structural and what is stylistic. If two genres use the same bass 

behavior but with different voicings and rhythmic profiles, the analyst 

learns that the bass may be a deeper organizing layer than the 

surface chord spellings. If two passages share chord labels but use 

them for different formal jobs, the analyst sees that context matters 

as much as vocabulary. Genre comparison sharpens discrimination. 

This kind of reading also helps avoid false universalism. A progression 

should not be judged only by one stylistic standard. A pop loop is not 

weak because it lacks classical sentence behavior; a jazz 

turnaround is not redundant because it reopens the form; a gospel 

plagal build is not harmonically naive because it values affirmation 

over dominant-centered closure. Comparative analysis respects the 

internal logic of each genre while still allowing cross-style insight. 

For students, one practical method is to compare several settings of 

a related progression family and ask the same set of questions each 

time: what is the family, what does the bass do, what is the formal 

role, what kind of closure or continuity is present, what style logic is 

dominant, and what emotional result follows? Repeating this method 

across genres trains a more transferable form of harmonic hearing. 

For composers, comparative analysis is equally useful because it 

reveals adaptation strategies. One can hear how a progression 

family might be translated from one style into another without losing 
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its deeper identity. This makes stylistic recasting, hybrid writing, and 

reharmonization more intelligent and less imitative. 

For analysis, the payoff is conceptual clarity. Genre comparison 

prevents the analyst from mistaking one stylistic norm for universal 

harmonic truth and encourages more precise hearing of what the 

music is actually doing. 

For composition, the payoff is flexibility. Once the composer can 

identify the deep family beneath a style, that family can be 

revoiced, repaced, and recontextualized for new musical purposes. 

The broader lesson is that genre comparison is not about flattening 

differences. It is about hearing both sameness and difference at 

once: continuity of harmonic behavior alongside diversity of musical 

rhetoric. 

 

 

Diagram 51.1. Comparative genre analysis distinguishes what belongs to the deeper progression 

family from what belongs to the stylistic treatment. The same harmonic behavior can become 

many different musical objects. 
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Comparative Analysis — One Family, Three Style Dialects 

The I–IV–V–I family appears across classical, gospel, and rock. Deep structure is identical; stylistic 

surface entirely different. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Classical (C major) I – IV⁶ – V⁷ – I  (4-part SATB) Smooth voice-leading, 

clear cadence 

Gospel (C major) I – IV – IV – I  (choir, added 9ths, walk-

up) 
Plagal emphasis, 

communal, groove 

Rock (E major) I – IV – V – I  (power chords, no voice-

leading) 
Triadic, groove-driven, 

visceral 

What changes: voicing, voice-leading, rhythm, register, instrumentation, and cultural context. What stays: the 

root pattern. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• The same progression family can appear across many genres while behaving 

recognizably as itself. 

• What changes across styles is the dialect: voicing, rhythm, bass treatment, and 

rhetorical emphasis. 

• Comparative analysis separates deep harmonic identity from stylistic surface. 

• A progression should not be judged by one stylistic standard alone. 

• Genre comparison reveals adaptation strategies useful for hybrid writing and 

reharmonization. 
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Chapter 52 — Common Problems and Harmonic 

Weaknesses 

Not every weak progression is weak for the same reason. Some fail 

because they do not establish a clear center. Some are over-

harmonized and leave no room for melody or phrase shape. Some 

are too repetitive without acquiring identity. Others are structural ly 

sound in isolation but wrong for the section, style, or dramatic job 

they are meant to serve. To improve progression writing, the 

composer must learn not only how to invent and vary harmony, but 

how to diagnose its failures accurately. 

One common weakness is vagueness. The progression may contain 

plausible chords, but the listener never clearly feels where the center 

is, what kind of motion is occurring, or why one event leads to the 

next. This often comes from weak bass design, underdefined 

cadence, or a family identity that is not clearly established. The 

remedy is usually clarification rather than elaboration: stronger bass, 

more legible family behavior, or one decisive arrival point. 

Another common problem is over-harmonization. In trying to make a 

progression rich, the composer may add too many changes, passing 

sonorities, or color chords too quickly. The result can be a phrase that 

feels restless, cluttered, or melodically over-explained. This is 

especially destructive in text-bearing sections, hooks, and lyrical 

moments where harmonic space is needed. Many progressions 

improve when reduced to their essential structural motion before 

any ornament is reintroduced. 

Predictability can also become a weakness, though not every 

familiar progression is predictable in a negative sense. The problem 

arises when repetition carries no growing identity, when cadences 

arrive mechanically, or when the same loop is reused without any 

change of density, bass, section role, or emotional light. What the 

listener hears then is not coherence but inertia. Often the cure is 
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modest: one altered chord, one changed bass motion, one delayed 

cadence, one registral shift, or one formal reweighting is enough. 

Disconnection is another recurring issue. A progression may be 

attractive in itself yet sound wrong because it does not belong to the 

section, the style, or the surrounding material. A bridge may fail 

because it does not contrast enough. A chorus may fail because it 

sounds like an intro. A film cue may fail because the harmony is too 

conclusive for a scene that still needs openness. Diagram 52.1 

frames this as a diagnostic problem: the progression is not simply 

bad; it is failing a particular musical job. 

Density and register can also create weakness. A progression may 

feel too heavy because of thick low voicing, or too thin because the 

harmonic support lacks enough weight for the formal moment. A 

climax may sound small because the register never widens. A 

reflective verse may sound overblown because the voicing is too 

dense. In these cases, the problem may not be the progression 

family at all, but its treatment. 

Melody conflict is one of the most important diagnostic categories. 

A progression may weaken a line by failing to support its target 

tones, by colliding with a vocal peak in an unmusical way, or by 

harmonizing every note so heavily that the melody loses contour. 

Many harmonic problems disappear once the analyst asks whether 

the line is being helped or hindered by the progression. 

Weakness can also result from false stylistic assumptions. A pop loop 

should not necessarily be judged by sonata-like closure, and a 

gospel lift should not be criticized for lacking classical dominant 

preparation if plagal rhetoric is the real governing force. The 

diagnosis must respect stylistic logic. Otherwise the composer may 

try to fix what is not actually broken and introduce real weakness in 

the process. 
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For working composers, the most useful habit is to ask a sequence of 

concrete questions: Is the center clear? Is the bass helping? Is the 

melody supported? Is the section asking for more or less closure? Is 

the density appropriate? Is the style logic coherent? This approach 

turns vague dissatisfaction into actionable revision. Weakness 

becomes diagnosable rather than mysterious. 

For analysis, this chapter encourages more precise criticism. Instead 

of calling a progression simply weak, the analyst can identify what 

kind of weakness is present and what musical variable is most 

responsible for it. 

For composition, the benefit is direct. Diagnosis speeds revision. 

Once the real problem is known, the fix is often smaller and more 

elegant than the composer first expected. 

The broader lesson is that harmonic craft grows not only through 

invention but through correction. Many strong progressions emerge 

because their weaknesses have been heard accurately and revised 

with restraint. 
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Diagram 52.1. Harmonic weakness often stems from a few recurring failures---unclear center, 

over-harmonization, inert repetition, formal mismatch, poor density control, or melody conflict---

each calling for a different remedy. 

Diagnosing and Correcting Weak Progressions 

This example shows two common weak progressions and their corrections, demonstrating how 

diagnosis leads to a targeted fix rather than wholesale replacement. 

Key / Mode Defining Progressions Style Context 

Weak: vague center IV – ii – ♭VII – IV  (no tonic) Problem: no established 

home 

Fix: add tonic I – IV – ii – V⁷ – I Solution: establish center, 

add cadence 

Weak: over-harmoni. I – V⁷/ii – ii7 – V⁷/V – V7 – V⁷/IV – IV – V7 

– I 
Problem: too many 

secondary dominants 

Fix: reduce I – ii7 – V⁷ – I Solution: strip ornament, 

strengthen skeleton 

Diagnosis first: identify which variable is the actual problem (center, bass, density, cadence) before deciding 

what to change. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Common harmonic weaknesses include vagueness, over-harmonization, 

predictability, and formal disconnection. 

• Diagnosis should respect stylistic logic: a pop loop is not weak for lacking 

classical sentence behavior. 

• Melody conflict is one of the most important diagnostic categories. 

• Density and register problems are often mistaken for harmonic-family problems. 

• Asking a sequence of concrete diagnostic questions turns vague dissatisfaction 

into actionable revision. 
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PART V 

The Chord Progression Atlas 
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Chapter 53 — Progressions by Function 

The progression atlas becomes most useful when its entries can be 

found according to what the harmony is trying to do. A composer 

rarely begins by asking for a Roman-numeral string in the abstract. 

More often the question is functional: What progression will establish 

home, gather momentum, suspend the field, delay closure, intensify 

cadence, or support open continuity? Organizing the atlas by 

function answers those questions directly. 

Functional indexing begins by grouping progressions according to 

their primary job rather than their exact surface spelling. Some 

progressions are tonic-establishing: they reinforce center, stability, 

and return. Others are predominantly preparatory: they create 

departure and lead toward greater tension. Others are dominant-

seeking or explicitly cadential, focusing the phrase toward closure. 

Still others remain non-functional or weakly functional, sustaining a 

field through loop, modal center, or drone rather than through 

strong tonic--dominant polarity. 

This kind of organization is valuable because different surfaces may 

perform similar functions. A classical predominant, a jazz ii chord, a 

gospel-preparatory lift, and a cinematic swell toward dominant can 

all serve related structural purposes even though their sonorities and 

stylistic rhetoric differ. Diagram 53.1 captures this atlas logic by 

placing entries under functional headings such as tonic-establishing, 

predominant-building, dominant-seeking, cadential-closing, and 

non-functional field behavior. 

Tonic-establishing families include more than simple I-chord 

prolongations. They may include tonic pedals, confirming returns, 

loop entries that define home by repetition, and stable modal 

centers that serve the role of home even without classical dominant 

preparation. The key characteristic is not one chord symbol but the 

job of stabilization and orientation. 
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Predominant-building families are those that create departure, 

preparation, or the sense that the phrase is moving away from home 

toward greater focus. In common-practice terms, this may include ii, 

IV, or chromatic predominant behavior. In other styles, it may involve 

bass ascent, widening harmonic rhythm, or a pre-chorus lift. The atlas 

can gather these together because the function---preparation---

remains comparable even when the vocabulary changes. 

Dominant-seeking and cadential-closing families are related but not 

identical. Some progressions seek tension without fully closing; others 

are designed to punctuate. A long dominant pedal under a 

cinematic buildup may be dominant-seeking without immediate 

release. A classic V--I cadence, a gospel-style terminal affirmation, or 

a bright pop-chorus landing may be cadential-closing in different 

stylistic dialects. Functional indexing helps the reader distinguish 

these shades of purpose. 

Non-functional or field-based families also deserve a proper place in 

the atlas. Too many systems treat them as leftovers simply because 

they do not behave like strict common-practice syntax. In reality, 

progressions built around modal center, loop, drone, ambient field, 

or cyclic repetition often do very specific work: they sustain 

atmosphere, support text or groove, create ritual continuity, or hold 

a cue open. Their function is real even when it is not traditionally 

cadential. 

A functional atlas also helps reveal adjacency. If a progression is not 

working, the composer can look not only for a different chord 

sequence but for another progression that serves the same 

functional job more effectively. A weak pre-chorus build can be 

replaced by another predominant-type family. A vague ending can 

be replaced by a stronger cadential family. A too-conclusive verse 

can be replaced by a more tonic-loop or open-field family. 

Functional indexing therefore supports revision as well as discovery. 
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For analysts, this system clarifies what the progression is 

accomplishing in the music. Instead of stopping at label 

identification, the analysis can say: this is functioning as preparation, 

this as confirmation, this as suspension, this as open return. Function 

becomes a bridge between structure and meaning. 

For composition, this atlas chapter is especially practical because it 

converts abstract harmony into searchable purpose. The composer 

can ask what the section needs and then browse families that 

accomplish that job. 

For analysis, the same framework prevents surface-chord fixation 

and encourages explanation at the level of musical work. The 

progression is not merely a list of sonorities; it is a functional event 

inside the piece. 

The broader lesson is that harmonic knowledge becomes more 

usable when it is organized by action. Progressions by function form 

one of the most powerful entry points into the atlas because they 

align directly with the composer's real questions. 
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Diagram 53.1. Progressions can be indexed by function---establishing, preparing, intensifying, 

closing, or sustaining---so that the atlas answers practical musical needs rather than only 

theoretical curiosity. 

Atlas: Progressions by Function 

Each row identifies a progression by its primary harmonic job. The same job may be performed 

by different progressions across styles — what matters here is functional role, not chord 

vocabulary. 

Function Progression (Roman numerals) Bass Type Style Home Emotional 

Character 

Tonic-

establishing 
I – I – I – I  (prolongation) Root or pedal Classical, folk, 

ambient 
Centred, stable, 

grounded 

Tonic-

establishing 
I – IV – I  (plagal return) Root-driven Gospel, hymn, pop Warm, affirming, 

communal 

Predominant-

building 
I – ii⁷ – IV  (departure) Stepwise 

ascent 
Classical, pop, jazz Gathering, 

departing, open 

Dominant-

seeking 
IV – V  /  ii – V  (approach) Root or step Classical, jazz, 

gospel 
Directed, 

purposeful, tense 

Cadential-

closing 
ii⁶ – V⁷ – I  (authentic) Root-driven Classical, pop, film Resolved, 

conclusive, arrived 

Cadential-

closing 
IV – I  (plagal) Root-driven Gospel, folk, 

ambient 
Affirming, restful, 

devotional 
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Deceptive / 

evasive 
V⁷ – vi  (deceptive cadence) Root-driven Classical, film, pop Surprised, diverted, 

continuing 

Non-functional 

field 
Imaj7 – ♭VIImaj7  (slow cycle) Pedal or step Ambient, scoring, 

modal 
Spacious, 

immersive, hovering 

T = tonic; P = predominant; D = dominant. Same family may appear in multiple functional roles depending on voicing 

and placement. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Functional indexing groups progressions by what they do: establish, prepare, 

intensify, close, or sustain. 

• Different harmonic surfaces may perform similar functions across styles. 

• Non-functional or field-based families deserve proper atlas placement alongside 

cadential ones. 

• Functional indexing supports revision by revealing adjacent alternatives for the 

same job. 

• Harmonic knowledge becomes most usable when organized by action rather 

than surface spelling. 



 

© 2026 Museca 116 

Chapter 54 — Progressions by Bass Motion 

One of the most revealing ways to organize the progression atlas is 

by bass motion. Many progressions that look different on the page 

turn out to share a similar identity because their bass behavior is 

similar. Conversely, two passages with comparable chord labels may 

feel radically different because the bass organizes them differently. 

Indexing by bass motion therefore offers a powerful alternative to 

chord-surface classification. 

A root-driven bass atlas groups progressions whose force comes from 

strong foundational pillars. These progressions tend to sound 

declarative, structurally legible, and formally weighted because the 

bass states each root directly. They are especially useful where 

clarity, cadence, anthem-like strength, or unmistakable orientation is 

needed. The bass tells the listener exactly where the harmonic feet 

are planted. 

Stepwise bass families organize motion differently. Their identity lies 

not in pillar-to-pillar declaration but in the continuity of line. 

Descending lines, scalar ascents, and connected passing-bass 

designs create flow, inevitability, and elegant linkage between 

harmonies. In an atlas organized by bass motion, such progressions 

belong together even when their upper sonorities differ because 

their musical effect depends on the same kind of bass continuity. 

Pedal-based families form another major category. Here the bass 

stabilizes the field through repetition or sustain while the upper 

harmony changes above it. This can produce ritual continuity, 

suspense, modal grounding, drone-based identity, or cue-bed 

extensibility. Pedal motion is often misread if one looks only at the 

upper chords. Bass-motion indexing corrects that by recognizing 

pedal as a primary organizing behavior in its own right. 
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Chromatic bass families gather progressions whose main expressive 

force comes from half-step movement, slipping connection, or 

altered approach. These may sound elegant, tense, fluid, uneasy, or 

psychologically charged depending on context. Their identity often 

lies less in the exact harmonic labels than in the sensation of 

chromatic drift or pressure in the lowest line. Diagram 54.1 places 

chromatic bass alongside root, stepwise, pedal, and profile-based 

bass behaviors to show how the atlas can classify progressions by 

line as well as by function. 

There are also progressions whose identity lies in a more rhetorical or 

profile-based bass contour: repeated leaps, signature interval 

patterns, or distinctive shapes that make the progression memorable 

even when it is not primarily stepwise or pedal-based. Such bass lines 

often give a piece strong individuality. An atlas organized by bass 

motion needs room for these contour-defined families because they 

matter greatly in hooks, cinematic themes, vamps, and motive-

based writing. 

This kind of indexing is especially useful for revision. If a progression 

feels weak, the issue may not be its harmonic family but its bass type. 

A vague phrase may need root clarity. A stiff phrase may need 

stepwise connection. A too-busy progression may benefit from 

pedal. A lifeless loop may need a more distinctive bass profile. 

Organizing the atlas by bass motion therefore turns analysis directly 

into compositional action. 

Bass-motion indexing also bridges styles effectively. A descending 

bass may connect classical lament, singer-songwriter melancholy, 

cinematic gravity, and jazz-inflected line-based writing. A pedal may 

connect folk, ambient, scoring, and ritualized pop production. A 

chromatic bass may appear in jazz, Romantic, filmic, and neo-soul 

contexts. The styles differ, but the underlying bass logic gives the 

atlas a cross-genre organizing principle. 
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For analysts, this chapter reinforces an essential lesson: the bass is not 

a secondary layer. It is often the main reason a progression sounds 

the way it does. Organizing progressions by bass motion makes that 

fact visible and usable. 

For composition, this atlas chapter is highly practical because 

changing the bass is often the fastest way to invent, vary, or repair a 

progression without replacing its entire harmonic surface. 

For analysis, bass-motion indexing explains why some apparently 

different passages feel related and why some superficially similar 

passages do not. The deepest continuity often lies in the line below. 

The broader lesson is that bass behavior deserves equal status with 

function, style, and affect as an organizing principle of harmonic 

thought. Once that is heard, the atlas becomes richer and more 

musically truthful. 

 

Diagram 54.1. Bass-motion indexing organizes progressions by the behavior of the lowest line---

root, stepwise, pedal, chromatic, or profile-based---revealing deep relationships that chord 

symbols alone may hide. 
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Atlas: Progressions by Bass Motion 

This table groups progressions by the behaviour of the bass line. Two progressions with different 

chord labels may share a bass identity and therefore feel closely related. 

Function Progression (Roman numerals) Bass Type Style Home Emotional 

Character 

Root-driven I – IV – V – I  (all root position) Root of each 

chord 
Classical, pop, 

gospel 
Declarative, 

grounded, clear 

Root-driven I – vi – IV – V  (all root 

position) 
Root of each 

chord 
Pop, rock, film Legible, 

memorable, 

anthemic 

Stepwise 

descent 
I – VII – VI – V  (descending 

scale) 
Stepwise 

down 
Classical, jazz, film Inevitable, 

weighted, lament 

Stepwise 

ascent 
I – II – IV – V  (ascending 

bass) 
Stepwise up Gospel, soul, pop Rising, gathering, lift 

Pedal I² – IV/1 – V/1 – I  (tonic 

pedal) 
Sustained 

tonic 
Ambient, folk, 

scoring 
Suspended, 

ritualized, grounded 

Chromatic 

descent 
I – ♭VII/♭7 – vi/6 – I Half-step steps Jazz, Romantic, 

neo-soul 
Elegant, fluid, 

pressure 

Profile-based i – ♭VI – ♭ III – ♭VII  (4th leap 

loop) 
4th leaps Rock, film, ambient Driving, modal, 

distinctive 

Slash notation: chord / bass pitch. Superscript 2 = bass sustains while chord changes above.  

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Bass-motion indexing reveals deep relationships that chord symbols alone can 

hide. 

• Root, stepwise, pedal, chromatic, and profile-based bass types each define 

distinct progression families. 

• This indexing bridges styles: a descending bass connects classical lament, 

cinematic gravity, and jazz line writing. 

• If a progression feels weak, the issue may be its bass type rather than its 

harmonic family. 

• Changing the bass is often the fastest way to invent, vary, or repair a progression. 
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Chapter 55 — Progressions by Genre 

Another powerful way to organize the progression atlas is by genre. 

Composers and analysts often search for harmony through stylistic 

language long before they search through abstract theory. They ask 

for a jazz turnaround, a gospel lift, a pop chorus loop, a cinematic 

swell, or an ambient field. Genre indexing answers those practical 

instincts by grouping progressions according to the musical cultures, 

performance traditions, and rhetorical habits in which they most 

naturally live. 

Genre indexing does not imply that a progression belongs exclusively 

to one style. Many families travel well. A descending bass can 

appear in classical lament, singer-songwriter melancholy, cinematic 

gravity, and jazz-influenced line writing. A loop can belong to pop, 

ambient, scoring, and ritualized music. What genre indexing records 

is not ownership but habitual use: the stylistic homes where certain 

progressions tend to carry particular kinds of force. 

Classical and common-practice entries in the atlas emphasize 

cadence, phrase architecture, functional hierarchy, and structural 

punctuation. Progressions in this category are often indexed by how 

clearly they articulate departure, preparation, dominant focus, and 

closure. Their rhetorical strength lies in directed syntax and large-

scale proportion. 

Jazz and extended-tonal entries place more weight on ii--V motion, 

substitute dominants, extension-rich sonority, turnaround logic, and 

improvisation-aware voice leading. The same deeper progression 

family may appear here with greater local mobility, richer chord 

color, and stronger expectation of reinterpretation from 

performance to performance. Genre indexing helps the user 

recognize that such progressions belong not only to function but to a 

living practice of voicing and variation. 
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Gospel, soul, and R&B entries emphasize plagal lift, dominant-rich 

groove, vocal rhetoric, repeated tags, and communal arrival. These 

progressions often derive power from call-and-response energy, 

bass-driven repetition, and affective emphasis on testimony or 

release rather than from classical dominant logic alone. In a genre-

based atlas, this gives them a recognizably different home from 

comparable functional patterns in other styles. 

Pop and rock entries often center on loop identity, hook support, 

section clarity, memorable bass design, and repeatable formal use. 

A progression may be relatively simple in surface vocabulary yet 

highly powerful because of how it supports verse, pre-chorus, chorus, 

or anthem structure. Genre indexing highlights that these 

progressions are often chosen as much for replay value and section 

branding as for abstract harmonic complexity. 

Scoring, ambient, and hybrid entries emphasize cue role, 

atmosphere, modularity, extensibility, and field behavior. A 

progression in these genres may function less as a self-contained 

phrase and more as a dramatic or perceptual environment. The 

atlas can therefore classify them not only by harmony but by how 

they serve scene timing, world-building, sustain, tension, and 

transformation. Diagram 55.1 represents this genre-based 

perspective by showing how the same atlas can be entered through 

stylistic homes rather than through function alone. 

Genre indexing also supports creative borrowing. A composer may 

begin with a progression family associated with gospel uplift and ask 

how it might behave in film scoring, or start with a jazz turnaround 

and ask how its essence could be simplified for pop writing. Because 

the atlas preserves the family while naming the genre context, it 

becomes easier to adapt progressions without flattening the 

differences that make each style persuasive. 
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For analysts, this view reinforces a crucial distinction: style is not 

decoration added after harmony is complete. Style partly 

determines what the progression is doing. A loop in pop, a 

turnaround in jazz, a plagal rise in gospel, and a pedal field in 

ambient writing are not merely the same harmony with different 

instrumentation. They are different musical rhetorics, and the atlas 

should preserve that fact. 

For composition, this chapter makes the atlas easier to navigate from 

a real-world starting point. Writers often know the style they need 

before they know the exact progression family, and genre indexing 

honors that practical sequence. 

For analysis, it prevents the false assumption that harmonic meaning 

can be detached from stylistic rhetoric. Genre is not merely a label 

on the outside; it shapes how the progression is heard from within. 

The broader lesson is that progressions live in musical cultures, not in 

theory alone. A genre-based atlas acknowledges those living 

contexts while still linking them back to deeper families and shared 

behaviors. 
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Diagram 55.1. Genre indexing groups progressions according to stylistic homes and rhetorical 

use-cases, making the atlas more intuitive for composers who think in musical dialects as well as 

in abstract harmonic categories. 

Atlas: Progressions by Genre 

This table groups progressions according to the musical cultures where they most naturally 

operate. Genre does not imply exclusivity — many families travel freely across styles. 

Function Progression (Roman numerals) Bass Type Style Home Emotional 

Character 

Classical / 

common-pr. 
I – IV – V⁷ – I  /  ii⁶ – V⁷ – I Root-driven Classical, film Purposeful, formal, 

resolved 

Romantic I – ♭VI – IV – V⁷ – I Root + step Concert, film Expansive, 

yearning, 

chromatic 

Jazz iim7 – V7 – Imaj7  /  

turnaround 
Guide-tone Jazz, neo-soul Urban, mobile, 

sophisticated 

Gospel / soul I – IV – I  /  I – ♭VII – IV – I Root + walk Gospel, R&B, pop Communal, 

testimonial, warm 

Rock / pop I – V – vi – IV  /  i – ♭VII – ♭VI Root-driven Rock, pop, indie Memorable, loop-

based, anthemic 

Film / game 

scoring 
I – ♭VI – ♭VII – I  /  i(pedal) – ♭II Pedal/root Orchestral, hybrid Epic, tense, 

cinematic 
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Ambient / 

minimalist 
Imaj7 – ♭VIImaj7  /  i – IV  

(Dorian) 
Pedal/drone Ambient, game Immersive, 

hovering, spacious 

World / folk i – ♭II – i  /  I – ♭VII – IV – I Drone/root Folk, fusion, film Modal, earthy, 

centred 

Multiple progressions per genre row show the most representative families. Cross-genre travel is common and 

encouraged. 

 

Atlas: Progressions by Emotional Character 

This table indexes progressions by the emotional worlds they tend to support. Context always 

modifies these readings — this is a map of tendencies, not a fixed codex. 

Function Progression (Roman numerals) Bass Type Style Home Emotional 

Character 

Triumph / 

release 
I⁶₄ – V⁷ – I  (wide register) Root, strong Classical, gospel, 

film 
Conclusive, heroic, 

affirmed 

Triumph / 

release 
I – ♭VI – ♭VII – I  (epic) Root-driven Film, rock, anthem Expansive, 

triumphant, 

cinematic 

Longing / ache i – ♭VI – ♭ III – VII Root descent Rock, film, pop Weighted, 

yearning, 

unresolved 

Longing / ache I – IV – iv – I  (minor iv) Root-driven Pop, singer-

songwriter 
Tender, bittersweet, 

interior 

Devotion / 

uplift 
I – IV – I – IV – I Root-driven Gospel, folk, pop Communal, 

grateful, warm 

Awe / 

expansion 
I – III – ♭VI – ♭VII – I Step + leap Film, Romantic, 

ambient 
Luminous, enlarged, 

revelatory 

Suspension / 

immersion 
Imaj7 – ♭VIImaj7 – IVmaj7  

(no cadence) 
Pedal / drone Ambient, 

meditation, game 
Hovering, timeless, 

entranced 

Archetypes overlap: many progressions hybridise two emotional families. Voicing, tempo, and arrangement shift 

meaning significantly. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Genre indexing groups progressions by stylistic homes and rhetorical use-cases. 

• A progression's genre context partly determines what it is doing, not just how it 

sounds. 
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• Genre indexing supports creative borrowing by naming both family and stylistic 

dialect. 

• Style is not decoration: it shapes how the progression is heard from within. 

• Progressions live in musical cultures, not in theory alone. 
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Chapter 56 — Progressions by Emotional Character 

The progression atlas can also be organized by emotional character: 

not by assuming that harmony has fixed meanings, but by 

acknowledging that certain progression behaviors tend to support 

particular affective worlds. Composers frequently begin from 

emotional intent---release, ache, uplift, awe, suspense, immersion---

and only then search for harmonic means. An emotional-character 

atlas makes that workflow explicit by grouping progressions 

according to the kinds of feeling they most often help generate. 

One important category is triumph or release. Progressions in this 

area often depend on clear answered expectation: cadential 

closure, strong center recovery, brightened return, or registrally 

widened arrival. The emotional field may range from heroic to simply 

relieving, but the shared logic is that the harmony resolves pressure in 

a way that feels affirming and unmistakable. 

Another major category is longing or yearning. These progressions 

often involve descent, delayed closure, suspended melodic 

pressure, added-tone tenderness, or borrowed color that shades the 

harmony away from full brightness. Their emotional character is not 

simply sadness; it is a condition of wanting, leaning, or unresolved 

inwardness. The atlas can group together several structurally 

different progressions if they repeatedly support this emotional 

posture. 

Devotional or uplifting progressions form another recognizable 

category. Here one often finds plagal warmth, broadened IV-

function, communal arrival, repeated affirmation, or harmonic 

rhetoric associated with spiritual or collective feeling. Such 

progressions may be humble, radiant, grateful, or exalting, but they 

tend to feel less individually dramatic than triumph and more shared 

in emotional space. 
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Awe and expansion represent a different region of the atlas. These 

progressions often enlarge the tonal horizon through mediant 

relation, remote shift, harmonic bloom, or transformed return. The 

effect is not merely pleasant brightness. It is a change in perceived 

scale: the harmonic world suddenly feels larger, stranger, or more 

luminous than before. Diagram 56.1 places this alongside triumph, 

longing, devotion, and suspension as one of the major affective 

poles available to progression design. 

Suspended or immersive emotional character depends on a 

different principle again. Rather than resolving strongly, these 

progressions create inhabitable continuity through loop, drone, 

modal field, hovering cadence, or slowly renewing harmonic color. 

Their affect may be contemplative, ritualized, entranced, ominous, 

or serene depending on context, but they share a reduced interest 

in decisive punctuation and a greater interest in sustained 

perceptual environment. 

An atlas organized by emotional character is powerful precisely 

because emotional life often cuts across theoretical category. A 

loop may be uplifting in one context, aching in another, and 

immersive in a third. A descending line may register as grief in one 

style and nobility in another. Emotional indexing therefore does not 

replace function, bass, style, or formal role. It works alongside them, 

helping the user begin from feeling and then move inward toward 

more specific structural decisions. 

This kind of organization also trains the composer to hear harmonic 

choice as emotional design rather than as abstract correctness 

alone. If a section feels wrong, one may ask not merely whether the 

chords are theoretically valid, but whether the progression belongs 

to the right emotional family. Perhaps the harmony is too conclusive 

when yearning is needed, too static when uplift is needed, or too 

bright when gravity is needed. Emotional indexing makes those 

judgments faster and clearer. 
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For analysts, the emotional-character atlas offers a disciplined way 

to talk about affect without collapsing into vagueness. Instead of 

saying only that a progression feels "beautiful" or "sad," one can ask 

which emotional character it most strongly supports, what structural 

behaviors contribute to that character, and how style and voicing 

reinforce or complicate the result. 

For composition, this chapter makes the atlas highly intuitive: one 

can begin from the desired emotional character and then narrow 

toward suitable families, bass behaviors, voicing choices, and styles. 

For analysis, it helps connect technical description to lived listening. 

The reader can explain not only how the progression is built, but 

what kind of emotional world it repeatedly tends to create. 

The broader lesson is that harmony is not only a system of syntax. It is 

also a system of felt tendency. An atlas that ignores that fact 

remains incomplete. 

 
Diagram 56.1. Emotional-character indexing groups progressions by the affective worlds they tend to support ---release, 

longing, devotion, expansion, suspension---while acknowledging that context can always modify the result.  
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Key Takeaways 

• Emotional-character indexing groups progressions by the affective worlds they 

tend to support. 

• Major categories include triumph, longing, devotion, awe, and suspension. 

• Emotional indexing works alongside function, bass, and style rather than 

replacing them. 

• This organization trains composers to hear harmonic choice as emotional design. 

• Harmony is not only a system of syntax; it is also a system of felt tendency. 
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Chapter 57 — Progressions by Formal Function 

The progression atlas becomes even more practical when its entries 

are indexed by formal function. Composers do not only ask what a 

progression is or what style it belongs to; they also ask what part of 

the piece it can serve. A progression suitable for an intro may fail as 

a chorus. A strong chorus progression may be too conclusive for a 

verse. A cue-tail progression may need to remain open where an 

outro in a song would need closure. Organizing the atlas by formal 

function lets the user search directly by sectional job. 

Intro and setup progressions often prioritize orientation over strong 

punctuation. Their job may be to establish tonal field, atmosphere, 

groove, or entry condition rather than to announce full cadential 

purpose. As a result, they are often indexed in the atlas as open-

field, tonic-establishing, or gradually clarifying families rather than as 

highly conclusive designs. 

Verse and exposition progressions usually need repeatable clarity. 

They must support text, setup, or narrative continuation without 

exhausting the harmonic rhetoric too early. This often means 

moderate motion, renewable closure, and enough identity to 

remain memorable without sounding like the final destination. 

Formal-function indexing helps distinguish such progressions from 

those better suited to choruses or climaxes. 

Chorus, refrain, and arrival-oriented sections often call for 

progressions with stronger identity and greater replay value. These 

entries in the atlas may be indexed by lift, widened register, clearer 

cadence, or more anthemic cyclicity. What matters is not merely 

that the progression is harmonically strong, but that it can bear 

repetition while feeling like the structural heart of the piece. 

Bridge and contrast functions often require a different harmonic 

vocabulary. Progressions for this formal role may be indexed by tonal 
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reorientation, borrowed color, altered bass behavior, modulatory 

possibility, or changed density profile. Their purpose is not always to 

outshine the main material, but to create enough difference that 

return will feel meaningful. Diagram 57.1 presents this formal-function 

perspective by grouping entries according to setup, exposition, 

refrain, contrast, and ending roles. 

Outro, tag, and cue-tail progressions deserve their own index 

because they often solve problems not found elsewhere. Some 

need full closure; some need looping afterglow; some need 

suspended continuation; some need to fade while preserving 

identity. A progression that is ineffective in mid-form may be ideal at 

the end precisely because it knows how to linger, dissolve, or over-

confirm the harmonic world. 

Formal-function indexing is especially useful in multimedia and 

scoring contexts. A cue bed may function like an extended verse in 

one respect and like an intro field in another. A cue-out may 

resemble a tag more than a cadence. By indexing progressions 

according to formal role, the atlas can connect song form, cue 

architecture, and larger compositional planning under one practical 

framework. 

This way of organizing the atlas also supports reuse. A composer may 

find that one progression family works well as a verse, then later 

reindex it as a bridge variant after bass redesign or density shift. Or a 

cue-bed progression may be adapted into an intro because its 

formal behavior already suits orientation and extensibility. Formal 

indexing therefore turns the atlas into a design tool rather than a 

static catalog. 

For analysts, this chapter reinforces the principle that harmonic 

meaning changes with placement. The same progression can sound 

modest, central, transitional, or terminal depending on where it 
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stands in the form. An atlas that records formal role helps explain 

those differences with greater precision. 

For composition, this chapter makes the atlas immediately more 

usable. The writer can begin with the section that needs solving and 

then choose from progression families that already fit that formal job. 

For analysis, it clarifies why the same harmonic material may feel 

different in different placements. Form changes meaning, and 

formal-function indexing makes that relation explicit. 

The broader lesson is that progressions are not only harmonic 

objects. They are architectural tools. An atlas that records their 

formal roles becomes far closer to the way real composers think and 

work. 

 

 

Diagram 57.1. Formal-function indexing groups progressions by the structural jobs they serve---

setup, exposition, refrain, contrast, ending, cue tail---so the atlas can answer section-specific 

compositional needs. 



 

© 2026 Museca 133 

Atlas: Progressions by Formal Function 

This table indexes progressions by the structural role they are best suited to serve in a song, score, 

or composition. The same chord family may appear in multiple formal roles. 

Formal Role Progression (Roman numerals) Bass Type Style Home Emotional 

Character 

Intro / setup I(pedal) – IV/1 – V/1  (open, 

extensible) 
Pedal Pop, rock, ambient Orienting, 

atmospheric, open 

Verse / 

exposition 
I – V – vi – IV  (moderate, 

loop) 
Root-driven Pop, rock, gospel Repeatable, clear, 

text-supporting 

Chorus / refrain I – IV – V – I  (wide, anthemic) Root, strong Pop, rock, gospel Declarative, 

memorable, 

identity 

Bridge / 

contrast 
IV – ♭IV° – I⁶ – V Chromatic 

step 
Pop, rock, classical Disruptive, 

reorienting, earned 

return 

Tag / outro I – IV – I  (repeating, fading) Root-driven Gospel, soul, pop Looping, lingering, 

affirming 

Cue bed / 

underscore 
i – ♭VI – ♭ III – ♭VII  (loop) Profile-based Film, game, 

ambient 
Modular, non-

conclusive, 

atmospheric 

Cadential 

close 
ii⁷ – V⁷ – I  (terminal) Root-driven Classical, jazz, pop Final, conclusive, 

formally terminal 

Formal role partly determines what counts as harmonically strong or weak. A modest progression may be ideal in a 

verse while the same chords feel climactic in a chorus. 

 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Formal-function indexing groups progressions by structural job: setup, exposition, 

refrain, contrast, ending. 

• The same progression can sound modest, central, or terminal depending on 

placement. 

• Cue beds, tags, and outros have unique requirements not found in mid-form 

sections. 

• Formal indexing connects song form, cue architecture, and larger compositional 

planning. 

• Progressions are not only harmonic objects; they are architectural tools. 
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PART VI 

Exercises, Projects, and Composition Practice 
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Chapter 58 — Ear Training for Harmonic Motion 

Ear training for harmonic motion is not only the ability to identify 

isolated chords. It is the ability to hear what the harmony is doing 

over time: where the center lies, how the bass moves, whether the 

phrase loops or cadences, how much closure is present, and what 

kind of emotional field the progression creates. A trained harmonic 

ear does not merely recognize vertical sonorities. It recognizes 

behavior. 

A productive first step is to train the ear to hear center. Before 

identifying exact chord labels, the listener should ask: where does 

this passage feel at home? Is the organizing field major, minor, 

modal, drone-based, or more ambiguous? This question trains the 

ear to hear stability and orientation rather than merely searching for 

chord names in isolation. 

The next layer is family recognition. Does the passage sound like a 

cadence, a loop, a descending-line design, a modal field, a 

chromatic expansion, or a bass-driven pattern? These categories are 

often more musically useful to hear first than exact Roman numerals, 

because they reveal the behavior of the progression. Diagram 58.1 

therefore begins with center and family before moving into bass, 

closure, style, and effect. 

Bass hearing should be trained deliberately. Many students can 

identify upper harmonies but miss the line that actually carries much 

of the progression's force. Exercises should therefore include singing 

or mapping bass motion: root-driven, stepwise, pedal, chromatic, or 

profile-based. Once the ear begins to track the bass line, many 

progressions become clearer immediately. 

Closure level is another crucial listening skill. A progression may close 

strongly, weakly, partially, deceptively, or not at all. Ear training 

should therefore include identifying whether a phrase truly arrives, 
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merely pauses, renews a loop, delays resolution, or sustains an open 

field. This skill is especially valuable in song form, cue writing, and 

hybrid styles where not all phrases are meant to resolve equally. 

Style-sensitive hearing also matters. The same underlying family can 

sound very different in classical, jazz, gospel, pop, or scoring contexts 

because the rhetoric changes. Ear training should therefore include 

comparative listening: hearing similar harmonic behaviors in different 

styles and noticing what remains structurally stable versus what 

changes in voicing, rhythm, density, and role. 

Singing exercises are especially powerful because they internalize 

motion physically. Singing scale degrees against a progression, 

holding melody targets while chords shift beneath them, tracing bass 

lines, or singing guide tones through jazz or tonal patterns makes 

harmonic motion felt rather than merely recognized. This is one of 

the fastest ways to move from conceptual knowledge to embodied 

hearing. 

Comparison drills are equally valuable. Two progressions may differ 

by only one bass note, one borrowed chord, one cadence delay, or 

one change of harmonic rhythm. When these are heard side by side, 

the ear learns which variables matter most. Such drills are often more 

effective than broad survey listening because they sharpen 

discrimination through contrast. 

For composers, ear training for harmonic motion has a direct payoff: 

it improves decision-making speed. Once the ear can hear center, 

family, bass, closure, and style-rhetoric more clearly, revision 

becomes faster, invention more intentional, and analysis more 

meaningful. The goal is not merely academic recognition, but 

practical fluency. 

For pedagogy, this chapter shifts ear training away from isolated 

chord quizzes toward the richer problem of hearing motion and 
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function in time. That shift makes the exercises more musical and 

more transferable. 

For composition, the reward is immediate. A sharper ear for 

harmonic motion makes it easier to diagnose weak passages, 

recognize stronger alternatives, and write with greater precision from 

the start. 

The broader lesson is that progression fluency must eventually 

become audible, not merely theoretical. The ear must hear what the 

page later confirms. 

 

 

Diagram 58.1. Harmonic ear training is strongest when the listener learns to hear progression as 

layered behavior: center, family, bass motion, closure level, style logic, and effect. 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Harmonic ear training means hearing behavior: center, family, bass, closure, and 

style-rhetoric. 
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• Training should move from center identification to family recognition before 

chord-by-chord labeling. 

• Bass hearing should be trained deliberately through singing and mapping 

exercises. 

• Comparison drills sharpen discrimination by contrasting progressions that differ by 

one variable. 

• Progression fluency must become audible, not merely theoretical. 
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Chapter 59 — Composition Studies 

Composition studies occupy the middle ground between isolated 

exercises and full-scale finished works. They are large enough to 

require real musical judgment, but small enough that one specific 

harmonic problem can remain in focus. For a book on chord 

progressions, this makes them one of the most valuable forms of 

practice. They let the student move from naming harmonic 

behaviors to using them deliberately in miniature compositions. 

A strong composition study begins with a clearly framed task. The 

assignment should specify not only the medium or length, but also 

the harmonic challenge at stake. One study might ask for a short 

verse and chorus built from contrasting progression families. Another 

might ask for a modal cue bed that remains open for extension. 

Another might require a plagal uplift recast in a cinematic style. 

Constraint is not a limit on learning here; it is what makes the study 

musically legible. 

Unlike short drills, composition studies require the student to 

coordinate several layers at once. A progression must serve a form. 

A bass line must help the progression move. Melody or texture must 

interact meaningfully with the harmony. Density, register, and style 

must be chosen intentionally. This makes composition studies ideal 

bridges between the analytical chapters of the book and the 

creative demands of real writing. 

One especially useful type is the miniature study. The student writes a 

very short complete piece---perhaps eight to sixteen bars---designed 

to showcase one progression family or one harmonic behavior 

clearly. Because the form is small, the structural effect of every 

choice becomes easier to hear. A miniature can therefore reveal 

whether the student truly understands how the progression behaves 

rather than merely recognizing its name. 
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Comparative studies are equally valuable. Here the same musical 

problem is solved more than once: perhaps once as a classical 

cadence study and once as a jazz-inflected reharmonization; once 

as a pop chorus loop and once as a gospel-style refrain; once with 

root-driven bass and once with stepwise bass. Diagram 59.1 places 

this kind of comparative revision at the center of composition study 

because it forces the writer to hear alternatives as real musical 

options rather than abstractions. 

Transformation studies form another major category. A student 

begins with a given progression and derives from it a variant, a 

reharmonization, a style recast, or a formally reassigned version. This 

teaches continuity through change. The point is not only to write 

something new, but to understand which layers of identity survive 

when harmonic material is altered intelligently. 

Integrated studies are the most compositionally mature. These ask 

the student to combine progression, bass, melody, formal role, 

emotional aim, and style into one short but convincing whole. A 

study of this kind may still be brief, but it resembles real composition 

much more closely than an isolated worksheet. It therefore reveals 

how well the student can translate harmonic knowledge into 

complete musical decision-making. 

Reflection is a vital part of the process. After completing a study, the 

writer should ask: What was the intended harmonic job? Which 

progression family was chosen and why? Did the bass support the 

form? Did the melody clarify or weaken the harmony? What would 

be improved by simplification, densification, brighter voicing, 

stronger cadence, or altered pacing? Composition study becomes 

far more powerful when it includes this explicit post-compositional 

diagnosis. 

For composers, the value of these studies is long-term. They create a 

portfolio of solved harmonic problems. Over time, the writer 
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accumulates not just finished miniatures but reusable strategies: a 

bridge type that works, a bass pattern that clarifies an otherwise 

vague loop, a way of shifting one family into another style. In this 

way, composition studies transform theory into personal method. 

For pedagogy, this chapter shows how composition assignments can 

be kept focused without becoming trivial. The study remains small, 

but the musical judgment required is real. 

For composition, the benefit is cumulative. Each study strengthens 

not only a single technique, but the writer's ability to connect 

progression choice with bass, melody, form, style, and affect. 

The broader lesson is that harmonic fluency reaches maturity when 

the student can build complete miniature works that make 

progressions function convincingly in context. 

 

 

Diagram 59.1. Composition studies convert harmonic theory into small but complete musical 

designs by combining constraint, drafting, comparison, revision, and reflection. 
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Key Takeaways 

• Composition studies bridge isolated exercises and full-scale works by focusing 

one harmonic problem per piece. 

• Miniature studies reveal whether a student truly understands how a progression 

behaves. 

• Comparative studies force the writer to hear alternatives as real musical options. 

• Transformation studies teach continuity through change. 

• Revision is not cleanup; it is part of composition itself. 
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Chapter 60 — Advanced Project Workshops 

Advanced project workshops are the culminating stage of the 

volume. If earlier chapters isolated progression families, emotional 

tendencies, bass behavior, stylistic recasting, and formal role, the 

workshop asks the writer to coordinate all of these inside a larger 

compositional project. At this stage the goal is no longer to 

demonstrate one concept at a time. It is to build a coherent 

harmonic world across multiple sections, revisions, and artistic 

decisions. 

A strong workshop begins with a project frame rather than a single 

exercise prompt. The student or composer should know what kind of 

musical object is being built: a short song cycle, a scored scene, a 

suite of contrasting miniatures, a cue package, a hybrid-style 

portfolio, or some other coherent set. This frame matters because 

harmonic decisions gain meaning once they must operate across 

several related sections rather than inside one isolated page. 

Project constraints should remain clear. A workshop is not simply 

'write anything longer.' It should specify the harmonic questions 

under pressure. One project may require several sections built from 

related progression families with different formal roles. Another may 

require the same melodic material to be reharmonized three ways 

across different styles. Another may ask the writer to maintain one 

emotional character while changing bass type and cadence 

strength from section to section. Clear constraints make the project 

teachable and evaluable. 

At the workshop level, the composer must often build a harmonic 

palette before drafting in detail. This means deciding which 

progression families belong to the project's world, what kinds of bass 

behaviors will recur, how closure will be handled across sections, 

what degree of chromaticism or modal borrowing is acceptable, 

and how style rhetoric will shape the whole. Diagram 59.1 presents 
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this as a cycle: define the project, choose constraints, build a 

palette, draft sections, revise comparatively, and reflect. 

Song-based workshops are especially valuable because they require 

several formal functions at once. A writer must design an intro, verse, 

chorus, bridge, and ending that feel related but not redundant. This 

forces real harmonic architecture. A strong chorus progression alone 

is no longer enough; the surrounding sections must prepare, contrast 

with, and reinterpret it persuasively. 

Scene-based or scoring workshops train a different set of strengths. 

Here the same dramatic material may be scored with multiple 

harmonic approaches: one more cadential, one more modal and 

suspended, one more chromatically expanding, one more bass-

driven and rhythmic. Comparing the results teaches how progression 

choice shapes narrative interpretation. It also reveals how much 

formal openness or closure a scene can tolerate. 

Style-transfer workshops are equally useful. A writer may take one 

underlying progression family and recast it successively as common-

practice, jazz-influenced, gospel-derived, pop, and cinematic. Such 

projects reveal what remains deep identity and what belongs to 

stylistic surface. They also train the composer to translate rather than 

merely imitate. 

A key feature of workshop-level study is revision across versions. 

Earlier chapters already emphasized variation and reharmonization, 

but here those techniques become central to project building. One 

section may need simplification to support a lyric. Another may need 

a stronger bass identity. Another may need a borrowed-color lift to 

connect emotionally with the project's larger arc. The workshop 

therefore teaches that revision is not cleanup after composition; it is 

part of composition itself. 

Reflection and documentation matter as well. At the end of an 

advanced workshop, the writer should be able to explain the 
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harmonic architecture of the project: what progression families were 

chosen, how they were varied, where closure was strengthened or 

withheld, what bass types mattered most, how style shaped the 

rhetoric, and which revisions most improved the result. This turns the 

finished project into reusable knowledge rather than a one-time 

success. 

For pedagogy, workshop projects provide the clearest evidence of 

true fluency. They show whether the student can move beyond 

isolated right answers and make a sequence of related harmonic 

decisions that hold together artistically. 

For composition, the reward is direct and lasting. Workshop projects 

become prototypes for real work: songs, scenes, scores, suites, and 

portfolios built from conscious progression design rather than from 

accident or habit alone. 

The broader lesson is that harmonic mastery is project-scale mastery. 

Progressions must eventually serve not only phrases but whole 

musical worlds. 
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Diagram 59.1. Advanced workshops ask the composer to sustain harmonic thinking across an 

entire project: setting a palette, distributing progression families by section, revising 

comparatively, and extracting transferable methods from the finished work. 

 

Key Takeaways 

• Advanced workshops require coordinating all harmonic dimensions inside a 

larger project. 

• Building a harmonic palette before detailed drafting helps maintain coherence 

across sections. 

• Song-based, scene-based, and style-transfer workshops each train different 

compositional strengths. 

• Revision across versions is central to project-level work. 

• Harmonic mastery is project-scale mastery: progressions must serve whole 

musical worlds. 
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Closing Note 

Volume II has attempted to show that chord progressions do not live 

only in abstract diagrams. They live in style, form, bass motion, 

melodic relationship, emotional character, dramatic timing, revision, 

and practice. The deeper aim of the volume has been to move 

harmony from description to use: from knowing names to hearing 

behaviors, and from hearing behaviors to shaping them deliberately 

inside real musical work. 

If Volume I provided the grammar of progression, Volume II has tried 

to provide its living rhetoric. Together, the two volumes suggest that 

harmonic fluency is not the memorization of chord strings, but the 

capacity to recognize, compare, vary, reinterpret, and deploy 

progression families according to real artistic need. 

Thank you for your dedication to this study. The harmonic language 

you develop here is not merely academic—it is a creative toolkit that 

will serve you in every musical context you encounter. 
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Glossary of Core Terms 

Cadence — A point of harmonic punctuation or closure, ranging 

from strong final arrival to weaker or more open endings. 

Dominant-seeking motion — Harmonic behavior that intensifies the 

pull toward a cadential goal without necessarily resolving 

immediately. 

Field behavior — A harmonic mode of organization based more on 

sustained color, loop, drone, or modal continuity than on strong 

directed cadence. 

Formal function — The structural job a progression serves inside the 

piece, such as introduction, verse support, refrain lift, bridge contrast, 

or outro lingering. 

Harmonic family — A larger behavioral type of progression, such as 

cadential, cyclic, descending-line, modal-field, or chromatic-

expansive. 

Harmonic rhythm — The rate at which chords change and the timing 

profile through which a progression is felt. 

Modal borrowing / mixture — The use of chords or scale degrees 

drawn from a parallel mode or related color source in order to alter 

affect or harmonic emphasis. 

Pedal — A sustained or repeated bass note held beneath changing 

harmonies, often producing grounding, suspense, or field continuity. 

Progression atlas — A cross-referenced system for organizing 

progression types by function, bass motion, style, emotion, and 

formal role. 

Reharmonization — The reinterpretation of an existing melody, 

phrase, or formal target through different harmonic support. 

Root-driven bass — Bass behavior that states chord roots directly 

and strongly, often producing structural clarity and weight. 
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Stepwise bass — Bass movement by scale or semitone steps, often 

creating line, continuity, and inevitability. 

Style rhetoric — The stylistic way a progression is voiced, paced, and 

interpreted within a musical culture or genre. 

Tonic-establishing motion — Harmonic behavior that reinforces 

home, center, or return, whether through classical function, loop 

identity, or modal confirmation. 
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Suggested Listening and Bibliography 

Suggested Listening Paths 

• Compare a classical cadence study, a jazz turnaround, a gospel plagal rise, a 

pop chorus loop, and a cinematic cue swell to hear how one family changes 

across styles. 

• Listen for bass first in repeated hearings: identify whether the progression is root-

driven, stepwise, pedal-based, chromatic, or profile-shaped. 

• Compare a progression in verse position and chorus position within the same 

song to hear how formal role alters harmonic meaning. 

• Study how ambient and scoring contexts often replace strong cadence with 

field, loop, and modular continuation. 

 

Suggested Bibliography and Study Directions 

• Standard harmony texts covering common-practice function, cadence, and 

modulation. 

• Jazz harmony and arranging texts emphasizing ii–V motion, extensions, 

substitutions, and reharmonization. 

• Songwriting and production resources focused on form, loop identity, section 

contrast, and chorus design. 

• Film-scoring and media-composition resources focused on cue architecture, 

dramatic timing, and modular harmonic beds. 

• Analytical listening across genres, with repeated comparison of similar 

progression families in different stylistic settings. 

  



 

© 2026 Museca 151 

Index of Progression Families and Concepts 

Cadential progressions 

Chromatic bass progressions 

Chromatic-mediant expansion 

Cyclic / loop-based progressions 

Descending-line / lament families 

Dominant-seeking families 

Drone and field-based progressions 

Formal-function indexing 

Functional indexing 

Genre indexing 

Harmonic archetypes by mood 

Melody--progression relationship 

Modal and ambient fields 

Pedal-based progressions 

Plagal uplift families 

Predominant-building families 

Profile-based bass motion 

Reharmonization routes 

Root-driven progressions 

Stepwise-bass progressions 

Tonic-establishing families 

Variation without loss of identity 
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Index by Style and Use 

Ambient and minimalist writing 

Bridge and contrast writing 

Chorus and refrain design 

Classical / common-practice syntax 

Cue beds and underscore 

Film, television, and cinematic scoring 

Gospel, soul, and R&B rhetoric 

Hybrid and world-influenced harmonic design 

Intros and setup fields 

Jazz and extended-tonal practice 

Outros, tags, and cue tails 

Pop, rock, and songwriting loops 

Scene tension and narrative return 

Song-cycle and project workshops 

Style-transfer studies 

Verse and exposition support 


