CHAPTER 4

MULTIPLE, SIMULTANEOUS SOUNDS: HARMONY


Anyone who has played around on the white keys of the piano, pressing 3 or more keys at a time, realizes there are mysteries at hand.  Some combinations sound pleasant, and others, simply ugly.  After much experimentation, one may realize that the most pleasing sounds are to be found when one skips a single note between two or more white notes.  For example, the notes C-D-E struck simultaneously with your LH, produce an unpleasing result.  The combination E-F-G produces an even less appealing effect.  If one adds one or two extra tones, again without skips--E-F-G-A for example—the resulting effect becomes still less delightful.  In fact, it sounds bad.  Such combinations of neighboring tones, without skips, are often called tone clusters. 

Far more appealing are combinations, such as C-E-G, which includes two skips.  Likewise, D-F-A produces another pleasant result.  In fact, “lock” your little finger, middle finger, and thumb—numbers 5, 3, & 1, in piano-teacher terminology--into the shape needed to play these examples.  Then proceed successively up the C scale, starting little finger on C, then D, E, F, G, A, B, and finally another C, you will hear a smorgasbord of lovely sounds—which we call triads, since each consists of precisely three tones.  


Let’s go a step further, and lock four of our LH fingers into a physical template, again with a skipped white note between every pair of tones, as in the combination C-E-G-B.  This time use all fingers excepting your ring finger: numbers 5, 3, 2, & 1.  Again, traverse “up” the C scale, playing D-F-A-C, E-G-B-D, F-A-C-E, G-B-D-F, A-C-E-G, B-D-F-A, and finally C-E-G-B.  

You will probably be smiling with joy at the lovely sounds you have been making.  In this last, 4-note drill up the C scale, you have actually played chords that are common to many jazz and popular songs.  A “chord” is, for our purposes, a combination of 3, 4, or more notes, with intervening skips.  You have played, in chord labeling terminology, a Cmaj7, Dm7, Em7, Fmaj7, G7, Am7, & Bm7b5.  

More important, for our purposes, is the quality inherent in these chords with respect to—did you guess it?-- TENSION .  When discussing chords, one meets two distinct types.  Trained musicians use the terms “dissonant” and “consonant” chords.  The terms “tension” and “without tension” in describing chords, are roughly equivalent.  In this writing, I will use the terms, “live chords” and “dead chords,” as I think the imagery of these words is more expressive.  Live chords will lead, and will maintain a sense of activity and growth.  Dead chords will seem at peace and without necessity for continuation.  (The parallels to our usual understanding of these words are apparent.) 
For the sake of our analyses I will use horizontal arrows (pink or red) to indicate live chords, and vertical arrows (blue) to indicate dead chords.  In the case of live chords, a red arrow indicates a chord with greater tension, while a pink arrow indicates milder tension.   
Of the seven chords in our journey up the C scale above, 5 are live (DFAC, EGBD, GBDF, ACEG, BDFA), and 2 are dead (CEGB, FACE).  Perhaps you were able to distinguish by ear the subtle differences among these seven chords.  
At this point, it will be appropriate to take a pleasant and useful detour in our discussion, in order to learn how to build and label chords, not just on the notes of the C scale, but on any given tone.  Before proceeding please take some time to master the construction of chords as presented on the accompanying sound file, “Chord Recipes.”  Although I am including below a written form of the same information, I recommend following the verbal instructions on the sound file after reading the written instructions below.

CHORD RECIPES: BUILDING CHORDS, GIVEN A CHORD SYMBOL

1.  Check the RECIPE for the desired chord type in the table, and repeat the numbers out loud.  For example, for a m7 chord, say “3 – 4 – 3.”

2. Place the LH “pinkie” (5th) on the root of the chord—ex: for an Fm7, on F.  Depress and continue holding this F throughout.  The left hand is the remembering hand, the right hand is the calculating hand.

3. Using the RH index finger, tap audibly the next note to the right of F (=F#) saying “1,” the next (=G) saying “2,” and the next (=Ab) saying “3.”

4. “Remember” this last note (Ab) by depressing and holding it with the LH middle finger.

5. Continue similarly from the Ab upwards until you find the next chord note, (=C), saying “4,” and remembering by depressing with the LH index finger, and Eb, remembering with the LH thumb.  

6. The fingers of your left hand are now on an Fm7: F-Ab-C-Eb.  Jot these down before you forget them!
                                           **********************************************


WHAT YOU SAY:



RECIPE:


SYMBOL (ON ROOT: C)



“C major”




- 4 – 3 - 




C   


“C minor”




- 3 – 4 -




Cm   

           “C seventh”



          - 4 – 3 – 3 - 




C7 
     “C minor seventh”



          - 3 – 4 – 3 - 




Cm7 
     “C major seventh”



          - 4 – 3 – 4 -




Cmaj7 
             
“C sixth”



          - 4 – 3 – 2 - 




C6 
         “C minor sixth”



          - 3 – 4 – 2 -




Cm6 
        “C diminished”



          - 3 – 3 – 3 -




Cdim 
    “C half-diminished”


          - 3 – 3 – 4 -




Cm7b5 
        “C augmented”




- 4 – 4 -




C+ 
“C augmented seventh”


          - 4 – 4 – 3 - 




C7+ 

“C sus”





- 5 – 2 -




Csus 
       “C seven sus”



          - 5 – 2 – 3 - 




C7sus 
EXERCISE: EXPERIENCING CHORD TENSIONS

Now that you’ve constructed a few chords using the recipe method, let’s have a little fun listening to and discerning the quality of live versus dead chords.  On the accompanying CD, you’ll be asked to listen to various chords, without knowing in advance if the chord is with, or without tension.  There are 21 examples, and you’ll hear the entire sequence again, but in another order.  You’ll hear each chord twice as well.  You’ll try to discern first if the chord contains 3, or 4 notes, circling the “3” or the “4.”.  In the second column, circle the correct arrow: horizontal to indicate a live chord, and vertical to indicate a dead chord. as you guess the quality of the chord. You’ll hear the correct answer after a 5 second pause, so make your guesses in less than 5 seconds!  Then you’ll hear the same chord again, followed by immediately by the verbal answers.  

 “Focusing” with the ear is an ability we have finely developed in the area of speech and language.  We started early, with baby sounds, which became more and more accurate through the months and years.  Our focus on other sounds has understandably been a less intricately developed ability.  If we take music as an example, only a few of us have pursued the activity of discernment corresponding to what is required in speech.  And even fewer have spent much time in the actual creation of musical sounds.  
Depending on your own particular background of such musical experiences, your responses to this exercise will be widely varying in accuracy.   For those who wish to “fine-tune” their listening, and chord-identification skills, I include a second exercise, on the CD only.  In this exercise, I’ll give both the chord size, and live/dead quality, but additionally, the chord type (major, minor, 7th, m7th, etc.)  Repeating this exercise will in time enhance your experience of music in general.  (You may wish to photocopy this table, for repeated use.)
Example 3 (Exercise): Guessing chord size, and tension component (live or dead):
1.
3
4


8.
3
4


15.
3
4


2.
3
4


9.
3
4


16.
3
4


3.
3
4
          

10.
3
4


17.
3
4
4.
3
4


11.
3
4


18.
3
4



5.
3
4


12.
3
4


19.
3
4

6.
3
4


13.
3
4


20.
3
4


7.
3
4


14.
3
4


21.
3
4

THE CHORD PROGRESSION: THE HARMONIC JOURNEY IN A SONG

I find a fascinating analogy helpful in describing the distribution of harmonies in most songs of the period we are considering.  I think back to the vacations my family took when I was a child.  We started out from a secure, unexciting location—my Spokane home, in this case—and headed down the highway towards the Glacier National Park in Montana.  Once on the road, we kids were especially motivated for a service station in Wallace, Idaho, where they had amazing ice cream cones.  Our trip immediately had direction, if you will tension.  Arriving in Wallace, we turned off the engine, and sat peacefully at the picnic tables established for such as us, a short distance from the freeway.  We were at ease, happy to be resting in our temporary paused journey.  Slurping finished, we loaded in the car, anxious to get on our way again.  An hour down the road, and it was getting time for lunch, so we found a country restaurant, a table by the window, where we could enjoy the new surroundings, and again established a short term break from the forward motion of our trip.  45 minutes later we once again resumed our travel, which was, once again, to be interrupted, an hour later.  This time it was my brother, who had to go to the bathroom.  So a quick stop at a service station, and while we filled gas in the car, he relieved himself.  And so it continued: forward – pause – forward – pause – forward – pause – etc. Finally we arrived at our reserved campsite in the Park, and put up our tent, this time for a much longer interval where we were content to relax, be stationary, and be at our temporary home.
In listening to a piece of music, one embarks on a journey not in distance, but in time, where the events are not sights viewed through the car window, but sound events taken in through our ears.  Nevertheless, as far as our attention and inner experience are concerned, there are marked similarities.  This is especially poignant in the realm of harmonies, and in particular, the sequence of chords, one after another, which musicians call the chord progression.  

In our imaginary auto trip above, we moved from secure situations—home, the ice-cream stop, the lunch restaurant—through intervening areas of new stimulation, where we found our attention pleasantly occupied with new sights and sounds.  Our inner state fluctuated between being led and being content.  We were immersed in a continuum of tension and fulfillment.  
Our musical journey is strikingly similar.  Earlier in our discussion we saw how the rise and fall of melody corresponded to activating and fulfilling our interest, our curiosity.  In a more detailed fashion we considered the tensions we experience in individual notes, in the context of the major scale or key.  Now we shall explore the larger framework of a musical song and just how the placement of live and dead harmonies contributes to creating our musical journey, and to...meaning in music.
Let’s take an “oldie” to begin with: “All The Things You Are,” written in 1939 by Jerome Kern.  This piece parallels out “journey” analogy above quite well, when we label the harmonies as to live or dead.  Our example is not in the “Key of C,” as our theoretical examples have been so far.  In fact, this tune modulates—changes key, no less than eight times.  This plays no role in our considerations of the moment, which have to do simply with live and dead chords, irrelevant of key.  We will, with great interest, return to explore the key relationships in this tune—and some almost mystical relationships unique to it.
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Below is a simple representation of the chords in this tune, where the vertical lines represent musical measures, of 4 beats each (4/4 time). I indicate live chords with pink or red horizontal arrows, and dead chords with blue vertical arrows.

                                          
Fm7   |Bbm7   |Eb7   |Abmaj7   |Dbmaj7   |G7   |Cmaj7     |         |

Cm7   |Fm7    |Bb7   |Ebmaj7    |Am7         |D7   | Gmaj7    |         |

Am7   |D7       |Gmaj7   |             |F#m7      |B7     |Emaj7     |C7+   |

Fm7   |Bbm7   |Eb7   | Abmaj7 |Dbmaj7   |Dbm7   |Cm7    |F7     |Bbm7    |Eb7     |Abmaj 7   |          ||        


Upon close examination of the example, we can draw the following conclusions:
1. There are more instances of live chords than of dead chords (18 vs. 7).

2. Dead chords are preceded by at least 2, and as many as 5 live chords.

3. Time duration on live chords is greater than time duration of dead chords (22 vs. 14 measures).
To return to our analogy, we can observe that the time “traveling” is significantly greater than the time “stationary,” that is at rest stops, getting ice cream, or getting gas, etc.  We should also note that indeed our journey ends in a state of repose—a harmony without tension.  While we can not push the analogy to an exact parallel of our earlier “journey” description, it is, I think, helpful in relating to the more abstract subject of the harmonic journey in this tune.  
The curious reader may already have posed the following cogent question: “Does the pattern of tension/relaxation present in the harmonic progression follow the same pattern of tension/relaxation found simultaneously in the melodic plane?”  I will not offer an answer at this point, but refer to Chapter 13, where we will analyze a tune with respect to interplay of tension on the levels of melody, harmony, rhythm and tonality simultaneously.[image: image8.emf] 
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