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INTRODUCTION 

GENERAL CONSIDERATIONS 

What constitutes meaning is easy to discuss if we are considering language(s) and words.  A sentence conveys 

meaning if it meets certain requirements—it expresses a complete thought, has a subject and a verb.  The words 

themselves we have assigned referents, from our early childhood training on.  These referents—whether in the form of 

objects, actions, commands, descriptions, emotions, questions, etc.—are, I contend, the meaning.   

If we consider poetry, we can likely still agree on what meaning is, although the rules of sentence structure and 

grammar often do not apply.  

Even the visual arts, it may be argued, can express meaning, since they can portray on paper representations of 

situations, emotions, and events from real life, and be understood in the same way by different people—often even 

people from different cultures.   

More thought-provoking, however, is the question of whether abstract art can express meaning.  Surely whatever 

meaning we can extract from blotches of color spread apparently randomly across a canvas, must not be of the same sort 

as what we experience in more representational art—where pictures clearly represent known objects or situations.   

When we come to consider the question of meaning in music, our previous understandings and rules seem of 

little help.  It is another matter to create music which clearly represents a thought, event, emotion, or situation.  And yet, 

ask almost anyone if music has meaning, and they will agree.   

For the sake of clarity and purity, we shall explore the question of meaning in non-vocal music, since music with 

both instruments and voices will normally involve language, and thus the question of meaning “in the music” becomes a 

more complex matter due to the presence of the language element.   

Before we consider my hypothesis, we should address another consideration: if we agree something is 

meaningful, does the meaning reside in the object or in the observer?  We routinely make statements implying that 

meaning lies outside of ourselves: “That was a drag,” “She was good-looking,” “It was a great day!”  I propose that we 

really intend to express is rather, “I felt bored at that time,” “I was feeling attraction while observing her,” “I really 

enjoyed myself that day.”   

What is important about meaning is that WE find significance, not that meaning is resident anywhere outside of 

ourselves…   

With these last thoughts as a background, our consideration of the possibility of there being “meaning in music” 

becomes more appropriately something like, “What do I find meaningful as I experience music?”  Or even, “Do I find 

something significant as I listen to music?”   Or perhaps, “What captures my attention as I listen to music?” 

Finally, I propose that if the above considerations are accurate, then what I find meaningful may or may not be 

what another finds meaningful.  That is, “There IS no meaning IN music.” 

HYPOTHESIS 

My stance in our further exploration of this matter will be: 

1. I will find a given piece of music “meaningful” if it captures and holds my attention. 



2. Certain aspects of a musical piece will capture my attention in accordance with universal principles 

governing how we react to sounds. Such aspects include melodies (groups of single pitches), chords (2 or 

more sounds simultaneously), motives or themes, and the combination of these in a landscape, and more. 

3. Another aspect or a musical piece has to do with process; our attention can be captured by the manner in 

which melodies, motives, themes  are repeated and then varied: a process we may call development. 

4. Other aspects of a musical piece may instead capture my attention by virtue of my previous learning or 

experience.  Such aspects might be lullabies sung to us by our mother, tunes heard while growing up, 

songs sung around the campfire, national songs, songs sung in grade school, and many more. 

I propose it will be useful to consider our experience of a musical song as analogous to a vacation journey, 

beginning at home, with its comfort and security, traveling across country with new sights and scenery, stopping 

occasionally for temporary repose and security, traveling again until reaching eventually a destination where we remain 

for a period of time.  There we experience fresh stimulation again, but in the safety of a temporary home base.  After 

some time we begin the retracing of our original steps until we arrive at our true home once again, with its boring but 

wonderful sense of groundedness.  (The inquisitive student may wish to create a parallel analogy, beginning in the womb 

and ending in the grave). 

Such a journey is thus an experience in time, moving from points which are safe and familiar, through areas less known, 

perhaps stimulating or even threatening,  and finally to the safe and familiar again. 

This, I contend, is the musical experience. 

******************************************************* 

   Having lived only in western cultures, I will limit my considerations to the music most of us have grown up 

listening to, be it “classical” or “popular,” that is, music we most often hear on the radio, on CD’s we buy, or at concerts 

we attend.  Whether similar principles affect the experiences of people from Eastern, African, Aboriginal, and other 

cultures, I will leave for another to consider. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

CHAPTER 1 

SOUNDS OF PITCH AND THEIR RELATIONSHIPS 

Let us begin by considering how we are affected by sounds of pitch, that is, sounds whose frequency (hertz, cycles 

per second) is pure, and whose content includes a typical sequence of harmonics. (Root, Octave, Fifth, etc.)1   

How do we react to low pitches? High pitches?  If we are presented with a single high pitch, say C four octaves 

above middle C on the piano, do we react differently than when we’re presented with a C 4 octaves below middle C?   

I propose the following experiment:  

Shout the word, “Help!” near the top of your range.  Then shout the same word in your lower range.  Then sing a 

note near the top of your range, and then a note in your lower range.   

Compare your response during, and immediately after each sound.  You will find that you feel differently after each 

instance.  During shouting/singing the higher notes, you’ll probably feel a bit stressed, strained, intense, awake, alert, 

challenged, and the like.  You’ll be aware of the energy it requires for you to produce those tones, and the conviction 

involved to carry through that task.  

Producing the low notes, will instead likely be a more relaxed affair, less intense, and can be accomplished with 

less energy and conviction. 

Consider also the way we use our voice apart from musical tone production—in speaking.  If we’re excited we 

likely speak in a more intense and high-pitched voice, and if we’re relaxed, at ease, our voice will be the opposite: lower 

in intensity and pitch. 

The same sorts of considerations will attend if we examine the process of creating tones on a brass instrument.  

The trumpet player will need to both tense his lips more, and use greater breath force, in order to produce a higher note.  

Likewise, string players must generally exert greater energy to produce their higher notes, both in terms of more 

pressure, and more control to attain a satisfactory sound.   

Pianists too will require more force to get an equal intensity from the higher pitches, as the strings, being more 

tightly stretched, require greater energy to vibrate. 

It is the experience of producing tone vocally, whether in speaking or singing, which becomes a foundational 

determinant of how we react to sounds of pitch.  This early learning programs us with an almost primordial capacity:  of 

responding with stress or relaxation.  I believe that, as a listener we react sympathetically and in the same way as we 

would, were we ourselves producing the pitches: with tension, alertness, and energetically to higher pitches, and less so 

to lower pitches. 

 Even at this primitive and simple level, sound is affecting our internal state. 

 Listen now to Example 1 from the accompanying “Sound Examples” CD to further experience of the concepts of 

stress, tension, relaxation, and alertness.  

 

 



 

 

CHAPTER 2 

THE COMMON MUSICAL SCALE AND ITS IMPLICATIONS 

Western music—that of Western Europe, Britain, the USA, and a few other countries—has through the last many 

centuries evolved from modes: scales built from various sequences notes separated by whole and half steps.  There were 

seven most used modes, each with its own name.  For example, the Aeolian Mode has the order: 1 – ½ -- 1 – 1 – ½ -- 1 – 

1.  If we construct such a mode on the note “A,” it would consist of the notes A B C D E F G A.   Through the years 

however, one mode, the Ionian Mode, came to be most used.  Its order is: 1 – 1 – ½ -- 1 – 1 -- 1 – ½.  Such a sequence 

built upon the note “C,” would consist of the notes C D E F G A B C – the white keys on a piano keyboard. This 

combination eventually came to be called the major scale. It underlies almost all music we hear today, along with its 

relative, the minor scale, which is based on a slightly changed form of the Aeolian mode.   

While we will for now be giving our attention to examples based on this “C” major scale, I hasten to add that 

there remain 11 other notes, and upon each of these can be constructed a major scale with the recipe 1 – 1 – ½ -- 1 – 1 -- 

1 – ½, and taking its name from the first tone.  Thus, the scale built upon D, will consist of the notes D E F# G A B C# D. 

 As we can see, the major scale consists of precisely seven different notes. (The 8th note is a repeat of the first, and 

begins another 7-note unit).  Looking at the piano keyboard, we will observe that, no matter where we begin, a group of 

seven white keys will repeat over and over as we move from left to right.  Intermingled in a unique order with these 

repeating seven white keys are five black keys.  In other words, there are twelve notes—no more and no less—which 

create a unit which is duplicated as we consider the piano keyboard from left to right—from low pitches to higher 

pitches. 

 This construction becomes obvious in the diagram below.  I have included a single unit containing “C” as the first 

tone, This particular scale is called the “C major scale,” and is physically the most easily understood scale on the piano.  

We shall experiment with this particular scale in order to understand the hidden forces of melodic musical magnetism, or 

“melodic tension,” which is the subject of this chapter. 

  

“MAGNETISM” WITHIN THE C MAJOR SCALE: TENSION AND RESOLUTION 

 One of the reasons our attention is captured by music is buried mystically in the relationships among the tones of 

the scale.  I say ‘mystically’ because, so far as I am aware, no one has explained the apparent forces we are about to 

explore: why one tone seems to lead to another, and creates a feeling of relief upon arrival.  This sense of leading we 

shall call tension¸ and its fulfillment upon being followed appropriately, resolution.   Try the following experiment. 

 Play a C major scale several times, pause, and then play the note “B.”  Ask yourself which note you would like to 

follow this B.  Try for example following with the C above; then play B again, and follow with the note A below.  Continue 

in this fashion trying with all the remaining (5) possible followers (G, F, E, D, C).  In time you will discover the most 



satisfying follower is the note C immediately above.  Try this procedure also using your singing voice, instead of playing 

keys on the instrument.  The experience will likely be more convincing. 

What we are here discovering we shall call diatonic tension relationships. The term diatonic simply means, 

“consisting of scale tones.”  We will find within the C major scale that the only tone without tension, without a wish for 

resolution, is the C itself.  This first note, the title note for the scale, has been called the tonic.  In any scale, the first note 

will be called the tonic.  The other notes of the scale have also been given names as well, to facilitate speaking generally 

about music, aside from specifying any given scale.   

We now need to investigate a bit more basic information about the music we are considering.  Almost all songs 

are based around a given set of 7 tones, from a given scale.  We call this set of tones the key of the song.  (For all practical 

purposes, the terms scale and key are interchangeable.)  For example, a song in the key of C uses largely the 7 notes from 

the C major scale, but also with some use of the other 5 (in this case, black keys on the piano).  These 5 notes are called, 

logically, the non-diatonic notes.  We shall consider their use shortly. 

For now, let us explore only the 7 diatonic notes of the C scale, and their inherent magnetism, their tensions. 

Aside from the C note itself, which we shall call “1” and occasionally, “8,” we have D, E, F, G, A, and B, or steps 2, 3, 4, 5, 

6, & 7.  

Before considering the other 6 notes of the scale, to add interest to your consideration, I will make a few 

audacious statements, which I contend are valid for almost all songs ever written in the key of C major.  In the course of 

future chapters, we shall see why these statements are true. 

1. The melody of any such song will end on the note C. 

2. The last note of the melodic phrase ending the first half of the song will be a C. 

3. These C-notes will last longer than all other notes in the song. 

4. The last chord in each of these locations will also have as its root a C. 

Curious?  I hope so.  If these statements have perked your interest, then I am satisfied.  I promise to satisfy your  

curiosity, and prove these assertions, before we finish. 

But let us continue our investigation into the mysterious attraction we experience of certain tones for each other.  

We have discussed above the apparent desire of the B tone to lead to the C above it.  Let us repeat our little singing 

experiment from above, but this time choosing the note “D” after playing the scale.  This time you will probably find that 

the most satisfying follower is the note C immediately to the left of the D.  Perhaps you will notice that the attraction 

involved is not as strong as between the B  C example above.   

Next, once again priming our hearing by playing first the C scale, let us try the note E, attempting to find a 

follower which seems appropriate.  This time we find that neither of the neighboring notes—D or F—provide a satisfying 

resolution.  Only when following E with the C below, do we find a sense of completion.  In this case, the force of 

attraction involved seems more vague, and weaker.  Nevertheless, we confirm a feeling of finality. 

I summarize the inherent tensions of the C scale in the following diagram (Diatonic Tone Tensions In The “C” 

Major Scale).  You will find the following to be true.  Tones will generally resolve in a downward direction.  We will feel 

this resolution as a slight sense of pleasure or relief.  Often the connection will be a full step (two half steps) to the left.  

In two instances, the movement will be that of a half step.  In these cases, the attraction will be more powerful.   

 

 



 

DIATONIC TONE TENSIONS IN THE “C” MAJOR SCALE: 

WHITE KEYS (DIATONIC NOTES): 

STRONG TENSION:         MODERATE TENSION:             MILD TENSION:        
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To further experience the forces we are describing, you should now take the “multiple choice” ear training test, 

Example 2 on the accompanying “Sound Examples” CD, noting your answers below, and comparing them to the “correct” 

answers which follow the examples on the CD. 

Example 2: Listening ID Circle which seems to be the most appropriate choice for the note-pairs on the CD. 

1. A   B   C   D    4.   A   B   C   D  7.   A   B   C   D  10.   A   B   C   D 

2. A   B   C   D  5.   A   B   C   D  8.   A   B   C   D  11.   A   B   C   D 

3. A   B   C   D  6.   A   B   C   D  9.   A   B   C   D  12.   A   B   C   D 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



CHAPTER 3 

MELODY: THE PRIME BEARER OF MEANING 

In examining these apparent laws of attraction and resolution in the context of the uninspired C major scale, we 

have touched on the basic forces operating in the more interesting world of melody.  We can describe aspects of a 

successful melody as follows: 

1. A melody is a sequence of single notes, that is, notes sounding one at a time. 

2. A melody will consist of phrases, that is, segments of about the length of short sentences, and 

indicated by slurs, or phrase marks.  A singer will often take a breath at the end of a phrase. 

3. A melodic phrase will often end on note lower than the highest notes of the phrase. 

4. The phrase will often end on a note longer than most of the other notes in the phrase. 

5.  A phrase will often have a simple contour, consisting of one, two or three changes of direction. 

6. We will—possibly unconsciously—relate to the phrase, and the melody itself, as if it were a sentence 

of words.  This will be the case even if the instrument is NOT the human voice singing a text.  This fact 

will be one of the ways music will capture our attention, that is to say, will have meaning. 

7. The relationships of attraction we have examined above will be equally valid here as they are in the 

scale, and through their interplay of tension and resolution will result in capturing our attention.  

Before we examine other factors at work in melodies, let us examine part of the melody of two popular tunes, in 

order to observe a few of the concepts we have discussed until now.  

                

               

In the two examples above (“Moon River,” and “As Time Goes By”), we see the phrases defined by the “slurs,” the 

curved lines outlining each group of 3-6 notes.  I have indicated with the colored arrows the tensions which are innate in 

each note, the angle of the arrow pointing to the note of resolution.  As we might remember from the “Diatonic Tone 

Tensions” chart earlier, some notes have two possible resolutions.  In the tunes above, we note only the stronger 

tendency in such cases—unless the weaker tendency is actually carried out.  We can observe the following from close 

examination of the two examples.   

1. We note that many, in fact most of the tensions are frustrated, that is, they do not resolve as they wish.  

What effect will this have on our interest, on capturing our attention? 

2. We observe also—with one exception--that the final note of every phrase is longer in time than the 

other notes in the phrase. 

3. Most connections between tones are by step (either whole, or half step). 

4. Each phrase has a simple contour. 



Let us consider in the implications of (1.) above.  I propose that we have a different experience when a note does 

follow its tendencies, as opposed to when it does not.  A red-arrow note resolution gives us feelings of satisfaction, 

pleasure, and fulfillment.  A red-arrow note which does not resolve arouses our awareness or curiosity, stands out more, 

becomes more obvious.   Likewise, pink-arrow notes provoke similar responses, but less intense; blue-arrow notes, even 

less so.   

With this background, we may consider a melody as a continually contrasting sequence of small forces influencing 

our feelings, vying for our attention, if you will.  At one moment we are led pleasantly from one note to the next (for 

example, if a red-arrow note resolves), while perhaps the next moment we are left with a feeling of anticipation (for 

example, a red-arrow note followed by a note to which it didn’t lead).  Remember that there are two other degrees of 

tension playing on our feelings in the same manner—the pink and the blue. 

THOSE 5 BLACK NOTES: THE 11 OTHER SCALES 

 The snoopy reader has no doubt been wondering about those black keys on the piano—the 5 unexplained and up 

to now, not mentioned notes nestled among the 7 white piano keys.  They facilitate two very important functions in all of 

musical endeavor.   

The first role is simply to complete the subdivision of the musical spectrum in an orderly fashion into half steps. If 

not before, then now is the time for you to realize, that, despite the appearance of the piano keyboard, the continuum of 

notes from lowest to highest is divided in an orderly and regular sequence of steps we have called “half steps,” each of 

which are equidistant in sound from its neighbor.  Thus, what appears to be an irregular sequence and spacing of the 

keys of the piano, is really only a topographically necessary arrangement so that one can find his way around—by feel, as 

well as sight.  Consider the alternative, a keyboard of the following structure: 

        

One couldn’t distinguish—by appearance OR feel—one location from the next.  To put it another way, how would 

we ever find “C?” 

The second role of these five black keys is based on the fact that they are NOT part of the major scale based on 

the note C.  They do however function as one or more of the seven notes in the other 11 major scales.  For example, the 

scale of Db involves all five of these black keys, while omitting five of the white keys used in our C major scale.  Said in 

another fashion, these five black keys must be viewed in an unbiased manner: their significance is neither more nor less 

important than the whites; it is only in the C major scale that they seem to be of different importance.  In the bigger 

picture of all twelve scales they are found playing the roles of notes that are white only in the C scale. 

Finally, for the sake of our present interest—that is, in the context of the C scale—these notes are considered to 

be the non-diatonic notes, or chromatic notes.   It is in this connection that we shall now examine them, and discover yet 

another potent force for tension in melodies.  Each of these five tones in this context will function as red-arrow notes, 

that is, notes which exert a strong tension in a given direction—either up or down to the nearest neighbor.   

 It will be easiest to portray the notes in the form of the earlier chart of Diatonic Tone Tensions, but in an 

expanded form containing the five black keys: Db, D#, Gb, G#, and Bb.  These same tones are occasionally called by their 

alternate names (C#, Eb, F#, Ab, & A#), but it will be prudent to elaborate on naming later.   The chart, including the now 

complete form, will thus appear as below: 



CHROMATIC AND DIATONIC TONE TENSIONS IN THE “C” MAJOR SCALE: 

WHITE KEYS (DIATONIC NOTES):    BLACK KEYS (CHROMATIC NOTES):   

STRONG TENSION:         MODERATE TENSION:             MILD TENSION:        
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D# 



You will notice two important aspects of the chromatic tones present in this new chart.  First, the notes take the 

name of their neighbor, either above or below.  Second, each note is exactly ½ step away from the note to which it leads.   

Now is an opportune time to point out a significant musical fact regarding tension between tones: the strongest 

tension will always involve a half step distant from the note of resolution.  If the tones involved are two half steps apart 

(a whole step), the tension is less strong.  If the separation is even greater, as in the case of GE, and EC, the tension is 

still less.  Strangely, I find the tension between GC to be stronger than GE, and EC .  For now, just file these facts 

away for future reference. 

Suppose we encounter a melody which includes some of these chromatic tones, unlike the two melodies we 

examined above.   What observations can make in the following example?   

        

 Upon close examination, we can confirm that in this tune (Take The A Train, by Duke Ellington) that the chromatic 

notes do indeed “resolve” as predicted by the chart above.  In other words,  

G# is followed by A 

A# is followed by B 

Gb is followed by F  

Db is followed by C 

 I find that when such chromatic notes are present in a melody, they will usually fulfill their destiny--that is, they 

will resolve as predicted in the chart.  I propose also that we as listeners will experience the feeling of being more “locked 

in” to the melody, as if led by the hand down a pleasant path of intrigue.   

 If my contentions are true, we may conclude that use of chromatic tones is yet another tool of capturing our 

attention—of meaning—in music.  Music becomes even more powerful in its effect, through the employment of the 

chromatic tones.   

  REVIEW: ONE NOTE AT A TIME 

In our exploration of this simplest of musical constructs, where we never hear more than a single note at any 

given moment, we began on a primitive level.  We first considered our deep-lying response to sounds high and low, 

sounds of varying pitch, and the manner in which also they affect our awareness—the stress/relaxation, very elemental 

continuum.   

We went on to consider a template which has involved through recent centuries in Western music: the major 

scale.  Within this scale we found tensions of greater and lesser degree, which when followed, gave relief, and when 

aborted, aroused our awareness.  

             G                                             E               G       C              E        G# 

 

 

 A                                     A   A#  B   E   G   Gb  F     Db      C     E 



In our consideration of melody—consciously arranged successions of single tones in phrases—we explored how 

an arrangement of the 7 basic scale notes might influence our attention, both through the tone tensions, and also 

parallels to aspects of human speech.   We then examined the 5 non-diatonic, “chromatic” tones, not part of the major 

scale itself, and how their use in melody contributes even more to the tension-relaxation continuum.  

There are other aspects of melody which we shall consider in more detail later in this book.  Among these are 

length in time, and process, in the guise of thematic development.  For now however let us turn to a second musical 

element, harmony, or “chords” of 3 and more notes.  Here we once again discover the factors of tension and relaxation 

at work, drawing us into the fabric of music, taking hold of our attention.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

      

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



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 

our “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. 

 

 

 

 



 

 

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. 

 


