
I thank the editors of the Dutch Journal of 
Music Theory for their original invitation to 
respond to Christopher Doll’s article and for 
permitting this second response. I reiterate my 
congratulations on the initiative taken by Doll 
in developing an alternative, more compre-
hensive taxonomy for harmony. I intended in 
my response no accusations at all, for in a civil 
discussion accusations are inappropriate. I only 
intended to offer my views of the pedagogical 
issue addressed by Doll’s taxonomy.

Rather than tire the reader with a point by 
point response, I would merely suggest three 
fundamental disagreements about the business 
of music theory and its pedagogy that appear 
to separate Doll and myself. Without consensus 
on these, it is unlikely there can be consensus 
on whether to adopt a new way of teaching har-
mony.
First, to the charge of conflating music theory 
and practice, I plead guilty. The primary pur-
pose of music theory is to describe the prac-
tice of a musical language. My goal in harmony 
class is to teach the skills of a principal Western 
musical language that help students become 
better musicians, compose better music or lis-
ten to music with deeper appreciation, all with-
in the context of the Western tradition. Every 
performance experience of my adult life, from 
orchestra playing to directing an early music 
ensemble to playing the organ at church, has 
employed knowledge of musical taxonomy and 
musical syntax implicitly and explicitly. Indeed, 
success in performance depends on it. I teach 
harmony as I would Italian, aiming for fluency 
with the skills, and just as I would never teach 
a syntax of the Italian language that students 
could not apply on the streets of Rome or in 
reading Dante, or some other practical art of 
Italian, I am not interested in music ‘theory 
for theory’s sake’. Of course every theory is an 
abstraction, and the greater the abstraction the 
broader and less precise the contextual appli-
cation, but any particular of a theory that has 
no practical application to musical life is, in my 
view, useless.

The second disagreement may stem from a 
difference of understanding about what sorts 
of music ‘pop-rock’ comprises. The term 
‘pop-rock’ seems to cover a very broad reper-
tory, and perhaps its denotation is not tech-
nical but historical or cultural. The syntax of 
some ‘pop-rock’ songs is very close to that of 
the Western classical tradition; that is why I use 
‘Penny Lane’. The syntax of other songs exhib-
iting a very limited harmony vocabulary and 
no concern for voice-leading is not close, and 
therefore I cannot use them as illustrations of 
the language I teach. Doll is certainly correct 
in pointing to the amount of class time as the 
critical problem. Voice-leading, chord spelling, 
and usage are technical skills, not simply lists 
of facts, and they require a great deal of time 
to develop and practice to the point of fluency. 
In my judgment, the abstraction required to 
include all representatives of the ‘pop-rock’ 
repertory would compromise these skills to the 
point where they would no longer be useful.  
The last point is the notion whether some 
aspects of a musical language are intrinsi-
cally more salient to the listener and therefore 
more urgent for the analyst and teacher. It 
seems indisputable, for example, that the art 
of sounding melodies simultaneously and the 
consequent harmonies and voice-leading that 
this causes are a central concern of traditional 
Western music. South Indian classical music, 
by contrast, prizes melodic invention and its 
relation with meter, and it would seem im-
practical to teach the harmony of that musical 
language rather than its melodic and metric 
theory. A great many of the songs I have heard 
popular groups on campus sing recently do in 
fact oscillate between i and VII, from which I 
conclude that the harmony I am listening to is 
not the treasure of those songs, just as it would 
not be in South Indian classical music. There 
must be other musical aspects more salient, 
that reward better conscious attention. Per-
haps it is the timbral quality or perhaps the ex-
tremely subtle play with the rhythm of the sung 
melody against the meter. I know of no explicit 
and comprehensive theories of those aspects in 
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Western music, but that in no way bears on their 
musical value, although it may mean, in fact, 
that for all practical musical purposes, those 
things are best learned out of the classroom, 
by rote imitation, as native speakers learn their 
native languages. The traditional musical syn-
tax of the West has been explicitly articulated 
to a limited extent for centuries, and Josquin, 
Palestrina, Bach, Handel, Haydn, Beethoven, 
and many followers apparently needed for-
malized training to learn it. But many modern 
popular musicians, widely admired, appear to 
have learned their art from imitating instru-
mental teachers, friends, recordings, or from 
themselves by experimentation. All the college 
students in popular bands that I have come to 
know have also learned songs in this way. Since 
this learning seems to be efficient and satisfac-
tory for them, and since there is little formal 
theory of the musical aspects that seem to mat-
ter most in their songs, I see no point in the 
academy competing with a hands-on training 
so suited to its particular purposes.
Doll has done us all a service by calling atten-
tion to the growing split between the tradition-
al syntax of Western harmony and the syntax of 
the music that students are learning before they 
come to college. It appears that the languages of 
‘pop-rock’ are evolving quite rapidly, as current 
students often fail to infer the same tensions of 
a V7  that students of the 1980s heard instinc-
tively, and this is an item of harmonic vocabu-
lary that has been stable for a long time. Such 
rapid evolution, however, makes it even more 
problematic to invest class time in the latest, 
since the latest may soon be replaced by some-
thing later. I prefer to offer the standard lan-
guage as a reference for Western musicianship, 
like American Standard English or Tuscan Ital-
ian, without compromise or dilution, as an in-
troduction to the Western classical tradition or 
as a refinement of an acquaintance with it, and 
leave it to the students to learn on their own, 
as they seem well capable, whichever musical 
language of popular origin they wish to learn.

(Joseph P. Swain is Associate Professor in the Mu-
sic Department of Colgate University.)
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