
As my first order of business in this response, 
I wish to thank the editorial staff at the Dutch 
Journal of Music Theory for creating this discus-
sion forum based on my article ‘Definitions of 
“Chord” in the Teaching of Tonal Harmony’. 
It is a thrill to be debating issues of pop-rock 
pedagogy in a general music-theory refereed 
journal.1

In his response to my article, Joseph Swain dis-
tinguishes between harmonic ‘taxonomy’ and 
harmonic ‘syntax’ – between the description of 
individual chords and the description of how 
those chords work in succession.2 (These are my 
definitions; Swain’s are a bit different, and I’ll ad-
dress that point later.) As Swain correctly notes, 
and as the title of my original article suggests, 
‘Definitions of “Chord”’ deals mainly with taxon-
omy. My article also states up front that chordal 
definition is merely ‘one’ of multiple ‘aspects of … 
[standard] harmonic theory’ that require atten-
tion if we want to successfully integrate pop-rock 
into the tonal-harmony classroom. (The ‘want 
to’ in that last sentence is important – more on 
that later as well.) And so, while it is true that a 
new ‘taxonomy by itself cannot solve the practical 
problem at hand’ (as Swain writes), it makes sense 
to start the process of integration by tackling the 
fundamental issue of chordal definition; we can-
not handle issues of chordal progression until 
we have a solid, workable system for defining the 
chords themselves.
I find Swain’s discussion of harmonic syntax a 
bit puzzling, primarily because I do not think 
his examples satisfactorily illustrate the prob-
lem he seeks to reveal. Swain writes: ‘An in-
sightful analysis of a fugue of Bach describes 
what he accomplished against a backdrop of 
what he had to avoid, of his wrestling with the 

syntax of his language’ (107-108). Fine. But ‘the 
backdrop of what he [Bach] had to avoid’ is 
not limited to harmonic syntax; obviously, the 
individual chords used by Bach (or any com-
poser) are an essential part of ‘what happens 
in the context of what could have happened’, 
and those used – or unused – individual chords 
are described not through syntax but through 
taxonomy. In equating knowledge of harmonic 
style in general with harmonic syntax in par-
ticular, Swain seems to imply that our having a 
clear taxonomy for individual chords is some-
how irrelevant to being a ‘good analyst’ (as he 
says), an opinion that I doubt he actually holds 
(since it does not really make sense). 
Matters get even more confusing when Swain lists 
specific cases of incongruity between pop-rock 
syntax and classical syntax: the use, or avoidance, 
of parallel fifths, as well as power chords, chordal 
inversions, and counterpoint more broadly. To 
be sure, pop-rock and classical music often differ 
in their treatment of these phenomena. But this 
is a strange list to proffer if one’s goal is to point 
out divergences between the two repertories’ 
harmonic syntaxes. Power chords would seem to 
lie entirely within the realm of taxonomy (not 
syntax), so they do not even belong in this list 
at all. As for parallel fifths, chordal inversions, 
and counterpoint, I must admit that I am not 
sure what to think, because I have particular dif-
ficulty following Swain’s argument here. Part of 
the problem is that he moves facilely between 
music theory and music practice as though they 
were always one and the same: parallel fifths 
(and power chords) are correctly identified as 
standard in pop-rock practice, but then chordal 
inversions and ‘the contrapuntal perspective’ are 
said to be rare – or completely dispensable – in 
pop-rock theory. (For the latter two items, Swain 
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takes quotes from me; if he thinks I meant to say 
these phenomena are unidiomatic in pop-rock 
practice, he is mistaken.) This rhetorical plastic-
ity between theory and practice can in fact be 
traced all the way back to Swain’s initial distinc-
tion between taxonomy and syntax: he defines 
taxonomy as ‘classifying and naming sound 
phenomena’ (an entirely theoretical, analytical 
act), whereas syntax is ‘the ordering of those 
phenomena that creates hierarchical structures 
perceptible to a musical community’ (not an 
act of a theorist but rather a characteristic of 
compositional method or of the music itself). It 
would take me too long to parse all of Swain’s in-
dividual statements about syntax, so let me just 
say that I think there are examples of syntacti-
cal incongruity between pop-rock and classical 
practice that are even more obvious than those 
listed above. Take, for instance, the V-IV-I ca-
dence. This figure is absolutely basic to pop-rock 
but very rare in classical music. The same is true 
of bVI-bVII-I, bVII-IV-I, bIII-bVII-I, bIII-IV-I, and 
a slew of other cadential gestures.
Now that we have identified some clear syntac-
tical differences between pop-rock and classical 
practices, the question is: so what? Swain’s goal in 
invoking syntax is to show how these differences 
make the integration of pop-rock into the tonal-
harmony classroom a futile endeavor, or at least 
one full of snags. He asks: ‘[w]hen the instruc-
tor of this integrated course assigns composi-
tion exercises, shall parallel motion at the perfect 
fifth be allowed or not?’ (108, left). I would say 
the answer depends on the assignment. Writing 
parallel fifths  (or a V-IV-I cadence) in a Baroque 
fugue would surely earn a student a low grade, 
but such motions would be entirely appropriate 
in a 12-bar blues. This sort of problem is hardly 
new: if a student is asked to write a Bach-esque 
minuet, a modulation to the Neapolitan is out of 
the question; in a Schubert-style song, the chord 
progressions probably need to be more adventur-
ous than those in the previous minuet; parallel 
fifths might even be acceptable in a mock-Mozart 
piano-sonata movement if the left-hand chords 
are arpeggiated. Perhaps Swain is thinking spe-
cifically of the all-important pedagogical genre of 
the part-writing assignment: an exercise loosely 
modeled after a Bach SATB chorale harmoniza-
tion in which students follow certain all-purpose 
rules of chord spelling, harmonic progression, 
and voice leading. In this sort of exercise the dis-
tinction between idiomatic and unidiomatic har-

monic syntax is indeed murky, because the idiom 
being followed is as much a theoretical construct 
as it is a specific musical practice. But this murki-
ness has nothing to do with pop-rock music spe-
cifically: a part-writing exercise is by definition an 
imaginary setting where anything can be allowed 
or disallowed depending on the purposes of the 
assignment, and so our permitting parallel fifths 
(or a V-IV-I cadence) in this context strikes me 
as no weirder than using that same type of exer-
cise as a setting for teaching bII-modulations and 
augmented sixth chords (as often happens); none 
of these syntactical elements is especially idiom-
atic of a true Bach chorale harmonization, so an 
indictment of one of these elements is an indict-
ment of all. While there are unquestionably sig-
nificant differences in the harmonic syntaxes of 
pop-rock and classical repertories, such differenc-
es would appear to be no more insurmountable 
than would the syntactical differences between, 
say, a Corelli trio sonata and a Chopin prelude, 
let alone a Brahms symphony or a Wagner opera 
(all commonly taught in the same series of tonal-
harmony classes).
I have fallen into the awkward position here of de-
fending a pedagogical practice that I actually find 
problematic – a practice of which I am somewhat 
critical (I call it ‘tokenistic’) and that I aim to im-
prove. In truth, I personally would rather (‘want 
to’, as I said earlier) see pop-rock harmony in its 
own class – a suggestion Swain himself makes at 
one point (although more on this below). But 
such a class represents a much more radical cur-
ricular plan than a mere attempt to refine the 
courses that are already being taught. Perhaps a 
radical change will be implemented en masse in 
the future, but this administrative task is beyond 
my present individual reach even at my own in-
stitution.
Yet just like his discussion of syntax, Swain’s posi-
tion on the more general topic of integrating pop-
rock into the tonal-harmony classroom is not 
altogether clear to me. On the one hand, he says 
that ‘nothing’ in his argument ‘implies that pop-
ular music has no place in traditional harmony 
curriculum or even advanced analysis’. Nothing? 
What about the declaration that ‘the two reper-
tories are built of musical languages too distinct 
to admit of profitable integration in pedagogy’? 
Swain believes it is ‘a misrepresentation of recent 
pop-rock to focus so much attention on its har-
mony’, yet he himself uses ‘Penny Lane’ in his own 
courses to demonstrate ‘a walking bass, how to 
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shift between the parallel modes, how to handle 
the sixth and seventh degrees of the minor mode, 
how to modulate to the key of the flat seventh, and 
… how to effect tonal unity for an entire song’. He 
tells us ‘the evidence suggests that if pop-rock is 
worthy of academic study, it is worthy of its own 
course’, even though ‘popular music … is a pre-
dominantly oral tradition, some of whose most 
significant musical characteristics resist written 
notation, [so] it is far from certain that classroom 
treatment is the best way to learn the language of 
pop-rock’ (109fn2). (I find these last claims espe-
cially confusing. What is this ‘evidence’? Are all 
subjects that are ‘worthy of academic study’ also 
always ‘worthy of … [their] own course[s]’? Is the 
‘best way’ a universal standard for determining 
what should be taught in the classroom – and, if 
so, should not we ask whether ‘classroom treat-
ment’ is the ‘best way to learn the language’ of 
classical music?)
My point is clear: Swain seems rather conflicted 
about whether – and if so, how – we should teach 
pop-rock harmony. One can hardly blame him; 
it is a complicated matter. While an integrated 
approach is of course in danger of being poorly 
executed, so too is any approach to any subject. 
Swain’s fear of producing ‘students competent 
in neither’ pop-rock nor classical harmony is a 
legitimate concern, but as I see it, the real prob-
lem is not integration in itself but rather time: the 
more topics we attempt to teach in a given course, 
the less time we can devote to any given one. It 
may surprise Swain to know that I myself spend 
very little time discussing pop-rock music in my 
undergraduate tonal-harmony classes at Rut-
gers. Even though the definition of ‘chord’ that I 
give my students does lend itself to integration, 
I wait until the last of our four semesters – the 
post-1900 semester – to discuss pop-rock music 
in detail. I find that my own students internalize 
compositional styles more efficiently when they 
focus on just one style at a time, and so I tend to 
teach Bach almost exclusively for the first two se-
mesters, branching out to Mozart and Beethoven 
and Schubert only once we get to advanced top-
ics such as augmented-sixth chords and sonata 
form. In the post-1900 semester, stylistic mixing 

is itself an essential topic, so pop-rock is a natural 
fit there (after all, pop-rock is post-1900 music). 
But regardless of my own personal pedagogical 
preferences, which are tailored to the needs of the 
students at my own institution, I recognize that in 
the world around me there is a trend of integrat-
ing pop-rock music into the tonal-harmony class-
room; it is this larger trend that I am attempting 
to help steer. Swain is free to resist the trend, but 
the ‘quarrel’ he cites is not with me – it is with the 
sizeable crowd of teachers pushing us all in this 
direction.
Before concluding, I feel compelled to address in 
more detail Swain’s claim that focusing on the 
harmony of pop-rock constitutes a ‘misrepre-
sentation’ of the music. Swain revives an old saw 
(in updated form) when he asserts that ‘the har-
monic content of many recent pop-rock songs 
is little more than a lazy oscillation of i and VII’ 
(108, right). (The original saying is that the mu-
sic is just I, IV, and V.) I presume Swain has a 
good ear, so I can only attribute this grotesque 
oversimplification to an unfamiliarity with the 
music; in any case, his casual dismissal of the 
harmonic style of this overwhelmingly massive 
repertory – comprising millions of songs – is 
highly unfortunate.2 But I am not interested 
here in defending pop-rock harmony as a topic 
of study so much as I am interested in teasing 
out the logic behind Swain’s charge of misrepre-
sentation. When he says ‘harmony is not really 
the locus of interest in … [pop-rock] music’ and 
therefore we do a disservice to the music when 
we lavish attention on its harmony, I am at a loss 
as to what criteria we would even use to make 
such a determination. Is there a single locus of 
interest in any music? Does it not depend on 
who is doing the listening, on where the listen-
ing is taking place, and on when? No doubt, an 
average listener of pop-rock music does not 
normally fixate on harmony; but fixation on 
harmony is just as unlikely to be committed by 
an average listener of classical music. Harmony is 
primarily an interest of professional musicians, 
and there are many such musicians who find 
pop-rock harmony to be a hotbed of activity;3 in 
contrast, there are many more professional musi-

2 During this accusation, Swain modifies ‘pop-rock’ with the term ‘recent’. It is not obvious what – if any – 
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cians (especially performers and ethnomusicol-
ogists) who find the study of classical harmony 
to be an endeavor of limited value (at best). If 
extensive discussion of pop-rock harmony nec-
essarily misrepresents ‘the music’, should not the 
same charge be leveled at extensive discussion of 
classical harmony? And if so, then the real issue 
is not whether we should be teaching pop-rock 
harmony but whether we should be teaching 
harmony at all.
Music theory is by definition a theory of some 
body of music, be it large or small. The theory 
taught in the average North American un-
dergraduate tonal-harmony class is designed 
specifically to illuminate works of the Western 
classical canon. The integration of pop-rock 
music into those classrooms creates problems 
that instructors are well-advised to debate 
openly, and for this reason I thank Swain for 
his contribution. While the inclusion of pop-
rock harmony into these courses will necessar-
ily reduce the overall amount of time one has to 
teach the canon and its attendant theory, a di-
verse curriculum that positions pop-rock mu-
sic in context with classical music might actu-
ally help to sharpen students’ sense of what the 
Western canon and classical theory are really 
all about, since students will be presented with 
an alternative practice for easy comparison. At 
the very least, I hope tonal-harmony teachers 
will give serious thought to the potential con-
sequences – positive and negative – of incorpo-
rating pop-rock music into their curricula. The 
self-awareness bred from such deliberation will 
alone be worth our efforts.

(Christopher Doll is Assistant Professor in the 
Music Department of the Mason Gross School of 
the Arts, at Rutgers, the State University of New 
Jersey.)
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