
In ‘Definitions of “Chord” in the Teaching of 
Tonal Harmony’ Christopher Doll proposes a 
new taxonomy for the phenomenon of simul-
taneous combinations of pitches familiar in the 
music of the Western tradition since the late 
seventeenth century. Beginning with a theoreti-
cally primitive conception of ‘chord’ as any si-
multaneously sounding combination of pitches 
(‘one that allows every sonority to be consid-
ered a genuine chord’), the author then moves 
to classify the great variety of such sonorities 
in terms of five categories: temporal location, 
color, roman numeral, function, and hierarchi-
cal position.
The stimulus for the project was a panel at the 
2011 conference of the Society for Music The-
ory in Minneapolis entitled ‘The Great Theory 
Debate: Be It Resolved...Common Practice Pe-
riod Repertoire No Longer Speaks to our Stu-
dents; It’s Time to Fire a Cannon at the Canon’. 
The new taxonomy takes this resolution as a 
premise: in order to make the theory curricu-
lum ‘speak’ to the musical experience of today’s 
students, who know the traditional canon less 
and less, the pedagogy of harmonic theory 
should include ‘pop-rock’ songs as exemplars, 
as well as traditional repertory. But the evidence 
shows that the harmonic practice of pop-rock 
differs significantly from that of the traditional 
repertory, and therefore traditional ways of de-
scribing harmonic practice must be broadened 
in such a way as to include traditional as well as 
pop-rock practices on their own terms.
The author’s taxonomy succeeds, first, by com-
bining the most primitive definition of chord 
possible with hierarchical approaches that al-
low teachers to continue to distinguish triads 
from non-triads and seventh chords, function-
ing chords from non-functioning chords, and 
chord tones from non-harmonic tones. This 
controls analytical subjectivity—what counts 
as a chord? Is a suspended tone ‘non-har-
monic’? Does the IV6

4 actually function? —to 

a point by using hierarchical analysis to have 
everything both (or more than both) ways. At 
the surface, any simultaneous pitch combina-
tion counts as a chord, but on deeper structural 
levels one may differentiate essential cadential 
structures from harmonic events that merely 
decorate them, suspended tones from the more 
fundamental chord in which they are embed-
ded, root pitch-class from the bass pitch, and so 
on. The taxonomy succeeds, second, by eliciting 
other categories, such as the chords’ location in 
the time stream, and its precise combination of 
pitches in pitch space, so that every harmonic 
event may have, if desired, a unique classifica-
tion. Neither of these approaches is completely 
new, and the author gives due credit. The in-
tention of this particular synthesis is not only 
to include pop-rock along with the traditional 
repertory as objects of analysis, but to leave the 
pedagogue who adopts it free to decide how to 
analyze.
But however admirable, the taxonomy by itself 
cannot solve the practical problem at hand: 
how to integrate pop-songs with traditional 
repertory in a single course. Harmony teachers 
know that taxonomy—classifying and naming 
sound phenomena—is but one aspect, albeit 
essential, of harmonic theory. Another indis-
pensable aspect is syntax, the ordering of those 
phenomena that creates hierarchical structures 
perceptible to a musical community.
Syntax comes to the fore of a harmony course 
in composition, of course, even if it is only the 
composition of short exercises and phrases. 
Here the connection of sound phenomena—
and the syntactic rules which specify how con-
nections may be made—are most conscious. 
But syntax is also important in the more pas-
sive task of analysis. As Leonard B. Meyer long 
argued, the good analyst accounts not only 
for what happens, but what happens in the 
context of what could have happened. Unless 
one knows the syntactic constraints on a com-
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poser’s technique, deep appreciation is impos-
sible. An insightful analysis of a fugue of Bach 
describes what he accomplished against a back-
drop of what he had to avoid, of his wrestling 
with the syntax of his language.
Doll’s taxonomy does provide for syntactic 
analysis in its categories of Roman numeral, 
function, and hierarchical position, but it leaves 
syntax as a set of options rather than a formal-
ized system. To put the problem most baldly, 
when the instructor of this integrated course 
assigns composition exercises, shall parallel 
motion at the perfect fifth be allowed or not? 
For in traditional repertory it is strictly forbid-
den save in a very few well-defined circum-
stances, while in pop-rock it is rampant.
Parallel fifths would appear to be just the tip 
of the iceberg. In the article’s introduction, the 
author notes that ‘power chords’, that is dyads 
made of perfect fifths avoided in traditional 
harmonic language, are common. Further, 
‘Pop-rock music does not normally recognize 
chordal inversion in its theory’, which poses no 
problems for the new taxonomy but might rule 
out the routine consideration in traditional har-
mony of when using an inversion is preferable 
to a root-position chord. This naturally brings 
in the whole great matter of voice-leading in 
counterpoint, the needs of vertical (simultane-
ous) phenomena in tension with the needs of 
horizontal, or melodic phenomena. Indeed, the 
author’s assertion that ‘most pop-rock guitarists 
and keyboardists are formally and informally 
trained to think in terms of individual sonori-
ties’, would appear to reduce the contrapuntal 
perspective to an occasional luxury, something 
that might be nice when convenient, if not to 
eliminate it altogether.
When syntax is taken into full consideration, it 
seems that despite the commonalities intrinsic 
to the raw materials of pitch-class and certain 
harmonic phenomena of both pop-rock and tra-
ditional repertory, in the end the two reperto-
ries are built of musical languages too distinct 
to admit of profitable integration in pedagogy. 
Since the cognition of music shares much with 
the cognition of speech, perhaps an analogy 
with language pedagogy might be entertained 
here.

An instructor charged with teaching Standard 
American English to a classroom of students 
whose native speech is one of the many other di-
alects of English would naturally take advantage 
of commonalities in vocabulary, mostly likely, 
and some aspects of syntax. But right from the 
beginning, in order to achieve the goal of flu-
ency in Standard American English, the instruc-
tor must rule out all native speech behaviors that 
do not conform to SAE syntax. Such behaviors 
will be called ‘mistakes’, because, according to 
the community of SAE speakers, that is what 
they are. To reduce the two dialects of English 
to their commonalities while minimizing the 
differences does no service to the students who 
need to learn Standard American English. On 
the contrary, the differences are precisely what 
those students need to learn and master.
Are pop-rock and traditional repertory as dif-
ferent as two dialects of English? The author’s 
comments would make them seem so. In fact, it 
might be that harmony, in the pop-rock dialect, 
has nowhere near the importance as a compo-
nent of the musical language as it has in traditi-
onal repertory. The author remarks that ‘Power 
chords are frequently played with heavy distor-
tion that causes certain overtones and combi-
nation tones (determined by the exact voicing 
of the fingered notes) to become fairly loud’. 
That seems rather important to the character of 
pop-rock. Shall the teacher ignore such distor-
tion because it is not in the score? What of the 
subtle duration values, which when compared 
with a score appear as sloppy execution, that 
typically animate pop-rock melodies, the ‘cor-
rection’ of which might make those melodies 
unrecognizable to their fans?1 Since the harmo-
nic content of many recent pop-rock songs is 
little more than a lazy oscillation of i and VII, 
maybe harmony is not really the locus of in-
terest in the music. Is it not then a misrepre-
sentation of recent pop-rock to focus so much 
attention on its harmony?
In conclusion, there is no quarrel here with 
the author’s interesting taxonomic method. 
The quarrel is with the premise that stimula-
ted its creation, that ‘it makes sense to try to 
bridge the gap between classical and pop-rock 
approaches, as opposed to ignoring one or the 

1	 Indeed,	the	use	of	scores	of	pop-rock	songs	seems	a	dubious	way	to	analyze	them,	because	scores	are	not	

the	sources	of	 the	music	 in	 the	same	way	 that	 they	are	 for	 traditional	 repertory.	 	The	 recordings	are	 the	

sources.
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other’. On the contrary, the evidence suggests 
that if pop-rock is worthy of academic study, 
it is worthy of its own course, and that courses 
attempting a thorough integration of the pop-
rock and traditional harmonic theory may end 
up with students competent in neither.2 Depart-
ments of French throughout the United States 
also suffer declining enrollments; alas, it would 
do them no good to lure students by claiming 
that their once most prestigious language is re-
ally just Spanish with a twist.
Nothing in this argument implies that popular 
music has no place in traditional harmony cur-
riculum or even advanced analysis. For nearly 
thirty years Lennon and McCartney’s ‘Penny 
Lane’ has proved in my harmony class to be 
an excellent example of a walking bass, how to 
shift between the parallel modes, how to hand-
le the sixth and seventh degrees of the minor 
mode, how to modulate to the key of the flat 
seventh, and in its repeated and transposed ref-
rain how to effect tonal unity for an entire song. 
It appears in the syllabus between a string quar-
tet of Mozart and a symphony of Haydn. There 
is no apology for it, no speech about ‘your mu-
sic’. It is just another of the masterpieces dis-
cussed in the course. Why shouldn’t such po-
pular works, chosen with care, deserve a place 
in a harmony course?
If traditional repertory ‘no longer speaks’ to 
our students, the fact is merely one of countless 
examples of ill training in the western tradi-
tion that beleaguer our systems of education. 
If today’s students do not recognize Psalm 23, 
cannot identify Gothic architecture, have never 
heard of the Roman empire, and have never 
seen a symphony orchestra, why should we ex-
pect familiarity with the predominant musical 
language of the Western tradition? There are 
no easy solutions for such a fundamental edu-
cational defect, and it is unlikely that a forced 
integration of traditional music and pop-rock 
would suffice.

(Joseph P. Swain is author of Harmonic Rhythm: 
Analysis and Interpretation (Oxford, 2002) and 
Musical Languages (Norton, 1997) as well as 
five other books in music criticism and critical 
theory.)

Would you like to contribute to this 
discussion? You are most welcome to 
submit a response to the Editorial Board 
of the Dutch	Journal	of	Music	Theory at 
djmt@let.uu.nl.

2	 Given	that	popular	music	through	the	centuries	and	certainly	of	the	last	few	decades	is	a	predominantly	oral	

tradition,	some	of	whose	most	significant	musical	characteristics	resist	written	notation,	it	is	far	from	certain	

that	classroom	treatment	is	the	best	way	to	learn	the	language	of	pop-rock.
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