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Chapter Seven
Harmonic Progression 
and the Sequence

 Introduction
Tonal harmony developed slowly out of the great polyphonic* modal tradition of the 
Renaissance period (from around 1430 to about 1600). That Renaissance tradition depended 
in turn on the “rules” of counterpoint that had begun to be developed in the late Middle 
Ages. The application of those rules resulted in certain recurring and recognizable combina-
tions of chords, and out of that, the norms of tonal harmony gradually coalesced, norms that 
form the heart of this chapter. Let us be clear: Tonal harmony was not “invented”; it devel-
oped from counterpoint. Yet harmony can be, and frequently is, taught as a separate subject 
from counterpoint in colleges and universities. In this text, we have already alluded to basic 
contrapuntal principles of good melodic writing (p. 66). In future chapters (pp. 122, and 171), 
we will consider the relationship of harmony and melody in greater detail.
 Before you can begin to compose convincing tonal music or to learn anything from har-
monic analyses, you must learn which chord successions are typical of tonal harmony and 
which ones are not. Why is it that some chord successions seem to “progress,” to move for-
ward toward a goal, whereas others tend to wander, to leave our expectations unfulfilled? 
Compare the two progressions in Example 7-1. The first was composed following the prin-
ciples that will be discussed in this chapter, but the chords for the second were selected 
randomly. Although the random example has a certain freshness to it, there is no doubt that 
the first one sounds more typical of tonal harmony. This chapter will explore this phenom-
enon, but first we must turn to a topic that concerns melody as well as harmony.

Example 7-1

 

* Music with multiple voice parts, in contrast to monophonic, single-part music.
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