
Free  Tonal  Harmony  With  An
Introduction  To

Free  Tonal  Harmony:  An
Introduction  to  Compositional
Freedom
Unlocking the power of music composition often hinges on understanding
harmony. While complex systems exist, the beauty of *free tonal harmony*
lies in its liberating approach. This article provides an introduction to this
exciting  compositional  technique,  exploring  its  benefits,  practical
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applications,  and  the  creative  possibilities  it  unlocks.  We'll  delve  into
concepts  like  *diatonic  harmony*,  *modal  interchange*,  and  the  role  of
*improvisation* within the framework of free tonal harmony.

What is Free Tonal Harmony?
Free  tonal  harmony,  unlike  traditional  classical  harmony  with  its  strict
adherence to key signatures and functional chord progressions, embraces a
more  fluid  and  expressive  approach.  It  doesn't  reject  tonality  entirely;
instead,  it  uses  tonal  centers  as  points  of  reference,  allowing  for  more
freedom  in  chord  selection  and  progression.  Think  of  it  as  a  flexible
framework rather than a rigid set of rules. Composers using this method
often draw inspiration from various sources,  including modal  music,  jazz
harmony, and even microtonal experimentation. The emphasis shifts from
adhering  to  pre-defined  harmonic  structures  to  creating  unique  sonic
landscapes  through  intuitive  chord  choices  and  inventive  voicing.
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The Benefits of Free Tonal Harmony
The advantages of free tonal harmony are numerous, making it a powerful
tool for contemporary composers and improvisers alike:

Increased  Creativity:  The  absence  of  restrictive  rules  unleashes
creativity, encouraging exploration of unusual chord combinations and
unexpected harmonic movements.
Expressiveness:  The freedom allows for  a wider emotional  range.
Composers can directly translate their feelings into harmonic language
without being confined by traditional structures.
Unique Soundscapes: Free tonal harmony facilitates the creation of
unique and distinctive sonic textures, avoiding clichés often associated
with overused harmonic patterns.
Improvisational Potential: It forms a solid base for improvisation,
allowing musicians  to  freely  explore  harmonic  possibilities  within  a
loosely defined tonal  framework.  This is  particularly useful  in jazz and
contemporary classical music.
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Accessibility: While the theory behind it can be explored in depth, the
basic concept is relatively easy to grasp and experiment with, making
it accessible to both beginners and experienced composers.

Practical Applications and Techniques
Several techniques facilitate the exploration of free tonal harmony:

Modal  Interchange:  Borrowing  chords  from parallel  modes  (e.g.,
using chords from the Dorian mode within a major key context) adds
color and unexpected harmonic turns.
Secondary  Dominants  and  Leading-Tone  Chords:  While  not
strictly "free," these traditional devices can be strategically used to
create interesting harmonic tensions and resolutions within a looser
framework.
Passing Chords and Neighboring Chords: Employing these creates
smooth  transitions  and  adds  harmonic  interest  without  significantly
disrupting  the  overall  tonal  center.
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Voice Leading: Paying attention to smooth voice leading ensures a
coherent  and  pleasing  harmonic  progression,  even  when  moving
between relatively unrelated chords.
Diatonic Harmony within a Shifting Tonal Center: While exploring
freedom, maintaining a degree of diatonic harmony within a central
key or mode keeps some sense of grounding. The 'home' key might
shift or subtly change over time, rather than being fixed.

Free  Tonal  Harmony  in  Composition:
Examples  and  Considerations
Consider a simple example: a piece might begin in C major, then subtly shift
towards a D minor feel by incorporating D minor chords and their relatives.
Then, it might wander through A7 before returning, perhaps altered, to C
major. This doesn't follow a strict progression; the 'journey' is the point.

Successful free tonal harmony hinges on careful consideration:
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Establishing a Tonal Center (or Centers): While not rigidly bound,
establishing a reference point or a sense of 'home' prevents the music
from sounding dissonant or chaotic.
Careful Voice Leading: Smooth voice leading is crucial to maintain
clarity and avoid harsh transitions.
Maintaining a Sense of Direction:  Even with freedom, the piece
needs  a  sense  of  direction  and  purpose.  This  could  be  achieved
through melodic development or gradual harmonic shifts.

Conclusion: Embracing the Freedom
Free  tonal  harmony  offers  a  powerful  and  expressive  approach  to  musical
composition. By understanding its principles and techniques, composers can
create unique, evocative, and deeply personal musical works. It’s not about
abandoning harmony but about liberating it from rigid constraints, allowing
for a richer and more nuanced musical  language. The key is to explore,
experiment, and find your own voice within this liberating framework.
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FAQ: Frequently Asked Questions
Q1: Is free tonal harmony suitable for beginners?

A1:  Yes,  absolutely!  While  a  strong  foundation  in  basic  music  theory  is
helpful,  the  core  concept  of  free  tonal  harmony is  relatively  accessible.
Beginners  can  experiment  with  simple  chord  progressions  and  gradually
incorporate more complex techniques as their understanding grows. Focus
on listening to your intuition and developing your own sound.

Q2: How does free tonal harmony differ from atonal music?

A2: Free tonal harmony maintains a sense of tonality, even if it's loosely
defined.  There  are  still  tonal  centers  and  references,  creating  a  sense  of
'home' within the music. Atonal music, on the other hand, deliberately avoids
establishing  any  tonal  center,  resulting  in  a  more  dissonant  and  non-
functional harmonic language.
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Q3: Can free tonal harmony be used in specific genres?

A3:  Yes!  It's  highly  versatile  and  can  be  effectively  applied  across  various
genres,  including  jazz,  contemporary  classical,  film  scoring,  and  even  pop
music.  Its  flexibility  allows  for  adaptation  to  different  styles  and  aesthetic
preferences.

Q4: What are some common pitfalls to avoid when using free tonal
harmony?

A4: The most common pitfall is creating music that sounds disjointed or lacks
direction. Careful planning, attention to voice leading, and a clear sense of
progression  (even  if  unconventional)  are  essential.  Over-reliance  on
dissonance  without  sufficient  resolution  can  also  be  problematic.

Q5:  Are  there  any  software  tools  that  can  help  with  free  tonal
harmony composition?

A5: While there isn't software specifically designed for "free tonal harmony,"
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many  digital  audio  workstations  (DAWs)  and  music  notation  software  offer
tools  that  can  support  this  compositional  approach.  Features  like  chord
libraries,  MIDI  keyboards,  and  audio  manipulation  tools  can  aid  in
experimenting  with  different  harmonic  combinations  and  textures.

Q6: How can I learn more about free tonal harmony?

A6:  Exploring  the  works  of  contemporary  composers  who  utilize  this
technique is a great starting point. Furthermore, studying jazz harmony and
modal music can provide valuable insights into the underlying principles.
Online  resources,  music  theory  books,  and  workshops  focused  on
contemporary  composition  techniques  can  also  be  beneficial.

Q7:  Can I  combine free tonal  harmony with  other  compositional
techniques?

A7:  Absolutely!  Free tonal  harmony is  not  mutually  exclusive with  other
techniques. You can integrate elements of serialism, microtonality, or other
approaches to create a truly unique and layered musical experience.
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Q8: What are the future implications of free tonal harmony?

A8: Free tonal harmony is likely to continue to evolve and influence musical
composition. As technology advances and our understanding of music theory
expands, we can expect even more innovative and creative applications of
this versatile approach, potentially blurring the lines between genres and
pushing the boundaries of musical expression.

Free Tonal Harmony: An Introduction to Unfettered Musical Expression

The sphere of music theory often portrays harmony as a strict system of
rules and limitations . However, the enthralling concept of free tonal harmony
defies  these  established  notions,  opening  a  vast  landscape  of  creative
potential . This article will serve as an introduction to this exciting approach
to musical composition, investigating its fundamental principles and useful
applications.

Unlike  traditional  tonal  harmony,  which  rests  heavily  on  defined  chord
progressions and functional harmony, free tonal harmony accepts a higher
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degree of autonomy. It doesn't reject tonal center entirely, but rather handles
it  fluidly.  The  concept  of  a  "tonic"  –  the  home  note  –  can  be  ambiguous  ,
changing  throughout  a  composition  .  This  allows  for  a  wider  range  of
emotional possibilities, as the hearer's sense of orientation is continuously re-
evaluated .

One key element of free tonal harmony is the focus on sonic relationships
rather  than  inflexible  adherence  to  functional  rules.  Composers  working
within this structure might prioritize the quality of intervals, the fabric of
sounds,  and the comprehensive ambiance they create.  This  produces to
music that is often more evocative and considerably less predictable than
music based on conventional harmonic practices.

Imagine a simple example: a traditional pop song might conform to a I-IV-V-I
chord progression, providing a sense of resolution . In free tonal harmony,
however,  a  composer  might  combine chords from different  keys,  creating a
sense of uncertainty and suspense . They might incorporate dissonances that
are not immediately resolved, lengthening the listener's experience through
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a  soundscape  of  shifting  harmonies.  This  doesn't  mean  the  music  is
disordered  ;  rather,  it  exhibits  a  different  kind  of  order,  one  based  on  the
refined interplay of sounds and expressive progressions.

The practical implications of free tonal harmony are considerable. It presents
composers with a potent tool for articulation , enabling them to create music
that  is  individual  and  personally  expressive.  It's  particularly  beneficial  in
forms  like  experimental  classical  music,  jazz,  and  even  some  forms  of
popular music. Many contemporary composers incorporate elements of free
tonal harmony into their work, generating music that is both groundbreaking
and accessible .

Implementing free tonal harmony in your own compositions necessitates a
shift in mindset. Instead of following set rules, you need to develop your aural
skills  and your instinctive sense of  harmony.  Experimentation is  key;  try
different chord combinations, listen to the resulting sounds, and believe your
instincts.  Analyze the music of composers who expertly utilize free tonal
harmony, and extract ideas from their work.
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In  closing,  free  tonal  harmony  represents  a  substantial  departure  from
traditional harmonic practices. By embracing uncertainty and emphasizing
auditory  relationships  over  functional  rules,  it  opens  a  world  of  creative
potential  .  While  it  requires  a  contrasting  approach  to  composition,  the
advantages  –  in  terms  of  expressivity  and  aesthetic  autonomy  –  are
substantial.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

1. Q: Is free tonal harmony difficult to learn?  A: It  demands a different
approach than traditional harmony, highlighting experimentation and aural
skills over rote learning. It's a progression of exploration , and the hardship
depends largely on your existing musical training.

2. Q: Can free tonal harmony be used in any genre of music? A: Yes, it
can be integrated into various genres, although it's particularly appropriate
for contemporary styles. Even within more traditional genres, aspects of free
tonal harmony can add sophistication and richness .
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3.  Q:  Are  there  any specific  resources  for  learning more about  free
tonal harmony? A: Investigating the works of composers known for their
innovative harmonic approaches is a great starting place . Looking into books
and  articles  on  current  music  theory  can  also  offer  useful  perspectives  .
Online sources like forums dedicated to music theory can further enhance
your understanding.

4. Q: How can I begin experimenting with free tonal harmony?  A:
Begin by attending to music that utilizes this approach. Then, try improvising
with different chord combinations on an instrument or using music software.
Don't  worry  about  making  "mistakes";  focus  on  exploring  the  sonic
possibilities and honing your own feeling of harmony.
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