Harmonic Analysis

The harmony (or chord progression) of a song is analyzed by using Roman
numerals. The purpose of these numerals is to show each chord’s relation-
ship to the key in which it appears, and in so doing, explain how each chord
in the progression functions within the key (or the key of the moment). This
information can then be used to determine the appropriate parent scale for
each chord in the progression, which can then be used by the improviser as a
source to derive melody on the chord. (See 8. CHORD-TONE SOLOING AND
CHORD SCALE SOLOING, page 166. Also see HOW TO IMPROVISE: CHORD-SCALE
APPLICATION BY HARMONIC FUNCTION, page 56).

The principle involved here is as follows: If a chord is diatonic to one or
more keys or scales, then (depending on the surrounding harmonic context)
one or more of those scales can be used as a source to derive melody on that
chord. (See How TO IMPROVISE: CHORD-SCALE SUMMARY, pages 54 and 55.)

The following steps explain how to analyze the chord progressions of
standard songs using Roman numerals.

¢ Note the key signature (if any) in which the song is written; this often
determines the predominant key (major or minor) of the chord progres-
sion. If there is no key signature, check the final chords of the song for
harmonic cadences to a I chord or for some indication of a tonic sound or
key area.

¢ Throughout the chord progression, analyze (i.e., label with Roman nume-
rals) those chords which are diatonic to the primary key of the song, e.g.,
IA, 1I-7, II-7, IVA, etc., or I-7, Ilg, bIIIA, IV-7, etc. (Include the subdominant
minor label - SDM - when appropriate.)

¢ Identify and label dual function chords and obvious modulations to new
keys. Analyze the diatonic chords of the new keys.

¢ Analyze the remaining nondiatonic chords in all established keys as fol-
lows:

Identify the chromatically altered diatonic chords (including blues chords
17 and IV7).

Bracket all II-7 V7 and sII-7 sV7 chord activity.

Identify the target chords of functional dominant 7th chords with arrows
(note direct or indirect resolution of dominant 7th chords, use parentheses
to indicate interpolated II-7 chords).

Identify secondary dominants, extended dominants, substitute dominants
and nonfunctional dominants.

Identify all related II-7 and sII-7 chords.
Identify modal interchange chords.
Identify chromatic connecting chords.

Identify diminished chords (note possible dominant 7th chord substi-
tutes).

Check nondiatonic and nonfunctional minor 7th chords which are not fol-
lowed by dominant 7th chords for incomplete II-7 V7 possibilities. For
example, in the key of C major, Fi~7 to E-7 implies a secondary 1I-7 V7 of
II-7, as in F4-7 to B7 to E-7 (but with the B7 omitted).

Remember: For chord-scale application to all analyzed chords in a progres-
sion, see HOW TO IMPROVISE: CHORD-SCALE APPLICATION BY HARMONIC
FUNCTION, page 56.
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