A Simplified Guide to Adding Chords to a Melody
By Eliasar A. Simon, MD

Creating music is an art form that transcends mere sound, evoking
emotions and inspiring creativity. One of the most essential steps in
the songwriting process is pairing chords with a melody, a task that
can seem daunting,
particularly for
novice musicians.
However, this
process can be
broken down into
manageable stages,
making it accessible

to anyone looking to
notate their
compositions effectively. In this article, we will demystify the process
of harmonizing a melody with suitable chords, providing a clear
roadmap to guide you through each step and enhance your
songwriting skills.

Step 1. Understand the Melody
Before diving into chord selection, it is essential to have a solid
understanding of the melody. Listen closely and identify the key
characteristics:

e Notes and Ranges: Identify the musical notes in the
melody and their range. This will help you determine which chords
might fit well.



e  Phrase Structure: Break down the melody
into phrases or sections (like verses, choruses, etc.). This will help you
decide which chords to use in each part.

Step 2. Determine the Key

Before starting chord transcription, it's crucial to establish the key of
your composition. Begin by listening closely to the melody to identify
its tonal center or "home" note—the note that feels most stable when
sung or played. This will serve as the foundation for your chord
progression.

Understanding the key is essential for selecting suitable chords, so
pinpoint the tonic note (the "home" note of the key) and assess the
following aspects:

e  Major vs. Minor: Determine whether the key
is major or minor, as this will significantly
affect the emotional quality of your chord
choices.

e Scale Degrees: Recognize the scale degrees
corresponding to the melody's notes. For instance, if your melody is
in C Major, the scale degrees would be C(l), D (ii), E (iii), and so on.

By following these steps, you can lay a solid groundwork for effective
chord transcription.

Step 3. Explore Basic Chords

Now that you've identified the key, it's important to consider the
chord functions commonly used in popular music, such as the tonic
(1), dominant (V), and minor (vi) chords. The tonic, usually found at the
beginning of a song, serves as the root chord, while the dominant
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chord creates a strong tension that leads to resolution. The minor
chord adds emotional contrast to the melody.

Keep track of how often each function appears in your composition,
as this will help you select appropriate chords later on. Once you've
established the key, explore the basic triads associated with it. For
instance, in C Major, the primary chords are:

e [(C):C-E-G

e |V(F): F-AC

e V(G): G-B-D

Additionally, you can incorporate minor chords that belong to the
key. In C Major, these would include:

o it (D minor): D-F-A

o iii (E minor): E-G-B

J vi (A minor): A-C-E.

This understanding of chord functions and their relationships within
the key will enhance your songwriting process.

Step 4. Aligning Chords with Notes and Determining Chord
Changes

Selecting the root note for your first chord is essential to establishing

the harmonic direction of your piece. Refer back to your key

determination from Step 1 and use this note as the foundation for

your initial chord choice. For example, if you're composing in C

major, initiate with either a C major or C minor chord.

As you play through your melody, aim to align the melody notes with
your chords using the following techniques:
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e Chord Tones: Ensure melody notes
correspond with chord tones. For instance, if your melody note is E,
the C major chord (C-E-G) or A minor chord (A-C-E) would be
effective choices.

e Non-Chord Tones: Employ non-chord tones
creatively to add depth and tension to your
composition.

To determine chord changes, listen closely to the melody's contour
and pitch movement. Identify sections where harmony can be
introduced or strengthened by paying attention to:

e  Melodic Leaps: Large intervals often
necessitate a more pronounced chord change.

e  Consonance: Smooth transitions between
chords facilitate pleasing harmonic resolutions.

By thoughtfully aligning your chords with melody notes and
recognizing appropriate moments for chord changes, you'll enhance
the overall musical structure and emotional impact of your piece.

Step 5. Enhancing Harmony with Complexity and Flavor and
Exploring Chord Progressions

Chord progressions
Chord progressions are the backbone of harmony, capable of
invoking a range of emotional responses. Experimenting with
different progressions can help you find the perfect fit for your piece.
Some common progressions to consider include:

o I-IV-V-I: A classic progression that conveys a
strong sense of resolution.
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e l-vi-ii-V: A popular jazz progression that
enriches the sound.

e  L-ii-IV-V: A progression that creates a more
uplifting atmosphere.

Feel free to rearrange these chords to align with your melody and
emotional intent.

Selecting Suitable Chords

When choosing the right chords, draw from your earlier work: assess
the key, consider functional data, select appropriate root notes, and
analyze chord changes. Start with the tonic chord (I) and explore
options like:

e V7 (dominant seventh): To build tension
before resolving back to the tonic.

e viminor: To introduce contrast and emotional
depth.

e  Other functional chords: Including ii-V-I
progressions can add further complexity.

Additionally, experiment with varied voicings, inversions, and
suspended chords to achieve a distinctive sound that elevates your
composition. By integrating these elements, you can create a
harmonious and emotionally resonant piece.

After establishing a fundamental harmonic foundation, look to add

complexity and flavor to your composition. Consider the following
techniques:
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e Seventh Chords: Integrate seventh chords
(e.g., Cmaj7, Dm7)to enrich your harmonic palette.
e Suspended and Augmented Chords: These
chords can create tension that resolves beautifully, enhancing the
listener’s experience.
e  Modulation: Changing keys in certain
sections can provide dramatic effects and
keep your composition intriguing.

Step 6. Utilize Rhythm and Style
The rhythm of your chords is just as important as the notes. Consider
the following:

e  Syncopation: Adding variations to the rhythm of the chord
changes can create groove and interest.

e  Strumming Patterns: If you're playing guitar,
experiment with strumming patterns that complement the melody.

e  Arpeggiation: Break chords into individual
notes (arpeggios) for a more intricate texture.

Step 7: Refine and Edit

After selecting your chords, revisit your original melody to evaluate
how well they complement each other. It is essential to ensure that
the harmony enhances the song without overwhelming it. Music is
often refined through iteration, so play through your chord and
melody together several times, making necessary adjustments along
the way. Focus on how the chords support the melody, creating a
balanced and harmonious sound.
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Step 8. Final Touches and Arrangement

Once you are satisfied with your chord progressions, think about the
arrangement of your music. How will the instrumentation play a role?
Will there be harmonizations, backing vocals, or solos? Finalizing
these elements will bring your composition to life.

Final Tips

1. Keep it simple: Don't overcomplicate your
chord progression - focus on creating a clear harmonic direction for
your melody.

2. Listen actively: Pay attention to melodic contours, pitch
movements, and rhythmic patterns when selecting chords.

3. Experiment freely: Try out new chord combinations and
voice lead techniques tofind what works best for your composition.

4. Collaborate with others: Working together can inspire
fresh ideas and help refine your harmonic vision.

By following these steps, you'll be able to effectively transcribe
chords from melody, unlocking a world of creative possibilities in the
process. Remember that practice makes perfect; don't hesitate to
experiment and adjust as needed until you achieve the desired
harmony.

Circle of Fifths

The Circle of Fifths is a valuable tool for composers and musicians for
understanding key signatures, chord progressions, and harmonic
relationships. Various apps are available on both iOS and Android
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platforms, and you may also find web-based tools for the Circle of
Fifths. The apps are named directly after the Circle of Fifths for free
and provide a visual representation, along with audio examples and
explanations.

Yes, there are several apps and software tools that can help you input
chords to your melody. Here are a few popular ones:

1. MuseScore: This is a free music notation software that allows
you to create sheet music and input chords to your melodies easily.
You can add chords using the chord input feature and visualize how
they fit with your melody.

2. Band-in-a-Box: This software is specifically designed for
automatic accompaniment. You can input your melody, and it will
generate corresponding rough chords which you can change based
on your preference and backing tracks based on the style you
choose.

3. Chordify: This app allows you to upload your music and it
analyzes the chords in real-time. While it's mainly used for
recognizing chords from recordings, it can also help you understand
how to fit chords to your melody.

4. Guitar Pro: This notation software is ideal for guitarists but
can be used for any instrument. You can input your melody line and
then easily add chords to it.

5. Synthesia: While it's primarily a piano learning tool, you can
input your melodies and assign chords, making it useful for
visualizing how chords can accompany a melody.

These tools vary in features and complexity, so the best one for you
will depend on your specific needs and level of expertise.
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Conclusion

Harmonizing a melody with chords is both an art and a science. By
following this structured approach, you can create a rich and
emotionally resonant musical piece that combines melody and
harmony effortlessly. Remember, experimentation is key—don't
hesitate to try unusual pairings or progressions. With practice, you'll
develop your unique style and intuition for pairing chords with
melodies, ultimately helping your compositions come alive.

Happy composing!
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