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Reharmonization Techniques: Unlocking New Harmonic Possibilities in Music Composition

Reharmonization techniques are essential tools for composers, arrangers, and musicians
seeking to enrich their harmonic vocabulary

and breathe new life into familiar melodies. By altering the harmonic background of a piece,
artists can evoke different emotions,

create surprising twists, and add depth to their musical narratives. Whether you're aiming to add
sophistication to a simple tune

or explore innovative soundscapes, mastering reharmonization opens up a world of creative
possibilities.

In this comprehensive guide, we'll explore what reharmonization is, its importance, various
techniques used by musicians
worldwide, and practical tips for implementing these methods effectively.

UNDERSTANDING REHARMONIZATION

Reharmonization refers to the process of changing the chords or harmonic structure underlying
a melody without altering its

original melody line. This technique allows musicians to reinterpret a piece, giving it a fresh
character or emotional nuance. It

Is widely used in jazz improvisation, film scoring, pop arrangements, and classical adaptations.

Why Reharmonize?

* To add emotional depth or contrast

* To modernize a classic tune

*To create harmonic interest and variation

*To adapt a piece to different musical styles or genres
* To facilitate improvisation and soloing

Reharmonization is both an art and a science, requiring a good understanding of harmony,
voice leading, and musical context.

FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPTS IN REHARMONIZATION



Before diving into specific techniques, it's essential to grasp some foundational concepts:

FUNCTION OF CHORDS

Chords serve specific functions within a key: tonic (home base), subdominant, and dominant.
Recognizing these functions helps in

selecting suitable replacements.

VOICE LEADING

Smooth transition between chords is crucial. Effective reharmonization maintains good voice
leading to keep the harmonic flow

natural.

MODAL INTERCHANGE

Borrowing chords from parallel modes to add color and variety.

CHORD SUBSTITUTIONS

Replacing a chord with another that shares similar harmonic function, often using diatonic or
chromatic substitutes.

COMMON REHARMONIZATION TECHNIQUES

Numerous techniques can be employed to reharmonize a melody. Here are some of the most
widely used methods:

1. DIATONIC SUBSTITUTIONS

Replacing a chord with another diatonic chord within the same key that shares common tones
or functions.

Example:



Replacing a C major chord (1) with an Am (vi) chord, as both contain the note A.

2. MODAL INTERCHANGE (BORROWED CHORDYS)
Borrowing chords from parallel modes or keys to introduce new colors.
Example:

Using a bVI chord (e.g., Ab major) in a major key to add a dramatic flair.

3. TRITONE SUBSTITUTION

Replacing a dominant chord with another dominant chord a tritone away, often used to create
smoother bass lines or introduce

surprising harmonic shifts.

Example:

Replacing G7 with Db7 when resolving to C major.

4. CHORD EXTENSIONS AND ALTERATIONS
Adding 7ths, 9ths, 11ths, or 13ths, or altering chord tones to enrich harmony.
Example:

Transforming a Cmaj7 into a Cmaj9 or C13 for more color.

5. PASSING CHORDS
Inserting chords between diatonic harmony to create smooth or rhythmic interest.
Example:

Using a Dm7 between C and G chords to create a melodic glide.

6. MODAL MIXTURE



Combining elements from different modes within a key to add richness.
Example:

Inserting a borrowed minor iv chord in a major key.

7. USING SECONDARY DOMINANTS

Introducing dominant chords that target chords other than the tonic to create tension and
resolution.

Example:

Using D7 to lead into G (V of V) in a C major progression.

8. NON-DIATONIC CHORDS
Employing chords outside the key to evoke specific colors or emotions.
Example:

Adding a Neapolitan chord (bll) for a dramatic effect.

PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS OF REHARMONIZATION

Applying reharmonization techniques effectively involves understanding the context of the piece
and the desired emotional impact.
Here are some practical steps:

STEP 1: ANALYZE THE ORIGINAL PROGRESSION

Identify the harmonic structure, functions, and key points of tension and release.

STEP 2: DETERMINE YOUR GOAL



Decide whether you want to add color, create contrast, or modernize the piece.

STEP 3: CHOOSE SUITABLE TECHNIQUES

Select techniques that align with your goal, such as modal interchange for a darker mood or
secondary dominants for increased

tension.

STEP 4: EXPERIMENT AND ITERATE

Try different substitutions or extensions, and listen critically to how they change the piece's
character.

STEP 5: MAINTAIN VOICE LEADING

Ensure smooth transitions between chords to preserve musical coherence.

STEP 6: INCORPORATE MELODIC ADJUSTMENTS IF NECESSARY

Sometimes, slight melody changes can better fit the new harmonic context.

EXAMPLES OF REHARMONIZATION IN PRACTICE

REHARMONIZING A SIMPLE PROGRESSION
Original progression:C-F-G-C
Reharmonized version:

*C ()

* Ab (bVI borrowed from parallel minor)

* D7 (secondary dominant leading to G)
*G7 (V7)



*C ()

This reharmonization introduces modal interchange and secondary dominants, giving the
progression a richer, more colorful sound.

JAZZ STANDARD REHARMONIZATIONS

Many jazz standards, such as "Autumn Leaves,” are reinterpreted with different chord
substitutions to create unique arrangements.
For example, replacing a ii-V progression with tritone sub for a more modern sound.

TIPS FOR EFFECTIVE REHARMONIZATION

* Understand the harmonic functions and voice leading principles.

* Use chord substitutions sparingly to avoid clutter.

* Listen to recordings of different versions for inspiration.

* Experiment with modal interchange to evoke different moods.

* Practice reharmonizing simple melodies before tackling complex pieces.

* Use tools like music theory software or analysis charts to visualize progressions.

CONCLUSION

Reharmonization techniques are powerful methods to transform and elevate your musical
compositions and arrangements. By mastering

various substitution, extension, and modal techniques, you can add emotional depth, harmonic
interest, and stylistic variety to

your music. Whether you're a jazz improviser, classical composer, or pop arranger,
understanding and applying reharmonization

techniques will expand your creative palette and enable you to craft more compelling sonic
narratives.

Remember, the key to successful reharmonization lies in thoughtful experimentation, deep
harmonic understanding, and attentive
listening. Embrace the possibilities, and let your harmonic imagination flourish!



Reharmonization Techniques: Unlocking New Harmonic Possibilities

Reharmonization is a fundamental and creative tool in the arsenal of composers, arrangers, and
performers alike, enabling the

transformation of a familiar melody into a fresh, vibrant harmonic landscape. This technique
involves altering the existing chord

progressions that accompany a melody to evoke different emotional responses, stylistic flavors,
or tonal colors. By understanding

and applying reharmonization techniques effectively, musicians can breathe new life into
standard tunes, craft unique

accompaniments, and explore a broader palette of harmonic language.

UNDERSTANDING REHARMONIZATION: FOUNDATIONS AND CONCEPTS

Reharmonization is essentially the art of replacing or modifying chords in a piece without
changing the original melody. Its

purpose can range from simply enriching a harmonic texture to radically redefining the entire
emotional tone of a piece.

What Is Reharmonization?

* Definition: A process of changing the harmonic structure supporting a melody while retaining
its core identity.

* Goal: To create variety, evoke different moods, or explore stylistic diversity within a familiar
melodic framework.

* Application scope: Can be applied to jazz standards, classical compositions, pop songs, or
any melodic material.

Why Reharmonize?

* To add harmonic interest and complexity.

* To adapt a piece for different styles or genres.

* To create variations for improvisation or arrangement.
* To convey new emotional nuances.



CORE TECHNIQUES OF REHARMONIZATION
Reharmonization techniques can be broadly categorized based on the harmonic modifications
involved. Below are some of the most
common and effective methods:
1. Substitution of Chords
Chord substitution involves replacing a standard chord with another that functions similarly
within the harmonic context. It's a
cornerstone of reharmonization.
Types of Substitutions:
* Diabolic Substitutions: Using chords with similar functions but different qualities or voicings.
* Example: Replacing a dominant seventh chord with a tritone substitution (see below).
* Tritone Substitution (&mllldim7 substitution): Replacing a dominant chord with another a half step
away, sharing the same third
and seventh.
* Mechanism: The tritone interval between the third and seventh of the original dominant is
preserved in the substitute chord.
* Function: Creates smooth voice-leading and adds chromatic color.

* Example: G7 replaced with Db7 when resolving to C.

* Modal Interchange (Borrowed Chords): Borrowing chords from parallel modes or keys to add
color and interest.

* Example: Using a &mVI (e.g., Ab major chord in C major context) to create a modal flavor.

* Chord Extensions and Alterations: Adding 9ths, 11ths, 13ths, or alterations like &m9, &09, &m5, &05
enrich the harmonic texture.



2. Using Non-Functional and Colorful Chords

Introducing chords that do not follow traditional functional harmony can evoke a particular
atmosphere or mood.

* Neapolitan Chord (&mll): A major chord built on the lowered second degree of the scale, often
used in minor keys for dramatic

effect.

* Augmented Sixth Chords: Such as the Italian (&m6), French, and German augmented sixths,
which resolve to the dominant.

* Sus2 and Sus4 chords: Suspended chords that replace thirds for a more open sound.

* Added-tone chords: Incorporating added 9ths, 11ths, or 13ths to create richer harmonic
colors.

3. Modal Interchange and Borrowed Chords

Modal interchange involves borrowing chords from parallel modes or keys to give a different
color.

* Common Borrowed Chords:

* Minor iv in Major Key: Creating a more somber or tragic mood.

* Major VI or &mVII chords: For a more folk or modal feel.

* Flat-VI or Flat-VIl chords: Borrowed from minor modes or modal scales like Dorian or

Mixolydian.

* Implementation: Use these chords to extend progressions or to create surprising harmonic
shifts.

4.Voice-Leading and Smooth Transitions

Effective reharmonization depends heavily on voice-leading principles, ensuring smooth and
logical movement between chords.



* Stepwise Motion: Prefer chords that transition via minimal movement in individual voices.
* Common Tones: Maintain common tones between chords to create seamless progressions.
* Contrary Motion: Use movement in opposite directions to add interest and clarity.

STRATEGIES AND APPROACHES FOR REHARMONIZATION

Applying reharmonization techniques requires strategic thinking and a good grasp of harmonic
language. Here are some approaches to

consider:

1. Analyzing the Original Progression

* Understand functional relationships: tonic, subdominant, dominant.

* |[dentify key pivot points and chord functions.

* Recognize melodic tendencies and how they relate to chords.

2. Defining the Desired Emotional or Stylistic Effect

* Decide whether the goal is to add complexity, change mood, or adapt to a different genre.

* For jazz, more extended and altered chords are common; for classical, subtle substitutions
may be preferred.

3. Selecting Appropriate Techniques

* Use substitution to add color.

* Employ modal interchange for mood shifts.

* Incorporate chromatic mediants or altered chords for dramatic effects.

4. Experimentation and Iteration

* Try different substitutions and listen critically.

* Use voice-leading to ensure coherence.
* Record and compare different versions to select the most effective reharmonization.

EXAMPLES OF REHARMONIZATION IN PRACTICE



Classic Jazz Reharmonizations
Jazz musicians frequently reharmonize standards to create new interpretations.
* "Autumn Leaves": Reharmonized with a series of ii-V progressions, tritone substitutions, and
extended chords to add
sophistication.
* "All the Things You Are": Frequently reharmonized with chromatic passing chords to increase
harmonic interest.
Classical Reharmonization

Classical composers have historically employed reharmonization techniques:

* Chopin: Used chromaticism and modal interchange in his preludes.
* Bach: Employed pedal points and elaborate voice-leading to create rich harmonic textures.

Pop and Contemporary Music

Pop songs often feature simple progressions reharmonized with borrowed chords or extended
harmonies.

ADVANCED CONCEPTS IN REHARMONIZATION

For seasoned musicians, exploring more complex reharmonization techniques can push
harmonic boundaries further.

1. Polyharmony and Bitonality

Introducing multiple harmonies simultaneously or shifting between tonal centers.
2. Modal Mixture and Polytonality

Combining different modes or keys to evoke specific emotional landscapes.

3. Use of Non-Standard Tuning and Microtonality

Experimenting with tuning systems to create novel harmonic textures.



PRACTICAL TIPS FOR MASTERING REHARMONIZATION

* Learn Common Reharmonization Patterns: Study jazz standards and classical works to
internalize typical substitutions.

* Practice Voice-Leading: Develop smooth transitions between chords.

* Transcribe and Analyze: Break down reharmonized arrangements to understand the choices
made.

* Experiment Freely: Don’t be afraid to try unconventional substitutions.

* Use Technology: DAWs and harmonic analysis tools can aid in experimenting with complex
progressions.

CONCLUSION: REHARMONIZATION AS A CREATIVE TOOL

Reharmonization is much more than a technical exercise—it's a creative act that allows
musicians to reinterpret, reinvent, and

personalize harmonic material. Whether applied subtly to enrich a familiar tune or boldly to
transform its entire character,

mastering reharmonization techniques opens a vast horizon of musical expression. By
understanding the underlying principles,

exploring various harmonic devices, and engaging in continuous experimentation, musicians
can craft harmonies that resonate with

both their artistic vision and the emotional depth of their audience.

> QuestionAnswer

>

> What are reharmonization techniques in music composition?

> Reharmonization techniques involve altering or replacing the chord progressions of a piece to
create new harmonic colors, add

> interest, or evoke different emotional responses without changing the original melody
significantly.

>



>
> How can | effectively reharmonize a jazz standard?

> To reharmonize a jazz standard effectively, analyze the original chord changes, identify
tension points, and experiment with

> substituting chords using techniques like modal interchange, tritone substitutions, or adding
passing chords to create fresh

> harmonic textures.

>

>

> What are common reharmonization techniques used in popular music?

> Common techniques include using diatonic substitutions, modal interchange, secondary
dominants, tritone substitutions, and

> chromatic mediants to add harmonic interest and variation within familiar progressions.

>

>

> How does reharmonization influence the emotional impact of a song?

> Reharmonization can dramatically change the mood and emotional tone of a song by
introducing unexpected harmonic shifts,

> creating tension and release, or emphasizing certain lyrical themes through harmonic color.

>

>

> Are there digital tools or software to assist with reharmonization?

> Yes, several digital tools and plugins, such as iReal Pro, Ableton Live, and Logic Pro, offer
chord progression generators and

> harmonization features that can help musicians experiment with reharmonization techniques.
>

>

> What are some famous examples of reharmonization in music history?

> An iconic example is Miles Davis's reinterpretation of standards like '‘My Funny Valentine,'
where he used reharmonization to

> create a new harmonic landscape, showcasing how artists can reinvent existing melodies
through innovative harmonic changes.

>

>

> How can | learn to develop my own reharmonization ideas?

> Start by studying jazz harmony and chord substitution methods, analyze songs you admire,
experiment with different chord options

> over melodies, and practice improvising reharmonized versions to build your harmonic
vocabulary and creativity.
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