
1 

 

 

 

 

Graduate Theory Primer 
 

preparation for graduate studies in music 

 

 

 

 
 

 
 

 

 
  Brian Hulse 

bchuls@wm.edu 

 

 



2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Graduate Theory Primer 
 

Brian Hulse 

 

 

 

 

Contents 

 

 
I. Four-Part Voice-Leading   3 

 

II. Tonicization and Modulation   9 

 

III. Chromatic Harmony              14 

 

IV. Phrase and Form   22 

 

V. Post-Tonal Topics   29 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© Brian Hulse 2006 

Williamsburg, VA  

bchuls@wm.edu 

 



3 

 

I.  Four Part Voice-Leading 
 

1) Review of chorale format 

 
The standard 4-part chorale will be the format used to review the materials of tonal harmony. Its 

use is twofold: first, it is a simple and clear way to show triads and seventh chords. Second, the 

conventions of voice-leading, loosely based on the chorale practice of J.S. Bach, provide a useful 

tool for learning to ñuseò both the linear and vertical aspects of tonal music.   

 

Chorale-style format is notated on two staves, with two parts on each staff: soprano and alto 

voices on top, tenor and bass voices on the bottom. At all times (even when in unison) the voices 

will be differentiated from one another by stem direction. Soprano and tenor are always notated 

with stems up; alto and bass with stems down. In general, each voice-part should be restricted to 

a conservative range. Melodic writing should be smooth, with minimal leaps, and simple 

rhythms. 
 

 
 

2) Voice-leading rules 
 

1) Avoid parallel perfect intervals 

 

2) Never double a leading-tone, seventh, or non-chord tone 

 

3) Avoid diminished or augmented melodic intervals (the diminished 3
rd

 is allowed  

    in the progression bII -V6; the diminished 4
th

 is allowed in i6-V6 in minor)  

 

4) Avoid crossing or overlapping voices (especially if both voices leap) 
 

5) Favor smooth voice-leading; avoid large leaps and leaps by dissonant intervals 

 

6) Favor contrary, similar and oblique over parallel motion 

 

7) Avoid cross-relations (chromatic motion between voices) 

 

8) Keep the upper three voices within an octave of one another; bass and  

    tenor may be as far apart as their ranges allow 
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9) Emphasize a clear, simple melodic shape in the soprano voice; inner parts  

    should move as smoothly as possible; large leaps should be infrequent, occur       

    predominantly in the bass, and be followed by stepwise motion in the opposite  

    direction 

 

10) Leading-tones always resolve up in the outer voices (unless there is an  

      overarching melodic trend downward or in the context of a sequence) 

 

11) Non-chord tones and sevenths resolve down by step (except in the unusual  

      case of a retardation) 

 

 

PRACTICUM 1A:  the passage below contains several voice-leading errors; circle the errors 

and write the number of the rule that applies: 
 

 

 

3) Root position voice-leading 

 
There are simple guidelines that can be used to confidently predict the smoothest path between 

two root position chords without breaking the rules. These are: 

 

1) Root motion of a fourth or fifth: keep one common tone; move the other notes by 

step (in the same direction as each other) 

 

2) Root motion of a third or sixth: keep two common tones; move the other by step 

 

3) Root motion of a second: move the upper voices in contrary motion to the bass to 

the nearest chord tone (two voices step, one leaps a third) 

 

These guidelines only work if the root of the chord is doubled. 
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PRACTICUM 1B: realize the bass with root-position chords; use the three guidelines for 

smoothest possible voice-leading: 
 

 

 

 

4) Negotiating V-VI in minor  

 
The raised leading-tone in minor creates the potential for a melodic augmented 2

nd
 between it 

and the natural form of scale degree 6 (ñflat 6ò). Given that raised 7 is likely to be found in a V 

chord, the problem occurs approaching or leaving V. Predominant chords containing flat 6 (iio, 

iv, VI) are vulnerable to this hazard, as well as leading to VI in a deceptive progression. In the 

latter case, the solution is to allow the leading tone to resolve upward, creating a doubled third in 

the VI chord. In cases where V is approached by a predominant chord, there are different types 

of solutions. One solution might be to double something other than scale degree 6. Another 

might be to raise scale degree 6 (IV7-V7, a Bach favorite). 

 

 

 
 


