
FUNDAMENTALS OF HARMONY 
Rules for Root Position Chords 

 
ESSENTIAL 

○​ No parallel fifths or octaves 
○​ Leading Tone Resolves to Tonic 

■​ EXCEPTION: in a middle voice, the leading tone sometimes 
can go unresolved if the voice just above gets to the tonic 

■​ EXCEPTION: if on a III chord, then the power of the leading is 
lost, and it no longer requires resolution 

○​ Deceptive Cadence 
■​ Leading tone resolves up and all other voices move opposite 

to the bass 
●​ EXCEPTION: in major keys if the leading tone is the in 

alto and the soprano resolves its note  
○​ Movement 

■​ Voices should move as little as possible 
●​ Stay on the same note (most preferred) 
●​ Move a step (if you cannot stay on the same note) 
●​ Leap (as a last resort) 

■​ EXCEPTION: soprano may move for melodic reasons 
○​ Doublings 

■​ Double the tonic, unless you have a good reason not to 
■​ EXCEPTION: THE DECEPTIVE CADENCE (double the third) 
■​ Don’t double the fifth 

 
BASS MOVES BY STEP 

○​ All other voices move in opposite direction 
■​ EXCEPTION: DECEPTIVE CADENCE (leading tone resolves 

up) 
■​ BERNAUD EXCEPTION 

●​ Remember: 7ths are inversions of 2nds (however, this is 
uncommon) 
 

BASS MOVES BY LEAP 
○​ Keep the notes in common, other voices move to closest note 

■​ Bass Moves by Third 
●​ 2 notes in common 

■​ Bass Moves by Fourth 
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●​ 1 note in common 
○​ EXCEPTIONS 

■​ Voices can leap to regain a good spacing  
■​ On occasion, aesthetic reasons can justify leaps (this is rare) 

●​ Remember: 3rds and 6ths follow same rules, 4ths and 
5ths follow same rules  
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