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ABSTRACT

This project uses Negative Harmony as a basis and reference point for producing original

songs in the style of instrumental jazz and funk. Negative harmony is a loose term that describes

a technique of reharmonization made popular by musician Jacob Collier. While negative

harmony is best understood as a reharmonization technique, writing new songs and chord

progressions that strive to replace common chord progressions with their negative harmony

counterparts can also be an effective way to demonstrate negative harmony. Music can be made

with unconventional sounding but harmonically viable chords that challenge both the musician

and the listener to grow in the process.
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INTRODUCTION

Music can have an incredible impact through many different ways including melodies,

harmonies, and chords. One of the greatest mediums through which music impacts the listener is

through harmony. Traditionally, the most common and probably one of the strongest harmonic

progressions music has to offer involves the dominant to the tonic chord progression, which

involves the chord based on the fifth degree (note) of a scale that leads to the chord based on the

first degree of a scale. Often referred to as an authentic cadence, this progression can be heard

often at the end of songs like Twinkle Twinkle Little Star or Happy Birthday. Another way to

justify the importance of the fifth note in a scale is to consider the experiment done by

Pythagoras. History dictates that he discovered intervals, or the distance between tones, by

dividing a stretched string in simple whole-number ratios1, which produces an octave and fifth

for halves and thirds respectively (On a piano: octave - C to C above, contains 8 white keys; fifth

- C to G, 5 white keys).

This phenomenon is related to the later discovered overtone series, which essentially

produce the same tones produced by the divided string but within a single note. When a note is

played, the pitch we hear is referred to as the fundamental tone2. However, there are also tones

sounding above the fundamental pitch that are produced at certain frequencies in simple ratios

based on the fundamental frequency, or the pitch that we hear. Sounds that do not have a pitch or

tone produce non-harmonic overtones that are not in simple ratios. Furthermore, different

instruments produce different tones or timbres (sound quality) because they naturally emphasize

different overtones in varying degrees. This concept is similar to shades of color.

2 The Editors of  Encyclopaedia Britannica. “Overtone.”Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 24 Jan.
2018, https://www.britannica.com/science/overtone.

1 Rich, Alan. “Harmony.” Encyclopædia Britannica, Encyclopædia Britannica, Inc., 9 May 2019,
https://www.britannica.com/art/harmony-music.
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In any case, overtones have helped define the progression from the chord on G to the

chord on C as the pillar of harmony. However, though the 5 to 1 harmonic progression is the

most common, the theory of harmony has grown significantly throughout the eras of music.

Especially through the late Romantic and 20th century periods of music, composers and

musicians began exploring different ideas and combinations for harmonic progressions. My

research will be focused on one theory in particular that seems quite different from traditional

harmony.

Negative Harmony Defined

The goal of this project involves an exploration into what is known as negative harmony.

Negative harmony was popularized by Jacob Collier who developed the idea from concepts that

Ernst Levy discusses in his book, Theory of Harmony. Modern musicians such as Jacob Collier,

Herbie Hancock, Cory Henry, etc. often use negative harmony in the context of jazz

improvisation. Essentially, negative harmony is part of a collection of ideas articulated by Levy

that describes the polarities of notes and chords. Jacob Collier describes it as any key or chord in

any key center having a polar opposite, both of which have equal gravity towards the next chord

in a harmonic progression3. Just as two objects of equal mass experience the same force of

gravity by being equidistant from a third object, ‘negative chords’, though seemingly dissonant

and non-traditional by nature, have equal viability as their counterparts. From the perspective of

a western classical musician, negative harmony can allow more dissonant chords to function the

same way as common chord progressions.

As a result, negative harmony can often be used as a reharmonization technique to

creatively make common chord progressions sound different or more interesting. The chromatic

3Collier, Jacob. “Interview: Jacob Collier (Part 1)”. Interview by June Lee. YouTube, 14 April
2017, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DnBr070vcNE&t=107s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DnBr070vcNE&t=107s
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movements that negative harmony introduces can often be found in jazz. According to Jacob

Collier, Levy wrote about negative harmony-like transformation from a more classical mindset,

given the fact that jazz harmony4 at the time had not been largely documented. Thus, the

concepts between negative harmony and jazz may seem similar because they explore related

topics that are analyzed from different perspectives.

METHODOLOGY

The final product of this project involved an album of 6 original songs that were

composed and recorded using a variety of music producing equipment. The songs were meant to

display an understanding of negative harmony by writing instrumental songs with chord

progressions based on the concept. The structure of the songs was similar to a simple jazz song,

which includes a short chord progression with a melody that repeats with sections of

improvisation. The instrumentation of each song varied but was largely based on the piano and

synthesizers. Since the concept of negative harmony overlaps greatly with jazz, the genre of the

songs were close to that category. In terms of genre, I looked to the music of Jacob Collier as

well as an artist named Anomalie for inspiration. Both have written and produced songs that use

a variety of harmonic techniques ranging from jazz to altered tuning to negative harmony, so I

naturally hoped to emulate their style of music for this project.

To write the chord progressions, I used the Index chart in Figure 1 to create and check the

validity of the negative harmony inversions.

4Ibid
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Figure 1 - Inversion chart for Negative Harmony equivalent chords 5

I essentially wrote the chord progressions in one of two ways. The first involved playing

a normal chord progression without any negative harmony and using the inversion chart to

reharmonize certain chords with the negative harmony equivalent. For example, in the key of C

5 Straus, Joseph N. Introduction to Post-Tonal Theory: 4th Edition, W.W. Norton, 2016, pp. 61.
York/London 2016
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major, the key center will be defined by C to G, making the index used #7, where the C and G

are connected by a line. A common progression used to get to C is D7 - G7 - C (a simple 2-5-1).

Beginning with G7, the notes included in the chord are G, B, D, and F. Using Index 7 from the

Inversion chart (Figure 2), it can be seen that G is connected to and would be replaced by a C.

Figure 2 - Index 7 Inversion circle for C major/minor

Continuing with this process, B is connected to and would be replaced by a G#/Ab, D

with an F, and F with a D. Rearranged, the inverted notes would make the chord Fm6. If the

same is done with the D7 chord, D becomes F, F# becomes C#/Db, A becomes Bb, and C

becomes G, which makes the chord Bbm6. Therefore, the progression D7 - G7 - C becomes

Bbm6 - Fm6 - C. A pattern with the original progression is that the bass notes move by intervals

of a fifth, while the negative harmony inversions move by intervals of a fourth. Using this

concept, I was also able to write progressions based more on subdominant relationships,

approaching harmonic progressions from the perspective of the circle of fourths instead of the

circle of fifths (both of which are simply the opposite direction of the same circle).

Producing a song often includes several different phases including composing, recording,

editing, mixing, and mastering. To record the music, I used a variety of instruments such as

keyboard, guitar, bass, drums, etc. A large portion of the instruments were actually virtual

instruments or virtual synthesizers within the DAWs (Digital Audio Workstation) that I played
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through MIDI keyboards. Basically, I was able to play a wide range of instruments that I did not

physically have because the electronic MIDI keyboards can act as triggers for the virtual

instrument sounds. For example, I used a MIDI keyboard to play and record electronic drums,

synthesizers, bells, guitars, piano, electric piano, etc. There are an immense amount of

possibilities with MIDI keyboards, so long as one has the sound libraries downloaded onto their

computer. I currently have sound libraries from Roland, Arturia, and others in addition to stock

plugins through the DAWs. However, I will largely be using keyboard and synthesizer sounds

from Spectrasonics Keyscape and Omnisphere.

After recording, there are stages of editing, mixing, and mastering. Quite often, editing

simply involves putting together multiple takes of tracks to create a comprehensive, seamless

final track for each instrument. Editing takes care of the timing and tuning of all the tracks,

eliminating any mistakes in speed or pitch. After editing, I would move on to mixing, which

involves adjusting the volume levels of all the instruments and audio tracks. In addition, I could

EQ, or equalize the frequencies of the tracks. By adjusting the frequencies of each instrument

and audio file, I would be able to be very specific in the sound I produced. Mixing also involves

compression, reverb, and other effects to enhance the overall sound of the song. The final step

involves mastering, which essentially finishes the song by adding effects that are similar to the

mixing phase but are designed more for unifying the song and the sound as a whole. To

accomplish these tasks, I used Ableton Live as my DAW of choice because it lent itself well to

the type of music I hoped to create.

It should be noted, however, that the goal of this project was the composition of songs

and not their full production. Mixing and mastering are done through the process of subjective

hearing and are largely based on ‘what sounds good’. There is therefore no definable way to fully
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determine whether a song is done or not and when is the uniformly accepted time to release

them. Because I can always continue to mix and master the songs in the future, I focused on the

composition and editing stages of the songs. As long as I finished the recording and editing of

the songs, I believed that I had accomplished the goal of this project in writing songs based on

negative harmony. Another way to define their completion was in the song’s arrangement. As

stated previously, the structure of the songs were meant to mimic jazz combo tunes, so if the

song contained at least one melody, chord progression, and solo section, that would have

essentially been the minimum requirements for the songs I was writing. Finally, because music

as an art form is subjective, it was difficult to place a measurable line to know when I was done

with the album and with each song, so I attempted to use my best judgement along with the

thoughts of others who heard the songs when determining their completion.

RESULTS

Compositions

The compositions sounded better than I had expected, and I was surprised to have people

enjoy hearing them and be interested in the theory behind the chords. Writing the chord

progressions was a fairly quick and easy process, as I would often sit at a piano for about 30

minutes to an hour and be able to come up with a new progression without too much of a

problem. When I did get stuck, I would keep a raw recording with my phone and let it sit for

some time before coming back to it with a fresh mind to finish the progression. Expanding the

progressions to a full song, however, took longer than expected, because I would often know the

chords to play and the melody that goes along with it, but I was often unsure of how to build the

song as a whole and have it develop from a beginning to an end. The more I worked on the

songs, however, and added instruments and melodies and solos, the easier the process became.
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Ex. 6: The Subway Sparrow


