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Harmonisation: Step-by-step Method 

Key  

Work out what key the phrase is in. It is most likely to be in the major or relative minor key 
suggested by the key signature. 
Remember: 

 the last sharp of a key signature is the leading note of the major key 

 the second to last flat of a key signature is the tonic of the major key 

 the relative minor is a minor third below its major equivalent 

 the leading note will be sharpened in the relative minor 

 

 
1. Cadence (working it out the pedantic way!) 
 

1 
a) Is the final note the tonic note of the major or relative 

minor key? 

b) Can the final note be harmonised by chord I of the 

major or relative minor key? 

c) Can the final note be harmonised by chord V of the 

major or relative minor key? 

 

 
YES go to 2, NO go to 1b 
 
YES go to 2, NO go to 1c 
 
YES go to 3, NO go to 4 

2 
Can you fit chord V of the same key with the previous 
note? 

 

 
YES = perfect cadence 
NO go to 4 

3 
Can you fit chord I of the same key with the previous 
note?  

 
YES = imperfect 
cadence 
NO = go to 4 
 

4 
The cadence could be one of two more unusual cadences, but first check you have 
definitely not made any mistakes. If you have not the two final possibilities are as 
follows: 
 

 It is possible that the cadence is plagal (IV-I) 

 It is possible that piece ends with a Phrygian cadence (ivb-V in the minor) 
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2. Fingerprints (see p. 61 for more details of harmonic progressions) 

For perfect cadences check if you can use any of the standard fingerprints. Sketch in the 
relevant bass line and chord labels. You should also sketch in the suspension for V4-3 and 
ii7B to check that you can prepare it in the previous beat.  
 

Progression  Melodic pattern Inner parts 

IC – V – I 3-2-1; 8-7-8 Double the fifth in IC 

IB – V – I 3-2-1; 8-7-8 The third of IB will need to be doubled. 

V4-3 – I 2-2-1; (8)-8-7-8 The suspension will be the tonic note of the key 
and will need to be prepared and resolved. Don’t 
put the third of the chord against the suspension. 

ii7B – V – I 2-2-1; (8)-8-7-8 The seventh of ii7b needs to be treated as a 
suspension and will be the tonic note of the key. 

IV(C) – I 1-1; 6-5; 4-3 The plagal cadence is less common but worth 
keeping an eye out for. 

 
Watch out for variants of the melodic pattern. All the following 2-2-1 patterns, for example, 
can (and should) be harmonised in exactly the same way. 
 

           
For imperfect cadences you can try the following fingerprints: 

Progression  Melodic pattern 

I – IB – V   3-3-2; 8-8-7 

IVB – I – V 4-3-2; 8-8-7 

ivb – V  (in minor) 4-5; 4-2 

 
If you cannot find a fingerprint that fits, or that can be adapted, you will have to harmonise 
the last three notes of the phrase as per steps 3 and 4 below – start with primary chords 
and keep the last two in root position. 
 

 
3. Writing a bass line 
a) Primary Chord Harmonisation 

Harmonise the remaining notes of the chorale using only primary chords (I, IV and V) in 
root position. For each note in the melody put the bass note and chord label for whichever 
primary chord fits. Where you have the option of two chords, choose one and, if you wish, 
put the other in brackets below in case you change your mind later on. 
 

Note: this is a slightly simplified and adapted version of the method on 
www.choraleguide.com. You can see some of the principles explained in 
more detail on that website. 

http://www.choraleguide.com/
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b) Rewriting the bass line 

What you are aiming for … How you might do it … 

 

 eliminating parallel octaves and 
fifths with the soprano 

 a good balance of leaps and steps  
 avoiding a leap twice in the same 

direction 
 avoiding repeated notes (other 

than in IC - V – I and V4-3 – I)  
 avoiding following the top line too 

closely in either similar or parallel 
motion for more than three notes 
in a row  

 some sense of shape and 
direction - avoid the 'siren' 
bassline that goes repeatedly 
between two notes! 

 
 

 if it fits, change to a different 

primary chord 

 change to a first inversion (as long 

as it is at least approached by or 

left by step) 

 fill gaps of a third with a passing 

note 

 try approaching chord ii7b from 

chord VI 

 try approaching IC from iib 

 
Before you continue, check again for parallel fifths and octaves between the bass and the 
soprano! 
 

 
4. Add inner parts 

Remember that inner parts should a) be as stepwise as possible and b) be higher rather 
than lower in the texture. With those two principles in mind, you then have to write the best 
inner parts you can that avoid parallels – it will not be possible for the inner parts not to 
leap at all or be in the closest spacing to the soprano in every chord. 
 
If you are having problems, try swapping the inner parts around or doubling the third 
instead of the root in first inversion chords. 
 

 
Check 

Check carefully for all of the potential problems set out in the Double SLAP on the next 
page. Check the cadence itself particularly carefully (i.e. Leading note resolution, Passing 
seventh, Suspensions). 

 


