Melody and Harmony Relationships in Minor Keys

Ted Greene — 1976-03-05

In the Baroque period there were, as you know, three types of minor scales used: NATURAL,
HARMONIC and MELODIC. When a Baroque composer (such as Bach, Handel, Scarlatti or Vivaldi)
wrote a piece of music in a minor key, he did not stick to one of the three types exclusively, but rather,
mixed them up according to what kind of chords he wanted to imply or use in his harmony. The following
is a list of the conventional melody and harmony relationships of the time.

But first a few general guidelines:
1. In the MELODIC minor scale, the R6th was rarely, if ever used without the R7th. [R=Raised].

2. In the HARMONIC minor scale, the 6th was usually not followed with the R7th or vice versa, except in
dominant harmony (as you will see below).

3. If you have already learned somewhere that the melodic minor is supposed to ascend in one form and
descend in another, I’'m sorry to say this but it’s simply not true. There are many examples in the music of
Bach, for instance, of the R6th and R7th being used in a descending melody (see example page). There are
reasons, that seemed to be logical, for the theory of 2 different forms of melodic minors, but composers
didn’t abide by this reasoning, as a casual study of their works shows.

DIATONIC HARMONY

CHORD | SCALE

i : Melodic minor for ascending and descending (more rare) melodies.
Harmonic minor for ascending and descending melodies.
Natural minor for descending melodies only.

i7 : Natural minor for ascending and descending melodies.
(from here on down, assume that a given scale is used both ascending & descending).

ii°, iie7 - Natural and Harmonic, or Natural with a raised 3™
ii, ii7 : Melodic, Melodic with a raised 3rd, or 11 Melodic Minor
11, 1117 : Natural
(III+, III7+) : Melodic and Harmonic
iv,iv7,ive : Harmonic and Natural, also on iv: iv Melodic, Harmonic and Natural, also on
1v7: iv7 Natural, also on iv6: iv Melodic.

IV, 1V7 : Melodic.



V, V7 : Melodic and Harmonic (with 6th to R7th [or vice versa] sometimes).
V7b9 : Harmonic (with 6th to R7th [or vice versa] sometimes).
VI, V17 : Harmonic and Natural.
Ryvi°, Rvig7 : Melodic.
VIIL, VII7  : Natural.
Rvii° : Melodic and Harmonic (with 6th to R7th [or vice versa] sometimes).
Rvii®7 : Harmonic (with 6th to R7th [or vice versa] sometimes).
(Rviie7) : Melodic.
| : Picardy Scale (1 2 3 4 5 b6 b7 8) or think of it as the iv Melodic minor, centering

in the V region (I/2 cadence in iv Melodic minor).

Actually the ideal (but most time-consuming) way to know this material is to think of a different scale for
each different chord, these scales all having the same letter name as the roots of the chords they are being
used for. The advantage of this way is that in the long run, it is less confusing (this will become clear later).
But for now, the above guides will probably prove helpful.

There are more “exotic” chords used in Baroque harmony, but the melody and harmony relationships of
these will come later, chromatic tones will also be discussed.
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