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Abstract 

Background: Western traditional harmony has been repeatedly redefined across music history, 

yet the relationship between harmonic theory and compositional practice is often discussed 

either as technical development or as historical style change. Less attention has been given to 

how theory and practice mutually shape one another across periods. Aim: This study examines 

the historical evolution of Western traditional harmony from the Baroque period to the late 

twentieth century, with particular attention to the changing relationship between theoretical 

construction and practical application.  

Methodology: The study uses qualitative historical synthesis. Primary theoretical writings, 

representative musical works, and secondary scholarship were selected purposively according to 

four criteria: relevance to harmonic theory, representation of a major historical period, explicit 

discussion of theory-practice relationships, and usefulness for pedagogical interpretation. The 

sources were analysed through periodisation, conceptual comparison, and thematic coding 

around four categories: harmonic concept, theoretical model, compositional practice, and 

pedagogical implication.  

Findings: The analysis shows that the theory-practice relationship has been historically uneven 

but productive. In the Baroque era, basso continuo and figured-bass practice developed 

alongside theoretical attempts to explain chordal roots and inversions. In the Classical period, 

harmonic function became closely integrated with phrase and formal syntax, although many 

theoretical explanations were formulated retrospectively. Romantic harmony expanded 

chromatic resources while still relying on tonal coherence. Early twentieth-century atonality and 

serialism challenged functional tonality but required new techniques to preserve musical 

coherence. In the late twentieth century, spectral, minimalist, neo-tonal, and post-tonal practices 

produced a pluralistic field in which harmony was increasingly understood as pitch 

organisation, acoustic process, and expressive strategy.  
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Contribution: The paper argues that Western harmonic development is best understood as a 

dialectical process in which theory sometimes lags behind practice, sometimes guides practice, 

and sometimes reconciles with it through new analytical and pedagogical frameworks. 

Keywords: Western traditional harmony; harmonic theory; harmonic practice; tonal function; 

pitch organisation; music pedagogy 

 

1. Introduction 

Harmony is one of the central concepts in Western music theory, but its meaning has never been 

fixed. In a narrow sense, harmony refers to the vertical organisation of simultaneously sounding 

pitches into chords. In a broader sense, it refers to the organisation of pitch relationships across 

time, including voice leading, progression, tonal function, tension and release, and the structural 

role of consonance and dissonance. This broader understanding is essential because Western 

harmony has always involved both vertical sonority and horizontal movement. 

Revisiting Western traditional harmony is necessary for two reasons. First, contemporary music 

education often teaches harmony as a stable set of rules, especially through common-practice 

chord labels and functional progressions. This approach is useful for technical fluency but may 

obscure the historical fact that harmonic theory developed in response to changing compositional 

practices. Second, the twentieth and twenty-first centuries have expanded the meaning of 

harmony beyond common-practice tonality to include atonal, modal, spectral, minimalist, and 

digitally mediated approaches. A historical inquiry can therefore help educators, theorists, 

composers, and curriculum designers understand harmony as an evolving system rather than a 

closed doctrine. 

Previous scholarship has documented specific stages in the history of harmony, including 

Rameau's theory of the fundamental bass, Classical functional tonality, Romantic chromaticism, 

and modern pitch organisation (Rameau, 1971; Caplin, 1998; Dahlhaus, 1980, 2006; Harrison, 

1994; Schoenberg, 1978). However, existing studies often focus on individual theorists, stylistic 

periods, or analytical techniques. Fewer studies synthesize the long-term interaction between 

theory and practice and clarify how this interaction can inform contemporary pedagogy. This 

article addresses that gap by tracing the historical logic of Western harmonic thought and 

identifying recurring patterns in its development. 

The central argument of this study is that the development of Western harmony has been shaped 

by alternating moments of practical innovation, theoretical systematisation, and dialectical 

reconciliation. At some points, compositional practice moved ahead of theory and forced later 

explanation. At other points, theoretical models provided composers and teachers with a 

vocabulary for extending musical practice. In the contemporary period, theory and practice 

increasingly coexisted in pluralistic and reciprocal forms. 

This study is guided by the following research questions: 
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1. How did Western harmonic theory and practice evolve from the Baroque period to the late 

twentieth century? 

2. What conceptual foundations and internal logical structures shaped Western harmonic 

doctrines across major historical periods? 

3. How did practical applications of harmony influence theoretical development, and how did 

theoretical frameworks guide or reinterpret compositional practice? 

The value of this inquiry lies in its relevance to music educators, theorists, composers, 

performers, and curriculum designers. For educators, the study supports historically informed 

harmony teaching. For theorists, it clarifies the conceptual movement from interval relation to 

tonal function and pitch organisation. For composers and performers, it highlights how harmonic 

choices are shaped by expressive intention, stylistic context, and available technical resources. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Historical Origins of the Concept of Harmony 

The word harmonia, used in ancient Greek music theory, did not originally refer to chordal 

harmony in the modern sense. It referred to an ordered joining, fitting, or arrangement of pitches, 

especially the proportional relationships among intervals within modal systems. This early 

meaning differs from modern chordal harmony because it emphasised intervallic order and 

tuning relationships rather than triadic progression or functional tonality (Barker, 2007; Taub, 

2008). 

In medieval and Renaissance theory, the concept gradually expanded from dyadic intervallic 

consonance toward polyphonic and triadic organisation. The growing acceptance of the third as a 

consonant interval, especially in Renaissance theoretical writing, helped prepare the conditions 

for later triadic harmony. Zarlino's discussion of numerical ratios for major and minor thirds 

contributed to the theoretical legitimation of sonorities that later became central to tonal practice 

(Palisca, 1994). This development already illustrates a theory-practice interaction: compositional 

practice increasingly used sonorities that theory then sought to classify and justify. 

By the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, harmony became more strongly associated with 

chordal succession, bass motion, and tonal orientation. The concept also acquired aesthetic and 

perceptual meanings, as Enlightenment theorists connected harmonic order with rational 

proportion and agreeable sound. However, reducing harmony only to vertical chord labels 

narrows the historical scope of the term. Harmony also involves temporal progression, voice 

leading, and the structural organisation of tonal expectation (Harrison, 1994; Lester, 1989). 

The literature therefore suggests that harmony is not a static technical category. It is a historical 

concept that moves from intervallic proportion to triadic sonority, from tonal function to 

chromatic expansion, and from common-practice syntax to broader systems of pitch 

organisation. 
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2.2 Baroque Harmony: Basso Continuo, Figured Bass, and Theoretical Abstraction 

The Baroque era, approximately 1600-1750, marked a crucial shift from modal polyphony 

toward tonal organisation. This was not a simple replacement of counterpoint by harmony. 

Rather, vertical sonorities, bass-oriented thinking, and contrapuntal movement interacted in new 

ways. The practice of basso continuo refers to a performance practice in which a bass line was 

realised by keyboard or continuo instruments. Figured bass refers more specifically to the 

notation that indicated intervals above the bass. Harmonic theory, by contrast, abstracted from 

these practices to explain chord roots, inversions, and tonal functions. 

Rameau's Traite de l'harmonie is often treated as a foundational moment because it systematised 

chordal inversion and proposed the fundamental bass as a deeper explanatory principle (Rameau, 

1971). However, this theory did not simply create Baroque practice. Much Baroque composition, 

including Bach's contrapuntal writing, already displayed complex relationships between bass 

motion, voice leading, and chordal sonority. In passages from The Well-Tempered Clavier, 

harmonic meaning often emerges from the interaction of sequential patterns, suspensions, and 

contrapuntal imitation rather than from isolated root progressions alone. This shows why theory 

both clarified and simplified existing practice. 

The Baroque period therefore demonstrates the first major pattern identified in this study: 

practice often precedes theory. Basso continuo and figured bass gave performers practical tools, 

while later harmonic theory sought to explain the structural coherence underlying those practical 

conventions (Christensen, 1993; Saslaw, 1992). 

 

2.3 Classical Harmony: Function, Phrase, and Formal Syntax 

The Classical period, approximately 1730-1820, consolidated tonal function and linked harmony 

more closely to phrase and form. The importance of tonic, dominant, and subdominant 

relationships became clearer in relation to cadences, periodic phrasing, and larger formal 

procedures such as sonata form. However, it is important to clarify chronology: functional 

theories associated with Riemann were nineteenth-century analytical systematisations, not 

Classical-period theories written by Haydn, Mozart, or Beethoven. In this article, such theories 

are therefore treated as retrospective analytical frameworks for understanding Classical practice 

(Dahlhaus, 2006; Harrison, 1994). 

Classical harmony cannot be adequately understood through chord names alone. A dominant 

chord has different meaning depending on its formal location, metrical emphasis, phrase 

function, and cadential role. For example, in the opening movement of Beethoven's Symphony 

No. 5, harmonic rhythm and cadential control help intensify the movement from motivic 

compression toward larger formal articulation. The same functional category may affirm stability 

in one context and generate expectation in another. Caplin's theory of formal functions and 
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Hepokoski and Darcy's sonata theory both show that harmony acquires meaning through its 

position within phrase and form (Caplin, 1998; Hepokoski & Darcy, 2006). 

The Classical period therefore reveals a closer alignment between practice and theory, but not a 

perfect simultaneity. Compositional conventions were established before later theorists fully 

articulated the analytical grammar used to describe them. 

2.4 Romantic Harmony: Chromatic Expansion within Tonal Coherence 

In the Romantic period, approximately 1820-1900, harmony became a primary vehicle for 

expressive intensity, subjectivity, and dramatic continuity. Chromaticism, enharmonic 

reinterpretation, augmented-sixth sonorities, Neapolitan relationships, and altered dominants 

expanded the expressive possibilities of tonal language. Yet Romantic harmony did not simply 

destroy tonality. Much of its power lies in the tension between chromatic expansion and the 

continuing expectation of tonal orientation (Dahlhaus, 1980, 1989). 

Wagner's Tristan und Isolde provides a well-known example. The so-called Tristan chord does 

not function only as an isolated sonority; its expressive force depends on delayed resolution, 

chromatic voice leading, and the suspension of tonal arrival. This shows how harmonic 

ambiguity can become a structural and dramatic device. In Brahms, dense chromaticism and 

motivic voice leading often reinforce rather than weaken tonal gravity because harmonic 

meaning accumulates through context rather than through immediate resolution. 

The Romantic idea of musical organicism is also relevant. In this view, musical works are 

understood as internally related organisms in which motives, harmonies, and formal processes 

grow from shared materials. Harmony therefore functions not only as local chord progression but 

as part of a larger network of coherence. This organic metaphor helps explain why Romantic 

composers could use dissonance and chromaticism expansively while still maintaining structural 

unity (Dahlhaus, 1991; Kurth, 1920). 

2.5 Early Twentieth-Century Harmony: Atonality, Serialism, and Modal Reorientation 

The early twentieth century brought a decisive challenge to common-practice tonality. 

Schoenberg's concept of the emancipation of dissonance rejected the assumption that dissonant 

intervals must always resolve according to traditional tonal hierarchy (Schoenberg, 1978). 

Atonality and later twelve-tone technique reframed harmony as a result of pitch organisation 

rather than tonal function. 

However, the rejection of functional tonality did not eliminate the need for coherence. Twelve-

tone composition required new ways to organise vertical sonority, register, motivic identity, and 

intervallic recurrence. In works such as Webern's Piano Variations, Op. 27, coherence arises 

from row structure, symmetry, registral distribution, and motivic concentration rather than from 

tonic-dominant syntax (Straus, 2004). Thus, practice again required technical compensation 

when theory broke away from older tonal grammar. 
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At the same time, modal harmony reappeared in new contexts. In Debussy's music, modal 

inflections, whole-tone collections, and parallel sonorities weaken expectations of functional 

progression. These devices do not merely decorate tonal harmony; they alter harmonic syntax by 

replacing goal-directed progression with colour, resonance, and atmosphere. The early twentieth 

century was therefore not a single movement away from tonality but a plural field of atonality, 

modality, whole-tone organisation, bitonality, and extended chromatic resources (Griffiths, 1982; 

Harrison, 1994; Hindemith, 2020). 

2.6 Late Twentieth-Century Harmony: Pluralism, Spectral Thinking, and Post-Tonal 

Continuity 

In the late twentieth century, harmony was increasingly discussed within broader frameworks of 

pitch organisation, timbre, process, and acoustic perception. This does not mean that harmony 

ceased to exist as a meaningful category. Rather, harmony became less tied to common-practice 

functional syntax and more dependent on compositional method, sound material, and listening 

context. 

Spectral music redefined harmony by deriving sonorities from the overtone series and from the 

analysis of sound spectra. In works associated with Grisey and Murail, harmonic fields are 

shaped by resonance, microtonal inflection, and the gradual transformation of timbre. This 

approach gives harmony an acoustic basis while moving beyond triadic progression (Clarke, 

2017; Singleton, 2016). Minimalism, by contrast, often reintroduced modal and triadic materials 

through repetition, process, and slow harmonic change. Pärt's tintinnabuli style reduced 

harmonic vocabulary to achieve spiritual and structural clarity, while Reich and Glass used pulse 

and repetition to produce harmonic stasis and gradual transformation. These traditions are 

different, but each challenges the idea that harmony must be defined by rapid functional 

progression. 

The late twentieth century therefore illustrates a pluralistic balance. Tonal, modal, atonal, 

spectral, minimalist, and neo-tonal practices coexist. Harmony becomes a field of historically 

informed possibilities shaped by context, acoustic logic, technology, and expressive purpose. 

3. Methodology 

3.1 Research Design 

This study employs qualitative historical synthesis. The method is appropriate because the 

research does not test a statistical hypothesis but interprets relationships among historical texts, 

musical practices, and theoretical concepts. The analysis synthesises music-theoretical literature, 

historical context, representative works, and pedagogical implications. 

3.2 Source Selection and Corpus 

The corpus was selected purposively rather than statistically. Sources were included when they 

met at least one of the following criteria: (1) they were primary theoretical texts that shaped 
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harmonic discourse; (2) they analysed a major period or technique in Western harmony; (3) they 

discussed the relationship between harmonic theory and musical practice; or (4) they were useful 

for interpreting representative works in pedagogy and analysis. Sources were excluded when 

they were unrelated to harmony, duplicated arguments already represented by more authoritative 

studies, or could not be connected to the research questions. 

Primary theoretical sources included writings associated with Rameau, Schoenberg, and 

Hindemith. Secondary sources included historical and analytical studies on tonal harmony, 

Classical form, Romantic chromaticism, early modern harmonic theory, serialism, spectralism, 

and post-tonal practice. Representative works were selected not for exhaustive score analysis but 

for illustrative analytical discussion: Bach's The Well-Tempered Clavier, Beethoven's Symphony 

No. 5, Wagner's Tristan und Isolde, Webern's Piano Variations, selected Debussy works, and 

selected late twentieth-century spectral or minimalist practices. 

3.3 Periodisation Logic 

The study divides Western harmonic development into five historical periods: Baroque (ca. 

1600-1750), Classical (ca. 1730-1820), Romantic (ca. 1820-1900), early twentieth century (ca. 

1900-1950), and late twentieth century (ca. 1950-2000). These boundaries are approximate and 

overlapping. They are used as analytical frames rather than rigid chronological divisions because 

harmonic practices often continue across period boundaries. 

3.4 Analytical Procedure 

The analysis followed four steps. First, the sources were grouped by period and by theoretical 

focus. Second, each period was coded according to four analytical categories: definition of 

harmony, theoretical model, practical application, and theory-practice relationship. Third, 

representative works were used to illustrate the interaction between theory and practice. Fourth, 

themes were compared across periods to identify continuity, rupture, and synthesis. This 

procedure supports transparency and allows the reader to see how the findings were generated 

from the selected corpus. 

3.5 Comparative and Conceptual-Historical Analysis 

Comparative analysis was used to examine differences between periods and schools of thought, 

such as figured-bass practice and fundamental-bass theory, Classical formal function and later 

functional theory, Romantic chromaticism and atonal pitch organisation, and spectral harmony 

and minimalist stasis. Conceptual-historical analysis traced how the meaning of harmony shifted 

from intervallic order to triadic function, chromatic tension, serial organisation, and acoustic or 

process-based pitch structure. 

3.6 Trustworthiness and Limitations of Method 

To strengthen trustworthiness, the study triangulated primary theoretical texts, secondary 

scholarship, and representative musical examples. Nevertheless, the method remains interpretive. 
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It does not claim comprehensive coverage of all composers, national schools, or non-Western 

harmonic systems. The emphasis is on Western traditional harmony and its conceptual 

transformation. 

4. Findings and Discussion 

4.1 RQ1: Evolutionary Trajectory of Western Harmonic Theory and Practice 

The historical trajectory shows that Western harmony developed through alternating 

relationships between practical technique and theoretical explanation. Table 1 synthesises this 

movement. Unlike the earlier version of this manuscript, later theoretical systems are identified 

as retrospective explanations when appropriate, rather than being placed inaccurately within the 

periods they later described. 

Table 1. Periodised Synthesis of Western Harmonic Theory and Practice 

Period Theoretical 

Development 

Practical 

Application 

Theory-Practice 

Relationship 

Baroque (ca. 1600-

1750) 

Basso continuo and 

figured bass supported 

practical realisation of 

chordal sonorities. 

Rameau later 

systematised 

fundamental bass and 

inversion. 

Bach and other 

Baroque composers 

used counterpoint, 

sequence, suspension, 

and bass-oriented 

practice in ways not 

fully captured by 

simple root theory. 

Practice largely 

preceded and 

exceeded theory; 

theory clarified 

practice 

retrospectively. 

Classical (ca. 1730-

1820) 

Functional 

relationships among 

tonic, dominant, and 

subdominant became 

analytically central; 

later theorists 

systematised these 

functions. 

Haydn, Mozart, and 

Beethoven integrated 

harmony with phrase 

structure, cadence, 

and sonata form. 

Practice and form 

were closely aligned, 

while systematic 

theory often appeared 

retrospectively. 

Romantic (ca. 1820-

1900) 

Chromatic harmony, 

altered chords, and 

enharmonic 

reinterpretation 

expanded tonal 

language. 

Wagner used delayed 

resolution and 

chromatic voice 

leading; Brahms used 

dense chromatic 

networks within tonal 

coherence. 

Practice stretched 

tonal theory but 

remained connected to 

tonal orientation. 

Early twentieth 

century (ca. 1900-

Atonality, the 

emancipation of 

Schoenberg, Webern, 

Debussy, and others 

Theory and practice 

entered rupture; new 
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Period Theoretical 

Development 

Practical 

Application 

Theory-Practice 

Relationship 

1950) dissonance, serial 

procedure, modal 

reorientation, and 

whole-tone resources 

challenged tonal 

function. 

organised harmony 

through row structure, 

mode, colour, 

intervallic recurrence, 

and register. 

compositional systems 

compensated for the 

loss of common-

practice syntax. 

Late twentieth 

century (ca. 1950-

2000) 

Harmony was 

increasingly 

understood through 

pitch organisation, 

acoustic spectrum, 

process, repetition, 

and plural systems. 

Spectralism, 

minimalism, neo-

tonality, and post-

tonal approaches 

coexisted with 

renewed tonal and 

modal practices. 

Theory and practice 

achieved pluralistic 

coexistence; harmonic 

identity depended on 

context and method. 

Note. Synthesised from primary theoretical writings and secondary historical-analytical studies 

cited in this article. 

The table shows that the theory-practice relationship changes because the function of harmony 

changes. In the Baroque period, harmony served performance and realisation; in the Classical 

period, it supported phrase and form; in the Romantic period, it became a vehicle for expressive 

intensification; in the early twentieth century, it became a problem of pitch organisation after the 

weakening of tonal hierarchy; and in the late twentieth century, it became a plural set of acoustic, 

processual, and stylistic possibilities. 

4.2 RQ2: Conceptual Foundations and Internal Logic of Harmonic Doctrines 

The internal logic of Western harmonic doctrine can be summarised as a movement from 

proportion to function, from function to chromatic tension, and from chromatic tension to 

broader pitch organisation. Table 2 presents this conceptual abstraction in a more concise form. 

Table 2. Conceptual Abstraction of the Harmony Concept over Time 

Historical Stage Core Concept Carrier Form / 

Technique 

Internal Logic 

Ancient Greek and 

medieval theory 

Harmony as 

intervallic order and 

proportional 

relationship. 

Intervals, tuning 

systems, modal 

organisation. 

Mathematical 

rationality and 

ordered proportion. 

Renaissance to 

Baroque 

Harmony as 

polyphonic sonority 

and emerging triadic 

organisation. 

Consonance, 

dissonance, triads, 

basso continuo, 

figured bass. 

Voice-leading 

discipline and 

practical realisation. 
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Classical to Romantic Harmony as tonal 

function and 

expressive chromatic 

relation. 

Tonic-dominant 

syntax, cadences, 

modulation, chromatic 

chords. 

Formal coherence, 

expressive intensity, 

organic unity. 

Twentieth century Harmony as pitch 

organisation, sonority, 

spectrum, and 

process. 

Atonality, serialism, 

modality, spectral 

fields, minimal 

repetition. 

Structural logic, 

acoustic analysis, and 

pluralistic aesthetics. 

Note. The table summarises the conceptual movement from intervallic relation to pitch 

organisation. 

Three stages are especially important. First, early harmony was grounded in intervallic relation 

and proportion. Second, common-practice harmony was grounded in triadic function and tonal 

hierarchy. Third, twentieth-century harmony broadened into pitch organisation, acoustic 

resonance, and compositional process. These stages reveal an internal logic of increasing 

abstraction. Harmony is no longer only a chordal object; it is a structural principle that governs 

musical expectation, sonority, and coherence. 

4.3 RQ3: Interaction between Practical Applications and Theoretical Developments 

The interaction between practice and theory appears in three recurring patterns. The first pattern 

is practice-led adaptation. Baroque continuo practice and contrapuntal composition produced 

harmonic situations that later theory attempted to explain. Romantic chromaticism similarly 

stretched tonal categories before theorists could fully account for its structural implications. 

The second pattern is theory-guided experimentation. Once theoretical models become 

established, they shape how composers, teachers, and analysts imagine harmonic possibility. 

Schoenberg's theory of dissonance and serial organisation, for example, provided a vocabulary 

for post-tonal practice. Hindemith's concern with intervallic hierarchy offered another model for 

thinking about tension outside strict functional tonality (Hindemith, 2020; Schoenberg, 1978). 

The third pattern is dialectical reconciliation. When theory and practice conflict, new explanatory 

frameworks emerge. Functional theory reconciled aspects of tonal practice; post-tonal theory 

addressed serial and atonal organisation; spectral thought reconnected harmony with acoustics; 

minimalism reframed harmony through duration and process. These developments show that 

Western harmonic history is not a straight line from consonance to dissonance or from tonality to 

atonality. It is a repeated negotiation between inherited rules and new musical needs. 

It is important to avoid overstating causal links. For example, Riemann's functional theory did 

not enable Wagner's chromatic practice because it came later. It is more accurate to say that later 

functional and chromatic theories helped explain tonal and Romantic practices that composers 

had already developed. Similarly, basso continuo should be understood as a notation and 

performance practice, while electronic media and spectral analysis are better described as sound 

technologies that expanded late twentieth-century harmonic thinking.  
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4.4 Key Thematic Findings 

The first key finding is the dialectic of theoretical lag and theoretical foresight. Rameau's system 

explained practices already present in Baroque composition. Later functional theory helped 

describe Classical practice after it had become stylistically normative. Conversely, some theories 

created new possibilities by offering compositional frameworks, as seen in post-tonal and serial 

procedures. 

The second finding is the fluid boundary between consonance and dissonance. Intervals and 

sonorities once treated as unstable can become central to later harmonic practice. The third, 

chromatic altered chords, unresolved dissonances, and dense post-tonal sonorities all 

demonstrate that harmonic meaning depends on historical context, stylistic convention, and 

listening expectation. 

The third finding is the Western-centred scope of traditional harmony. The article focuses on 

Western historical development, but this focus has limits. Modal borrowings, pentatonic 

materials, non-Western tuning systems, and intercultural composition should not be reduced to 

variants of major-minor tonality. A more global theory of harmony requires cross-cultural 

comparison that respects the internal logic of non-Western systems rather than assimilating them 

into Western categories. 

5. Limitations 

This study has several limitations. First, it is a qualitative historical synthesis rather than a 

comprehensive archival study. It therefore depends on selected sources and representative 

examples. Second, the discussion of musical works is illustrative and analytical rather than a full 

score-based examination. Third, the periodisation used in this article is approximate and 

inevitably simplifies overlapping stylistic developments. Fourth, the study focuses on Western 

traditional harmony and does not provide a full comparative account of non-Western harmonic 

or modal systems. These limitations indicate the need for future research that combines historical 

synthesis with detailed score analysis, archival work, and cross-cultural music-theoretical 

comparison. 

6. Conclusion and Recommendations 

This study answers RQ1 by showing that Western harmonic theory and practice evolved through 

a series of shifting relationships from Baroque continuo practice to Classical functional syntax, 

Romantic chromatic expansion, early twentieth-century post-tonal rupture, and late twentieth-

century pluralism. It answers RQ2 by demonstrating that the concept of harmony moved from 

intervallic and proportional order toward tonal function and then toward broader principles of 

pitch organisation, acoustic resonance, and compositional process. It answers RQ3 by identifying 

three recurrent patterns: practice-led theoretical adaptation, theory-guided experimentation, and 

dialectical reconciliation. 
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The development of Western traditional harmony should therefore be understood not as a fixed 

set of rules but as an evolving historical system. Basso continuo and figured bass should be 

described as notation and performance practices; twelve-tone technique should be described as a 

compositional system; and electronic sound production or spectral analysis should be described 

as technologies that transformed how composers and theorists understood pitch and sonority. 

These distinctions improve historical precision and clarify the role of different forces in 

harmonic development. 

For music education, harmony instruction should combine technical fluency with historical 

awareness. Teachers may design modules that pair theoretical concepts with listening, score 

analysis, and short composition exercises. For example, students can compare a Bach figured-

bass realisation with a Rameau-style root analysis, examine how cadences shape phrase structure 

in Beethoven, trace chromatic voice leading in Wagner, and create short modal, serial, or 

minimalist exercises to experience different harmonic logics. Such activities prevent harmony 

from becoming a memorised rule system and instead present it as a historically responsive 

practice. 

For research, future studies should include more detailed work-based analysis and cross-cultural 

comparison, particularly with Chinese pentatonic systems, Indian raga, gamelan tuning, and 

other non-Western pitch organisations. For composers, historical models should be treated as 

resources rather than restrictions. Contemporary harmonic practice can draw from functional 

tonality, modal colour, chromatic voice leading, spectral resonance, and post-tonal organisation, 

provided that technique remains aligned with expressive and formal purpose. 
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