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— Preface

This book is intended to provide essential
foundation knowledge of music theory
for pop music composition. Although
today’s technology can speed up
the process of pop song writing, and
computer programs can even help you
complete a full music arrangement in just
a few hours, you cannot do much if you
do not know the basic theory (such as
chord progression and harmonization).

This book gives a thorough but brief
exposure of what you should know
about during the process of pop music
composition (i.e. from writing the first
musical note to the completion of
the whole work including the use of
instruments). In other words, this book
includes the complete essence of music
theory for pop music composition. The
main concepts are presented, basically,
in point form and written in both English
and Chinese, so that they can be easily
read and clear to comprehend. The
book consists of, mainly, two parts:

(1) Melody Writing, and
(2) Music Arrangement.

The first part includes the theory of
triads, diatonic and chromatic scales;
explanation of tonal music and its
key’s center, intervals of notes and the
technique to convert noises info music.
(i.e. resolution of dissonant notes) The



methods to create the melodic lines and
express a song are also included.

Part two describes the chord theory
(including triads, 7" chords and others)
and explains the application of chords
to chord progression and also the use
of musical punctuation (cadences)
for expression of musical phrases.
Resolution of dissonant chords is also
described. The methods to change one
tonal center to another (modulation)
are presented. Applications of the
above mentioned theory in sample pop
songs are demonstrated. The theory of
harmony and the rules for four-part and
counterpoint writings are explained.
The features of the string, woodwind,
brass and percussion families are
described. Part 2 also explains the uses
of instruments for modern pop with the
background of popular music included.
The author has written several computer
programs to identify chord notes,
generate related melodic lines, and to
check parallel and exposed 5" /8 in
harmony writings. These programs are
explained. Finally, the computer software
commercially available and what they
can do in music production are briefed.

For references, six extra sections are
appended at the end of this book.
Appendix A describes the fundamental

physics of sound, music and noise and
the 3 dimensions of music. Appendix
B lists more common expression marks
of music. Appendix C presents some
sample cases of tonic keys and their
related keys. Sample drum beats of
several musical styles are provided in
Appendix D. The abstracts of several
genres of popular music from Wikipedia
are given in Appendix E. The instruction
manuals of two computer programs
developed by the author are included in
Appendix F.

The author understands the problems
most people encountered when learning
music theory. Therefore, the materials,
tables and figures in this book are
presented in a way so as to clear their
doubts. Understanding music theory can
broaden your vision and enable you to
appreciate and enjoy more about music.

The author wishes to express his gratitude
to Mr. Don Ashley for his advice on drum
techniques and popular music cultures.
Thanks are extended to Mr. Vladimir
Tamari for his permission to use his works
in music painting.

Ewen Y. W. Leung
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Introduction

HIS

As everybody may know, a complete piece
of pop song contains the melody, lyric and
the music that back up the song. The first
part of this book will cover only the portions
of the theory and concepts that are required
in melody writing, while the second part will
cover mainly that for music arrangement.
Lyric writing is beyond the scope of this
book because it is regarded as not part of
the music and therefore ignored.

To write a melody, most people may rely
on their inspiration which usually comes
and leaves instantly. Melody writing merely
based on instant inspiration is ineffective
since nobody would know when it would
come. A method that can help to get in-
spired anytime is therefore needed.

Inspiration can come from many sources
such as the surroundings (things happening
around you, everyday news, etc.), research
and survey (new techniques, new sounds,
different music cultures and so on), other
people’s works (by analysis and quotation)
and even dicing (i.e. picking the tones ran-
domly).
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