
Writing V-I progressions in classical style     MU 109 Feurzeig 
…our first taste of hardcore partwriting 

I titled this “classical” style but the conventions described apply to a large amount of classical-
ish music, including much of American popular music from its beginnings to Broadway. 

Types of progression from V 
The dominant chord, V, in all its inversions, with or without a seventh, nearly always resolves 
to the tonic chord. This is called authentic progression. When this occurs at a cadence (the 
end of a phrase) it is called an authentic cadence. 

The strongest, most definitive-sounding cadence occurs where both V and I are in root 
position and the top voice or main melody ends on the tonic note (1). This is called a perfect 
authentic cadence or PAC. The term “perfect” here carries its original Latin connotation, that 
is, complete or final, not the modern sense of “awesome”. 

Any authentic cadence that does not satisfy all three of these conditions (V is in root position, 
I [or i] is in root position, melody ends on the tonic) is an imperfect authentic cadence or 
IAC. So if either chord is inverted, or if both are in root position but the top voice ends on 3 or 
5 rather than on 1, it is an IAC. 

Occasionally the dominant chord moves instead to a root-position submediant triad (vi or VI), 
or even more rarely, to a first-inversion subdominant triad (IV6 or iv6).* This is called 
deceptive progression. A cadence using this progression is a deceptive cadence. 

Voice leading considerations 
Leading tone resolution. The leading tone (scale degree 7) is an active tone that nearly always 
resolves to the tonic (1), especially if it is in in the top or bottom voice or the main melody. 
Remember, in minor keys you will raise scale degree 7 in a V chord, creating a leading tone. 
Chord seventh resolution. In a V7 chord, the seventh (scale degree 4) is a dissonance or 
tension that resolves down by step to scale degree 3, the third of the following I chord (or the 
fifth of the submediant, in a deceptive progression). 
Proscribed parallels: A fundamental principle of classical music in distinct, independent 
voices is that no two voices should ever move in parallel perfect 5ths or parallel perfect 
unisons. This applies also to the compounds of these intervals, the octave, 12th, 15ma, etc. 
Doubling: Because both the leading tone and the chord seventh are strong tendency tones— 
that is, they have an “obligation” to resolve a certain way—they must not be doubled. If a 
tendency tone were doubled, one of two things would have to happen: both tones would 
resolve correctly, leading to parallel octaves or unisons; or one of the tones would be 
“frustrated” and not resolve as it should.† 

 
* V essentially never goes to any other chord. The progression V-IV (in root position), idiomatic to blues and 
rock, is practically non-existent in classical style. 
† Most theory textbooks have all sorts of doubling guidelines, but it really comes down to this: never double 
a tendency tone. Almost every textbook points out that chord roots are doubled much more often than 
other chord members, which is true, but it’s hardly a rule; there are just too many exceptions. Students read 
this non-rule and take it too much to heart, doubling the root at all costs, which creates all kinds of 
problems. 



 
A note on forbidden parallels 
Modern listeners may find the prohibition of parallel fifths, octaves, etc. an odd restriction. It 
is not that parallel fifths or octaves sound “bad”. As you recall from week one, parallel fifths 
were the very origin of Western harmonic evolution, while parallel unisons and octaves 
continued in use in classical music as doublings, that is, reinforcements by multiple 
instruments of a particular line of a multi-part texture. So why did composers avoid these 
parallels in their partwriting?  

In classical harmony, parts are supposed to be not only harmonious but also somewhat 
independent of each other. The unison, fifth, and their their compounds are the strongest, most 
stable consonances. So when two parts move from perfect fifth to perfect fifth, or from octave 
to octave, it is as if they have lost their independence. They cease to be heard as fully distinct 
lines, and the rich multi-part texture sounds abruptly weakened or thin. (Major and minor 
sixths and thirds, and even perfect fourths, were felt to be less perfectly consonant, and 
parallel motion in these intervals is completely acceptable, in fact essential to partwriting.) 

SATB conventions. You need to know the following about writing in SATB texture.  

Range. The approximate ranges used are as follows: 

 

 

 

These are “safe” ranges. You can exceed them by a step or so occasionally if necessary. 

Spacing. The interval between adjacent upper voices must not exceed an octave. That is, the 
soprano must be no more than an octave from the alto, and the alto no more than an octave 
from the tenor. This rule keeps the harmony registrally cohesive. Note that the bass may lie 
more than an octave below the tenor; this is because in lower registers, larger intervals sound 
more coherent. Also note that there is no rule about the total registral span of the upper 
voices, that is, the net distance between the tenor and the soprano. 

 

V-I progressions in SATB 

Doing the things you have to do—resolve the seventh and the leading tone—while avoiding 
the things you must not do—move in parallel fifths or octaves—yields fairly narrow 
possibilities for realizing authentic progressions in strict SATB style. 

We will consider them in two categories: V (triad only) – I in root position, and V7-I in root 
position. Root position V-I’s are the most common at cadences, and present the trickiest voice 
leading problem. V-I progressions with inversions are less difficult to write, and will come 
easily once you have learned to write root position V-I progressions properly. 
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Category 1. V-I, both chords in root position, no chord seventh 
 

 

 

 

 

 

Examples (a), (d), and (f) are PACs; the others are IACs because the soprano does not end on 1. 

Examples (a) through (e) all use the same strategy:  

1. The three upper voices themselves make a complete triad. This means one of the three 
upper voices doubles the root that is in the bass.  

2. For the resolution, the voice doubling the root of the V chord stays on 5, becoming the 
fifth of the I chord. 

3. The other two upper voices move up a step.  

Other spacings are possible with the same strategy. 

Note that example (f) is a little different. Here, in order to make a PAC, the soprano descends 
to the tonic; the alto, instead of staying on the common tone 5, descends to 3 to provide the 
third of the tonic chord: a small leap, but still pretty smooth voice leading. The result is an 
incomplete tonic triad, missing the fifth. This is OK. 

The examples (g) – (i) below illustrate various leading tone resolutions. If the leading tone is in 
an outer voice, it is especially critical that it resolve correctly to the tonic; (g) never occurs. 
However, what happens in inner voices is less conspicuous, and composers composers 
sometimes “frustrate” the leading tone in an inner voice, as in (h) and (i), jumping it down to 5 
to complete the tonic triad (Compare to (f) above, where the tonic triad was incomplete.) This 
is most acceptable if another voice “covers” the missing resolution tone, as in (h)—here the ear 
might not perceive that the alto A moves to F, because the Bb, which is the closest tone to the 
preceding A, may sound like its successor (dashed arrow). By contrast, in (i) the frustration of 
the leading tone is more noticeable.  
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Category 2. V7-I, both chords in root position 

V7 is very common, especially at cadences. The increased tension of the dissonance between 
the root and seventh, and the intense tritone dissonance between the third and seventh, make 
the dominant chord more “urgent” and heighten its contrast with the resolution. 

However, voice leading considerations lead to a curious result: in a root-position V7-I 
progression in strict 4-part style, one of the two chords must be incomplete. 

A. Consider what happens if we begin with a complete V7 chord, as in (a) – (g) below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In (a), we resolve the leading tone in the soprano up to the tonic, and the chord seventh in the 
alto down by step. The bass must go from 5 to 1 (because we are talking about root position 
V7-I), and the tenor moves by close motion to the tonic. The result is a tonic with a third, no 
fifth, and a tripled root. (The tenor might also move up a step to D, doubling the third, but 
composers usually prefer the tripled root.) Sometimes composers complete the tonic chord by 
frustrating the leading tone in an inner voice (c) when the resolution is “covered” by another 
voice, just as in (h) above. 

Students often think they can “solve” the incomplete tonic resolution by jumping from the 
fifth of the V chord to the fifth of the I chord. But this is no solution, because it results in 
parallel fifths (d). You might think you could fix the parallel fifths by moving the two parts in 
opposite direction from the bass (g), but alas! composers considered  these so-called “contrary 
fifths” or “successive fifths” acoustically similar to parallel fifths and did not allow them either. 

B. If we start with an incomplete V7 chord, we can resolve to a complete tonic triad. The trick 
is to double the root of the V7, with that voice acting as a common tone to provide the fifth of 
the I chord. But by doubling the root of a 4-note chord in a 4-voice texture, we must leave out 
a note. Composers almost always omit the fifth, though occasionally they omit the third. (If 
you omit the seventh, this becomes a V-I triadic progression; if you omit the root, the V chord 
becomes a viiº.) 
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