CONSONANCE DISSONANCE MUSIC

UNDERSTANDING CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE IN MUsIC

CONSONANCE DISSONANCE MUSIC IS A FUNDAMENTAL CONCEPT THAT SHAPES OUR EMOTIONAL AND INTELLECTUAL ENGAGEMENT
WITH SOUND. FROM THE SOOTHING EMBRACE OF A PERFECTLY RESOLVED CHORD TO THE THRILLING TENSION OF A CLASHING
INTERVAL, THESE OPPOSING FORCES ARE THE VERY LIFEBLOOD OF MUSICAL EXPRESSION. UNDERSTANDING CONSONANCE AND
DISSONANCE IS NOT JUST FOR MUSICIANS; IT UNLOCKS A DEEPER APPRECIATION FOR THE ART FORM, REVEALING HOW COMPOSERS
MANIPULATE SOUND TO EVOKE SPECIFIC FEELINGS, TELL STORIES, AND CREATE CAPTIVATING SONIC LANDSCAPES. THIS ARTICLE
DELVES INTO THE INTRICATE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE, EXPLORING THEIR ACOUSTIC
UNDERPINNINGS, HISTORICAL EVOLUTION, PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACT, AND DIVERSE APPLICATIONS ACROSS MUSICAL GENRES.
WE'LL UNCOVER HOW THESE SEEMINGLY SIMPLE CONCEPTS ARE, IN FACT, COMPLEX PHENOMENA THAT HAVE DRIVEN MUSICAL
INNOVATION FOR CENTURIES, MAKING MUSIC A RICH TAPESTRY OF PLEASING AND PROVOKING SOUNDS.
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WHAT ARE CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE?

AT ITS CORE, CONSONANCE REFERS TO MUSICAL INTERVALS OR CHORDS THAT SOUND STABLE, PLEASING, AND RESOLVED. THEY
TEND TO FEEL “RIGHT” OR “AT REST” TO THE LISTENER. THINK OF THE SIMPLE SWEETNESS OF A MAJOR TRIAD PLAYED ON A
PIANO = THAT’S A CLASSIC EXAMPLE OF CONSONANCE. DISSONANCE, ON THE OTHER HAND, DESCRIBES INTERVALS OR CHORDS
THAT SOUND UNSTABLE, TENSE, OR CLASHING. THEY CREATE A FEELING OF UNREST, OFTEN PROMPTING THE LISTENER TO
ANTICIPATE A RESOLUTION TO A MORE CONSONANT SOUND. A SHARP, JARRING CHORD, FOR INSTANCE, EMBODIES DISSONANCE.

IT'S CRUCIAL TO UNDERSTAND THAT CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE AREN'T ABSOLUTE, BLACK-AND-WHITE CATEGORIES. THEY
EXIST ON A SPECTRUM, AND WHAT ONE PERSON OR CULTURE PERCEIVES AS CONSONANT, ANOTHER MIGHT FIND SLIGHTLY
DISSONANT, AND VICE-VERSA. HO\Y/EVER, THERE ARE GENERALLY ACCEPTED PRINCIPLES THAT GUIDE OUR UNDERSTANDING OF
THESE CONCEPTS IN W/ESTERN MUSIC THEORY.

THe Science BeHIND CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE

THE DISTINCTION BETWEEN CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE ISN'T PURELY SUBJECTIVE; IT HAS ROOTS IN ACOUSTICS AND THE
PHYSICAL PROPERTIES OF SOUND WAVES. WHEN MUSICAL NOTES ARE PLAYED TOGETHER, THEIR SOUND WAVES INTERACT.
CONSONANT INTERVALS TYPICALLY INVOLVE SIMPLE FREQUENCY RATIOS BETWEEN THE NOTES, LEADING TO SOUND WAVES
THAT ALIGN MORE SMOOTHLY AND CREATE FEWER AUDIBLE BEATS OR FLUCTUATIONS. THESE SMOOTH INTERACTIONS ARE
PERCEIVED BY OUR BRAINS AS HARMONIOUS AND STABLE.

DISSONANT INTERVALS, CONVERSELY, INVOLVE MORE COMPLEX FREQUENCY RATIOS. THIS COMPLEXITY RESULTS IN SOUND
WAVES THAT INTERFERE WITH EACH OTHER MORE SIGNIFICANTLY, PRODUCING WHAT WE PERCEIVE AS BEATS OR A ROUGHER
TEXTURE. THE EAR NATURALLY TENDS TO SEEK PATTERNS AND SIMPLIFICATION, AND THESE COMPLEX WAVE INTERACTIONS CAN
BE PERCEIVED AS JARRING OR REQUIRING A CHANGE TO A SIMPLER, MORE CONSONANT STATE. THIS ACOUSTIC PHENOMENON IS A
KEY REASON WHY CERTAIN INTERVALS HAVE HISTORICALLY BEEN CONSIDERED MORE CONSONANT THAN OTHERS.



HARMONIC SERIES AND SIMPLE RATIOS

THE CONCEPT OF THE HARMONIC SERIES IS FUNDAMENTAL TO UNDERSTANDING THE ACOUSTIC BASIS OF CONSONANCE. W/HEN A
MUSICAL NOTE IS PLAYED, IT DOESNIT_JUST PRODUCE A SINGLE FREQUENCY, IT ALSO GENERATES A SERIES OF OVERTONES, OR
HARMONICS, AT INTEGER MULTIPLES OF THE FUNDAMENTAL FREQUENCY. INTERVALS FORMED BY NOTES WHOSE FREQUENCIES ARE
IN SIMPLE INTEGER RATIOS (LIKE 2:1 FOR AN OCTAVE, 3:2 FOR A PERFECT FIFTH, OR 4:3 FOR A PERFECT FOURTH) TEND TO
HAVE MANY SHARED HARMONICS. THIS OVERLAP MEANS THEIR SOUND WAVES ARE MORE COMPATIBLE, CONTRIBUTING TO THEIR
CONSONANT QUALITY.

For EXAMPLE, THE OCTAVE (A 2:1 FREQUENCY RATIO) IS THE MOST CONSONANT INTERVAL BECAUSE THE HIGHER NOTE'S
FUNDAMENTAL FREQUENCY IS ALREADY PRESENT AS THE FIRST OVERTONE OF THE LOWER NOTE. THE PERFECT FIFTH (32 RATIO)
AND PERFECT FOURTH (43 RATIO) ARE ALSO HIGHLY CONSONANT BECAUSE THEY SHARE SIGNIFICANT PORTIONS OF THEIR
HARMONIC SERIES.

CoMpPLEX RATIOS AND BEAT FREQUENCIES

DISSONANT INTERVALS, ON THE OTHER HAND, ARE CHARACTERIZED BY MORE COMPLEX FREQUENCY RATIOS. W/ HEN THESE
INTERVALS ARE PLAYED, THEIR SOUND WAVES DON'T ALIGN AS NEATLY, AND THE DISCREPANCIES CREATE AUDIBLE “BEATS” -
FLUCTUATIONS IN LOUDNESS. THESE BEAT FREQUENCIES ARE PERCEIVED AS ROUGHNESS OR INSTABILITY. THE SEMITONE (E.G.l C
TO C) IS A PRIME EXAMPLE OF AN INTERVAL WITH A COMPLEX RATIO THAT GENERATES NOTICEABLE BEATS, MAKING IT HIGHLY
DISSONANT.

THE NUMBER AND SPEED OF THESE BEATS ARE DIRECTLY RELATED TO THE DEGREE OF DISSONANCE. THE MORE BEATS PRESENT, THE
MORE DISSONANT THE INTERVAL IS LIKELY TO SOUND TO THE HUMAN EAR. THIS SCIENTIFIC BASIS PROVIDES A TANGIBLE
EXPLANATION FOR WHY WE OFTEN EXPERIENCE THESE SOUNDS DIFFERENTLY.

A BrIEF HISTORY OF CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE IN MUsIC

THE PERCEPTION AND USE OF CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE HAVE EVOLVED DRAMATICALLY THROUGHOUT MUSICAL HISTORY.
IN ANCIENT GREEK MUSIC THEORY, INTERVALS WERE CLASSIFIED BASED ON THEIR MATHEMATICAL RATIOS, WITH SIMPLER RATIOS
BEING CONSIDERED MORE PERFECT AND THEREFORE MORE CONSONANT. EARLY WESTERN MUSIC, SUCH AS GREGORIAN CHANT,
PRIMARILY FOCUSED ON MONOPHONY AND SIMPLE HETEROPHONY , \WHERE CONSONANCE WAS PARAMOUNT.

AS POLYPHONY DEVELOPED IN THE MIDDLE AGES/ COMPOSERS BEGAN TO EXPLORE THE INTERPLAY BET\WEEN MULTIPLE MELODIC
LINES. |NITIALLY, DISSONANCES WERE CAREFULLY CONTROLLED AND TYPICALLY OCCURRED AS PASSING TONES OR SUSPENSIONS
THAT RESOLVED QUICKLY TO CONSONANCES. THE GOAL WAS TO MAINTAIN A SENSE OF SMOOTH, CONSONANT FLOW. THE
ESTABLISHMENT OF TONAL HARMONY IN THE BAROQUE AND CLASSICAL PERIODS SAW A MORE SYSTEMATIC APPROACH TO
CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE, WHERE DISSONANCE BECAME A CRUCIAL TOOL FOR CREATING TENSION AND DRIVING THE MUSICAL
NARRATIVE FORWARD, ALWAYS WITH THE EXPECTATION OF RESOLUTION.

THE MepievAL AND ReNAISSANCE ERAS: STRICT CONTROL

DURING THE MEDIEVAL PERIOD, PARTICULARLY IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF ORGANUM AND EARLY POLYPHONY , DISSONANCE WAS
VIEWED WITH SUSPICION. THE PREVAILING AESTHETIC FAVORED PURITY AND SMOOTHNESS. INTERVALS LIKE THE PERFECT UNISON,
OCTAVE, FIFTH, AND FOURTH \WERE CONSIDERED CONSONANT AND FORMED THE BASIS OF HARMONIES. OTHER INTERVALS, SUCH
AS THE THIRD AND SIXTH, WERE INITIALLY TREATED WITH CAUTION, SOMETIMES CONSIDERED DISSONANT OR MERELY “IMPERFECT’
CONSONANCES. MUSIC OF THE RENAISSANCE CONTINUED THIS TREND, REFINING POLYPHONIC TEXTURES AND THE CAREFUL
MANAGEMENT OF DISSONANCE TO CREATE RICH, IMITATIVE COUNTERPOINT, BUT STILL LARGELY ADHERING TO RULES THAT
PRIORITIZED CONSONANT RESOLUTIONS.

>



THe BAROQUE AND CLASSICAL PErIODS: TENSION AND RELEASE

THE BAROQUE ERA, WITH ITS EMPHASIS ON DRAMA AND EMOTIONAL EXPRESSION, SAW DISSONANCE USED MORE DELIBERATELY
AS A TOOL FOR HEIGHTENED EFFECT. COMPOSERS LIKE BACH AND HANDEL EMPLOYED SUSPENSIONS AND OTHER DISSONANT
DEVICES TO CREATE EXPRESSIVE TENSION THAT YEARNED FOR RELEASE. THE DEVELOPMENT OF FUNCTIONAL HARMONY , \WHERE
CHORDS HAVE SPECIFIC ROLES WITHIN A KEY, SOLIDIFIED THE CONCEPT OF TENSION AND RELEASE. DISSONANCE BECAME AN
INTEGRAL PART OF HARMONIC PROGRESSIONS, ADDING DEPTH AND FORW ARD MOMENTUM. THe CLASSICAL PERIOD, EXEMPLIFIED BY
MOZART AND HAYDN, FURTHER REFINED THESE TECHNIQUES, USING DISSONANCE WITH EXQUISITE PRECISION TO SHAPE MELODIC
LINES AND CREATE ELEGANT, BALANCED MUSICAL STRUCTURES THAT ALWAYS RETURNED TO A STATE OF CONSONANT REPOSE.

THE ROMANTIC ERA AND BEYOND: EXPANDING THE PALETTE

THE ROMANTIC ERA (]QTH CENTURY) PUSHED THE BOUNDARIES OF HARMONIC LANGUAGE SIGNIFICANTLY. COMPOSERS LIKE

X/ AGNER AND MAHLER BEGAN TO EXPLORE MORE CHROMATICISM AND COMPLEX CHORDS, DELAYING RESOLUTIONS AND USING
DISSONANCE MORE FREELY TO EVOKE INTENSE EMOTIONS AND EXPLORE PSYCHOLOGICAL DEPTH. THE LATE ROMANTIC PERIOD AND
EARLY 20TH CENTURY SAW FURTHER RADICAL EXPERIMENTATION. COMPOSERS LIKE SCHOENBERG AND STRAVINSKY QUESTIONED
TRADITIONAL NOTIONS OF TONALITY ALTOGETHER, LEADING TO ATONALITY AND SERIALISM WHERE THE VERY DISTINCTION
BETWEEN CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE BECAME BLURRED OR EVEN IRRELEVANT IN SOME CONTEXTS.

THe PsycHoLoGICAL IMPACT oF CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE

THE IMPACT OF CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE ON OUR EMOTIONS IS PROFOUND AND DEEPLY INGRAINED. CONSONANT HARMONIES
TEND TO EVOKE FEELINGS OF CALM, STABILITY, HAPPINESS, AND RESOLUTION. THEY ARE OFTEN ASSOCIATED WITH BEAUTY AND
A SENSE OF COMPLETENESS, MAKING US FEEL AT EASE. THINK ABOUT THE FEELING OF RELIEF WHEN A TENSION-FILLED PASSAGE
FINALLY RESOLVES TO A SWEET, CONSONANT CHORD — IT’S A DEEPLY SATISFYING EXPERIENCE.

DISSONANT HARMONIES, ON THE OTHER HAND, CREATE A RANGE OF PSYCHOLOGICAL RESPONSES. THEY CAN EVOKE FEELINGS OF
TENSION, UNEASE, ANXIETY, EXCITEMENT, OR EVEN FEAR. THIS IS BECAUSE DISSONANCE SIGNALS A LACK OF STABILITY, A NEED
FOR SOMETHING TO HAPPEN, A MOMENT OF ANTICIPATION. COMPOSERS HARNESS THIS POWER TO CREATE DRAMA, BUILD
SUSPENSE, EXPRESS TURMOIL, OR INJECT ENERGY INTO A PIECE. IT's THE VERY “GRIT” THAT CAN MAKE MUSIC COMPELLING.

EMoTIONAL ASSOCIATIONS AND CULTURAL CONDITIONING

W/HILE THERE ARE STRONG PHYSIOLOGICAL AND ACOUSTIC UNDERPINNINGS TO OUR PERCEPTION OF CONSONANCE AND
DISSONANCE, OUR EMOTIONAL RESPONSES ARE ALSO SHAPED BY CULTURAL CONDITIONING AND PERSONAL EXPERIENCE. WE ARE
OFTEN EXPOSED TO CONSONANT MUSIC IN CONTEXTS ASSOCIATED WITH HAPPINESS AND PEACE, WHILE DISSONANT MUSIC MIGHT
BE USED IN FILMS TO SIGNAL DANGER OR DISTRESS. OVER TIME, THESE ASSOCIATIONS BECOME POWERFUL, INFLUENCING HOW WE
INTERPRET THE EMOTIONAL CONTENT OF A MUSICAL PASSAGE.

HO\X/EVER/ IT's NOT JUST ABOUT LEARNED ASSOCIATIONS. THERE'S A FUNDAMENTAL HUMAN RESPONSE TO HARMONIC
COMPLEXITY AND ITS IMPLICATIONS FOR AUDITORY PROCESSING. OUR BRAINS ARE WIRED TO FIND PATTERNS AND RESOLVE
AMBIGUITY. DISSONANCE, BY ITS VERY NATURE, PRESENTS AMBIGUITY AND INSTABILITY, WHICH CAN TRIGGER A MORE ACTIVE,
ENGAGED LISTENING RESPONSE. THIS ENGAGEMENT IS KEY TO THE EMOTIONAL POWER OF MUSIC.

CoGNITIVE PROCESSING AND EXPECTATION

OUR BRAINS ARE CONSTANTLY MAKING PREDICTIONS ABOUT WHAT SOUNDS WILL COME NEXT IN A PIECE OF MUSIC. CONSONANT



INTERVALS AND CHORDS FULFILL THESE EXPECTATIONS, LEADING TO A SENSE OF COGNITIVE EASE. DISSONANT INTERVALS AND
CHORDS, HOWEVER, VIOLATE THESE EXPECTATIONS. THIS VIOLATION CAN BE JARRING, BUT IT CAN ALSO BE STIMULATING,
LEADING TO HEIGHTENED ATTENTION AND A DESIRE TO RESOLVE THE PERCEIVED “ERROR.”

THIS INTERPLAY BETWEEN EXPECTATION AND FULFILLMENT, OR VIOLATION, IS A FUNDAMENTAL MECHANISM THROUGH WHICH
MUSIC ENGAGES OUR MINDS. W/HEN DISSONANCE IS USED EFFECTIVELY, IT CREATES A COMPELLING NARRATIVE OF TENSION AND
RELEASE, KEEPING THE LISTENER HOOKED AND INVESTED IN THE UNFOLDING MUSICAL JOURNEY. THE DELIBERATE MANIPULATION OF
THESE EXPECTATIONS IS A HALLMARK OF MASTERFUL COMPOSITION.

CoNsoNANCE AND DissoONANCE IN DIFFERENT MusicAL GENRES

THE WAY CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE ARE USED VARIES SIGNIFICANTLY ACROSS DIFFERENT MUSICAL GENRES, REFLECTING
DIVERSE AESTHETIC GOALS AND CULTURAL TRADITIONS. IN CLASSICAL MUSIC, THE EXPLORATION OF CONSONANCE AND
DISSONANCE IS OFTEN HIGHLY FORMALIZED AND TIED TO HARMONIC PROGRESSIONS. |NJAZZ, IMPROVISATION OFTEN INVOLVES
COMPLEX DISSONANCES AND CHROMATICISM, PUSHING HARMONIC BOUNDARIES FOR EXPRESSIVE EFFECT. Rock AND POP MUSIC
MIGHT USE DISSONANCE MORE SPARINGLY, OFTEN FOR EMPHASIS OR TO CREATE A SPECIFIC GRITTY TEXTURE, BUT GENERALLY
LEAN TOW ARDS MORE CONSONANT STRUCTURES FOR BROADER APPEAL.

X/ ORLD MUSIC TRADITIONS ALSO OFFER FASCINATING PERSPECTIVES. SOME CULTURES MAY HAVE DIFFERENT CONVENTIONS
REGARDING WHAT SOUNDS CONSONANT OR DISSONANT, AND THE EMPHASIS MIGHT BE ON DIFFERENT TYPES OF INTERVALS OR
TIMBRES. FOR INSTANCE, SOME TRADITIONAL ASIAN MUSIC UTILIZES MICROTONES AND SCALES THAT MIGHT SOUND
UNCONVENTIONAL TO W/ESTERN EARS BUT ARE PERFECTLY CONSONANT WITHIN THEIR OWN FRAMEW ORKS.

CLAssIcAL MusIc: STRUCTURED HARMONY

AS WE'VE TOUCHED UPON, CLASSICAL MUSIC, ESPECIALLY FROM THE CoMMoN PrRACTICE PerioD (ROUGHLY BAROQUE TO
ROMANTIC), RELIES HEAVILY ON A WELL-DEFINED SYSTEM OF CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE. THE GOAL IS OFTEN A
CONTROLLED JOURNEY OF TENSION AND RELEASE, WHERE DISSONANT CHORDS ARE STRATEGICALLY PLACED TO CREATE DRAMA,
COLOR, AND FORWARD MOTION, ALWAYS WITH A STRONG PULL TOWARDS CONSONANT RESOLUTIONS. THINK OF THE INTRICATE
HARMONIC LANGUAGE OF BACH FUGUES OR THE DRAMATIC CHORD CHANGES IN A BEETHOVEN SYMPHONY.

JAzz AND IMPROVISATION: HARMONIC EXPLORATION

JAZZ IS RENOWNED FOR ITS ADVENTUROUS HARMONIC LANGUAGE. IMPROVISATION OFTEN INVOLVES LAYERING COMPLEX
DISSONANCES OVER ESTABLISHED CHORD CHANGES. MUSICIANS MIGHT INTENTIONALLY PLAY “OUTSIDE” THE EXPECTED CHORDS,
CREATING MOMENTS OF HEIGHTENED TENSION THAT RESOLVE BACK INTO THE HARMONIC STRUCTURE. THIS CONSTANT INTERPLAY
OF CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE, OFTEN HIGHLY CHROMATIC, IS A HALLMARK OF THE GENRE, ALLOWING FOR IMMENSE CREATIVE
EXPRESSION AND INTRICATE MUSICAL DIALOGUES.

Rock, Pop, AND ELECTRONIC MusiIC: RHYTHMIC AND TEXTURAL EMPHASIS

IN MANY POPULAR MUSIC GENRES LIKE ROCK, POP, AND ELECTRONIC MUSIC, CONSONANCE OFTEN TAKES CENTER STAGE TO CREATE
ACCESSIBLE AND CATCHY MELODIES AND HARMONIES. HO\X/EVER/ DISSONANCE IS STILL EMPLOYED, ALBEIT PERHAPS LESS
SYSTEMATICALLY. |T MIGHT BE USED IN POWER CHORDS TO ADD GRIT, IN BLUES SCALES FOR A CHARACTERISTIC “BeNT” SOUND,
OR IN MORE EXPERIMENT AL ELECTRONIC MUSIC TO CREATE UNIQUE TEXTURES AND UNSETTLING ATMOSPHERES. THE RHYTHMIC
DRIVE AND SONIC TEXTURES OFTEN PLAY A MORE PROMINENT ROLE IN DEFINING THE GENRE'S SOUNDSCAPE THAN COMPLEX
HARMONIC DISSONANCE.



MANIPULATING CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE FOR EFFECT

COMPOSERS ARE LIKE SONIC ARCHITECTS, AND CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE ARE THEIR ESSENTIAL BUILDING BLOCKS. THEY
DONIT_JUST USE THESE CONCEPTS RANDOMLY; THEY DEPLOY THEM WITH INTENTION TO ACHIEVE SPECIFIC ARTISTIC GOALS. By
STRATEGICALLY PLACING CONSONANT AND DISSONANT INTERVALS AND CHORDS, MUSICIANS CAN:

o CREATE EMOTIONAL ARCS: BUILDING TENSION WITH DISSONANCE AND PROVIDING RELIEF WITH CONSONANCE.

EMPHASIZE MELODIC LINES: USING DISSONANCE TO HIGHLIGHT CERTAIN NOTES OR PHRASES.

® ADD COLOR AND RICHNESS: EMPLOYING COMPLEX DISSONANCES FOR UNIQUE SONIC TEXTURES.
® DRIVE THE NARRATIVE: GUIDING THE LISTENER THROUGH A MUSICAL JOURNEY OF ANTICIPATION AND SATISFACTION.

o EVOKE SPECIFIC IMAGERY OR MOODS: FROM SERENE LANDSCAPES TO CHAOTIC STORMS.

THE INTERPLAY IS KEY. A PIECE THAT IS ENTIRELY CONSONANT MIGHT BECOME MONOTONOUS, WHILE A PIECE SATURATED WITH
DISSONANCE COULD BE OVERWHELMING AND UNLISTENABLE FOR MANY. |T'S THE SKILLFUL BALANCING ACT BETWEEN THESE TWO
FORCES THAT CREATES COMPELLING AND ENDURING MUSIC.

THE POWER OF SUSPENSION AND RESOLUTION

ONE OF THE MOST COMMON AND EFFECTIVE WAYS TO MANIPULATE CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE IS THROUGH THE TECHNIQUE
OF SUSPENSION. THIS INVOLVES HOLDING A NOTE FROM A PREVIOUS CONSONANT CHORD OVER INTO THE NEXT CHORD, WHERE IT
BECOMES DISSONANT. THIS DISSONANT NOTE THEN RESOLVES DOWNWARDS BY STEP TO A CONSONANT NOTE IN THE NEW
CHORD. THE RESULTING “SIGH” OR RELEASE IS A POWERFUL EMOTIONAL DEVICE, CREATING A SENSE OF LONGING FOLLOWED BY
SATISFACTION.

THE EFFECTIVENESS OF A SUSPENSION LIES IN THE LISTENER'S EXPECTATION. WE HEAR THE CONSONANT CHORD, ANTICIPATE ITS
SMOOTH CONTINUATION, AND THEN ARE PRESENTED WITH A MOMENT OF TENSION THAT WE INSTINCTIVELY KNOW WILL BE
RESOLVED. THIS PREDICTABLE YET SATISFYING CYCLE IS FUNDAMENTAL TO THE EMOTIONAL IMPACT OF MUCH W/ESTERN MUSIC.

ExTeNpeD HARMONIES AND CHROMATICISM

MOVING BEYOND SIMPLE RESOLUTIONS, COMPOSERS CAN CREATE RICHER TEXTURES AND MORE COMPLEX EMOTIONAL STATES
THROUGH EXTENDED HARMONIES AND CHROMATICISM. EXTENDED HARMONIES INVOLVE ADDING MORE NOTES TO BASIC CHORDS
(LIKE NINTHS, ELEVENTHS, AND THIRTEENTHS), WHICH CAN CREATE A MORE LUSH OR EVEN DISSONANT SOUND. CHROMATICISM
INVOLVES THE USE OF NOTES OUTSIDE THE MAIN SCALE OF A PIECE, LEADING TO MORE FREQUENT AND VARIED DISSONANCES.

THESE TECHNIQUES ALLOW FOR A WIDER PALETTE OF SONIC COLORS AND EMOTIONAL NUANCES. WHILE THEY CAN PUSH THE
BOUNDARIES OF WHAT IS CONVENTIONALLY CONSIDERED CONSONANT, THEY ARE OFTEN EMPLOYED TO ADD SOPHISTICATION,
DEPTH, AND UNIQUE CHARACTER TO THE MUSIC, RATHER THAN JUST CREATING HARSHNESS.

THE SUBJECTIVITY OF MUSICAL PERCEPTION

ULTIMATELY, WHILE ACOUSTICS AND MUSIC THEORY PROVIDE FRAMEW ORKS, OUR INDIVIDUAL AND CULTURAL EXPERIENCES PLAY



A SIGNIFICANT ROLE IN HOW WE PERCEIVE CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE. A HIGHLY DISSONANT PASSAGE THAT MIGHT THRILL A
SEASONED JAZZ AFICIONADO COULD SOUND JARRING AND UNPLEASANT TO SOMEONE LESS ACCUSTOMED TO SUCH SOUNDS. OUR
BRAINS ARE ADAPTABLE, AND WITH REPEATED EXPOSURE, WE CAN GROW ACCUSTOMED TO, AND EVEN APPRECIATE, SOUNDS
THAT WERE INITIALLY PERCEIVED AS DISSONANT.

FURTHEEMORE/ THE CONTEXT IN WHICH MUSIC IS HEARD IS CRUCIAL. THE SAME MUSICAL PHRASE MIGHT EVOKE DIFFERENT FEELINGS
DEPENDING ON WHETHER IT'S PART OF A GRAND ORCHESTRAL WORK, A LULLABY, OR A PIECE OF AVANT-GARDE EXPERIMENTAL
MUSIC. THE INTENTION OF THE COMPOSER, THE PERFORMANCE STYLE, AND THE LISTENER'S OWN DISPOSITION ALL CONTRIBUTE TO
THE SUBJECTIVE EXPERIENCE OF CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE, MAKING THE STUDY AND ENJOYMENT OF MUSIC A CONTINUALLY
UNFOLDING DISCOVERY.

CULTURAL RELATIVITY OF HARMONY

IT'S A FASCINATING THOUGHT: WHAT SOUNDS “RIGHT” IS NOT UNIVERSAL. DIFFERENT CULTURES HAVE DEVELOPED DISTINCT
MUSICAL SYSTEMS WITH THEIR OWN SETS OF PREFERRED INTERVALS AND HARMONIC RELATIONSHIPS. FOR EXAMPLE, MANY EAsT
ASIAN MUSICAL TRADITIONS UTILIZE PENTATONIC SCALES, WHICH TEND TO SOUND CONSONANT TO \W/ESTERN EARS DUE TO
THEIR SIMPLER INTERVAL STRUCTURES. HO\X/EVERI SOME SCALES AND HARMONIC PRACTICES FOUND IN OTHER CULTURES, LIKE
CERTAIN MICROTONAL MUSIC OR SPECIFIC MODAL SYSTEMS, MIGHT CHALLENGE A \WESTERN LISTENER'S INHERENT PERCEPTION OF
CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE.

UNDERSTANDING THIS CULTURAL RELATIVITY REMINDS US THAT OUR INGRAINED REACTIONS TO MUSICAL SOUNDS ARE NOT
NECESSARILY OBJECTIVE TRUTHS BUT ARE OFTEN THE PRODUCT OF OUR SPECIFIC MUSICAL UPBRINGING AND THE TRADITIONS
WE'VE BEEN EXPOSED TO. |T OPENS UP A WORLD OF SONIC POSSIBILITIES AND ENCOURAGES A BROADER, MORE INCLUSIVE
APPRECIATION OF GLOBAL MUSIC.

THE EVOLVING LISTENER

THE JOURNEY OF A MUSIC LISTENER IS ONE OF CONSTANT EVOLUTION. AS WE EXPOSE OURSELVES TO MORE DIVERSE MUSICAL
STYLES AND PERIODS, OUR EARS BECOME MORE ATTUNED TO A WIDER RANGE OF SONIC PHENOMENA. WHAT MIGHT HAVE
SOUNDED HARSH OR DISSONANT IN OUR YOUTH CAN BECOME APPRECIATED FOR ITS EXPRESSIVENESS AND COMPLEXITY AS WE
MATURE AS LISTENERS. THIS ADAPTIVE CAPACITY MEANS THAT OUR PERCEPTION OF CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE IS NOT
FIXED BUT CAN GROW AND CHANGE OVER TIME.

THE VERY DEFINITION OF WHAT CONSTITUTES “CONSONANT” AND “DISSONANT” HAS SHIFTED HISTORICALLY, AND IT CONTINUES
TO DO SO WITH CONTEMPORARY MUSIC. THIS ONGOING EVOLUTION HIGHLIGHTS THE DYNAMIC NATURE OF MUSIC ITSELF AND OUR
RELATIONSHIP WITH IT, SUGGESTING THAT THE EXPLORATION OF SOUND IS A PERPETUAL ADVENTURE.

FAQ

QI IS CONSONANCE ALWAYS PLEASING AND DISSONANCE ALWAYS UNPLEASANT?

A: NOT NECESSARILY. WHILE CONSONANCE IS GENERALLY ASSOCIATED WITH STABILITY AND PLEASURE, AND DISSONANCE WITH
TENSION, THESE ARE NOT ABSOLUTE RULES. THE CONTEXT, CULTURAL BACKGROUND, AND INDIVIDUAL EXPERIENCE OF THE
LISTENER PLAY A SIGNIFICANT ROLE. SOME LISTENERS MIGHT FIND CERTAIN DISSONANCES EXCITING OR EMOTIONALLY EVOCATIVE
RATHER THAN UNPLEASANT.



QI How DOES THE NUMBER OF OVERTONES AFFECT CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE?

A: INTERVALS WITH SIMPLE FREQUENCY RATIOS, LIKE OCTAVES AND PERFECT FIFTHS, HAVE MANY SHARED OVERTONES. THis
OVERLAP CREATES SMOOTHER WAVE INTERACTIONS, WHICH OUR BRAINS PERCEIVE AS CONSONANT. INTERVALS WITH COMPLEX
RATIOS HAVE FEWER SHARED OVERTONES AND MORE INTERFERING WAVES, PRODUCING BEATS AND A ROUGHER TEXTURE,
PERCEIVED AS DISSONANT.

Q: CAN DISSONANCE BE USED TO CREATE BEAUTY IN MUSIC?

A: ABSOLUTELY. DISSONANCE IS A VITAL TOOL FOR CREATING EMOTIONAL DEPTH, TENSION, AND RELEASE, ALL OF WHICH
CONTRIBUTE TO THE BEAUTY AND IMPACT OF MUSIC. THINK OF THE DRAMATIC YEARNING IN A ROMANTIC SYMPHONY OR THE
INTRICATE HARMONIES IN JAZZ; DISSONANCE IS KEY TO THEIR EXPRESSIVE POWER.

QZ How HAS THE PERCEPTION OF CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE CHANGED OVER TIME?

A: HISTORICALLY, WHAT WAS CONSIDERED DISSONANT HAS EVOLVED. FOR EXAMPLE, THIRDS AND SIXTHS WERE ONCE VIEWED
WITH CAUTION BUT ARE NOW FOUNDATIONAL CONSONANCES. THE 20TH AND 2 1ST CENTURIES HAVE SEEN COMPOSERS
EXPLORE INCREASINGLY COMPLEX HARMONIC LANGUAGES, BLURRING THE LINES AND EXPANDING THE ACCEPTED USE OF
DISSONANCE.

QI W/HY DO SOME MUSICAL SCALES SOUND MORE CONSONANT THAN OTHERS?

A: THE INTERVALLIC STRUCTURE OF SCALES DETERMINES THEIR INHERENT CONSONANCE OR DISSONANCE. SCALES LIKE THE MAJOR
AND MINOR SCALES ARE BUILT FROM INTERVALS THAT ARE LARGELY CONSIDERED CONSONANT WITHIN W/ ESTERN HARMONY.
OTHER SCALES, LIKE THE CHROMATIC SCALE, ARE COMPOSED ENTIRELY OF DISSONANT INTERVALS (SEMITONES).

Q: ARE THERE ANY UNIVERSAL RULES FOR CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE ACROSS ALL
CULTURES?

A: WHILE THERE ARE SOME ACOUSTICALLY BASED TENDENCIES THAT ARE WIDELY PERCEIVED (E.G.I SIMPLE RATIOS SOUNDING
MORE STABLE), THE RULES AND PREFERENCES FOR CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE ARE LARGELY CULTURALLY DETERMINED.
DIFFERENT MUSICAL TRADITIONS PRIORITIZE DIFFERENT INTERVALS AND HARMONIC RELATIONSHIPS.

Q: HOW CAN UNDERSTANDING CONSONANCE AND DISSONANCE IMPROVE MY LISTENING
EXPERIENCE?

A: BY UNDERSTANDING THESE CONCEPTS, YOU CAN BETTER APPRECIATE HOW COMPOSERS CREATE EMOTIONAL EFFECTS, BUILD
TENSION, AND GUIDE YOUR LISTENING EXPERIENCE. YOU CAN BEGIN TO IDENTIFY THE MOMENTS OF STABILITY AND UNREST AND
UNDERSTAND THE TECHNIQUES USED TO ACHIEVE THEM, LEADING TO A RICHER AND MORE INSIGHTFUL ENGAGEMENT WITH MUSIC.

Q: Is IT POSSIBLE FOR A CHORD TO BE BOTH CONSONANT AND DISSONANT AT THE SAME
TIME?

A: IN A SENSE, YES, THROUGH THE CONCEPT OF “CONTEXTUAL CONSONANCE” OR “FUNCTIONAL DISSONANCE.” A CHORD THAT
MIGHT SOUND DISSONANT ON ITS OWN CAN FUNCTION BEAUTIFULLY AND FEEL CONSONANT WITHIN A SPECIFIC HARMONIC
PROGRESSION OR MUSICAL STYLE, PARTICULARLY IN GENRES THAT EMBRACE COMPLEX HARMONIES. THE LISTENER’S EXPECTATION
IS KEY.
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