Use of Counterpoint 

Counterpoint consists of 4 types of “contrapuntal” movement  or “motion”: Parallel, Similar, Contrary, and Oblique.

Counterpoint is the musical term for the playing of another note or series of notes while the melody or another part is playing. This creates melodic fullness and harmonic richness to your music that is pleasing to the ear and creates interest and sparks involvement for the listening. When we listen to music we love “structure,” and “Counterpoint” is a vivid example of structured music.

The use of counterpoint in constructing your chord melodies plays a large role in determining what makes the difference between a “good” chord melody and a “great” chord melody. What we are doing when we write, arrange, and compose a chord melody is typically re-harmonizing the original composer’s piece. I will be exploring ways to do that. 

I have always found that the particular chord melodies folks like most almost always contain some element of the 4 types of counterpoint discussed below.

Parallel Motion

When 2 parts of t he music move in the same special (intervallic) direction at the same time the movement is call “parallel” motion.

For example, say a note moves up a whole step, then the adjacent “parallel” note also moves up a whole step: 

…In the key of C take C D E F as the melody theme, and A is the first “parallel” note … it would look and sound like this:

Ex. 1. C/A ( D/B (whole step movement)

If we continue this movement as such, C/A ( D/B ( E/C# ( F/D

Here we have a minor 3rd interval moving upward as it remains a minor 3rd with each note. 

Because “parallel” counterpoint is based more on spatial (interval) movement rather than note names, it will most likely move out of key as in the example above where the key of C is the tonic key. 
Ex. 2. Key of G, G A B C being the melody theme. G/D ( A/E ( B/F# ( C/G  

Here we have a 4th interval that moves upward and retains the 4th. Interval relationship with the melody notes.

Similar Motion

When 2 parts move in the same direction at the same time while still staying in the same key, it is called “similar” motion.
Ex.1.  Key of A, E D C# B being the melody theme: E/C# ( D/B ( C#/A ( B/G#

Here we start with a major 3rd interval (E/C#), and it moves to a minor 3rd (D/B), then moves to another major 3rd (C#/A), which ends up with a minor 3rd (B/G#).  

Similar motion moves in the same direction as the theme note but continues to stay in the original key. This requires that you must first establish the tonic key you are harmonizing.

Contrary Motion
Contrary motion occurs when two parts of the music move apart in opposite directions in varying interval degrees 
Ex. 1.  See the 4th measure of the B section in Erroll Garner’s “Misty”, where the melody goes Eb F Ab Bb C: 

We have the following Contrary motion: Eb/Eb ( F/D ( Ab/C ( Bb/Bb ( C/Ab

Note: using this example from “Misty” the next note in the melody is D where the harmony is Am7 (clearly Am11). Note how wonderful the “opposite” motion resolves into the melody and harmony chromatic from Ab to A (Am11) – this is wonderful sound.  

Oblique (or “Common”) Motion

When one part moves and another part remains static it is called “Oblique” motion.

Ex. 1. See measures 7 and 8 in “My Funny Valentine” (that’s 6 bars before the first ending). The melody note is Eb for two measures (two tied whole notes), and the harmony changes once per bar: / Cm7 xxx     / Bbm7 xxx  /

We can re-harmonize the original harmony in the following way:

Original Harmony:        / Cm7           / Bbm7           /

Melody: 

/ Eb ---------/ Eb -----------/ 

Re-Harmonized           / Cm7 – B7  / Bbm7 – A7b5/

Note: notice the chromatic movement in the bass (C B Bb A) while also the inner voices of the harmony move in contrast to the static melody. This creates tension and release as it moves the harmony in contrast to the “unmoving” melody while the theme moves away and/or toward resolution.

Ex. 2.  Where the melody note G is tied over for two or more measures: G/C ---> G/D ---> G/E ---> G/F 

OR Ex. 3. G/C ---> G/B ---> G/Bb ---> G/A OR Ex. 4. G/F ---> G/E ---> G/Eb ---> G/D ( ... this is "Common Tone" or “Oblique” motion ...also very effective).
