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Pop 13%
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Holiday/Seasonal 2%

Jazz 1%
Classical 1%

Children’s 1%
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Harmony in Country Music

Harlan Howard: Country music is “three chords 
and the truth” (in Dansby 2002).

Jocelyn Neal: “Musically, there is a pervading 
misconception that [country music] relies on 
three-chord harmonic progressions” (1998, 322). 
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The Nashville Number System Fakebook      
           (de Clercq 2015)

U.S. $19.99

HL00143189

From the honky tonks on Lower Broadway to the studios 

on Music Row to the stages of the Ryman Auditorium and 

the Grand Ole Opry, professional country musicians rely 

on the Nashville Number System every day to draw up 

their song charts. While the Nashville Number System is 

powerful enough to be used by the top session musicians 

today, it is simple enough to be understood by those 

who know only a few chords. Whether you play guitar, 

bass, keyboard, drums, banjo, mandolin, or another 

instrument, the Nashville Number System is the best 

method available for you to build your repertoire of 

songs and learn what makes those songs tick.

What better way to learn than playing along with some of 

country music’s greatest hits? This book includes charts 

for 200 of the best-known and well-respected songs 

in the history of country music. Although no lyrics are 

included, each chart conveys the harmony, key, meter, 

rhythm, phrase structure, instrumentation, arrangement, 

and form of the song—all on a single piece of paper. An 

introduction is also included that explains the system in 

detail. Ultimately, becoming an expert at the Nashville 

Number System will make you not only a better player 

but a more versatile musician. 
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Key of C 
44   q  = 100  

Words and Music by K.T. Oslin 
Copyright © 1987 WOODEN WONDER MUSIC 

All Rights Controlled and Administered by UNIVERSAL - POLYGRAM INTERNATIONAL, INC. 
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 (K. T. Oslin) 
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Chart of “80’s Ladies” (K. T. Oslin, 1987) 



% Title: 80's Ladies
% Artist: K. T. Oslin
% Copyright: 1987
[Key: C]
[Meter: 4/4]
[Tempo: QN = 100]
[Feel: Normal]

In: 12 12/3  42 594
12 12/3  42 594

Vr: 1 2-7  1/3 42
1 (164 <1)  1    5
1 2-7  1/3 42
1 (164 <1)  5    5
1 57

Ch: 1 (1.. 5)  4    4
1 1M9  6- 6- 6-
5 5     5    5

Encoded Excerpt of “80’s Ladies”
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Songs in the  
  Rolling Stone magazine  
  “500 greatest songs of all time” Statistical Analysis of Harmony and Melody in Rock Music 189

Table 1. The top 20 songs on the Rolling Stone list of the ‘500 Greatest Songs of All Time’.

Rank Title Artist Year

1 Like a Rolling Stone Bob Dylan 1965
2 Satisfaction The Rolling Stones 1965
3 Imagine John Lennon 1971
4 What’s Going On Marvin Gaye 1971
5 Respect Aretha Franklin 1967
6 Good Vibrations The Beach Boys 1966
7 Johnny B. Goode Chuck Berry 1958
8 Hey Jude The Beatles 1968
9 Smells Like Teen Spirit Nirvana 1991
10 What’d I Say Ray Charles 1959
11 My Generation The Who 1965
12 A Change Is Gonna Come Sam Cooke 1964
13 Yesterday The Beatles 1965
14 Blowin’ in the Wind Bob Dylan 1963
15 London Calling The Clash 1980
16 I Want to Hold Your Hand The Beatles 1963
17 Purple Haze The Jimi Hendrix Experience 1967
18 Maybellene Chuck Berry 1955
19 Hound Dog Elvis Presley 1956
20 Let It Be The Beatles 1970

Fig. 1. (a) A harmonic analysis of the chorus of the Ronettes’ ‘Be My
Baby’. (b) DT’s harmonic analysis of the Ronettes’ ‘Be My Baby’.

Fig. 2. Chord list for the first verse of ‘Be My Baby’, generated from
the analysis in Figure 1(b). (The first two bars have no harmony, thus
the first chord starts at time 2.0.)

‘metrical time’.) The third column is the harmonic symbol
exactly as shown in the analysis; the fourth column is the
chromatic relative root, that is, the root in relation to the key
(I=0, bII=1, II=2, and so on); the fifth column is the diatonic
relative root (I=1, bII=2, II=2, etc.); the sixth column shows
the key, in integer notation (C=0), and the final column shows
the absolute root (C=0).

Each of us (DT and TdC) did harmonic analyses of all
200 songs. We analysed them entirely by ear, not consulting

lead sheets or other sources. We resolved certain differences
between our analyses, such as barline placement and time
signatures. (In most cases, the meter of a rock song is made
clear by the drum pattern, given the convention that snare
hits occur on the second and fourth beats of the measure;
some cases are not so clear-cut, however, especially songs
in triple and compound meters.) When we found errors in
the harmonic analyses, we corrected them, but we did not
resolve differences that reflected genuine disagreements about
harmony or key.After correcting errors, the level of agreement
between our analyses was 93.3% (meaning that 93.3% of the
time, our analyses were in agreement on both the chromatic
relative root and the key). Inspection of the differences showed
that they arose for a variety of reasons. In some cases, we
assigned different roots to a chord, or disagreed as to whether
a segment was an independent harmony or contained within
another harmony; in other cases, we differed in our judgments
of key. (See de Clercq and Temperley (2011) for further dis-
cussion and examples.) While it would clearly be desirable to
have more than two analyses for each song, the high level of
agreement between our analyses suggests that the amount of
subjectivity involved is fairly limited.

2.3 The melodic transcriptions

Many interesting questions about rock require information
about melody as well as harmony. To investigate the melodic
aspects of rock, we first needed to devise a notational system
for transcribing rock melodies. Figure 3 shows TdC’s melodic
transcription for the first verse and chorus of ‘Be My Baby’
(music notation for the first four bars is shown in Figure 4,
Example A). Pitches are represented as scale-degrees in rela-
tion to the key: integers indicate degrees of the major scale,
while other degrees are indicated with # and b symbols (e.g.
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• Academy of Country Music. 1967-2014. “Single of the Year.” 
• Academy of Country Music. 1967-2014. “Song of the Year.” 
• Allmusic. 2015. “Country Song Highlights.” 
• American Music Award. 1974-1995. “Favorite Country Single.” 
• Billboard. 1946-2014. “Year-End #1 Country Singles.”  
• Billboard. 2014. “Top 70 Country Songs 1989-2014.” 
• Billboard. 2008. “Billboard 50th Anniversary Charts: All-Time Top 

Country Songs.” 
• Country Music Television. 2003. “CMT 100 Greatest Songs of 

Country Music.” 
• Country Music Association. 1967-2014. “Single of the Year.” 
• Country Music Association. 1967-2014. “Song of the Year.” 
• Nashville Songwriters Association International. 1967-2014. 

“NSAI Song of the Year.” 
• The Recording Academy. 1965-2014. “Grammy Award for Best 

Country Song.” 
• Rolling Stone. 2014. “100 Greatest Country Songs of All Time.” 
• Taste of Country. 2012. “Top 100 Country Songs.”

Sources for the Songs (de Clercq 2015)
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A Meta-List of Country Songs
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THE RESULTS

NN 200 RS 200
1 chord 0 0.0% 2.5%

≤ 2 chords 3 1.5% 5.0%

≤ 3 chords 53 26.5% 28.5%

≤ 4 chords 100 50.0% 48.0%

*

* Temperley and de Clercq (2013)

Songs with X or Fewer Chords



Triad Types in the NN 200,  
Ranked by Frequency 

THE RESULTS

Triad Instances
I 4,602 32.7%

V 3,586 25.5%
IV 3,360 23.8%
vi 851 6.0%
ii 704 5.0%

bVII 225 1.6%
II 182 1.3%
iii 120 0.9%
i 97 0.7%

bVI 76 0.5%
III 73 0.5%
v 51 0.4%

VI 34 0.2%
iv 23 0.2%

Instances of I, IV, V in NN 200: 82%
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THE RESULTS

Triad Instances
I 4,602 32.7%

V 3,586 25.5%
IV 3,360 23.8%
vi 851 6.0%
ii 704 5.0%

bVII 225 1.6%
II 182 1.3%
iii 120 0.9%
i 97 0.7%

bVI 76 0.5%
III 73 0.5%
v 51 0.4%

VI 34 0.2%
iv 23 0.2%

Instances of I, IV, V in NN 200: 82%

Instances of I, IV, V in RS 200: 79% 
  (major-key songs only)

Instances of I, IV, V in early CP: 75%      
        (c. 1700 – 1830, Budge 1943)



Root Motion in Common-Practice Music  
(Temperley 2009)
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Root Motion in Rock Music  
(de Clercq & Temperley 2011)
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Root Motion in Country Music 
(the NN 200)
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