Tips on creating harmonies

1. 
The melody is the focus and should always be louder than the harmony.  Don’t play harmony for the first 4 - 8 bars of melody; the first few harmonies should be very simple (drones/whole notes etc).  
2. 
One of the simplest harmonies is to double the melody on its repeat or echo, like a call and response (it’s better to do this on 2- to 4-bar phrases rather than a whole A part or B part).  This works especially well when there is a part of the tune that often repeats, such as a refrain.
3.
Use sheet music that has chords provided. These are usually written above the melody line, but occasionally are below.

4.
Memorize the chord notes in at least the most common keys (G, D, A, F, Bb.)  For a list of which notes are in each chord see the website http://www.michael-thomas.com/music/class/
chords_notesinchords.htm. The notes you choose for your harmony will be based on these chords.

5.
Generally choose notes in the key in which the tune is written. For example, in the key of C use all naturals (unless there’s an accidental.)
6.
Keep the harmony below the melody as much as possible. Think of it supporting the melody. This is generally below the D on the treble clef. An exception might be on instruments that have a high octave range such as flute or whistle -- they can add sparkle by playing above the melody.  This has to be done judiciously or it gets tiring to listen to and/or overwhelms the melody.
7.
A drone often may be created by staying on a note in the chord as long as it sounds good and changing the harmony notes as little as possible.  Some (medieval or Scottish) tunes sound good against a long-running drone, especially on the 5th of the key (e.g. drone on a D in the key of G).
8.
The harmony can move stepwise, based on chord changes (e.g a G note for a G chord, then and F# for a D chord, and an E for the C chord.). Or the harmony can be based on chord arpeggios.

9. 
Often the harmony works best when it paralells the melody. For example, the harmony goes up when melody goes up & vice versa.

10.
The harmony can be the opposite of the melody, it goes up when melody goes down & vice versa.

11.
The harmony may echo the melody by playing the melody notes a measure or two later.
12. 
The harmony may anticipate the melody by playing the melody notes a measure early.
13. 
When the melody is complex, keep the harmony simple; when the melody is simple, the harmony can be more complex.

14. 
On waltzes, use ‘oom-pa-pa’s (root, 5th, 5th of the chord.)
15.  A harmony which goes up the scale at the end is uplifting, down can be depressing.

16. 
Avoid using the same note for your harmony as is in the melody.

17. 
Ask for and LISTEN TO the feedback your band-mates give.

It’s very handy to compose your harmonies on a music-editing program that can play it back to you, both with and without the melody being played at the same time. NoteWorthy Composer is a shareware music editor that I’ve used for years, and I recommend highly. It costs $50. if you CHOOSE to register it. http://www.noteworthysoftware.com/
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