
   

3. RH Harmonization of Melody (Adding Shells, Root & 

5th) 

The first step to arranging a selection for solo piano is to add shells below 

the melody.  Thus far we’ve played solo piano by playing just the melody in 

our RH and harmonies or bass notes in the LH. When we move some of the 

chord tones to our RH, you will hear a significant change in the sound of 

your tune. We do this by adding the shells beneath the melody.  While we 

learn this concept, our LH will only be used to play bass notes. Here’s how 

to incorporate the LH concepts you learned in the last lesson with this RH 

shell strategy: 

 

a. Step 1 - Harmonize shell voicings below the melody 

with chords  

 

One Chord Change - If there is one chord change for that measure, and 

the melody starts on beat 1, you will harmonize that melody note with the 

shells of that chord change.  

 

 

 



   

Two Chord Changes – If there are two chords for the measure, you will 

harmonize the melody note beneath the first chord change, and harmonize 

the other melody note beneath the second chord change. (see figure 18.9) 

     

b. Step 2 - Shells Without Melody  

Sometimes you will see chords on beats that do not have any melody 

notes, so what do we do here? We will just play the shells alone in our 

RH without the melody. For example, if the melody note stays the same 

but the harmonies change, you’ll voice-lead your shells to the next 

chord. (see figure 18.10) 

    Figure 18.10 

 

 

 

 

 



   

c. Step 3 - Melody Note That Is a Shell Note  

Sometimes the melody will be the 3rd or 7th of the chord. When this happens 

we have two options. (see figure 18.11) 

 

a. Add the second shell below the melody 

 

b. Add both shells and double the melody note. 

On the first beat of this example, doubling works great. On the 3rd beat 

though, the melody is too low to double so you’ll play the other shell below the 

melody. 

 

 

 



   

 

d. Step 4 - Adding Root & Fifth Below Melody 

Using chord tones to fill beneath the melody creates rich sounding 

voicings. We’ve already learned how to harmonize a melody with the 

shells (3rd and 7th) of the chords. Now all we are going to do is double 

the root in our LH, or add the 5th. To explain how to do this, we’ll use 

the first chord (F-) and melody note (Ab) from “All The Things You 

Are”.  

 

1. Add your shells below the melody - Apply shell voicings below 

the melody when the harmonies are changing. Change the shells if 

the melody stays on the same note and the harmonies move. (see 

figure 20.3) 

    Figure 20.3 

 

 

 

 

 

 



   

 

2. Add the 5th between the shells - Adding the 5th between the 

shells will give your voicings a fuller sound. If the 3rdis at the 

bottom of you shell, then the 5th will sit in between the 3rd and 7th.  

    

 

If the 7th is at the bottom of your shell, then the 5th has two options for 

placement depending on the register of the melody: on top of the 3rd or 

below the 7th. (see figure 20.5) 

 

Figure 20.5 

 

 

 



   

3. Add the root between the shells - Adding the root between shells 

can create a thick texture. In this option, the root will always be 

placed directly under the melody note. (see figure 20.26) 

Figure 20.26 

 

4. Playing 1,3,5,7 below the melody - This step is tricky because 

we have lots of notes and only 5 fingers. This method is primarily 

used on ballads because you have more time to readjust your hand 

because of the slow tempo. If the melody is a chord tone, and you 

play the other 3 chord tones below it, you will be playing the 

chord in inversion. In “All The Things You Are”, the melody note 

is the b3. If we play the root, 7th, and 5th below it, a 2ndchord 

inversion is created. (see figure 20.27) 

 

Figure 20.27 

 



   

While your RH is playing these new voicings, your LH will follow the 

same process we have discussed in previous lessons.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


