CHORD

A chord is a combination of several, usually three or more, tones sounded together. If they are
sounded separately, but in a group, they are said to be “broken chords” or “arpeggios.” Chord tones
are basically arranged in a pattern of successive thirds, although some contemporary composers are
using other intervals, such as the fourth, as a basis for the harmonic pattern. Most of the material
studied in this text will be based on the music of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, called the
“common practice” period, so we will not be dealing with any of the more recent idioms until near

the end of this study.

TRIAD

A triad is a chord composed of three tones, and consists of two intervals of a third, one above the
other. The three tones of the triad are named, from the lowest up, the root, third, and fifth.

Play middle C on the piano, then play a third higher and another third higher (E and G); the
resulting sound is a triad—one of the most basic yet most satisfying sounds in music. There is an
acoustical reason for the success and strength of the triad. When a single sound is produced, additional
sounds called overtones are also produced, but these are not heard as distinctly, because they are less
intense than the fundamental (the original tone). A bell would illustrate this better than a piano.
Overtones are arranged naturally in a definite pattern, which is given in Example 3-1. This is important
because the fundamental, C in this example, and the first five overtones constitute the C-E-G triad,
which is the mainstay of the key of C major.
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Example 3-1.
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When the triad is arranged so that the third or the fifth is the lowest note, the result is an inver-
sion of the original triad. In Example 3-2 are four different arrangements of the same triad, C-E-G.

Each arrangement produces a slightly different effect, but the triad in each case is still the C-E-G
triad.

Example 3-2.
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NOMENCLATURE

Scale steps and the triads built on these scale steps are labeled with Roman numerals indicating
the specific degree of the scale and are also given names which denote the function and placement
of the scale step or triad.

I. Tonic—or keynote.
II. Supertonic—one step above the tonic.
III. Mediant—midway between the tonic and the dominant.
IV. Subdominant—same distance below the tonic as the dominant is above the tonic.
V. Dominant—the dominating factor in the key.
V1. Submediant—midway from the tonic down to the subdominant.
VIIL. Leading tone—has an urgency to move up to the tonic. Sometimes called the subtonic.

STRUCTURE OF TRIADS

In analyzing the structure of the triads as they are built on the various degrees of the scale, the
size of the triad is determined by the distance between the root and third and the root and fifth of the
triad. In Example 3-3 a triad is built on each of the scale steps of the major scale. Above the staff,
the structure of each triad is indicated in terms of the type of third and fifth present.
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Example 3-3.
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The harmonic form of the minor scale is the basic form used in writing music involving chord

tructures, but with the following changes and additions:

1. The mediant triad in the harmonic form is augmented, but this triad in the minor mode is pre-
ferred in the unaltered (natural) form.

2. The V and the VII are usually used with the raised leading tone, but may be used without the
alteration if a strong leading tone tendency is not desired.

3. Occasionally the IV chord, which is minor in minor keys, is made major by raising the third of
the chord, the sixth of the scale. The ascending melodic minor scale form is the basis of this
alteration.

4. Other infrequently used changes will be discussed later. Aside from the minor key character-
istics, it is possible to alter all triads within major or minor tonalities for a desired effect.
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Example 3-4 gives an analysis of triad structure for the minor mode. The triads written in black
notes are those which are infrequently used and require special conszdera_ons in terms of harmemc and
melodic context. /VIOJ ol — N0 S
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TYPES OF TRIADS Vi oim,

The preceding illustrations show the presence of four types of triads represented in major and
minor keys. They are indicated as follows:

1. Major triad—major third and perfect fifth. Includes I, IV, and V in a major key, and III, V, VI, and
sometimes VII and IV in a minor key.

2. Minor triad—minor third and perfect fifth. Includes II, III, and VI in a major key, and I, IV, and some-
times V in a minor key.

3. Diminished triad—minor third and diminished fifth. Includes VII in a major key, and II and VII in a
minor key.

4. Augmented triad—major third and augmented fifth. Includes III in the strict harmonic form of the
minor, but is seldom used with this structure.

Example 3-5 will clarify the structure of these four types of triads.
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Example 3-5.
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FREQUENCY OF USE

The most commonly used triads are the major and minor, because these sounds represent the basis
and background of music and because they contain only consonant intervals. The augmented and
diminished triads are used less frequently, because they contain dissonant intervals, the augmented
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CHORD LABELS:
To aid in recognizing the size of the triad from the Roman numeral, the following device is used,
but it should be understood that this is arbitrary:

Major: large Roman numeral—I

Minor: small Roman numeral—ii

Diminished: small Roman numeral with degree symbol—vii®
Augmented: large Roman numeral with plus sign—III*

In addition, major keys are designated by a capital letter, as “C” or “C major,” while minor keys are
designated by a small (lower case) letter, as “c” or “c minor.”

PRIMARY AND SECONDARY TRIADS

In Chapter 2 it was observed that intervals, as they appear in a major scale pattern are either
major or perfect. Unisons, fourths, fifths, and octaves are perfect; the others, major. A similar dis-
tinction is found in the triads on each step of the major scale. The triads built on these same scale
steps, now known as tonic (I), subdominant (IV), and dominant (V), are major triads in major keys and
are called primary triads.

The others are less basic, the supertonic (i), mediant (iii), and submediant (vi) being minor, and
the leading tone triad (vii®) being diminished. These are called secondary triads. The observation
again sets apart the first, fourth, and fifth degrees of the scale and places them in a special category—
as red, yellow, and blue remain in a special relationship to the other colors.
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Example 3-6.
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These classifications apply to these triads in both major and minor keys.
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TRIADS IN CONTEXT

Examine the examples below and you will discover that any major, minor, or diminished triad
can be interpreted as belonging to more than one key. No alterations are given here except those
described on page 27. Any triad has little meaning, except that of its own individual sound, unless
placed in the context of a key. Then each is distinctive and becomes vital, because of its relationship
to the tonic.

Major Triad. In discussing the types of triads, we observed that the I, IV, and V in major keys
and the III, V, VI, and sometimes the IV and VII in minor keys are major triads. A single major triad,

then, may be interpreted as belonging to eight possible keys, as follows:
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Example 3-7.
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Minor Triad. The same principle may be applied to the minor triads.

Example 3-8.
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Diminished Triad. The same principle applies here, but in a more limited way.
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Example 3-9.
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Augmented Triad. Because the augmented triad, even the III*, is the result of chromatic altera-
tion which is not an integral part of the key, illustrations using this triad would have little value.

Example 3-10 summarizes the key relationships of triads. This procedure can be carried out with
any major, minor, diminished, or augmented triad.

Example 3-10.
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Assignments

1. Learn to recognize the four types of triads when they are played.
2. Learn to sing the four types of triads in these three ways:
(a) From a given tone, sing the triads, using a neutral syllable.
(b) From a given named note, sing each of the triads, using letter names.
(c) From a given third or fifth of each type of triad, sing a pattern including the other two notes as
follows, using numbers or letter names:









