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THE PRIMARY
TRIADS: TONIC,
SUBDOMINANT,
DOMINANT

To review, the primary triads are those constructed on the first, fourth, and fifth degrees of the
scale and are named tonic, subdominant, and dominant, respectively.

In a major key all three are major triads, and in a minor key the tonic and subdominant are
minor while the dominant triad usually remains major. The harmonic minor form is used here to
create the leading tone tendency of the seventh scale step.

Example 4-1.
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These triads represent the three basic sounds in harmonic music, and all other chords are de-
rived, at least to a certain extent, from these three. Because all seven tones of the diatonic scale are
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found in the three primary triads, it is possible to harmonize any diatonic melody with these three
triads. They have been the mainstay of all musical composition from the baroque period up to and
including part of the twentieth century.

FUNCTION

Each of the primary triads has a particular function in the tonality or key to which it belongs, as
follows:

1. The tonic triad (I) gives a feeling of repose, of stability, and creates a sense of completeness
in music, because it is the object of all harmonic progression. It also serves as a point of de-
parture; from the tonic one may progress to any other chord in the key. Most compositions
begin and end with the tonic chord.

2. The subdominant triad (IV) is less stable than the tonic and demands movement. It does,
however, include the tonic tone or keynote, which somewhat limits that urgency to move.
The natural tendency for the subdominant triad is to move to the tonic in a non-conclusive
manner or indirectly (as will be studied later) to the dominant. It is the only primary triad
which will harmonize the fourth or sixth scale step in a melody, so it is used mainly to produce
movement within a musical framework.

3. The dominant triad (V) is very unstable and has a greater tendency to move to the tonic than
the subdominant, largely because of the presence of the leading tone in the chord. This lead-
ing tone is the most active step in the scale and forces movement to the keynote. The domi-
nant triad is the most valuable one in music and is perhaps the one most frequently used outside
of the tonic. It is the chord through which all other chords naturally move in order to arrive
eventually at the final tonic triad.

NortE: Again, it may prove helpful and interesting to notice the correlation between the basic
principles of harmony and painting. There are three primary colors, red, yellow, and blue, which are
basic and out of which all other colors, with the assistance of black and white, are created. The same
is true of the three primary triads in music, the range and tone quality of the sounds corresponding to
the addition of black and white. With imagination, one can almost associate a particular color with
each triad, because of the difference between them in stability and function.

Four-Part Writing (Chorale Style)

Four voices (parts) will be used in our first experience with writing music using chords, because
of the possibilities of variety and also because these four parts represent the hymn tune, which is the
basis of choral music, and the string quartet, which is the nucleus of the symphony. Once facility is
gained in this style, writing in two and three parts as well as piano style will be introduced.

RANGE

The four voices to be used are soprano, alto, tenor, and bass. The general ranges of these voices
are as follows:
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These ranges are for the human voice. If we were writing for instrumental combinations, we would
need to know the range of the particular instrument, which may be greater than that of the human
voice.

WUBLING

The doubling of one member of the triad is necessary in order to provide the needed four notes in
the chord. The most satisfactory note to double in the I, IV, and V chords is the root; next in prefer-
ence is the fifth, and least is the third. A more complete discussion of doubling is found in Chapter 7.
For the present the root will be doubled.

In Example 4-3, notice the direction of the note-stems in four-part, chorale style writing. The
soprano and tenor stems go up and the alto and bass stems go down. This procedure is used for ease
in distinguishing each part, and also to facilitate the reading of any one part horizontally without
confusion.

Example 4-3.
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ROOT POSITION

Any chord is in root position if the root of the chord is in the bass part. For the present the
primary triads will be written only in root position. Example 4-3 illustrates chords in root position.

CLOSE AND OPEN POSITION

This refers to the placement and spacing of the notes in a chord. In “close” position, no member
of the same triad can be inserted between the soprano and alto, or between the alto and tenor voices.
In “open” position, a member of the same triad may be inserted between the soprano and alto, and
between the alto and tenor.
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Stated another way, in close position there is less than an octave between the soprano and tenor
voices, while in open position there is an octave or more between the soprano and tenor voices.
In either close or open position the distance between the tenor and bass may be great or small,
depending on the effect desired. It may be well to keep in mind that the lower the range, the thicker
the texture, and notes close together in the lower register tend to produce a thick, indistinct sound.

In Example 4-4, each “x” represents a chord tone which might be inserted between two voices.

Example 4-4.
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SOPRANO POSITION

The position of the octave, third, or fifth refers to the note in the triad which is found in the
soprano voice. This is not used in the writing of actual music but as a soprano indication at the
beginning of given bass parts to be harmonized.

Example 4-5.
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SPACING LIMITS

There must not be, for the present, more than an octave between soprano and alto, and between
alto and tenor. There may be, however, more than an octave between tenor and bass. On occasion
the same note may be sounded in two adjacent voices, including the bass part.
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Example 4-6.
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Notk: These principles of basic four-part writing, as well as all of the principles in this book, are
the result of the practice of composers as found in actual music. They serve as a point of departure.
While the principles may seem rigid at this point, many of them are quite flexible, and after their

strict use is mastered, exceptions will be introduced which will lend variety, interest, and individu-
ality to writing.

Melody and Rhythm

While we seem to be concerned in this course mainly with the study of chord structure and how
chords are made to fit together into a meaningful progression, we actually have as our goal the
understanding, through study, of the elements and characteristics of music. We need to have just as
much understanding of melody and rhythm and the places they hold in music as of chord structure,
because without melody and rhythm the arrangements of the chords studied will have little meaning.

NATURE OF MELODY

A melody consists of a succession of tones of varying pitches. These tones are given time values
and are arranged in groups by accents, the result being a musical thought. In order to play, sing,
or write a melody well, it is essential to observe these points. Examine the following melody:

Example 4-7.
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Notice that there are no bar lines, no indication of accent, no variety of time values given the
notes—simply a succession of notes. Example 4-8 gives the same melody with a time signature and
bar lines to indicate the measures. Now one can feel a rhythmic pulse in this melody and the entire

work has musical meaning. Sing it, accenting the first beat of each measure. This is how Beethoven
wrote the melody:

Example 4-8. BEETHOVEN, Symphony No. 9 (finale).

6%4 ==
ras

i
i

\

(\EEE

Q]

il
I
Ir

Example 4-9 shows the same melody with a different arrangement of accents and a different time
signature. Note the difference between this melody and the one just above. How does the shift in
accent and grouping affect the melody? Does the melody seem different?

Example 4-9.
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ACTIVE AND INACTIVE TONES

Just as music is composed of elements of tension and relaxation, so certain steps in the scale
have an urgency to move while others do not. A successful melody has a combination of these two
types of steps, resulting in effective forward movement combined with stability.

Active tones within a scale are those which demand movement in a particular direction. They
are unstable and create a feeling of pressure which can only be relieved by this resolution. The active
tones are 2, 4, 6, and 7 in the scale, and resolve in the following manner:
























