
chord construction theory

chord construction theory is the foundational language of music that allows us to understand how melodies
are supported and enriched by harmony. Delving into this subject unlocks the ability to analyze, improvise, and
compose music with greater depth and intentionality. This comprehensive guide explores the fundamental
principles of building chords, starting from basic triads and progressing to more complex extensions and
alterations. We will dissect the intervals that define different chord types, examine common chord
progressions, and discuss practical applications for musicians of all levels. Understanding chord
construction theory is not just about memorizing formulas; it's about grasping the underlying logic that
creates tension, release, and emotional resonance in music.
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Understanding Basic Intervals in Chord Construction

At its core, chord construction theory is built upon the understanding of musical intervals, the distance
between two pitches. These intervals, when stacked in specific ways, define the character and quality of a
chord. The most fundamental intervals used in chord building are the third and the fifth, though the second,
fourth, sixth, and seventh also play crucial roles, especially in more advanced harmonic structures.
Recognizing these intervals aurally and theoretically is the first step towards mastering chord construction.

The Importance of the Third

The interval of a third is paramount in chord construction because it dictates whether a triad will be major or
minor, a fundamental distinction that significantly impacts its emotional quality. A major third spans four
half steps, while a minor third spans three half steps. The combination of root, third, and fifth, built from these
intervals, forms the basis of all diatonic harmony.

The Role of the Fifth

The perfect fifth, which spans seven half steps, is the next most important interval after the third in basic triad



construction. It provides a sense of stability and completeness to a chord. Perfect fifths are found in major,
minor, and augmented triads. A diminished fifth, spanning six half steps, is characteristic of diminished chords and
introduces dissonance.

Building Triads: The Foundation of Harmony

Triads are the most basic harmonic building blocks, consisting of three notes played simultaneously: a root, a
third, and a fifth. The quality of the triad—whether it's major, minor, diminished, or augmented—is determined by
the specific intervals between these notes. Mastering triad construction is essential before moving on to more
complex harmonic structures.

Major Triads: The Sound of Happiness

A major triad is formed by stacking a major third above the root, followed by a minor third above that major
third. Alternatively, one can think of it as a root, a major third, and a perfect fifth. This combination creates a
bright, consonant, and often perceived as happy or stable sound. For instance, a C major triad consists of the
notes C, E (a major third above C), and G (a minor third above E, or a perfect fifth above C).

Minor Triads: The Sound of Sadness

A minor triad is constructed by stacking a minor third above the root, followed by a major third above that
minor third. This is equivalent to a root, a minor third, and a perfect fifth. The resulting sound is often
described as sad, melancholic, or introspective. A C minor triad, for example, comprises the notes C, E♭ (a minor
third above C), and G (a major third above E♭, or a perfect fifth above C).

Diminished and Augmented Triads: Creating Dissonance

Diminished triads are built with two minor thirds stacked on top of each other, resulting in a root, a minor
third, and a diminished fifth. This interval combination creates a tense, unstable, and dissonant sound, often
used to create harmonic movement and anticipation. A C diminished triad includes C, E♭, and G♭.

Augmented triads are formed by stacking two major thirds. They consist of a root, a major third, and an
augmented fifth. This creates an open, unresolved, and somewhat ethereal sound, also contributing to harmonic
tension. A C augmented triad is composed of C, E, and G♯.

Exploring Seventh Chords: Adding Color and Complexity

Seventh chords are built by adding a seventh interval above the root of a triad. This addition significantly
expands the harmonic palette, introducing richer textures and more nuanced emotional qualities. The type of
seventh interval—major or minor—and the underlying triad determines the overall quality of the seventh
chord.

Major Seventh Chords: Lush and Sophisticated

A major seventh chord is formed by taking a major triad and adding a major seventh above the root. This chord
possesses a sophisticated, warm, and often jazzy or dreamy quality. A C major seventh chord (Cmaj7) consists
of the notes C, E, G, and B.



Minor Seventh Chords: Smooth and Melancholy

A minor seventh chord is created by combining a minor triad with a minor seventh above the root. This chord has
a smooth, mellow, and often bluesy or soulful sound. A C minor seventh chord (Cm7) is made up of C, E♭, G, and
B♭.

Dominant Seventh Chords: The King of Tension

The dominant seventh chord is perhaps the most crucial seventh chord in Western music. It is formed by a major
triad with a minor seventh added. This chord is inherently unstable and possesses a strong tendency to resolve
to a tonic chord. It is characterized by the tritone interval between the third and the seventh. A C dominant
seventh chord (C7) contains C, E, G, and B♭.

Half-Diminished and Diminished Seventh Chords: Intense Dissonance

A half-diminished seventh chord is built on a diminished triad with a minor seventh. It sounds tense and
unresolved. A C half-diminished seventh chord (Cm7♭5) consists of C, E♭, G♭, and B♭.

A fully diminished seventh chord is constructed from a diminished triad with a diminished seventh. It is highly
dissonant and has a unique symmetrical structure that allows it to resolve in multiple ways. A C diminished
seventh chord (Cdim7) includes C, E♭, G♭, and B♭♭ (which is enharmonically A).

Chord Voicings: Shaping the Sound

While the notes within a chord are fundamental, the way those notes are arranged—known as
voicing—profoundly impacts its sonic character. Voicings can make a chord sound open, closed, dense, or
spacious, and they are crucial for smooth transitions between chords.

Root Position and Inversions

In root position, the lowest note of the chord is the root. Inversions occur when a note other than the root is
the lowest note. The first inversion places the third in the bass, the second inversion places the fifth in the bass,
and for seventh chords, the third inversion places the seventh in the bass. Each inversion alters the intervallic
relationship between the lowest note and the other chord tones, affecting the overall sound and harmonic
drive.

Spread and Close Voicings

Close voicings pack the chord tones relatively close together, typically within an octave. This can create a
richer, more blended sound. Spread voicings, on the other hand, distribute the chord tones over a wider range,
often creating a more open, airy, and transparent texture. The choice between close and spread voicings depends
heavily on the musical context and desired effect.

Common Chord Progressions and Their Construction

Chord progressions are sequences of chords that create harmonic movement and structure within a piece of
music. Understanding how these progressions are built based on chord construction theory provides a roadmap
for both analysis and composition.



The I-IV-V Progression: A Universal Framework

The I-IV-V progression, referring to the tonic, subdominant, and dominant chords of a key, is arguably the most
common and foundational progression in popular music and beyond. In C major, this would be the C major (I), F
major (IV), and G major (V) chords. The inherent harmonic relationships between these chords create a sense of
arrival and departure that is deeply satisfying to the ear.

The ii-V-I Progression: The Cornerstone of Jazz

The ii-V-I progression is a cornerstone of jazz harmony and is widely used in many other genres. It involves the
second degree chord (minor), the dominant chord (major seventh), and the tonic chord (major or minor). In C
major, this is the D minor seventh (ii), G dominant seventh (V), and C major (I) progression. This sequence is
highly effective in creating a strong sense of tonal center and resolution.

Beyond Triads: Extended and Altered Chords

To achieve more complex and sophisticated harmonic flavors, musicians often employ extended chords, which
add notes beyond the seventh, and altered chords, which modify existing chord tones. These techniques are
essential for adding color, tension, and a modern edge to compositions.

Ninth, Eleventh, and Thirteenth Chords

Ninth chords are built by adding a ninth interval (a major or minor second above the octave) to a seventh
chord. Eleventh chords add an eleventh (a major or minor third above the octave), and thirteenth chords add a
thirteenth (a major or minor fifth above the octave). These extensions create richer, more complex harmonic
textures. For instance, a C major ninth chord (Cmaj9) would include C, E, G, B, and D.

Altered Dominant Chords

Altered dominant chords are typically dominant seventh chords whose fifth and/or ninth degrees have been
altered (raised or lowered by a semitone). These alterations create heightened dissonance and a stronger pull
towards resolution. Common examples include the G7♭9 (G, B, D, F, A♭) or G7♯5 (G, B, D♯, F). They are
frequently used in jazz and blues to add spice to the dominant function.

Practical Applications of Chord Construction Theory

A solid understanding of chord construction theory is invaluable for musicians. It empowers songwriters to
craft compelling harmonic landscapes, aids improvisers in navigating chord changes with confidence, and helps
instrumentalists interpret and perform music with greater accuracy and nuance. By breaking down chords into
their constituent intervals and understanding their relationships, musicians can unlock new creative
possibilities and gain a deeper appreciation for the architecture of music.

Q: What are the basic intervals used in constructing chords?
A: The most fundamental intervals used in basic chord construction are the third and the fifth. Other important
intervals include the root itself, and in more complex chords, the second, fourth, sixth, and seventh.

Q: How does the quality of a triad (major, minor, etc.) affect its sound?
A: The quality of a triad is determined by the specific intervals between its root, third, and fifth. Major triads
sound bright and happy, minor triads sound sad or melancholic, diminished triads sound tense and unstable, and



augmented triads sound open and unresolved.

Q: What is the difference between a major seventh chord and a dominant seventh chord?
A: A major seventh chord is built from a major triad and a major seventh interval, creating a lush and
sophisticated sound. A dominant seventh chord is built from a major triad and a minor seventh interval,
producing a strong sense of tension and a pull towards resolution.

Q: Can you explain what a chord inversion is and why it's important?
A: A chord inversion occurs when the lowest note of the chord is not the root. For example, in a C major triad,
the root position is C-E-G. The first inversion is E-G-C, and the second inversion is G-C-E. Inversions change the
intervallic relationship between the lowest note and the other chord tones, altering the chord's sound and
harmonic function, and are essential for smooth voice leading.

Q: What are extended chords and how do they differ from basic triads and seventh chords?
A: Extended chords are chords that include intervals beyond the seventh, such as the ninth, eleventh, or
thirteenth. They add greater complexity, richness, and color to the harmonic sound compared to basic triads
and seventh chords.

Q: How does chord construction theory help in improvisation?
A: Chord construction theory provides the framework for understanding the harmonic landscape. By knowing
the notes and intervals within each chord, improvisers can choose melodic notes that are consonant,
dissonant, or create tension and release in accordance with the underlying harmony, leading to more coherent
and interesting solos.

Q: What is the significance of the ii-V-I progression in music?
A: The ii-V-I progression is a fundamental building block in many genres, especially jazz. It creates a strong sense
of tonal movement and resolution, with the ii chord (often a minor seventh chord) leading to the V chord (a
dominant seventh chord), which then strongly resolves to the I chord (the tonic).

Q: What are altered chords and where are they commonly used?
A: Altered chords are chords where one or more notes have been chromatically changed (raised or lowered).
They are often used to create heightened tension and are frequently found in jazz and blues music, particularly
with dominant chords, to increase their pull towards resolution.
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