
 

An Introduction to Harmony 



 Chord types composed of three or four 
different pitch classes 

 

 Chordal spelling and notation 

 

 Chord inversions 

 

 Two types of chord identification shorthand 



 Chord – three or more pitch classes performed 
at the same time 

 

 Tonal music favors tertian chords, which are 
built up of consecutive major and minor thirds 
above the bottom note 

 

 Tertian chords consisting of three different 
pitches are called triads 



 Most triads consist of two intervals, each with a 
relationship to the bottom note, the root 

 

 Major and Minor chords get their name from the 
type of 3rd above the root. 

 

 Major chord 
 Built above a root with a Major 3rd and a Perfect 5th 

 

 Minor chord 
 Built above a root with a Minor 3rd and a Perfect 5th 

 



 

 Fifth 

 

 Major 3rd or 
Minor 3rd 

 

 Root 

        C Major                    A Minor 
 
Major and Minor may be 
abbreviated as:  M and m 
 
 



 Commercial or „pop‟ chord symbols are typically 
used in keyboard and guitar arrangements or 
popular songs 

 

 This style is perfectly suitable for popular music 
and is commonly found on lead-sheets 

 

Major Chord: indicated by a capital letter; i.e. D 

 

Minor Chord: indicated by a capital letter followed by 
either a minus sign (-) or a lowercase „m‟; i.e. E-/e 

 

 



 

 Major 

 

 Minor 

 

 Diminished 

 

 Augmented 

Major:  Root, Major 3rd, Perfect 5th 
 
Minor: Root, Minor 3rd, Perfect 5th 
 
Diminished: Root, Minor 3rd, Dim. 5th  
 
Augmented: Root, Major 3rd, Aug. 5th  



 Major & Minor chords are the most important 
because they contain only consonant intervals 

 

 Diminished & Augmented chords are 
dissonant because they contain a dissonant 
interval 

 The diminished intervals is crucial to the beginning 
stages of music theory 



 The Major scale has seven triads each constructed on a different degree of 
the diatonic scale 
 

 Roman numerals are used to indicate which scale degree the chord is 
built upon; upper and lower case numerals are used to denote chord 
quality. 

 
 The diminished chord on the seventh scale degree is built on a minor 

third and indicated as diminished by adding a o next to the Roman 
numeral. 
 

      I              ii           iii             IV            V            vi           viio 



 Roman numerals are only used to denote scale 
degrees as the roots of chords, not as elements 
in a melodic line 

 

 Seven Major-scale triads grouped by quality: 

 Major Triads  I, IV, and V (dominant)  

 Minor Triads  ii, iii, vi 

 Diminished Triad viio  

 Note: the dominant triad always assumes Major tonality 
in both major and minor modes 



 Technically the dominant chord in the minor mode 
is minor. It is very important to remember to raise 
the 3rd of scale degree of the dominant chord 
because it is the leading tone of the tonic scale.  
Think about that for a minute…  

 



 No leading tone in natural minor; must raise ^7 
whenever a motion to ^1 is expected 

 Often ^7 results in having to raise ^6 to avoid the 
awkward melodic interval of an augmented 2nd  

 When ^7 and ^6 occur as members of chords, 
raising them changes the quality of the chords 

 iii becomes Augmented 

 v becomes Major 

 VII becomes Diminished 



 Note that V and VII become just the same as in 
the parallel major key; minor mode is really a 
mixture of all forms minor scales and the major 
scale 

 

 The augmented III (III+) is more likely to be 
found in a theory classroom than in real music 

 

 V & VII are found more frequently in both 
forms 



 ii, IV, and vio with raised ^6 occasionally make 
a fleeting appearance in musical compositions; 
these are rare instances but worth noting  

 Especially the vio  - very strange! 

 

 



In Natural  Minor Other Quality 

i minor None 

iio   diminished Minor (w/raised ^6) – infrequent 

III Major Augmented (w/raised ^7) – infrequent 

iv minor  Major (w/raised ^6) – infrequent 

v minor Major (w/raised ^7) – almost always 

VI Major diminished (w/raised ^6) – infrequent  

VII Major diminished (w/raised ^7) – almost always  

Basic rule of thumb:  
 a motion to ^1, or the expectation of such a motion, requires raising 
 ^7 and the accompanying change in the quality of V and VII 



 We used Arabic numerals (“our numbers”) to 
indicate triad inversion 

 

 A triad is said to be in „inversion‟ when the root 
is no longer the lowest tone  

 

 These Arabic numerals correspond to the 
figured bass numerals used during the Baroque 
Period in music composition; we will discuss 
them in further detail soon 

 

 



 Root position – when the root is the lowest tone of 
the triad 
 

 First inversion – when the 3rd is the lowest tone of 
the triad 
 

 Second inversion – when the 5th is the lowest tone of 
the triad 
 

 Remember: the inversion is only based on which 
pitch is the lowest tone, the upper tones may be in 
any position 



Triads in inversion and their corresponding 
figured bass numerals. 

                Root position                      1st Inversion               2nd Inversion 

The figured bass numerals correspond with the interval above the lowest 
note in the triad. 
 
Figured bass is not mysterious if you can count! Always be careful  



 Root position; typically uses no numerals 

 

 1st Inversion; abbreviated with simply a 6 

 

 2nd Inversion; always indicated with 6/4 



 Figured Bass or Thorough bass most popular during the 
Baroque Period (1600 – 1750) 
 

 Composers would not write out the accompaniment to solos 
and ensemble music 
 

 The keyboard player (continuo) would play from a part 
including a written bass line and accompanying numerals 
 

 The right hand of the keyboard part was usually improvised 
based on the numerals indicated in the bass line 
 

 Other symbols – sharps, flats, naturals – often accompany 
the figures 



 Figured bass realization – the interpretation and 
execution of the figured bass notation 

 Details were left to the accompanist  

 Typically highly virtuosic and improvised elaborations 

 

 Keyboardist trained to play from figured bass 
were usually experts at improvisation and 
composition 



 Key signatures apply to figures as well as to notes 
 

 Modifications of key signatures (accidentals) are indicated by the 
appropriate sign (b # n) 

 
 An accidental standing alone (not next to a figure) always affects the 3rd 

above the bass 
 

 Raising a tone is indicated  
 by a slash through the figure  
 or a vertical line  

 rather than a # n   
 
 Figures do not specify the arrangement of upper voices. Therefore a 6/4 

chord can be played with either the 6th or the 4th on top – it just MUST 
have the 5th in the lowest voice; the choice is up to the accompanist 

  
 


