
classical music theory chords

The Foundation of Harmony: Exploring Classical
Music Theory Chords

classical music theory chords are the fundamental building blocks that create
the rich tapestry of Western musical harmony. Understanding these harmonic
structures is not just for composers and theorists; it unlocks a deeper
appreciation for the music we love, from the intricate fugues of Bach to the
soaring melodies of Mozart. This comprehensive guide will delve into the core
concepts of classical harmony, explaining how chords are constructed, their
functions within a musical progression, and how they create tension and
resolution. We will explore the significance of diatonic chords, the role of
inversions, and the impact of non-diatonic chords in shaping musical
expression.
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Understanding the Diatonic Scale and Triads

The journey into classical music theory chords begins with a firm grasp of
the diatonic scale. A diatonic scale is an ordered set of notes belonging to
a specific key, typically featuring seven distinct pitches. The most common



diatonic scales are the major and natural minor scales, characterized by
their unique patterns of whole and half steps. These scales form the basis
for understanding which notes are considered "in key" and therefore available
for chord construction within a given tonal center.

Building Blocks: Major and Minor Triads

Triads are the most fundamental harmonic units in classical music, consisting
of three notes stacked in thirds. The construction of a triad is determined
by its root, third, and fifth. When the third and fifth are derived from the
notes of a diatonic scale built on the root note, we call it a diatonic
triad. There are four basic triad qualities: major, minor, diminished, and
augmented. In classical music, major and minor triads form the bedrock of
tonal harmony, each conveying a distinct emotional character.

Major Triads
A major triad is formed by a root note, a major third above the root, and a
perfect fifth above the root. This combination creates a bright, stable, and
often triumphant sound. For example, in the key of C major, a C major triad
consists of the notes C, E, and G.

Minor Triads
A minor triad is constructed with a root note, a minor third above the root,
and a perfect fifth above the root. This arrangement results in a sound that
is often perceived as melancholic, introspective, or somber. In C major, the
relative minor triad would be A minor, composed of the notes A, C, and E.

Diminished and Augmented Triads
While less common as primary harmonic pillars than major and minor triads,
diminished and augmented triads play crucial roles in creating harmonic color
and tension. A diminished triad has a minor third and a diminished fifth,
often leading to dissonance. An augmented triad features a major third and an
augmented fifth, creating a sense of unrest and anticipation.

Beyond the Triad: Seventh Chords and Their
Extensions

As music progresses, composers often enrich their harmonic language by adding
more notes to basic triads, creating seventh chords and beyond. Seventh



chords, as the name suggests, add a seventh note to a triad, creating a more
complex and often more dissonant sonority that demands resolution. These
added notes significantly expand the expressive palette available to
musicians.

Dominant Seventh Chords
Perhaps the most important seventh chord in classical music is the dominant
seventh chord. It is built on the fifth degree of the scale and consists of a
major triad with a minor seventh above the root. The dominant seventh chord,
such as G7 in the key of C major (G, B, D, F), has a strong tendency to
resolve to the tonic chord (C major), creating a powerful sense of arrival
and closure.

Other Seventh Chord Types
Beyond the dominant seventh, other seventh chords exist, each with unique
characteristics and functions. Major seventh chords (e.g., Cmaj7) are often
perceived as lush and sophisticated. Minor seventh chords (e.g., Am7) offer a
smooth, jazzy quality. Half-diminished seventh chords (e.g., Bm7b5) are
characterized by their dissonant yet often beautiful sound, frequently
appearing in minor keys.

Chord Extensions
Further harmonic complexity can be achieved through chord extensions, which
involve adding notes beyond the seventh, such as ninths, elevenths, and
thirteenths. These extensions add further color and richness, though they
must be carefully managed to maintain tonal clarity and avoid excessive
dissonance. In classical contexts, extensions are often used sparingly to add
specific color or emphasize particular moments.

Chord Functions: Tonic, Dominant, and
Subdominant

In tonal music, chords are not just random combinations of notes; they
possess specific functions within a key that define their role in creating
musical momentum and structure. Understanding these functions is key to
comprehending how composers guide the listener's ear. The three primary chord
functions are tonic, dominant, and subdominant.



The Tonic Function
The tonic chord is the home base of a key, providing a sense of stability and
resolution. It is typically the triad built on the first degree of the scale
(the root). Music often begins and ends on the tonic chord, reinforcing its
central role.

The Dominant Function
The dominant chord, built on the fifth degree of the scale, creates a strong
pull towards the tonic. It generates harmonic tension that yearns for
resolution. This inherent tension is what drives progressions forward and
makes music feel dynamic.

The Subdominant Function
The subdominant chord, built on the fourth degree of the scale, offers a
gentler harmonic movement than the dominant. It often leads away from the
tonic, providing a stepping stone to the dominant or other chords. The
subdominant provides a sense of departure and exploration.

The Power of Inversions

While the root position of a chord is foundational, composers frequently
employ inversions to create smoother melodic lines, avoid parallel octaves or
fifths, and achieve different harmonic textures. An inversion occurs when a
note other than the root is in the bass. The quality of the chord remains the
same, but its sonic character and voice leading possibilities change
significantly.

First Inversion
In a first inversion triad, the third of the chord is in the bass. This
creates a less stable sound than the root position and can lead smoothly to
other chords. For example, a C major chord in first inversion would have E in
the bass.

Second Inversion
A second inversion triad places the fifth of the chord in the bass. This
position is the least stable of the triad inversions and is often used as a
passing chord or with specific melodic implications, particularly in
cadences.



Seventh Chord Inversions
Seventh chords also have inversions, each offering distinct voice-leading
opportunities and harmonic flavors. The specific note in the bass of a
seventh chord inversion can significantly influence the overall harmonic
progression and the feeling of tension and resolution.

Secondary Dominants and Borrowed Chords

To add color, complexity, and harmonic interest beyond the basic diatonic
framework, composers often utilize secondary dominants and borrowed chords.
These techniques temporarily move away from the primary tonal center,
creating surprising and evocative harmonic shifts that enrich the musical
narrative.

Secondary Dominants
A secondary dominant is a dominant chord that resolves to a chord other than
the tonic. For instance, in C major, a V7/V (the dominant of the dominant)
would be D7, which resolves to G major (the dominant). These chords add
harmonic drive and anticipation to non-tonic chords.

Borrowed Chords
Borrowed chords, also known as modal mixture, are chords taken from the
parallel key (the key with the same tonic but a different mode, e.g., C minor
borrowed into C major). The most common borrowed chords in major keys are the
iv minor chord and the ii diminished chord from the parallel minor. These add
a touch of pathos or unexpected color.

Cadences: The Endings That Drive Music Forward

Cadences are harmonic punctuation marks that signal the end of a phrase,
section, or piece of music. They are crucial for defining musical structure
and creating a sense of closure or anticipation. The type of cadence used
significantly impacts the emotional weight and finality of a musical moment.

Perfect Authentic Cadence
The perfect authentic cadence (PAC) is considered the strongest and most
conclusive cadence. It consists of a V-I progression, with both the dominant
and tonic chords in root position and the tonic chord in root position with
the melody in the highest voice on the tonic note.



Imperfect Authentic Cadence
An imperfect authentic cadence (IAC) also involves a V-I progression but
lacks the full conclusive power of a PAC. This can be due to inversions of
the chords, the tonic chord not being in root position, or the melody not
ending on the tonic note.

Plagal Cadence
The plagal cadence is a IV-I progression, often referred to as the "Amen"
cadence due to its frequent use in hymns. It provides a softer, less emphatic
sense of closure than an authentic cadence.

Half Cadence
A half cadence ends on the V chord, leaving the listener in a state of
expectation. It creates a sense of suspension and prepares for further
musical development.

Pedal Tones and Ostinati

While not chords themselves, pedal tones and ostinati are harmonic devices
that interact with and influence chord progressions. A pedal tone is a
sustained note, typically in the bass, over which the harmony changes. An
ostinato is a repeated musical figure, which can include a harmonic or
melodic pattern that repeats. These techniques create a sense of continuity
and can build intensity by contrasting the changing harmonies against a
stable or repetitive element.

Common Chord Progressions in Classical Music

Certain chord progressions have become so ubiquitous in classical music that
they are considered foundational. Understanding these common patterns
provides invaluable insight into the harmonic language of the era and serves
as a powerful tool for analysis and composition.

I-IV-V-I (Tonic-Subdominant-Dominant-Tonic): The most basic and
fundamental progression, found in countless pieces.

I-V-vi-IV (Tonic-Dominant-Submediant-Subdominant): A very common
progression that creates a sense of gentle movement and is often found
in ballads and lyrical passages.



ii-V-I (Supertonic-Dominant-Tonic): A crucial progression, especially in
minor keys, that leads strongly to the tonic.

I-vi-ii-V (Tonic-Submediant-Supertonic-Dominant): Another popular
progression that offers a rich harmonic flow.

The exploration of classical music theory chords reveals a sophisticated
system of relationships and functions that imbue music with structure,
emotion, and narrative. From the simple triad to the complex interplay of
inversions and borrowed chords, each element contributes to the enduring
power and beauty of this musical tradition.

FAQ

Q: What is the most basic chord in classical music
theory?
A: The most basic chord in classical music theory is the triad, which
consists of three notes stacked in thirds: a root, a third, and a fifth.
Major and minor triads are the most fundamental types.

Q: How do chords create tension and resolution in
classical music?
A: Tension is created through dissonance, such as in dominant seventh chords
or augmented/diminished chords, and by moving away from the tonic. Resolution
occurs when dissonant chords move to consonant chords, particularly when the
dominant chord resolves to the tonic, providing a sense of release and
stability.

Q: What is the role of the dominant chord in
classical harmony?
A: The dominant chord, built on the fifth degree of the scale, plays a
crucial role in creating harmonic tension. It has a strong tendency to
resolve to the tonic chord, driving the musical progression forward and
providing a sense of anticipation and eventual arrival.

Q: Can you explain what a diatonic chord is?
A: A diatonic chord is a chord whose notes are all derived from the notes of
the diatonic scale of a particular key. For example, in the key of C major, C
major, G major, and A minor are diatonic chords.



Q: What is the difference between a perfect
authentic cadence and an imperfect authentic
cadence?
A: A perfect authentic cadence (PAC) is the strongest type of cadence,
consisting of a V-I progression where both chords are in root position and
the melody ends on the tonic note. An imperfect authentic cadence (IAC) also
uses a V-I progression but may involve inversions of the chords or the melody
not ending on the tonic note, resulting in less conclusive closure.

Q: How do inversions affect the sound of a chord?
A: Inversions change the bass note of a chord, which alters its sonic
character and voice-leading possibilities without changing the chord's
fundamental quality. For example, a C major chord in root position sounds
different when E or G is in the bass.

Q: What are borrowed chords and why are they used?
A: Borrowed chords are chords taken from the parallel minor key (or vice
versa) and used within a major key (or vice versa). They are used to add
harmonic color, emotional depth, and unexpected turns to a progression, often
creating a moment of poignant contrast.

Q: What is a pedal tone and how does it relate to
chords?
A: A pedal tone is a sustained note, typically in the bass, over which the
harmonies change. It creates a sense of grounding and can build tension as
the upper harmonies move against this fixed note, creating interesting
dissonances and resolutions.
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