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1 Introduction to triads and seventh chords

There are four possible ways to combine major and minor 3rds to produce a tertian triad, see
Example 1.1. The names for the menmbers of a triad are ‘base’, ‘third’ and ‘fifth’, respectively.

• Augmented triad. M3 + M3 = +5. Denoted by ‘+’.

• Major triad. M3 + m3 = P5. Denoted by ‘M’.

• Minor triad. m3 + M3 = P5. Denoted by ‘m’.

• Diminished triad. m3 + m3 = ◦5. Denoted by ‘◦’.

Example 1.1 Four kinds of triads.
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major

Adding a 7th on the top of the base of a triad makes a 7th chord. There are many seventh
chords, in which five kinds are most common in tonal music, see Example 1.2. The construc-
tions and symbols are listed below.

• Major seventh. Major triad with major 7th. Denoted by ‘M7’.

• Major-minor seventh. Major triad with minor 7th. Denoted by ‘Mm7’.

• Minor seventh. Minor triad with minor 7th. Denoted by ‘m7’.

• Half-diminished seventh. Diminished triad with minor 7th. Denoted by ‘∅7’.

• Diminished seventh. Diminished triad with diminished 7th. Denoted by ‘◦7’.

There are three possible bass positions for triads, correponding to three inversions with
the root, 3th and 5th being the bass, called the root position, first inversion and second in-
version. There are four inversions for seventh chords, namely the root position with the root
being the bass, the first inversion with the 3rd being the bass, the second inversion with the
5th being the bass, and the third inversion with the 7th being the bass.
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Example 1.2 Five common kinds of seventh chords.
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In the Baroque system, the figured bass symbols consisted basically of numbers repre-
senting intervals above the bass to be formed by the members of the chord. However, in
Baroque system, root is not concerned. Now we often use figured bass system to denote the
inversion of a chord, see Table 1.

Lead-sheet symbols are also used to denote the chords. The chords in Example 1.1 are
denoted as G+, G, Gm, Gdim or G◦. The chords in Example 1.2 are denoted as FM7 or F∆7,
F7, Fm7, Fm75 or F∅7, Fdim7 or F◦7.

We now consider the diatonic chords in major and minor keys.
The diatonic triads in major key is I, ii, iii, IV, V, vi, vii◦. For differet kinds, we list as below.

• Major triad: I, IV, V.

• Minor triad: ii, iii, vi.

• Diminished triad: vii◦.

• Augmented triad: none.

Example 1.3 Common diatonic triads in c minor.
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There are different forms of minor scales so there are a lot more diatonic triads in minor
key. The common ones have the root being in the harmonic minor scale: i, ii◦, III, iv, V, VI, vii◦.
The c minor diatonic traids are shown in Example 1.3. All the notes are also in the harmonic
scale with the exception of the 5th of the III chord. Different kinds are listed below.

• Major triad: III, V, VI.

• Minor triad: i, iv.

Table 1: Inversions of chords

Complete figured bass symbol 5
3

6
3

6
4

7
5
3

6
5
3

6
4
3

6
4
2

Symbol most often used 6
6
4 7

6
5

4
3

4
2
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• Diminished triad: ii◦, vii◦.

• Augmented triad: none.

Diatonic seventh chords in major key include IM7, ii7, iii7, IVM7, V7, vi7, vii∅7. Different
kinds are listed below.

• M7: IM7, IVM7.

• Mm7: V7.

• m7: ii7, iii7, vi7.

• ∅7: vii∅7.

• ◦7: none.

Commonly used diatonic chords in minor shown in Example 1.4. They are i7, ii∅7, IIIM7,
iv7, V7, VIM7, vii◦7. different kinds are listed below.

• M7: IIIM7, VIM7.

• Mm7: V7.

• m7: i7, iv7.

• ∅7: ii∅7.

• ◦7: vii◦7.

Example 1.4 Common diatonic seventh chords in c minor.
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