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Past issues focused on how notes relate to other notes to form
intervals. We saw that intervals can combine with other inter-
vals to form triads and chords. We discovered several

types of chords and found that their names followed from the
intervals involved.

Well, there’s more. Turns out that just as notes seek out
other notes to keep them company as intervals and
chords, chords seem to seek out other chords to keep
them company as chord progressions. A chord pro-
gression is—as the name implies—a sequence of
chords. When playing a particular song in a particular
key, there are specific chords to be played in a specif-
ic order. That sequence is the chord progression.

There might be some confusion about the differ-
ence between the key of a chord and the key of a chord
progression, and there may be a good reason for that.
For example, we can play a G chord, which is a major
chord that we would say is, “in the key of G.” Or, we can
accompany a song by playing a G chord, followed by a C
chord, then a G chord, a D chord and another G chord, and that
would be a chord progression that we would also say is, “in the
key of G.” So, each chord may be viewed as an independent unit that is
built on the scale of the key of the same name as the chord itself, e.g. G.
When all of the chords involved in a piece of music are taken together
as a progression, they are related
as a group to the key of the song.
Stay with me, here.

When selecting chords to
accompany a particular song you
can build a chord on each and any
note of the scale. Each chord still
can be understood as being built on
a note that names the key of that
chord. For example the notes C-E-
G taken together make a major
chord “in the key of C.” But you
can also play a C chord as part of a
chord progression for a song in the key of G. In this instance the C chord
is part of the “G chord progression” because it is the major chord built
on the fourth degree (or note) of the G scale.

In an earlier issue, you saw that major chords are built by using the
1st, 3rd and 5th notes of the major
scale (you may find past articles at
www.FolkWorks.org). In other
words, every other note was used
to form a major triad or chord.
Look at Figure 1 to see how the
every-other-note concept can be
expanded and applied to each
degree of the scale. In Figure 1,
pick a 1st note, say the C, look for
the 3rd note (E) and the 5th note
(G). If you play these three notes
together, you have a major C chord. Try it with any of the other notes.

This type of rule also applies to chord progressions. Most of the
songs you will encounter will use a chord progression built on the 1st,
4th and 5th notes of the scale. Musicians usually talk about this as a
“one-four-five” progression. In the key of G these would be a G, a C and

a D chord. The more generic method of notation for chords uses Roman
numerals to indicate the same thing. So this “one-four-five” progression

would be written as I-IV-V. Once you are used to these numbers
instead of note names for chords, you can talk about chord pro-

gressions regardless of the key you are in. This terminology
is so commonly accepted that you might hear a conversa-

tion among musicians like the following. Question: “Is
there anything weird about the chords in this tune?”
Answer: “No, this is a simple ‘one-four-five’ in G.”
But wait, there’s more.

Look at Figure 2. In Figure 2, all of the triads
from Figure 1 are lined up to show a comparison of
the interval spacing in each one. Notice that all three
of the I-IV-V chords are major. Look again at Figure 2
and direct your attention to the chord built on D, the

second degree of the C major scale. This triad contains
a flatted 3rd interval, which makes it a minor chord. We

see this flatted 3rd interval in the chords built on the 2nd,
3rd and 6th degree of the scale, as shown in Figure 2, so all

three are minor chords.
When using the Roman numeral notation it is customary to

write major chords using upper case Roman numerals and minor chords
using lower case Roman numerals. These chords, then, would be noted
as ii, iii, and vi. Since the first through sixth chords are accounted for, this

leaves only the 7th degree of the
scale to complete our list of
chords. The chord built on the 7th
degree of the scale has a flatted 3rd
but it also has a flatted or 5th,
which makes this a diminished
chord (sound familiar?).
Diminished chords are noted as
“dim” or with a superscripted “o.”
So using the Roman numeral nota-
tion, the diminished chord built on
the seventh degree of the scale
would be written “vii°.”

Turns out that there are seven chords to choose from when accompa-
nying a song or tune and they are the I, ii, iii, IV, V, vi and vii° chords. In
searching for that right chord to use, this knowledge should simplify your
options. If it is a major chord that you want it will be a I, IV or V chord.

If it is minor it will be a ii, iii or vi
chord. Although you are least likely
to need it, there is that seventh,
diminished chord, the vii° chord.

So, how do musicians know
which chords to play? Basically
you have your choice of seven
chords once the key is set. Then
your choices are limited to three
once you know whether the chord
is to be major or minor. There are
three major, three minor and one

diminished chords. And, as usual, there are, exceptions and many varia-
tions, but most chord progressions will follow these rules. Once again,
we find that applying a little musical knowledge can instantly narrow the
search from a seemingly infinite number of chords to the right one. So
keep playing, keep chording and, of course, stay tuned.
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Figure 1 - Chords/Triads built on each degree of the diatonic C major scale
C D E F G A B C D E F
1 - 2 - 3 4 - 5 - 6 - 7 1 - 2 - 3 4
C - - - E - - G

D - - F - - - A
E - - G - - - B

F - - - A - - C
G - - - B - - D

A - - C - - - E
B - - D - - F

Figure 2 – Resulting chord types from Figure 1
| 1 b3 3 b5 5 |

I C | C - - - E - - G | 1 Major
ii Dm | D - - F - - - A | 2 minor
iii Em | E - - G - - - B | 3 minor
IV F | F - - - A - - C | 4 Major
V G | G - - - B - - D | 5 Major
vi A | A - - C - - - E | 6 minor
viio B | B - - D - - F | 7 diminished

STRIKING THE
RIGHT CHORD

(OR HOW DO I KNOW WHAT CHORD TO PLAY NEXT?)

TO BRUCE WHO LOANED ME
YOUR YAMAHA GUITAR 3
YEARS AGO I want to give you the
guitar back, but I don’t know how to
reach you. I never intended to keep
it, but you didn’t give me your last
name or phone number. Please call
me at (323) 340-8010 and I’ll return
it to you. Mike Perlowin.

CELTICANA offers MUSICAL
ENRICHMENT LECTURES
on the history of the hammered 
dulcimer for your library, club or
school. Contact Bea Romano at
(562) 861-7049 or
celticana@yahoo.com and on the
web at www.celticana.net 

For Sale: UPRIGHT PIANO from
the 20’s, M. Schulz Co. Great con-
dition (I think). $2,000.00   Call
(818) 909-7718

For Sale: MINOLTA COPIER
(model EP4230) with cabinet stand,
large glass for 11 x17, 50% to
200%, good shape, large but works.
$100.00.   Call (818) 430 6767

Wanted: USED MUSICAL
INSTRUMENTS, (even parts) for
travelling music teacher. Anything
accepted from fiddle bridge to
child’s glockenspiel! (818) 347-6728
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