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1. Primary Triad Construction. 
 
A Triad is a chord of three notes placed a third apart: 
  
Eg 1 

 
 
 

 
Triads are built in this way on each step of the standard diatonic scale. Those that are built on steps 
one, four and five, that is the Tonic, Sub-Dominant and Dominant steps are called Primary Triads:  
 
Eg 2 

 
 
 
These Triads are normally referred to using upper case Roman Numerals; I, IV and V:  
 
Eg 3 

 
 

 
This is the case no matter what key the harmony is in.  
 
Write out, and figure with Roman Numerals, the Primary Triads of the scales printed on the next 
page. Remember that in minor keys, the middle note of Triad V must be raised by a semi-tone in 
accordance with the Harmonic Minor Scale. 
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Eg 4 
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You may have noticed that each note of a diatonic scale is represented at least once in the Primary 
Triads. This means that any diatonic tune may be harmonised by using only Primary Triads. Such 
harmonisations are often jokingly referred to as “Three Chord Wonders”. Here is an example of a 
tune where each note has been allocated one or more Primary Triads: 

 
 

 
 

 
For your next exercise, indicate with Roman Numerals which Primary Triads would harmonise each 
note of the tunes printed on the next page. Remember to identify each key carefully. 
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Eg 6 
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2. Secondary Triad Construction 
  
Triads constructed on the other steps of the scale, which are the second, third, sixth and seventh, or 
Super-Tonic, Mediant, Sub-Mediant and Leading Note, are called Secondary Triads. They are 
usually figured using lower case Roman Numerals (although some people use upper case for all 
Triads):   
 
Eg 7 

 
 

Using these triads along with Primary Triads gives the composer, arranger or harmoniser a much 
wider range of harmonies, colours and emotions from which to choose. Care must be taken when 
using Secondary Triads in minor keys as the use of the Harmonic Minor Scale can cause problems. 
Some teachers and text books recommend avoiding the use of Triads iii and vii until later as they 
produce unusual or special sounds. However, I have found that most students value the extra choice 
afforded by including them at this stage. 
 
This is a good stage to make note of and remember the following: 
 
The bottom note of a Triad is called the “Root”. The middle note is called the “Third” and the top 
note is called the “Fifth”. 
 
In a major key the Primary Triads are Major Triads where as Triads ii, iii, and vi are Minor Triads, 
Triad vii is a Diminished Triad.  
 
In a minor key Triads I and IV are Minor Triads and Triad V is a Major Triad. Triad ii is a 
Diminished Triad, Triad iii is an Augmented Triad, Triad vi is a Major Triad and Triad vii is a 
Diminished Triad.  
 
(The exact nature of these different types of triad and the reasons for their positions in the diatonic 
scales is a complicated business. If you have trouble at this stage it may be worth revising your 
Grade V Theory or asking your teacher to discuss the matter further.)   
 
For your next exercise, write out and figure Primary and Secondary Triads for the scales printed on 
the next page. Be careful with the minor scale. (The first has been completed for you as an 
example.)  
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Eg 8 

 
 
 
 
 

8 



 
Now, with Primary and Secondary Triads available, any given note in a diatonic tune will have 
three different Triads available for a possible harmonisation. The following tune is an example: 
 
 
Eg 9 

 
 
 
 
For your next exercise, figure each note of the following tunes in the same way. Remember, each 
note will have three possible Triads available for harmonisation. 
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Eg 10 
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3. Use of Primary and Secondary Sevenths. 
 
If an extra note is added to a Triad, a third above the fifth, then an interval of a seventh is created 
between the Root and the additional note. Because there are now four notes involved the chord can 
no longer be called a “Triad” and so will simply be referred to as a “Chord”. In the following 
example a Seventh has been added to Triad V: 
 
Eg 11 

 
 
 
The presence of a Seventh in Chord V has been indicated by adding a small Arabic “7” at the top 
left of the Roman Numeral V. (It is important that you do not cross this 7 as, in Figured Bass this 
would indicate the raising of the interval by a semi-tone. Many people, who cross their sevenths in 
the continental manner, make this mistake when figuring harmony.) 
 
By far the most common use of a chord with a Seventh is on Chord V, the “Dominant”. This is 
referred to as the “Dominant Seventh” or simply “V7”. 
Sevenths can also be very easily be added to Secondary Triads and are referred to as “Secondary 
Sevenths”: 
 
Eg 12 

 
 
You will notice that Sevenths have not been added to Triads I and IV. This is because the interval 
that would be created between the Root and the Seventh would be a major seventh which would be 
difficult to handle in terms of “voice leading” (see Set 3) and produces a harmonic sound which is 
rare in standard harmony. However, Chord IV7 may be used in minor keys when the Seventh is a 
minor seventh, but the Harmonic Minor Scale still precludes the use of Chord I7 in most cases.  
 
You will appreciate that now, with the use of sevenths, any given note in a diatonic tune will have 
at least three but often four different chords available for harmonisation. This vastly expanded pallet 
gives the composer, arranger or harmoniser an even wider choice.  
For your next exercise, figure each note in the following tunes indicating all Chords available to 
that note. The first has been done for you as an example.    
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Eg 13 
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4. Principles of Chord Choice. 
 
If you play through the above examples on a piano using the right hand to play the tunes and the left 
hand to play the chords you will very quickly realise that some chords sound much better than 
others depending on their context. Selecting which chord to follow which is a skill that makes the 
difference between good harmony and bad. There is no substitute for experience or musical instinct, 
however the following may help. 
 
By far the strongest harmonic progression is when the Root of the second Chord is a 4th higher than 
the Root of the first. (Remember this only describes the relationship between the Roots of the two 
chords and not how the Bass may move. This idea is really quite simple but can be confusing at 
first. You would do well to take time to discuss this carefully with your teacher) This relationship 
is, of course, the Perfect Cadence, and the Circle of Fifths (see Set 2 and Set 9) but it works well 
out-with those standard progressions. Therefore the following chain of chords would be strong: 
I-IV-vii-iii-vi-ii-V. 
A useful short hand to describe this relationship is “Root up a 4th” or R^4. 
 
Not quite as strong as R^4 but still good are the R^6 and the R^2 relationships: 
I-vi-IV-ii-vii-V-iii. and: 
I-ii-iii-IV-V-vi-vii. 
 
Likewise, R^5 is quite weak but still a most useful progression. It is the Imperfect Cadence (see Set 
2): 
I-V-ii-vi-iii-vii-IV. 
 
The R^3 and the R^7 relationships are very weak and cause most of the problems encountered with 
Chord Choice. With care they can be used, the R^3 can be very beautiful, but you would be well 
advised to avoid these progressions when possible. 
 
The addition of Sevenths to Triads has certainly expanded the harmonic choices available but they 
can not be used without care. A Seventh should only be used if it can fall by step onto the Third of 
the next Chord. This is a most useful rule and is broken only rarely.  
 
With this in mind, for your next exercise, refigure the tunes from lesson 3 above (They are printed 
again for you below), but this time only figure the chords you would choose to harmonise the tune. 
The first tune is done for you with a suggested chord choice which would sound good. 
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5. Class Test 
 
Thinking carefully about what you have learned over the last four lessons, indicate the harmonies 
you would use for the following tunes. For this exercise though, as well as indicating your chord 
choice using Roman Numerals, write out the Triad or Chord in Bass Clef on the stave below the 
tune. (Keep the Triad or Chord in closed position). The first has been done for you as an example. 
 
Eg 15 

 
 
 
  
 
Eg 16 

 
 
 
 
 
Eg 17 
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