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Building Chords

©

As guitarists it is important for us to know the basics of how music functions. What I have presented here
is, what i believe to be, a guitar friendly approach to chords and the guitar. I have to warn you that we are
dipping our toe into a bit of music theory...dun dun duuunn.

Many of the basic chords we play are actually triads. Triads are chords consisting of three pitches, seperated
by thirds. Below I have some examples: 

I explain it to my students like this: think about all the letters we use in music (leaving out the sharps and flats)

A  B  C  D  E  F  G 

If we take 'C' as our stating note which we will call the root' we can find the second note of the triad (the 3rd)
by counting to three. When we do this we find 'E' is the next note in our triad. If we take it a step further and continue
to 5, we land on 'G' (the 5th). The notes in a 'C' chord are C - E - G. 

C is the root, E is the 3rd, and G is the 5th.

This is an over simplification, but it works to explain the concept. When we add sharps/flats/minor chords
it gets a bit more complex. Let's start with minor chords.

There is only a one note difference between a C
major chord and a C minor chord. It is the 3rd.

Major - Root, 3rd, 5th (C, E, G)
Minor - Root, flat 3rd, 5th (C, E flat, G)
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I have demonstrated how to find a minor triad based on the major triad. But this is not always the best way to
approach chords. Now we add in the sharps and the flats, and really what we need is an understaning of our key
signatures. I will proceed assuming that we are secure in this knowledge and save the explaination of keys for 
another time.

Let's take F# major as an example. How do we find the notes in this triad?

First, we look to the key signature. As you see below, the sharped notes in F# are: F# C# G# D# A# E# 

If we use the process I set up in the very beginning, we come up with this result:

F# - Root
A# - 3rd
C# - 5th

We can use this key to find a minor chord as well. Let's do G# minor:

If we start on G# using the scale above we get this as our result:

G# - Root
B  - 3rd
D# - 5th

Hopefully this points you in the right direction. You may be asking yourself 'why do I need to know all of this?'
It is fair, but I will leave you with this one last thought. The more of this you know, the more it will help your 
overall musicality, your concept of melody and harmony, and for us guitarists our soloing abiility. 


