
Triads revisited 
courtesy of Dmitri Tymoczko  

lightly edited from one of Prof. Tymoczko’s handouts for Music 105 at Princeton University 
 
I. Three-note consonances.  Early music theorists divided the intervals into consonances 

(unison, minor third, major third, perfect fourth, and all their registral inversions1) and 
dissonances (everything else). Let’s take a look at the three-note chords containing only 
consonances. 

 
Those in (a) have two copies of some note. As a result, they sound a little less rich and full than 
those in (b). We call this second group triads, since they have three distinct pitch classes. Over 
the centuries musicians gravitated more and more toward triads, preferring their richness to the 
more empty (or open) sound of the chords in (a). 
 
 II. Figured bass symbols.  Originally, triads were named by giving their bass note, plus 
their intervals above the bass. The symbol  5

3  means that there are a fifth and third above the bass, 
6
3  means that there are a sixth and third above the bass,  6

4  means that there are a sixth and fourth 
above the bass. (Here we again disregard extra octaves: “a fifth” could mean “fifth plus an 
octave” or “fifth plus two octaves,” etc.) So in the music below, the first three chords would have 
been called C 5

3  ,  the second A 6
3 

 , and the third B 6
4  . 

 
It is customary to abbreviate these symbols by eliminating the 5

3 , writing 6  for  6   
3 , and keeping    6

4    
unchanged. 
 

III. Roots.  When you classify chords in this way, there appear to be three fundamental 
kinds of consonant triads:  5

3  ,  6   
3  , and    6

4 . In the early eighteenth century, Jean-Phillippe Rameau 
pointed out that these could all be understood as different forms of a single chord. His central 
idea was to classify chords on the basis of the notes they contain rather than intervals above the 
bass. Thus, if we have {C, E, G} with C in the bass, then this is a C 5

3  
 chord.  If E is in the bass 

instead, then this is a C 6
3  

  chord. And if G is in the bass, then this is a C 6
4  

 chord.  So the “three 
 

1 That is, all the notes you could get by starting with unison, m3, M3, P4 and transposing either 
note by any number of octaves. 
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kinds of consonant chord” can be reduced to different arrangements of the notes of one chord. 
This was a great intellectual triumph.  

Following Rameau, we now say that the notes {C, E, G} are a “C major chord” no matter 
what note is in the bass. We say that C is the root of the chord, E is the third, and G is the fifth. 
We now label chords based on their roots rather than their bass note; however, we continue 
to use the numerical symbols in Section II, as follows: 

 
To find the root, fifth, and third of a chord, put it onto snowman form: that is, transpose notes by 
octave until they lie on three adjacent staff lines, or three adjacent staff spaces. When the chord 
looks like a snowman, the lowest note is the root, the middle note is the third, and the highest 
note is the fifth. The root determines the name of the chord. 
 
 IV. Triads.  In snowman form, major and minor triads are both stacks of thirds: a major 
triad has a major third on the bottom and a minor third on top; a minor triad has a minor third on 
the bottom and a major third on top. (A minor triad is a kind of “upside down” major triad.) 
There are two other ways to stack major and minor thirds. Two major thirds (such as C-E and E-
G#) form an augmented triad, and two minor thirds (such as C-Eb and Eb-Gb) form a diminished 
triad. When in snowman form, an augmented triad has an augmented fifth; the major and minor 
triads have a perfect fifth; and the diminished triad has a diminished fifth.   
 

 “stack of thirds” Third Fifth Example symbol 
Augmented M3 + M3 M3 A5 {C, E, G#} C+ 

Major M3 + m3 M3 P5 {C, E, G} C 
Minor m3 + M3 m3 P5 {C, Eb, G} c 

Diminished m3 + m3 m3 d5 {C, Eb, Gb} c° 
  
Generally, in analysis, augmented triads are labeled with a capital letter (corresponding to the 
root of the triad) and plus sign; major triads with a capital letter; minor triads with a small letter; 
and diminished triads with a small letter and a degree sign. (However not all analysts use 
lowercase letters, and remember that in lead-sheet symbols, roots are always named with a 
capital letter.) 

Note that the diminished triad has a dissonant interval, the diminished fifth. The 
augmented triad’s augmented fifth was considered dissonant as well, even though it sounds just 
like a minor sixth. (This might be confusing; however, in specific musical contexts, an 
augmented fifth usually sounds unstable, and like it wants to resolve to some other interval.) 
Though dissonant, augmented and diminished triads gradually gained acceptance because of 
their similarity to the consonant major and minor triads.   
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