TRUE OR FALSE: IN MaJoR KEYS, THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT,
AND DOMINANT TRIADS ARE MAJOR.

TrUE ORr FALSE: IN MaJor Keys, THe ToniC, SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT TRIADS ARE MAJOR. THIS STATEMENT IS A
COMMON POINT OF DISCUSSION AMONG MUSIC STUDENTS, EDUCATORS, AND ENTHUSIASTS ALIKE. UNDERSTANDING THE NATURE
OF TRIADS IN MAJOR KEYS IS FUNDAMENTAL TO GRASPING MUSIC THEORY, HARMONY, AND COMPOSITION. IN THIS ARTICLE, WE
WILL EXPLORE WHETHER THIS STATEMENT IS TRUE OR FALSE, DELVE INTO THE CONSTRUCTION OF TRIADS WITHIN MAJOR KEYS,
AND CLARIFY COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS SURROUNDING KEY HARMONY.

UNDERSTANDING TRIADS IN MusIC THEORY

WHAT Is A TrIAD?

A TRIAD IS A SET OF THREE NOTES STACKED IN THIRDS THAT FORM THE BASIC BUILDING BLOCK OF W/ESTERN HARMONY.
TYPICALLY, A TRIAD CONSISTS OF:

e RooT: THE FUNDAMENTAL NOTE OF THE CHORD.
e THIRD: THE NOTE A THIRD INTERVAL ABOVE THE ROOT.

® FIFTH: THE NOTE A FIFTH INTERVAL ABOVE THE ROOT.

DEPENDING ON THE QUALITY OF THESE INTERVALS (MA_JOR, MINOR, PERFECT, DIMINISHED, OR AUGMENTED), TRIADS CAN BE
CLASSIFIED AS MAJOR, MINOR, DIMINISHED, OR AUGMENTED.

THe RoLE oF TrIADS IN KEYS

IN ANY KEY, TRIADS ARE BUILT ON EACH DEGREE OF THE SCALE, CREATING A HARMONIC FRAMEWORK THAT DEFINES THE
TONALITY. THESE TRIADS CAN BE EITHER CONSONANT OR DISSONANT, BUT IN FUNCTIONAL HARMONY, THEY PRIMARILY SERVE AS
THE FOUNDATION FOR CHORD PROGRESSIONS.

MaJor Keys AND THEIR CHARACTERISTIC TRIADS

THE DIATONIC TRIADS IN A MAJOR SCALE
A MAJOR KEY IS BASED ON A MAJOR SCALE, WHICH HAS A SPECIFIC PATTERN OF WHOLE AND HALF STEPS:

Whole, Whole, Half, Whole, Whole, Whole, Half

For exampLE, IN C MAJOR, THE scaLEIS: C, D, E, F, G, A, B, C.

IN A MAJOR KEY, THE DIATONIC TRIADS (TRIADS BUILT ON EACH DEGREE OF THE SCALE) FOLLOW A SPECIFIC PATTERN OF
QUALITIES:

| Decree | NoTe | TriAD QUALITY | NoTEs IN THE TRIAD |

| 1| Tonic | MAjor | RooT, Major 3rD, PERFECT 5TH |



| i1 | SuperTONIC | MiNOR | ROOT, MiNoR 3RD, PERFECT 5TH |

| 11| MepianT | Minor | RooT, MiNor 3rD, PERFECT 5TH |

| 1V | SusDOMINANT| MAJOR | RoOT, MAJOR 3RD, PERFECT 5TH |

| V | DOMINANT | Major | RooT, MaJor 3rD, PERFECT 5TH |

| vi | SuBMEDIANT | MiNoR | RooT, MiNor 3RD, PERFECT 5TH |

| vii° | LEADING TONE| DiMINISHED | RooT, MiINor 3RrD, DIMINISHED 5TH |

As SHOWN, TRIADS ON THE FIRST (1), IV, AND V DEGREES ARE TYPICALLY MAJOR, WHEREAS THOSE ON THE SECOND, THIRD, AND
SIXTH DEGREES ARE MINOR, AND THE SEVENTH DEGREE FORMS A DIMINISHED TRIAD.

SUMMARY ofF MaJor KEy TRIADS

IN A MAJOR KEY:
e THe ToniC (1) TRIAD IS MAJOR.

o THe sUBDOMINANT (V) TRIAD IS MAJOR.

THe poMINANT (V) TRIAD IS MAJOR.
o THe superTONIC (1), MEDIANT (iil), AND SUBMEDIANT (V1) ARE MINOR.

® THE LEADING TONE (VIIO) IS DIMINISHED.

THIS PATTERN IS CONSISTENT ACROSS ALL MAJOR KEYS DUE TO THE DIATONIC HARMONY BUILT FROM THE MAJOR SCALE.

CLARIFYING THE STATEMENT: ARE THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT
TrRIADS ALWAYS MAJOR IN MAJOR KEYS?

Is THE STATEMENT TRUE?

BASED ON THE DIATONIC STRUCTURE, THE ANSWER IS GENERALLY TRUE: IN A MAJOR KEY, THE TRIADS BUILT ON THE Tonic (1),
SUBDOMINANT (IV), AND DOMINANT (V) DEGREES ARE MAJOR.

ExcepTioNs AND CLARIFICATIONS

W/HILE THE STATEMENT HOLDS TRUE FOR THE DIATONIC TRIADS IN A MAJOR KEY, THERE ARE IMPORTANT CONSIDERATIONS:

* NON-DIATONIC CHORDS: IN ACTUAL COMPOSITIONS, COMPOSERS FREQUENTLY USE NON-DIATONIC CHORDS, INCLUDING
MINOR, DIMINISHED, OR AUGMENTED TRIADS, WHICH CAN ALTER THE PERCEIVED QUALITY OF THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT , OR
DOMINANT FUNCTIONS.

* INVERSIONS AND EXTENSIONS: TRIADS CAN BE PLAYED IN DIFFERENT INVERSIONS OR EXTENDED WITH ADDITIONAL NOTES,
AFFECTING THEIR HARMONIC QUALITY AND FUNCTION.

¢ MODAL INTERCHANGE AND BORROWED CHORDS: BORROWED CHORDS FROM PARALLEL MODES OR KEYS CAN INTRODUCE
MINOR OR OTHER QUALITIES INTO THE HARMONIC LANDSCAPE.



HO\X/EVER/ IF WE ARE STRICTLY REFERRING TO THE DIATONIC TRIADS (THE BASIC TRIADS DERIVED DIRECTLY FROM THE MAJOR
SCALE)/ THEN THE STATEMENT IS CORRECT: THE TRIADS ON THE |, |\// AND V DEGREES ARE MAJOR.

WHy ARe THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT TRIADS MAJOR?

HARMONIC FUNCTION IN MAJOR KEYS

THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT , AND DOMINANT FUNCTIONS ARE THE CORNERSTONE OF \W/ESTERN TONAL HARMONY. THEY SERVE
SPECIFIC ROLES:

e ToNIC (l) PROVIDES A SENSE OF STABILITY AND RESOLUTION.
¢ SUBDOMINANT (|V) CREATES A SENSE OF DEPARTURE FROM THE TONIC, LEADING TOWARD THE DOMINANT.

¢ DOMINANT (V) BUILDS TENSION THAT SEEKS RESOLUTION BACK TO THE TONIC.

THEIR MAJOR QUALITY IN A MAJOR KEY ENHANCES THEIR STARBILITY AND STRENGTH, REINFORCING THE KEY'S BRIGHTNESS AND
BRIGHTNESS OF TONE.

CHorD CONSTRUCTION AND SCALE INTERVALS

IN THE MAJOR SCALE, THE BUILT-IN INTERVALS FOR THESE TRIADS NATURALLY PRODUCE MAJOR CHORDS:
- THE ROOT, MAJOR THIRD, AND PERFECT FIFTH COMBINE TO FORM A MAJOR TRIAD.

- For eEXAMPLE, IN C MAJOR:

- CmaJor TRIAD: C-E-G

- F maJor TrRIAD: F-A-C

- G MAJOR TRIAD: G-B-D

THESE TRIADS ARE CONSIDERED “PRIMARY CHORDS” BECAUSE THEY ARE THE MOST STABLE AND FREQUENTLY USED IN MUSICAL
PROGRESSIONS.

IMPLICATIONS FOR COMPOSITION AND PERFORMANCE

CoMMON PROGRESSIONS INVOLVING MAJOR TRIADS

Because THE |, IV, AND V CHORDS ARE MAJOR IN A MAJOR KEY, MANY COMMON CHORD PROGRESSIONS REVOLVE AROUND THESE
TRIADS:

1. I-IV-V-I: THE CLASSIC PROGRESSION ESTABLISHING KEY.
2. I=vI-1-V: INCORPORATES MINOR CHORDS BUT STILL EMPHASIZES THE MAJOR PRIMARY TRIADS.

3. I-V-vi-ui-IV: A MORE VARIED PROGRESSION USING PRIMARY AND SECONDARY CHORDS.



UsING Non-DiATonIc CHORDS

THOUGH PRIMARY TRIADS ARE MAJOR, COMPOSERS OFTEN INTRODUCE MINOR, DIMINISHED, OR AUGMENTED CHORDS FOR COLOR
AND TENSION. THIS ENRICHES HARMONIC LANGUAGE BUT DOESN'T CHANGE THE FUNDAMENTAL DIATONIC STRUCTURE OF THE KEY.

CoNcLUSION: |Is THE STATEMENT TRUE OR FALSE?

To SUMMARIZE:

- THe STATEMENT “IN MAJOR Keys, THE ToniC, SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT TRIADS ARE MAJOR” IS TRUE WHEN REFERRING
TO THE DIATONIC TRIADS BUILT ON THE FIRST, FOURTH, AND FIFTH DEGREES OF THE MAJOR SCALE.

- THESE TRIADS ARE FUNDAMENTAL TO W/ESTERN HARMONY, PROVIDING STABILITY, BALANCE, AND A BASIS FOR MUSICAL
PROGRESSION.

- HOWEVER, IN PRACTICAL MUSIC, COMPOSERS FREQUENTLY USE NON-DIATONIC CHORDS, WHICH MAY INTRODUCE MINOR OR
OTHER QUALITIES INTO THE HARMONIC FABRIC.

IN ESSENCE, UNDERSTANDING THE DIATONIC STRUCTURE CONFIRMS THAT IN A MAJOR KEY, THE PRIMARY TRIADS (|, |\/, \/) ARE
INDEED MAJOR, UNDERPINNING MUCH OF W/ESTERN TONAL MUSIC’'S HARMONIC FRAMEW ORK.
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FREQUENTLY AskeD QUESTIONS

TRUE OR FALSE: IN MAJOR KEYS, THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT TRIADS ARE
ALL MAJOR CHORDS.

TRUE

\WHY ARE THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT TRIADS TYPICALLY MAJOR IN A
MAJOR KEY?

BECAUSE THEY ARE BUILT ON THE FIRST, FOURTH, AND FIFTH DEGREES OF THE MAJOR SCALE, WHICH NATURALLY FORM MAJOR
TRIADS DUE TO THE SCALE'S INTERVALS.

CAN THE SUBDOMINANT AND DOMINANT TRIADS BE MINOR IN A MAJOR KEY?

NO/ INA STANDARD MAJOR KEY, THE SUBDOMINANT AND DOMINANT TRIADS ARE TYPICALLY MAJOR; MINOR VERSIONS USUALLY
APPEAR IN MINOR KEYS.

ARE THE TRIADS BUILT ON THE SECOND, THIRD, AND SIXTH DEGREES OF A MAJOR SCALE
MAJOR?P

NO/ THE TRIADS ON THE SECOND, THIRD, AND SIXTH DEGREES OF A MAJOR SCALE ARE TYPICALLY MINOR, NOT MAJOR.



How DOES THE MAJOR QUALITY OF THE TONIC , SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT TRIADS
INFLUENCE THE SOUND OF A MAJOR KEY?

THEY CREATE A BRIGHT, STABLE, AND CONSONANT SOUND THAT CHARACTERIZES THE MAJOR KEY'S CHEERFUL AND RESOLVED
QUALITY.

IN A MAJOR KEY ;, WHAT ARE THE QUALITIES OF THE TRIADS BUILT ON THE SECOND,
THIRD, AND SIXTH DEGREES?

THEY ARE TYPICALLY MINOR TRIADS, CONTRASTING WITH THE MAJOR TONIC, SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT.

IS THE STATEMENT ‘IN MAJOR KEYS, THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT TRIADS
ARE MAJOR' ALWAYS TRUE?

YES, IN THE CONTEXT OF STANDARD MAJOR KEYS, THIS STATEMENT IS TRUE.

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES

TRUE OR FALSE: IN MAJOR KEYS, THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT, AND DOMINANT TRIADS ARE MAJOR

UNDERSTANDING THE CORE HARMONY OF W/ESTERN MUSIC INVOLVES GRASPING THE NATURE OF TRIADS WITHIN MAJOR KEYS. A
COMMON QUESTION AMONG STUDENTS AND MUSICIANS ALIKE IS WHETHER THE PRIMARY TRIADS—NAMELY, THE TONIC (l)/
SUBDOMINANT (|\/), AND DOMINANT (V)_ARE INHERENTLY MAJOR IN A MAJOR KEY CONTEXT. THE ANSWER, AS WE’LL EXPLORE
IN DETAIL, IS GENERALLY TRUE, BUT WITH IMPORTANT NUANCES. ToO FULLY APPRECIATE THIS, WE NEED TO DIG INTO THE
CONSTRUCTION OF TRIADS, THE STRUCTURE OF MAJOR KEYS, AND THE IMPLICATIONS OF MODAL INTERCHANGE AND
CHROMATICISM.

THE FOUNDATIONS OF TRIADS IN MAJOR KEYS
WHAT Is A TRIAD?
A TRIAD IS A THREE-NOTE CHORD BUILT BY STACKING THIRDS ON TOP OF A ROOT NOTE. THE THREE NOTES ARE:

- THE ROOT
- THe THIRD (A THIRD INTERVAL ABOVE THE ROOT)
- THe FIFTH (A FIFTH INTERVAL ABOVE THE ROOT)

IN DIATONIC HARMONY , THE QUALITY OF THE TRIAD (MA_JOR, MINOR, DIMINISHED, AUGMENTED) DEPENDS ON THE INTERVALS
BETWEEN THESE NOTES.

THe CoNSTRUCTION OF MAJOR KEY TRIADS
IN A MAJOR KEY, THE DIATONIC TRIADS ARE BUILT ON EACH DEGREE OF THE SCALE:

| ScaLe Decree | TriAD NaME | NoTes (In C Major) | QUALITY |
S |--mmmmmmmee- |--mmmmmmmm s e |
1] Tonc | C-E-G|Major|

| 1] SuperTONIC | D - F - A | MiNoR |

| 11| MepIANT |E - G - B | Minor |

| IV | SuBDoMINANT | F - A - C | Major |

| V| DoMINANT | G - B - D | Major |

| vi| SuemepianT | A - C - E | MiNor |

| viI° | LEADING TonE | B - D - F | DiMINISHED |



THIS PATTERN IS CONSISTENT ACROSS ALL MAJOR KEYS DUE TO THE DIATONIC NATURE OF THE SCALE.

Key PoINT: THE TrRIADS BUILT oN THE 1T (1), 4TH (1), AND 5TH (V) DEGREES ARE MAJOR IN A MAJOR KEY.

THE NATURE OF PRIMARY TRIADS IN MAJOR KEYS
THe |, IV, AND V TrIADS ARE MAJOR
IN A MAJOR KEY:

- Tonic (|) THE TRIAD BUILT ON THE FIRST SCALE DEGREE IS INHERENTLY MAJOR BECAUSE IT CONTAINS THE ROOT, MAJOR
THIRD, AND PERFECT FIFTH OF THE SCALE.

- SUBDOMINANT (|V) BUILT ON THE FOURTH DEGREE, ALSO INHERENTLY MAJOR, CONTAINING THE ROOT, MAJOR THIRD, AND
PERFECT FIFTH RELATIVE TO THE KEY.

- DOMINANT (\/) BUILT ON THE FIFTH DEGREE, NATURALLY MAJOR, CONTAINING THE ROOT, MAJOR THIRD, AND PERFECT FIFTH.

W/HY ARE THESE TRIADS MAJOR? BECAUSE THE DIATONIC SCALE IN A MAJOR KEY PROVIDES FOR THESE TRIADS TO BE COMPOSED
OF MAJOR INTERVALS. THE MAJOR THIRD INTERVAL FROM THE ROOT TO THE THIRD NOTE DEFINES THE TRIAD AS MAJOR.

VISUALIZING WITH AN ExXAMPLE: C MaJor
- | (CmaJor): C - E - G (MaJor)

- IV (F MaJor): F - A - C (MaJor)

-V (GmMaJor): G - B-D (Major)

IN ALL THESE CASES, THE TRIADS ARE BUILT FROM THE SCALE TONES, ENSURING THEIR MAJOR QUALITY.

THE MINoR QUALITY oF OTHER DIATONIC TRIADS
\X/HILE THE PRIMARY TRIADS ARE MAJOR, THE OTHER DIATONIC TRIADS WITHIN A MAJOR KEY TEND TO BE MINOR OR DIMINISHED:

- 11 (SuperToNIC): D - F - A (MiNoR)

-1 (MeoianT): E - G - B (MiNoR)

- vi (SusMeDIANT): A - C - E (MiNnoRr)

- vii° (LEADING TONE): B - D - F (DIMINISHED)

HIS PATTERN CREATES A RICH HARMONIC LANDSCAPE, WITH THE PRIMARY TRIADS PROVIDING THE STABLE “HOME” AND
/
“DOMINANT” FUNCTIONS.

THE RoLE ofF THE PRIMARY TRIADS IN TONAL FUNCTION

The Tonic (1)

- ACTS AS THE "HOME BASE” OR POINT OF REST.

- ESTABLISHES THE KEY CENTER.

- TRIADS BUILT ON THE TONIC ARE INHERENTLY MAJOR IN A MAJOR KEY, REINFORCING STABILITY.
THe SuspoMINANT (1V)

- CREATES A SENSE OF DEPARTURE FROM THE TONIC.

- OFTEN LEADS TO THE DOMINANT, CREATING TENSION THAT SEEKS RESOLUTION.
- |TS MAJOR QUALITY COMPLEMENTS THE TONIC, MAINTAINING A CONSONANT SOUND.



THe DominanT (V)

- PRODUCES TENSION THAT STRONGLY WANTS TO RESOLVE BACK TO TONIC.

- THE MAJOR V CHORD, ESPECIALLY WHEN CONTAINING THE LEADING TONE (THE SEVENTH SCALE DEGREE, BinC MAJOR),
HEIGHTENS THE SENSE OF EXPECTATION.

- THE DOMINANT TRIAD'S MAJOR QUALITY IS ESSENTIAL FOR ITS FUNCTION; A MINOR OR DIMINISHED V TRIAD WOULD WEAKEN
THIS TENSION.

V ARIATIONS AND EXCEPTIONS
\/HILE THE STANDARD DIATONIC TRIADS ON |, IV, AND V ARE MAJOR, REAL-WORLD MUSIC OFTEN INTRODUCES VARIATIONS:
MoDAL INTERCHANGE AND BorRROWED CHORDS

- BORROWED CHORDS FROM PARALLEL MODES OR KEYS CAN ALTER THE EXPECTED QUALITIES.
- For EXAMPLE, IN A MAJOR KEY, A COMPOSER MIGHT BORROW A MINOR IV FROM THE PARALLEL MINOR (E.G.I INC MAJOR, F
MINOR INSTEAD OF F MAJOR) FOR EXPRESSIVE PURPOSES.

ALTERATIONS AND CHROMATICISM

- THE V CHORD CAN BE ALTERED (E.G., G7 WITH A LOWERED SEVENTH) FOR RICHER HARMONIC COLOR.
- SOMETIMES, THE V IS REPLACED WITH A V7 CHORD TO ADD TENSION.

Use oF MINor orR DIMINISHED V ARIATIONS FOR EXPRESSIVE EFFECT

- WHILE THE PRIMARY TRIADS ARE MAJOR, COMPOSERS MAY SUBSTITUTE OR DECORATE THEM WITH MINOR OR DIMINISHED
CHORDS TO ADD EMOTIONAL DEPTH OR TO MODULATE.

THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS AND PRACTICAL APPLICATIONS
s THE STATEMENT TRULY TRUE?

IN THE STRICT DIATONIC CONTEXT OF A MAJOR KEY, THE TRIADS BUILT ON |, [V, AND V' ARE INDEED MAJOR. THIS IS A
FUNDAMENTAL PRINCIPLE OF CLASSICAL HARMONY.

PrACTICAL CONSIDERATIONS

- MUSICIANS AND COMPOSERS SHOULD UNDERSTAND THAT, WITHIN DIATONIC HARMONY, THESE PRIMARY TRIADS ARE MAJOR.
- HO\)VEVER, IN CONTEMPORARY MUSIC, JAZZ, OR MODAL MUSIC, THE BOUNDARIES CAN BLUR WITH THE USE OF BORROWED
CHORDS, MODAL INTERCHANGE, OR CHROMATICISM.

- RECOGNIZING THAT THE “DEFAULT” IN A MAJOR KEY IS MAJOR FOR THESE TRIADS HELPS IN ANALYZING AND COMPOSING
FUNCTIONAL HARMONY.

SUMMARY oF KeY PoINTS

- THE PRIMARY TRIADS IN A MAJOR KEY—I, IV, AND V—ARE MAJOR DUE TO THE STRUCTURE OF THE MAJOR SCALE.

- THESE TRIADS SERVE CRUCIAL HARMONIC FUNCTIONS: TONIC STABILITY, SUBDOMINANT DEPARTURE, AND DOMINANT TENSION.
- THE MAJOR QUALITY OF THESE TRIADS IS ROOTED IN THE SCALE INTERVALS, ESPECIALLY THE PRESENCE OF A MAJOR THIRD
ABOVE THE ROOT.

- OTHER DIATONIC TRIADS (II, Ill, VI, VII°®) ARE MINOR OR DIMINISHED, CREATING CONTRAST AND HARMONIC INTEREST.

- REAL-WORLD MUSIC MAY INTRODUCE VARIATIONS, BUT THE CORE PRINCIPLE REMAINS THAT IN A TYPICAL MAJOR KEY, THE
PRIMARY TRIADS ARE MAJOR.



FINAL THOUGHTS

UNDERSTANDING WHETHER THE PRIMARY TRIADS IN A MAJOR KEY ARE MAJOR IS FOUNDATIONAL TO GRASPING W/ESTERN TONAL
HARMONY. |T SHAPES HOW MELODIES AND HARMONIES ARE CONSTRUCTED, HOW TENSION AND RESOLUTION FUNCTION, AND HOW
COMPOSERS CRAFT THEIR MUSICAL NARRATIVES. RECOGNIZING THE INHERENT MAJORNESS OF THE |, |\/, AND V TRIADS PROVIDES
A CRUCIAL STEPPING STONE TOWARD MASTERING MORE COMPLEX HARMONIC CONCEPTS, IMPROVISATION, AND COMPOSITIONAL
TECHNIQUES. W/HETHER ANALYZING CLASSICAL SONATAS, JAZZ STANDARDS, OR POP BALLADS, THIS KNOWLEDGE REMAINS
UNIVERSALLY APPLICABLE.

IN CONCLUSION: THE STATEMENT “IN MAJOR KEYS, THE TONIC, SUBDOMINANT , AND DOMINANT TRIADS ARE MAJOR” IS TRUE IN THE
CONTEXT OF DIATONIC HARMONY , REFLECTING A FUNDAMENTAL ASPECT OF W/ESTERN MUSICAL STRUCTURE.
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