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What is chord theory? 
 
Chord theory is the study of chords and how they relate to scales.  
 
…and how can it help me? 
 
If you want to take basic chords and give them more color, understanding chord theory 
can help you. 
 
If you have ever watched a guitarist play a simple song, but make it sound a lot more 
interesting by playing small, mysterious chord shapes all over the neck, and you would 
like to do that too, understanding chord theory can help you. 
 
If you know a bunch of chords and licks, but are relegated to playing in only a few keys 
and positions, understanding chord theory can help you. 
 
If you have shied away from learning about chord theory because you don’t read mu-
sic, don’t worry. Although reading music is a valuable skill, you do not have to read mu-
sic to use this book. All of the examples are notated alpha-numerically on chord and 
fretboard diagrams. 
 
If you are a lead player, or aspire to be one, a grasp of chord theory will absolutely help 
your soloing. Understanding chord tones and incorporating them into your playing will 
give your solos more harmonic depth and, yes, understanding chord theory can help 
you. 
 
If you are like a lot of guitarists, you have a shelf full of guitar books that you have 
tackled, but not read beyond the first chapter. Fear of Chords doesn’t presume to be 
the book that you will study cover to cover, but I have tried to only include information 
that will be useful to the typical guitarist.  
 
Fear of Chords simply provides a new spin on old information, but I have tried to pre-
sent the information in a clear and visual format that will benefit guitarists of all stripes. 
Good luck!  
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    D7   

The 5 Chord Forms 

Here are the 5 chord forms that you need to know. Notice the little R on each diagram. The 
R stands for the Root, which is the note that the chord is built from. In the diagrams below, 
the R indicates on which string the root for that chord resides.  
 
G is the root of a G chord, C is the root of a C chord, and so on. The root is generally the first 
note that you play when you are strumming or picking a chord. When a listener hears the 
root first, it sets their ear up to hear a chord that is consistent “tonally” with the root note. 
 
Each form includes a major, minor and 7th chord. These are the three chord “families” which 
will be discussed in detail later in this book. 
 

The minor chords in the G and C forms are seldom used, but will  
become more useful as we evolve these forms into moveable shapes. 

    E Form   

  A Form   

     E Major 

      A Major 

 E7 

The X indicates 
that the string is 

not played. 

X     

 D Major     

D Form 

X    X    X    X    

    

C Form  
     C7     C MajorX     X       

G7 

 G Form  

G Major 

      D Minor  X    X    

   E Minor 

    C Minor X     X     

X     

G Minor X    X    

       A7 X               A Minor 
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         1/2 Step            Whole Step             1/2 Step                       Whole Step 

 

 

Learning The Fingerboard 
 

You need to start learning the notes on the fingerboard. Don’t worry! You don’t need to learn 
them all right now. This book will introduce notes up the neck as needed, but it’s a good idea 
to start getting familiar with the lay of the land.  
 
In the meantime you definitely should know the names of the open strings. Once you know 
the names of the open strings, you can start learning the names of the notes farther up the 
neck, and if you know the names of the notes, you can identify the root of any chord. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We’ll use the piano keyboard to illustrate how notes are arranged.  
 
The white keys on a piano are called Natural notes, and the black keys are called Acciden-
tals. The natural notes are A B C D E F G. The accidentals are referred to as Sharps(#) or 
Flats(b). They are C#(or Db) D# (or Eb), F# (or Gb), G# (or Ab) and A# (or Bb). The acci-
dentals are sharps or flats depending on the key. More on this later.   
 
The distance between any two adjacent notes is called a half step.  Skip a note and you get 
a whole step.  If you look at the piano keyboard, you will see that there is a whole step be-
tween all of the natural notes except E and F, and B and C.  

Notice that once you go from A to G, the pattern starts all over again. 
Every time the pattern repeats itself is called an octave. Each octave  

contains the same notes, they just get higher in pitch as you move up the 
keyboard or fingerboard.  
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The Number System 
 

The number system is a method of notating chords where each chord in a key is assigned a 
number, making it very easy to play any song in any key. The number system is often referred 
to as the Nashville numbering system, as it is widely used by Nashville studio musicians. 
 
There are 12 keys in music as we know it. All twelve keys share the same basic characteristics, 
such as scale and chord relationships. They just are pitched  
differently. 
 
The chart below shows all 12 keys, each key containing 7 notes.  You can see that the notes in 
each key are notated with Roman numerals.  
 
 

   Key    I II     III     IV     V     VI    VII 

   C C D E F G A B  
   G G A B C D E F#  
   D D E F# G A B C#  
   A A B C# D E F# G#  
   E E F# G# A B C# D#  
   B B C# D# E F# G# A#  
   F F G A Bb C D E  
   Bb Bb C D Eb F G A  
   Eb Eb F G Ab Bb C D  
   Ab Ab Bb C Db Eb F G  
   Db Db Eb F Gb Ab Bb C  
   Gb Gb Ab Bb Cb Db Eb F 
 
 

Using the number system you can take the chords from one key and “transpose” the song to a 
different key, simply by assigning the chords in the new key to the corresponding numbers 
from the original key. 
 
So, if a song in the key of C used C, F, and G7 chords, you could easily move the song to the 
key of G by assigning the same chord numbers (I, IV and V) to the key of G. C, F, and G7 
would become G, C, and D7. Same basic sequence, but different key. 
 

You need to be able to play in different keys because...  
You need to accommodate the singer. Singer’s vocal ranges vary widely, and you need to be 
able to play in their keys. You could use a capo, I suppose, but… 
And some songs just sound better in certain keys. 
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Scale Construction 
 

This book is all about chords; however, to understand chord theory, you need to have a basic 
understanding of the major scale. You’ve heard it a million times-  
 

Do  Re  Mi  Fa  Sol  La  Ti  Do 
 

It is important for you to learn all of the scales and their melodic power as you progress as a 
guitarist, but this book will use the major scale primarily as a visual resource for learning 
chords.  
 
The major scale is the basis for understanding scale/chord relationships. So, you need to know 
how to create that Do Re Mi Fa Sol La Ti Do sound on the guitar. 
 
The major scale is constructed with a relatively simple formula of whole steps and half 
steps. As we established earlier, each fret on the guitar is a half step and moving from fret to 
fret, up or down the neck is like moving from key to key on a piano.  
 
     

So, here is the magic formula for a Major Scale. 
W   W   1/2   W   W   W   1/2 

w = whole step  1/2 = half step 
 

Using this formula, a C major scale would look like this. 
 

C  w  D w   E   1/2    F w  G  w   A  w   B 1/2  C 
 

For clarity, here is the scale shown on a piano keyboard. 
 
 
 

  Whole 
Step 

  Whole 
Step 

 Whole 
Step 

  Whole 
Step 

  Whole 
Step 

Half 
Step 

Half 
Step 



 18 Here’s how the notes appear on the  
guitar fingerboard.  
 
We find the C note on the fifth string. We could 
find a C note on any string, but  for this exam-
ple we’ll use the fifth string. The C note is on 
the third fret so, we’ll start the major scale for-
mula on that note. 
 
Figure 1. shows the  W W 1/2 W W W 1/2 pat-
tern moving up the string to create the major 
scale. You can see that just like the piano key-
board, there is a whole step between all of the 
natural notes except E and F and B and C. 
 
In Figure 2. the same notes are spread over 
the 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 5th strings. On the guitar 
there are many fingerings for each scale. We 
need to configure the scale so we can extract a 
useable chord. 
 
In Figure 3. we  assign each note in the scale a 
consecutive number with the first note being 
designated R, for root. 
 
  

Whole Step 

Whole Step 

Half Step 

Half Step 

Whole Step 

Whole Step 

Whole Step 

Figure 1.  

Figure 2 Figure 3  

The notes in the diagrams displaying scales in 
this book are to be played sequentially – one 

note at a time, unlike the chord diagrams 
where all of the notes are played at once. 

3rd finger 
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Chord Construction 
 

By now, you should be pretty comfortable playing major, minor and 7th chords any-
where on the neck, using the five basic chord forms.  
 
And, you also know how a major scale is constructed. 
 
Now you need to understand how integral scales and chords are with each other. Earli-
er in the book we established that there are three families of chords. 

Major, Minor and 7th 
 
 

There are thousands of chords out there; chords with names like C#7m11, GMaj9, 
Ab7#11 and so on. But, no matter how arcane these chords sound, they all can be orga-
nized into three basic types, or “families”.  
 
Each chord family has its own particular flavor and function in music. You can give 
each family a mood as a way of describing its sound. 
 
 

Major chords typically have a happy sound. 
 

Minor chords have a sad or melancholy sound.  
 

7th chords have an edgy, unresolved sound. 
 
 

The next step is to determine how each of these chord families is related to the major 
scale.  
 
The reason that you need to understand scale construction is that every chord is ex-
tracted from a major scale, and if you can identify the numeric degrees of a scale, you 
will be able to construct any chord. 
 
This is a much more scientific way to learn chords - learning their  
infrastructure rather than just learning chord shapes by rote from a chord  
encyclopedia. 
 
 

 
 
 



 22  
Let’s start with a major chord.   

 

A major chord is simply a cluster of notes extracted  
from the major scale of the same name.   

 
When you isolate the Root (first degree), third degree and fifth  

degree from a major scale, you get a major chord.  
 

Simple as that! 
 
 
 

 

            Remember the formula for a major scale? 
 

W   W   1/2   W   W   W   1/2 
 

So, using this formula, here are the notes in an E major scale.   

  E    w    F# w  G# 1/2  A  w    B   w     C# w    D# 1/2  E 
  R       2         3          4         5         6          7          R 

 
 

Extract the Root, 3rd, and 5th degree from the E scale, and you get  
E, G#, and  B. So, the notes in an E major chord are E, G#, and  B.  

 

Figure 1. shows the notes in a basic E major chord. 
 
Figure 2. shows the notes in a E major scale. 
 
Figure 3. shows the E major scale with the notes displayed numerically, and the Root, 3rd and 5th 
notes highlighted. 
 
Figure 4. shows the notes in the E chord, and now you can see how the E chord       is extracted 
from the  major scale. 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 

A  Major Chord contains the  Root, the 3rd  
and 5th degree of the major scale. 

If the Root and the 3rd are on the same string, you generally omit the 3rd on that string so 
the Root is the first note played. 

Fig 3 Fig 4 Fig 2 Fig 1 
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The Ten Major Scales 
 
So, now you know what distinguishes the three families of chords from each other. And, since 
each chord comes from a specific scale pattern, you need to know the scale patterns from 
which all five basic chord forms are extracted. 
 
There are five chord forms in the open position that evolve into five chords forms in moveable 
positions. That means that we should be familiar with a total of ten scale shapes. The ten 
scale fingerings are shown on the next two pages. 
 
After you get your hands around these scales we will present all five forms of open and 
moveable major, minor and 7th chords in such a way that you can see how each chord is ex-
tracted from its parent major scale. To prepare you for that onslaught of information, we 
have assembled all ten scale patterns on the next few pages. 
 
Remember that the five open position forms are static, that is, they only function in one key, 
while the moveable forms can be moved up and down the neck, and played in any key.  
 
Don’t feel like you need to be able to blast through all of these scale patterns. Of course, it 
wouldn’t hurt, and you may already know a bunch of them, but you need to be familiar 
enough with them to identify and extract chord shapes. 
 
And don’t feel like you have to be facile with every chord in all 5 forms before you explore 
the rest of this book. The E and A forms are essential but the C, G and D forms, while being 
very useful, can be learned bit by bit as you study the rest of Fear of Chords. 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

The 5 Open Scale Fingerings  

E Form  
(by note names) 

E Form  
(by scale degrees) 
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And once again, here 
are the major chords 

that you already know… 
but now you know why! 

Here are the  
major scales from 

which they are  
extracted. 

Here are the 
Root, 3rd and 
5th degrees 
highlighted. 

Here are the 
major chords 

that you  
already know. 

Chord/Scale Analysis—Major Chords (Open) 
Major Chord = Root, 3rd and 5th  

C Form 

D Form 

E Form 

A Form 

G Form 



 31 Chord/Scale Analysis—Minor Chords (Moveable) 
Minor Chord = Root, b3rd and 5th  

Here are the 
minor chords 

that you  
already know. 

Here are the  
major scales from 

which they are  
extracted. 

Here are the Root, 
flatted 3rd and 5th 

and degrees  
highlighted. 

And here are the minor 
chords that you  

already know… but 
now you know why! 

E Form 
Gm 3rd fret 

A Form 
C 3rd fret 

G Form 
A 2nd fret 

D Form 
E 2nd fret 

C Form 
D 2nd fret 



 33 Intervals 
 

Understanding intervals can help you navigate through different keys, even if you are not 
fluent in all of the note names in a given key. 
 

The term interval refers to the distance between any two notes. The distance between the 
root and the 2nd scale degree is called a second, the root and the fifth degree, a fifth, and so 
on. If you can identify all of the intervals in given scale, you will be able to find any chord in 
that key, by employing the five CAGED chord forms. 

Since most songs are built around the 1, 4 and 5 chords, we’ll start by showing 
how understanding intervals will help  identify those three chords in any key. 
 

If you look at the relationship between the root, fourth, and fifth degrees in 
the E form scale, you will see that the fourth is right next to the root, the fifth 
is over one string, and up two frets from the root, and the octave is over two 
strings, and up two frets. This means that the root of the 4 chord is right next 
to the root of the 1 chord, and the root of the 5 chord is one string over, and 
two frets up from the root of the one chord. If you can physically see these 
intervals, you can instantly find the 1, 4, and 5 chords in any key. Notice that 
an octave will always be 2 strings over and two frets up if the root is on the 
5th or 6th string. 

The sequence below shows a 1 chord, using the E form, the 4 chord, using the A form, and the 
5 chord, using the C form, or the A form. 

1 chord 4 chord 5 chord 5 chord 

The root of the 4 chord is right next to, 
(or a 4th above) the root of the 1 chord. 
The A form chord is the most logical 
choice. 

The root of the 5 chord is one string over 
and two frets above (or a 5th above) the 
root of the 1 chord.  You can use either the C 
form or the A form.  

Once you can identify the 4th and 5th degrees of a scale, you should start memorizing the 
other intervals. The 6minor chord appears in many songs, so being able to instantly identify 
the 6th degree will enable you to grab the 6 minor chord.  
 

Here again is an E form major scale. The 6th degree resides on the 4th string, which would be 
the root of a D form chord.  Notice that the 6th degree is also located three frets below the 
root on the 6th string, so with an E form scale, the 6th degree would be three frets lower than 
the root on the 6th string, and you could use an E form chord for the 6 minor chord. 

The root of the 6 minor chord is 2 
strings over, and 1 fret back from the 
root of the E form major scale making 
the D form a logical choice. 

6 minor 6 minor 

3 frets back from the root of the E 
form major scale gives you the 6 
chord—here an E form.  

The root of the 1 chord is on 
the 6th string, so the E form 
chord is the obvious choice. 

The arrows          show the relationship of each of the chords to the 1 (root) of the scale. 
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Major Triads 

Triads, or Partial Chords 
 

Now that you have a  working knowledge of moveable chord forms, we can start 
“devolving” them into smaller, more malleable shapes. 
 
Triads are basically three note chord shapes that are extracted from standard moveable 
chord forms, that allow you to play multiple versions of the same chord in a variety of posi-
tions on the neck.  
 
Triads are very useful when playing solo, or when arranging a song for two guitars. While one 
guitar is playing the standard chords, the second guitar can play matching triads in different 
places on the neck to achieve a nice orchestrated effect. 
 
Most of the “extracted”  triads function as complete chords since they contain  
all of the components of the chord—the Root, third (or flatted third) fifth and  
flatted 7th degrees of the relevant scale. A few of them omit the fifth or the third, but it’s a 
good idea to try and include all of the relevant notes from the original chord. 
 
Once you are comfortable playing triads, you can add the Sus4 and Add 9 sounds to them to 
get some really interesting little voicings up the neck. 

Triads extracted from full chord Full chord 

E Form 

A Form 

If you have ever watched a guitarist play  
a bunch of small, mysterious little chord shapes  
to accompany a song, and you couldn’t quite  

identify them, this section should provide  
you with some serious insight.  



 38 Connecting Triads 
Once you are comfortable with extracting triads from full chords, you can start 
connecting them all over the fingerboard.  
 

The following diagrams show the five moveable chord forms, and the triads 
that can be mined from them.  
 

The idea is to develop nice little patterns, or chord riffs, using different triad fin-
gerings from the same chord. This will add a lot of color to your solo playing, 
and really spice up any two guitar arrangements. 

Connecting Major Triads 

5 Major Chord Forms                       
Triads on 1st, 2nd and 

3rd strings 
Triads on 2nd, 3rd 

and 4th strings 
Triads 3rd, 4th and 

5th strings 

C Form                       

G Form                       

A Form                       

D Form                       

E Form                       



 46 

Extending the Basic Chords 
Add9 and Sus4 chords 

 
The next step in applying chord theory to your playing is to add extra notes to basic chords 
to give them a little more horsepower.   
 
Now that you are familiar with the scales that contain the chord tones, we can start add-
ing different notes from the scale to the basic chord. 
 
The two types of chords that we will introduce are Add9 chords and Sus4 chords.  
 
To make an Add9 chord we simply add the 9th degree of the scale to a basic major or mi-
nor chord. 
 
To make a Sus4 chord we simply add the 4th degree of the scale to a basic  
major chord.  
 

But, what’s the 9th degree? 
 

A  2 octave looks like this - the scale repeats itself for the second octave. 
R     2     3     4     5     6     7     R     2     3     4     5     6     7 

 
If you don’t repeat the first 7 numbers and just keep  

adding higher numbers, you get: 
 

R     2     3     4     5     6     7     R     9     10     11     12     13     14 
 

So, a 9th is really just the 2nd degree  
of the scale in the upper octave.  

 

 

There are actually several types of 9th chords,  
all residing in different chord families, and are  
not interchangeable. All of the 9th chords will  

be explained in the final chapter. 
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The Add9 chord is a beautiful sounding chord that can be used to enhance  
any major or minor chord. Its utility is that it is never dissonant with the melody being played 
over the original chord.   
 
The following examples show the Add9 chord for the five original chord forms, and for the 
moveable E and A forms. Once you can identify the 9th scale degree you can insert this added 
note to major or minor chords.  
 
The Add9 shape for moveable forms is a bit of a left hand stretch, but well worth learning.  

Here are the major 
chords that you  
already know. 

Here are the  
major scales from 

which they are  
extracted. 

Here are the Root, 
flatted 3rd, 5th  and 

9th degrees  
highlighted. 

And here are the Add9 
chords that you may  

already know… but now 
you know why! 

E Form 

D Form 

A Form 

Chord/Scale Analysis—Major Add9 Chords  
Major Add9 Chord = Root, 3rd. 5th and 9th  

Add 9 Chords 



 53 Slash Chords 
Slash chords are used to create moving bass lines that connect a series of chords.  
A forward slash is placed after the chord’s name followed by the added bass note. 
 

For instance, C/G would tell you that you play a C chord and include a G note as 
the lowest note in the chord.  
 

Just like the chords presented thus far, slash chords can be created from both 
open and moveable chords forms. The next few examples show some common 
slash chords used in familiar chord progressions, using open and moveable forms. 
 

Here is a chord progression in the key of G using open slash chords. 

                    G                              D/F#                           Em                            Em/B   

                  A                               E/G#                              F#m                     F#m/C# 

This example shows the same chord progression transformed into moveable forms in the key of A. 

                    C                       C/E                      Am                     D                         G 
 X  X 

x 

x  X   X   X  

x 

                    D                      D/F#                  Bm                      E                        A 
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Putting These Chords To Work 
 
The following examples use the four chord types introduced on the last few 
pages to add to some color to standard chord  progressions. 
 

The ever popular  I - V - VI - IV chord sequence  is the motor behind   
countless pop tunes, and can always stand a little embellishment. Here it is in 
the key of G ( G, D, Em, C)     

 
Once again, the I - V - VI - IV progression, this time in the key of A. 



 59 Beyond The Basics 

 
The information presented thus far in Fear of Chords  was designed to add color 
and style to rock, blues, country, and folk playing. The next step in chord theory 
enters the world of jazz chords. Everything that you have learned up to this 
point should make it fairly easy to make that leap, so you should give it a look. 
 

Adding some jazz chords to your vocabulary can be very useful.  Artists like the 
Beatles, Stevie Wonder, Steely Dan, James Taylor, and many others have used 
more sophisticated chords to make compelling pop music. 
 

The final section of Fear Of Chords will introduce 4 note jazz chords, in all three 
families, which will increase your chord vocabulary, and enable you to play 
much more sophisticated chord sequences. 
 

Once you have a working vocabulary of these chords, you can begin to mix and 
match them, so to speak. Most chords in any given family can be exchanged 
with, or added to other chords of that same family.  
 

On a real simple level, if a tune calls for a C major chord, you can play the C as 
well as a Cadd9 or a C6 chord in the same measure. Both chords are in the ma-
jor family, and are consonant with any melody that the original chord was de-
signed to support. If the tune calls for a C minor chord, you could add the C mi-
nor add9 or a C minor 11. This is called chord embellishment. 
 

Over the next few pages you will learn chords with extended names like 13th, 
7b5, m9. Remember, anytime that you see a number after a chord name it 
simply means that you add  that numeric scale degree to the basic major, mi-
nor or 7th chord.   

There are a few ambiguities that we should clear up.  
  

Just like the major 7 chord is not to be confused with the 7th chord, the 9th 
chord also has multiple personalities. 
 

There are actually four different types of 9th chords that belong to different 
chord families, and have different applications.  
  

The Add9 chord is simply a basic major or minor chord with the 9th degree 
added to it. It functions well in almost every musical context.  
  

The major 9 (M9) chord is a major chord that includes the 7th as well as the 9th 
degree. This chord is in the major family, and has a much more lush sound than 
the Add9 chord.   
  

The 9 chord is in the 7th family and contains the basic components of the 7th 
chord (R 3 5 b7) as well as the 9th degree. Don’t mistake the 9th chord for a 
major 9th.  
  

And finally, the minor 9th (m9) chord which is a minor 7th chord with the 9th 
degree of the scale tacked on to it. It is spelled R b3 5 b7 and 9.   
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The chords displayed below show some common chords that exist in each chord 
family.  All of the chords within each family are interchangeable. The next few 
pages will give you some common fingerings for these chords with some sample 
chord progressions. 
 

Major Family 
    Basic major chord  R 3 5 
    Add 9    R 3 5 9 
    Sus4     R 3 4 5 
    Major 7 (M7)  R 3 5 7 
    Major 6 (M6)  R 3 5 6 
    Major 9 (M9)  R 3 5 7 9   
    6/9    R 3 5 6 9 
 

Minor Family 
    Basic minor chord  R b3 5 
    Add9    R b3 5 9 
    Minor 6 (m6)  R b3 5 6  
    Minor 7 (m7)   R b3 5 b7 
    Minor 9 (m9)  R b3 5 b79 
    Minor 11 (m11)  R b3 5 b7 11  
    Minor 7b5 (m7b5) R b3 b5 b7  
 

7th Family 
    Basic 7th chord  R 3 5 b7 
    9th     R 3 5 b7 9 
    13th     R 3 5 b7 13 
    7#9     R 3 5 b7 #9 
    7b9     R 3 5 b7 b9 
    7#5 (augmented or aug 5th) R 3 #5 b7 
    7b5     R 3 b5 b7 
    7b9#5   R 3 #5 b7 b9 
    7#9b5   R 3 b5 b7 #9 

When you are playing more complex chords, you can run out of fin-
gers to include all of the necessary chord tones. With a lot of four 
note chords you can omit the 5th degree. Unlike the 3rd and 7th, 
the 5th degree does not determine the family of chord so, it does 

not need to be included to define the sound of the chord.  



 61 

Minor 9 (C Form) Minor 7 (C Form) Minor 7 (C Form) 

Major Chords  
Major 7 (E Form) Major 7 (E Form) 

Major 9 (E Form) 

Major 7 (A Form) 

Major 9 (A Form) Major 9 (D Form) 

Major 6 (E Form) 

Major 7 (D Form) 

Major 6 (D Form) 

6/9 (A Form) 

Major 6 (A Form) Major 7 (C Form) 

Minor Chords  
Minor 7 (E Form) Minor 7 (D Form) Minor 11 (D Form) 

Minor 6 (A Form) 

Minor 7 (A Form) 

Minor 11 (E Form) Minor 9 (E Form) Minor 6 (E Form) 

Minor 7b5 (E Form) Minor 7b5 (A Form)  Minor 7b5 (A Form) Minor 7b5 (D Form) 

Minor 7 (D Form) 

Jazz Chords 
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Sample Chord Progressions 
 

The following chord sequence is a basic I - VI7 - II - V type chord progression in 
the key of G. All three families of chords are represented - major, minor and 7th. 
If we draw from the resources of each family, we can add chords to the original 
chord progression. For the G major, for instance we can add G major 6 or G ma-
jor 9 etc. 

 

You can see that the original chord progression becomes much more dense by 
adding an additional chord in each measure from the original chord’s family. 

 

Here is another version of this chord sequence, this time with a diminished chord 
replacing the VI7 chord 

          I                      VI7                      II                         V  
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The chords displayed below show some common chords that exist in each chord 
family.  All of the chords within each family are interchangeable. The next few 
pages will give you some common fingerings for these chords with some sample 
chord progressions. 
 

Major Family 
    Basic major chord  R 3 5 
    Add 9    R 3 5 9 
    Sus4     R 3 4 5 
    Major 7 (M7)  R 3 5 7 
    Major 6 (M6)  R 3 5 6 
    Major 9 (M9)  R 3 5 7 9   
    6/9    R 3 5 6 9 
 

Minor Family 
    Basic minor chord  R b3 5 
    Add9    R b3 5 9 
    Minor 6 (m6)  R b3 5 6  
    Minor 7 (m7)   R b3 5 b7 
    Minor 9 (m9)  R b3 5 b79 
    Minor 11 (m11)  R b3 5 b7 11  
    Minor 7b5 (m7b5) R b3 b5 b7  
 

7th Family 
    Basic 7th chord  R 3 5 b7 
    9th     R 3 5 b7 9 
    13th     R 3 5 b7 13 
    7#9     R 3 5 b7 #9 
    7b9     R 3 5 b7 b9 
    7#5 (augmented or aug 5th) R 3 #5 b7 
    7b5     R 3 b5 b7 
    7b9#5   R 3 #5 b7 b9 
    7#9b5   R 3 b5 b7 #9 

When you are playing more complex chords, you can run out of fin-
gers to include all of the necessary chord tones. With a lot of four 
note chords you can omit the 5th degree. Unlike the 3rd and 7th, 
the 5th degree does not determine the family of chord so, it does 

not need to be included to define the sound of the chord.  
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Here is the same progression with the diminished substitution and the back 
cycling substitution.  

 

Blues Progressions 
 

The 12 bar blues is a great vehicle for adding and extending chords. The blues 
progression is unique in that it is comprised entirely of 7th chords. Here is a basic 
blues in the key of A. 



 69 The Harmonized Scale 
 

The harmonized scale is a slightly more sophisticated version of the number  
system which was introduced earlier in the book. While the number system  
builds basic three note chords on each scale degree that include the R, 3rd  
and 5th (except for the V chord which adds the flatted 7th), the harmonized  
scale builds a four note chord on each note of the scale.  
 

Understanding the harmonized scale enables you to use chords as powerful  
melodic tools, and play melodies using full chords. This style of playing is called 
“Chord Melody”, and allows a guitarist to play full solo arrangements just as a  
piano player would. 
 

To build a harmonized scale you start at the Root, and add every other note   
of the scale until you have a four note chord. Below you see a two octave C scale.  
 

Start on the C and add every other note and  
you will get the I chord (C, E, G and B). 

 

 C D E F G A B C D E F G A      B 
 

The new I chord  is a major 7th chord. 
 

Follow the same method of adding three chord tones to each scale degree  
and you get these chords. 
             

  I  Chord  C   D   E   F   G   A   B   C   D   E   F   G   A   B 
  II Chord  C   D   E   F   G   A   B   C   D   E   F   G   A   B 
  III Chord  C   D   E   F   G   A   B   C   D   E   F   G   A   B 
  IVChord  C   D   E   F   G   A   B   C   D   E   F   G   A   B 
   V Chord  C   D   E   F   G   A   B   C   D   E   F   G   A   B 
  VI Chord  C   D   E   F   G   A   B   C   D   E   F   G   A   B 
 VII Chord  C   D   E   F   G   A   B   C   D   E   F   G   A   B 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

C Major 7 chord C Major Scale 
C Major Scale with  

R, 3, 5 & 7 highlighted 

Here is the evolution of a C Major 7 chord using the A Form  


