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Starting Points in Analysis and Composition 1 
 

Primary Chords 

Key terms 

Triads:   three-note chords that form the basis for tonal music 

Root:   the bottom note of a triad when it is written out in root position (as in 

all the    examples below). This note is not necessarily always in the bass. 

Roman numerals:  chord labels using the Roman system of numbers which indicate  

   which of the seven notes of the scale a triad has as it root. 

Tonic:   chord I (and the first note of a scale) 

Dominant:  chord V 

Subdominant:  chord IV 

Dominant seventh: chord V with an added seventh above the root 

Leading note:  the seventh note of the scale (leads to the tonic from one note below) 

Perfect cadence: V – I chord progression at the end of a phrase 

Imperfect cadence: A chord progression ending a phrase on V  
 

 

 

Exercise A1 

Complete the following table of the primary triads (I, IV and V) plus a dominant 

seventh (V7) in a range of major and minor keys.  

Lower case keys (e.g. a:) are in the minor. Remember that in minor keys the leading 

note (the one below the tonic) needs to be raised 
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Exercise A2 

Write out the primary triads of D major and A major: 

 

 

Write the correct Roman numeral labels below the chords marked on the Corelli and 

Haydn scores provided.  

 

A2 (i)  Corelli: Corrente from Sonata no. 1 in D (op 2) 

Note:  

 the notes of the chord may be in any order 

 the root will not necessarily be in the bass 

 When a chord has two notes (i.e. chords b, f and c) it is usually the fifth that is 

missing. 

 

 

D: 

 

  

Violin 1 

Violin 2 

Cello 
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A2( ii) Haydn: Allegretto alla zingarese from String Quartet in D (op. 20 no. 4) 

Note: 

 the viola part is in alto clef (the middle line is a C) 

 the music changes key to A major before the last two chords that you have to 

identify. 

 

D:               A: 

 

First inversion chords 

Key terms 

First inversion:  a triad or seventh chord with the third in the bass 

Doubling:  In a four-voice texture, one of the three notes of a triad needs be used twice

    - this note is said to be doubled. Root position chords tend to have the root 

   doubled whereas in first inversion chords it can either be the root or the third. 

Figured bass:  First inversion chords are labelled with a 6 next to the Roman numeral. This 

   is short for 6 / 3, in other words a sixth and a third above the root. 

 

 

Exercise A3 (i) 

Rewrite the following chords in root position and write the correct Roman numeral in Bb 

major as in the first example. 

 

 

 

  

Violin 1 

Violin 2 

Viola 

Cello 
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Exercise A3 (ii) 

Rewrite the following chords in first inversion and write the correct Roman numeral in B 

minor as in the first example. 

 

 

 

Second inversion chords 

Key terms 

Second inversion: a triad or seventh chord with the fifth in the bass. It is usual to double the fifth 

   of the chord (i.e. the note in the bass) in second inversion chords. For the 

   moment we are looking at second inversion chords on their own. Second 

   inversions, however, are very unstable and we will most often find them as a 

   decoration of chord V.  

 

Figured bass:   Second inversion chords are labelled with a 6 / 4 next to the Roman numeral, 

   meaning a sixth and a fourth above the bass. The 6/4 usually resolves  

   downwards by step to 5/3 over the same bass note as we shall see in  

   Exercise C2. 

 

 

Exercise A4 (i) 

Rewrite the following tonic chords (i.e. they are all Chord I) in root position as in the 

example. You will need to work out the key of each first and then label as in the first 

example. The exercises may be in a major or minor key - remember that lower case is used 

to show minor keys. 

 

 

Exercise A4 (ii) 

Rewrite the following chords in second inversion. You will need to work out the key of each 

first and then label the chords as in the first example. The exercises may be in a major or 

minor key. 
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Exercise A5 

Write out the primary triads of Eb major: 

 

Note: 

 the viola part is in alto clef (the middle line is a C) 

 not all the chords have the root in the bass 

 the final two chords do not contain all the notes of the triad 

 only look at the bottom three parts for c) and d) 

 

Haydn: Minuetto from Quartet in Eb major (op. 33 no. 2) 

 

 

 

 

a) b) 

c) 
d) e) d) 

Violin 1 

Violin 2 

Viola 

Cello 


