Reading Charts

A music chart usually consists of the melody plus chord symbols on top.  At minimum, the skills involved in reading a chart involve the abilities to:

· Read the melodic line

· Recognize the chords from the symbols

· Play the chord and melody with the right hand.  (The melody is the top voice, and the notes of the chord go under the melodic notes.)

· Play the bass note of the chord with the left hand.

More advanced skills involve:

· Playing in a style appropriate to the music (traditional or otherwise)

· Doing smooth voice leading in the chords and bass lines

· Adding texture in the left hand

· Adding non-harmonic tones with both hands

These notes focus on the minimal skills required.  Both the minimum skills and the more advanced skills can be developed with slow practice of different pieces.

Reading Chord Symbols

In the examples below, the shaded areas are examples that are less common.  In learning to read the chords, work on recognizing the components in this order:

1. Triads

2. 7 chords

3. 6 chords

4. 9 chords

5. Modifiers and special chords

Triads

The first part of the chord symbols defines the triad.  There are three basic types of triads typically notated in the chord symbols:

	Type
	How to Build (All intervals above the root)
	Examples
	Name of the Example
	Notes of the Example

	Major
	Major 3rd & perfect 5th
	C
	C major or C
	C E G

	
	
	Db
	Db major or Db
	Db F Ab

	
	
	E
	E major or E
	E G# B

	Minor
	minor 3rd & perfect 5th
	Cm
	C minor
	C Eb G

	
	
	Em
	E minor
	E G B

	
	
	F#m
	F# minor
	F# A C#

	Augmented
	Major 3rd & augmented 5th
	C+ or Caug
	C augmented
	C E G#

	
	
	Db+ or Dbaug
	Db augmented
	Db F A

	Substitute (the 4th)
	Perfect 4th & perfect 5th
	Csus
	C sus
	C F B

	
	
	Dbsus
	Db sus
	Db Gb Ab


Additional Tones

Following the triad given in the chord symbol may be information that adds extra notes to the chord.  Note that parentheses may be used to help clarify the notation.

	Additional Tones
	How to Build
	How to Notate
	Examples
	Name of the Example
	What it is
	Notes of the Example

	Sixth
	Add the major 6th above the root
	6
	C6
	C six
	C major triad + the sixth
	C E G A

	
	
	
	Em6
	E minor six
	E minor triad + the sixth
	E G B C#

	
	
	
	Db+6
	Db augmented six
	Db augmented triad + the sixth
	Db F A Bb

	Minor seventh
	Add the minor 7th above the root
	7
	Cm7
	C minor seven
	C minor triad + the minor 7th
	C Eb G Bb

	
	
	
	E7
	E dominant seven or E seven
	C major triad + the minor 7th
	E G# B D

	Major seventh
	Add the major 7th above the root
	M7 or maj7
	CM7 or Cmaj7
	C major seven
	C major triad + the major 7th
	C E G B

	
	
	
	E+M7 or E+maj7
	E augmented major 7
	E augmented triad + major 7th
	E G B# D#

	
	
	
	Dbm(M7) or Dbm(maj7)
	Db minor major seven
	Db minor triad + the major 7th
	Db Fb Ab C

	Ninth (plus implied minor seventh)
	Add both the major 9th and the minor 7th that are above the root
	9
	C9
	C nine
	C major triad + minor 7th + major 9th
	C E G Bb D

	
	
	
	Em9
	E minor nine
	E minor triad + minor 7th + major 9th
	E G B D F#

	Ninth (plus the implied major seventh)
	Add both the major 9th and the major 7th that are above the root
	M9 or maj9
	CM9 or Cmaj9
	C major 9
	C major triad + major 7th + major 9th 
	C E G B D

	
	
	
	Em(M9) or Em(maj9)
	E minor major 9
	E minor triad + major 7th + major 9th
	E G B D# F#


Modifiers

Modifiers go before the number representing the interval to be modified.

	Modification
	How to Build
	How to Notate
	Examples
	Name of the Example
	What it is
	Notes of the Example

	Flatting
	Lower the given interval a half step
	b
	Cb9
	C flat nine 
	A C9 chord with the 9th lowered
	C E G Bb Db

	
	
	
	Cmb6
	C flat six
	A Cm6 chord with the 6th lowered
	C Eb G Ab

	
	
	
	Cmb5
	C minor flat five
	A Cm with the fifth lowered
	C Eb Gb

	Sharping
	Raising the given interval a half step
	#
	C(#5)

[Note that the parentheses prevent us from thinking that this is a C# chord]
	C major sharp five
	A C chord with the fifth raised (this is the same as an augmented chord)
	C E G#


Special Chords

There are some special chords which affect both the triad and the additional notes.

	Chord Type
	How to Build
	How to Notate
	Examples
	Name of the Example
	What it is
	Notes of the Example

	Dimished 7th chord
	minor 3rd & diminished 5th & diminished 7th
	° or dim
	C° or Cdim
	C diminished or C diminished 7th 
	A fully diminished 7 chord
	C Eb Gb Bbb


Specifying the Bass Note

Normally, when playing the chords in their basic configuration, the root of the chord is played in the bass.  Sometimes, though, the chord notation specifies which note is to be played in the bass.

	Bass Note
	How to Notate
	Examples
	What is played

	The root of the chord
	nothing added
	Cm
	C minor chord with the C in the bass

	
	
	Db+6
	Db augmented six with the Db in the bass.

	A specified note
	/note name
	Cm/Eb
	C minor triad with the Eb in the bass.

	
	
	F6/G
	F6 chord plus a G in the bass 


One way to minimally realize a chart

There are three components to be played when realizing a chart.  They are:

1. Melody

2. Chord members

3. Bass note

The melody must be played more or less as written.  However, there is much flexibility as to when the chord and bass note is played.  In our simple example, we will play the chords at the beginning of every measure or whenever a chord changes.  Until the chord is to be played again, the pedal is then used or the LH and RH sustain the bass and the chord notes while the melody is played.

When it is time to play a chord, we can realize the chart in the following way:

1. The melody is always played as the top note at any time.

2. When the chord is to be played, the right hand will also play as many notes as possible in the chord immediately BELOW the melody.

3. The left hand will play the bass note of the chord.

Some examples:

	Chord Symbols
	Melody Note
	RH Plays (top to bottom)
	LH Plays (bass note)

	Em
	G
	G E B
	E

	Em/G
	B
	B G E
	G

	C7
	E
	E C Bb G
	C

	F7/G
	C
	C A F Eb
	G


There are exceptions to this best demonstrated by example.  These exceptions usually come up when the note in the melody is NOT part of the chord.
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