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Solfège Helpers 1

Triad Functions on a Circle of Thirds

Typically, the I, vi, and iii triads are described as having Tonic function, the V and vii◦ triads as having
Dominant function, and the IV and ii triads as having Predominant function. These roots are shown arranged
as a circle below.
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• Sing through this cycle in ascending and descending order, and listen for the changing functions

• Pay attention to the tendency tones, which point across the circle.

• The ROOTS of triads are labeled, but chords of a certain function can share notes with chords of other
functions! For example, the Dominant-function vii◦ triad includes the note fa.

Larger Triad Arpeggios, Stepwise Root Motion

• Stepwise root motion is not uncommon, particularly the ascending IV→ V and I→ ii (in which all upper
voices typically move downward to counteract the root motion), as well as vii◦ → I and V → vi (in which
the tendency tones tend to resolve).

• Triads whose roots are a step apart have NO common tones: they are in each other’s diatonic “cracks.”

• Consecutive chords will therefore have very different functional sounds.
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And so on...
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Triads with Roots in 3rd Relations

• At the opposite extreme, triads a third apart will share two common tones, which are typically preserved
in voiceleadings.

• With only one note changing, adjacent chords will tend to slowly morph from function to function.

���
D

V

������
D

vii°

� � �� �� �

T

iii

���
vi
�
T

��� �
T

I
� �

4
3 �� ���

PD

ii

���
IV

� �
PD

�� �
D

V

�� ���
D

vii°

� ��� ����

T

iii

�����

T

vi

�� �

T

� �
I

� ����
PD

ii

�� ��

PD

IV

�

� � �� ���

PD

�� � �
vi

��
T

�

T

I

� ���

T

I

�
vii°
D

�� �� � � ����� ��
iii

� ��
ii

�

D

� ��
V

PD

�
IV

T

��

Triads with Roots in 5th Relations

• Root motion of a fifth is very strong, particularly downward (as in moving upward a P4 in sol - do.

• Triads a fifth apart share a single “pivot” common-tone, which is typically preserved in voiceleadings.
Two notes will change.

• Root motion of a fifth usually entails a convincing change in function from chord to chord, but with
smoother voiceleading than stepwise root motion. T - PD - D - T progressions naturally occur.
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