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CHORD THEORY

Play any note on the ukulele, then play a note one fret above it. The distance between these two notes is a 
half step. Play another note followed by a note two frets above it. The distance between these two notes is a 
whole step (two half steps). The distance between any two notes is referred to as an interval.

A scale is a series notes in a specific arrangement of whole and half steps. In the example of the C major 
scale below, the letter names are shown above the notes and the scale degrees (numbers) of the notes are 
written below. Notice that C is the first degree of the scale, D is the second, etc.

The name of an interval is determined by counting the number of scale degrees from one note to the next. For 
example,  an interval of a 3rd, starting on C, would be determined by counting up three scale degrees, or C-D-E 
(1-2-3). C to E is a 3rd. An interval of a 4th, starting on C, would be determined by counting up four scale degrees, or 
C-D-E-F (1-2-3-4). C to F is a 4th. 

Intervals are not only labeled by the distance between scale degrees, but by the quality of the interval. An 
interval‘s quality is determined by counting the number of whole steps and half steps between the two 
notes of an interval. For example,  C to E is a 3rd. C to E is also a major third because there are 2 whole 
steps between C and E. Likewise, C to Eb is a 3rd. C to Eb is also a minor third because there are 1½  steps 
between C and Eb. There are five qualities used to describe intervals:  major, minor, perfect, diminished, and 
augmented.

Intervals
starting 
from C:

Degree:

Note
name:

& w w w w w w w w
1

w w ww

9 11 13

C D E F G A B C D F A

2 3 4 5 6 7 8

M2 M3 P4 P5 M6 M7 P8
The intervals of a 
9th, 11th & 13th 
are often used in

chord construction.

1 (whole) step 1 step 1 step 1 step 1 step       step1/2        (half) step1/2

1 step
2 steps

1/22    steps
1/23    steps

1/24    steps
1/25    steps

6 steps

2nds, 9ths =  Major, Minor & Augmented
3rds, 6ths, 13ths  =  Major, Minor, Augmented & Diminished 
4ths, 5ths, 11ths  =  Perfect, Augmented & Diminished
7ths  =  Major, Minor & Diminished

Intervals

 M = Major o = Diminished (dim)  m = Minor + = Augmented (aug)  P = Perfect

Particular intervals are associated with certain qualities:  
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CHORD THEORY

• Determine the root of the chord. A chord is always named for its root—in this   
case, G is the root of G7(b9). 

• Count letter names up from the letter name of the root (G), as we did when building intervals on 
page 169, to determine the intervals of the chord  . Counting three letter names up from G to B 
(G–A–B, 1–2–3) is a 3rd, G to D (G–A–B–C–D) is a 5th, G to F is a 7th, and G to A is a 9th.

• Determine the quality of the intervals by counting whole steps and half steps up from the root; 
G to B (2 whole steps) is a major 3rd, G to D (3½ steps) is a perfect 5th, G to F (5 whole 
steps) is a minor 7th, and G to Ab (6½ steps) is a minor 9th.

Up until now, the examples have shown intervals and chord construction based on C. Until you are 
familiar with all the chords, the C chord examples on the previous page can serve as a reference guide 
when building chords based on other notes:  For instance, locate C7(b9). To construct a G7(b9) chord, 
first determine what intervals are contained in C7(b9), then follow the steps outlined below.
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Follow this general guideline to figure out the notes 
of any chord. As interval and chord construction 
become more familiar, it will become possible to 
create your own original fingerings on the ukulele. 
Feel free to experiment!
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Building Chords
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