
FIFTHS, FOURTHS, ELEVENTHS AND THIRTEENTHS

FIFTHS

In major seventh chords and dominant seventh chords,  the fifth can sometimes be 

altered, ie raised or lowered a semitone.  This only applies to these two types of 

chords.

Major seventh chords with altered fifths look/sound like this:

: ÜFFFF
Cv-5

ÚFFFF
Cv+5

Dominant seventh chords with altered fifths look/sound like this

: ÜÜ FFFF ÜÚ FFFF
C7-5 C7+5

:
The dominant seventh with the raised fifth is sometimes called the augmented seventh,  just 
as the major triad with a raised fifth is sometimes called an augmented chord in classical 
music.

Sometimes,  in both types of chord shown above,  the lowered and raised fifth can both occur, 
but a chord with a natural fifth and an altered fifth is very rarely found except in clusters.

The use of an altered fifth will change the appropriate scale used with it, so be aware.

FOURTHS

Triads in which the (perfect) fourth replaces the major or minor third are called 

suspended chords, abbreviated like this,  C sus4 or more rarely C4.

The major second can also be used to fill out the chord if desired, but there is no need 

to mention this in the chord symbol.  Some things are best left unmentioned!

: FFF
Csus4

FFFF
(with added 2nd)

Csus4

Major triads which include a major third and a perfect fourth are extremely rare, 

except in clusters as the clash between the two notes is too much for delicate ears.

The perfect fourth can be added to a minor triad however without any such qualms.



: ÜFFFF
(add 4)Cm

ÜFFFFF
(Cm cluster)

The second chord is an example of a cluster in which the distance between the notes is 

no larger than a major or minor second.  Clusters are a perfect antidote to twee music!

ELEVENTHS

Just as the interval of a  ninth can be thought of a second to make it easier,  the 

eleventh can be thought of as a fourth in some circumstances.

The eleventh can be added to various chords, particularly minor chords.

: ÜFFFFF
(add 11)Cm69

ÜFFFFFF

(add 11)Cmv

ÜÜFFFFFF
Cm11Cmv11

Note that when the eleventh is the top note,  the ninth is usually included below it to 

fill out the gap between the seventh or sixth and the eleventh.

The eleventh can also be added to diminished and half-diminished chords:

:

:

ÜÜ FFFFFF
(or add F)

Co (add 11)

ÜÜ FFFFFF
(add F, D, B)

(add 11)
Co

ÜÜÜFFFFFF
(or add F)

(add 11)
Cz

Whether you want to list all the notes added to these chords or just the eleventh is up 

to you.

When it comes to dominant seventh chords though the eleventh and the major third 

are very rarely found together as they are thought to clash.  The presence of the major 

third also spoils the character of the eleventh chord.  

There are two solution to this.  One way is to omit the third altogether.  This gives a 

dominant seventh with a suspended 4th:



: ÜFFFFF
C7sus4

ÜFFFFF
C

Gm7

ÜFFFFFFF
(with 11th & 9th doubled 8vb)

C7sus4or C11

Note that this same chord can be found written differently.  C11 automatically implies 

that the major 3rd is omitted.  The third symbol (in the second bar) shows that the 

same chord can be thought of as being a minor 7th on a pedal note a perfect fifth 

below.

This is often easier for a piano player to read and sometimes also for horn players, 

whereas some bass players are tempted when confronted by seeing Gm7/C to play the 

G instead of the C, so I would suggest not using this symbol for them.  In a C7sus4 

chord the eleventh and ninth can be doubled an octave lower if required.

The other solution to including an eleventh chord in a dominant seventh chord is to 

alter the eleventh by raising it a semitone:

: ÚÜ FFFFFF
C9+11

The ninth is used to bridge the gap again.  Here the ninth is unaltered.

Notice that the sharpened eleventh could also be seen to be a flattened fifth.  Very 

often no distinction is made between a C9-5 and a C9+11 in written music you will 

encounter.

But there is a difference.  Where it is a sharpened eleventh,  the natural fifth can also 

be played lower down, as shown here.  But if the flattened fifth is required in all 

octaves, then the natural fifth can't be used.

ALTERED CHORDS

As stated earlier,  the presence of altered notes changes the scales which can be 

applied

(see separate tutorial on this).

There are various combinations of altered notes in a chord.  This refers to fifths and 

ninths.   Here are some:  C7(#9-5),  C7(b9-5), C7(#9+5), C7(b9-5).  Fortunately,  the 

same scale (C altered scale) applies to all these combinations.

THIRTEENTHS

We come now to the last piece of this jigsaw - thirteenths.  The thirteenth note is the 

same as the major 6th.  

The most common use of thirteenths applies to minor seventh chords and to dominant 

seventh chords.

When used with a minor seventh chord,  it gives a lovely rich sound.



: ÜÜ
FFFFFFF
Cm13

The ninth and eleventh are often used to support the thirteenth above.

The thirteenth is sometimes used as a substitute for a fifth.  In fact the inclusion of a 

fifth in the same chord can weaken the effect that the thirteenth provides:

: Ü
FFFFF

A (13th) used in place of the G (5th)

In dominant seventh chords,  the thirteenth can be added with a natural or altered 

ninth and with a sharpened eleventh:

: ÚÜ
FFFFFFF

C13+11 ÚÜÜ FFFFFFF
C13-9+11 ÚÚÜ FFFFFFF

C13+9+11

The sharpened 11th in these chords is sometimes written as -5.

Where there is a raised fifth in the chord,  the thirteenth is not added.

This is getting far too complicated for me,  so I'll end it here.


