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Diminished Chords

Diminished chords do not exist

A diminished 7 chord is made up of 4 notes a minor third apart.

bue

This makes for a symmetrical chord that is somehow weightless, yet full of

tension, since you can unravel it and realise it’s made up of 2 tritones.

The above sound can now be seen as 4 possible diminished chords:
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These chords are found on the VII™ degree in a minor key, but also are
totally accepted as a VIl in major. The VIl is without any doubt a dominant
chord, and to now see the above diminished chords as part of an incomplete
dominant 7P chord is only logical. Using the context to guide us, we can
decide which of the tritones is the one containing the 3™ and 7 of the so
called hidden dominant chord, thus providing an harmonic relevance to the

diminished chord, giving it weight and grounding it.
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Diminished Chords

If we follow the enharmonic possibilities of the above diminished chords it

now must be clear which dominant chords lie at their foundation:
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The above is an harmonic truth that cannot be ignored. Of course the

composers of the 18" and 9% century used diminished in abundance as a

means to modulate. This means that when presenting the diminished in its

pure form it is open to enharmonic change - thus to a change of weight and

direction.
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The composers of the standard tunes we as jazz players use so much, often

gave weight to the diminished chord by having the melody above the chord

be the root of the hidden dominant. With this they completely gave the

secret away, and made the harmonic relevance clear to the listener.
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Diminished Chords

Of course the title of this chapter is an overstatement. Diminished chords
do have a place in harmony, yet in almost all the cases within the standard

repertoire the diminished chord can be seen as, or is even exposed as an

incomplete, or even complete dominant 7%° chord.

The scales:

In principle we can use the symmetrical diminished scale on diminished
chords. For clarity | name the 2 diminished scales differently. The diminished
scale starts with a whole step; the octatonic scale starts with a half step. |
use the diminished scale on the root of the diminished chord; | use the

octatonic scale on the root of the hidden dominant chord.
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diminished scale

| 1A

octatonic scale

To separate the nomenclature is purely for practical reasons. The octatonic
scale thus belongs to an octatonic dominant chord (%% ); the diminished scale

belongs to a diminished chord.
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The hidden dominants

The whole idea behind a correct dealing with diminished chords is in fact to
find their hidden dominants. Once we do this it means we can now notate

the chord in a different and more clear way: as an inversion of a 7% chord.
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This will make us understand the chord better, it will make us improvise
differently. It steers us away from the conditioned response of playing a
diminished scale or diminished lick on the chord - not wrong, yet quite

meaningless.

| will present you here with all possible diminished chords one can encounter
in a certain key (C in this case), and give you their hidden dominant. Once
the hidden dominant is established, it is good to realise that the root and b10
of this hidden dominant are the golden notes to play in an improvisation. The
composers of standard tunes understood this well, and would often have one

of these notes be the melody in fact.
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in C major:

Cdim B7b%/C tension towards tonic
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(note the 13)
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all the subjects in this series are covered in “Comprehensive Bass Method”
available - world wide - through: www.comprehensivebassmethod.com
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