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Understanding Chord Chemistry: The Legacy of Ted Greene

Chord chemistry is a term that encapsulates the intricate world of chords, voicings, and harmonic structures
in music, particularly in the context of guitar playing. Ted Greene, a virtuoso guitarist, composer, and
teacher, made significant contributions to this field, revolutionizing how musicians understand and utilize
chords in their compositions and performances. This article delves into the essence of chord chemistry, its
applications, and the profound impact Ted Greene had on musicians and guitarists alike.

The Concept of Chord Chemistry

Chord chemistry involves the study and application of chords in a way that enhances musical expression. It
goes beyond the basic understanding of chord shapes and progressions, delving into the relationships between
chords, their voicings, and the emotional responses they evoke. Here are some key aspects of chord chemistry:

Chord Voicings: The various ways a chord can be played on an instrument, affecting its sound and
texture.

Chord Substitutions: Replacing one chord with another to create more interesting harmonic progressions.

Extended Chords: Chords that include notes beyond the basic triad, such as seventh, ninth, and thirteenth
chords.

Modal Interchange: Borrowing chords from parallel modes to add color and variety to a progression.

Understanding these elements allows musicians to craft rich, complex soundscapes and develop a unique
musical language.

Ted Greene: A Brief Biography

Ted Greene (1937-2005) was an influential American jazz guitarist, composer, and educator known for his deep
understanding of chord theory and his ability to convey complex musical concepts in an accessible manner.
Greene's passion for music began at an early age, and he honed his skills through extensive study and practice.

Greene's teaching methods were groundbreaking; he emphasized the importance of understanding the underlying
principles of music rather than merely memorizing chords and scales. His approach encouraged students to
explore the emotional and expressive potential of music, fostering creativity and individuality.

Major Contributions to Chord Chemistry

Ted Greene's work in chord chemistry can be categorized into several key areas:



1. Comprehensive Chord Voicings

One of Greene's most significant contributions was his extensive exploration of chord voicings. He developed a
comprehensive system that categorized chords based on their structure and function within a given musical
context. This allowed musicians to select voicings that best suited their musical intentions.

Greene's voicing approach includes:

- Root Position Chords: The most basic form of a chord where the root is the lowest note.
- Inversions: Variations of a chord where different notes are in the bass position, altering its sound and
harmonic function.
- Closed and Open Voicings: Closed voicings keep the notes of the chord close together, while open voicings
spread them out, creating a more spacious sound.

2. Chord Substitutions and Variations

Greene was a proponent of using chord substitutions to create more dynamic and interesting progressions. He
introduced concepts such as:

- Tritone Substitution: Replacing a dominant seventh chord with another dominant seventh chord a tritone
away.
- Common Tone Substitution: Using chords that share common tones to create smoother transitions between
chords.

These techniques allow musicians to explore new harmonic landscapes, adding depth and complexity to their
compositions.

3. The Study of Extended Chords

Greene was known for his deep understanding of extended chords. He explored how adding notes beyond the basic
triad, such as the seventh, ninth, and eleventh, could enhance harmonic richness. Extended chords can evoke
different moods and emotions, allowing musicians to express a broader range of feelings in their music.

Greene's teachings included:

- Understanding the Function of Each Extension: Recognizing how each note in an extended chord contributes to
the overall sound and function.
- Practical Applications: Incorporating extended chords into common progressions to enrich the harmonic
palette.

4. Modal Interchange and Borrowing Chords

Greene's exploration of modal interchange allowed musicians to borrow chords from parallel modes, enriching
their harmonic vocabulary. This technique involves using chords from a different scale or mode that shares the
same tonic.

For example, a musician might borrow a chord from the parallel minor scale while in a major key. This technique
adds tension and color, making progressions more dynamic and intriguing.

The Impact of Ted Greene on Musicians

Ted Greene's influence extends far beyond his own compositions. His teachings and insights into chord chemistry
have inspired countless musicians and guitarists. Some of the significant impacts include:



1. Educational Materials

Greene authored several influential educational materials, including his acclaimed book "Chord Chemistry,"
which remains a staple among guitarists. This book systematically outlines his approach to chords, providing
musicians with a comprehensive resource for understanding and applying chord concepts.

2. Teaching Philosophy

Greene's teaching philosophy emphasized the importance of understanding music theory. He encouraged students
to think critically about their musical choices, leading to more informed and expressive playing. This approach
has shaped the way music is taught and learned, fostering a generation of musicians who prioritize
understanding over rote memorization.

3. Influence on Contemporary Musicians

Many contemporary musicians credit Ted Greene as a significant influence on their work. His innovative ideas
about harmony and chord structure resonate in various genres, including jazz, rock, and pop. Musicians like
Steve Vai, Joe Satriani, and even renowned composers have acknowledged Greene's impact on their musical
development.

Applying Chord Chemistry in Your Own Music

For musicians looking to incorporate chord chemistry into their playing, here are some practical steps:

Study Chord Voicings: Explore different voicings for common chords and experiment with inversions and1.
extensions.

Practice Substitutions: Take a simple chord progression and try substituting different chords to see2.
how it changes the overall sound.

Experiment with Extended Chords: Incorporate seventh, ninth, and other extended chords into your3.
playing to add richness and depth.

Explore Modal Interchange: Try borrowing chords from parallel modes to create tension and interest in4.
your progressions.

Conclusion

Chord chemistry, as introduced and explored by Ted Greene, remains a vital aspect of music theory and practice.
His innovative ideas and teaching methods have profoundly impacted musicians, encouraging them to explore the
emotional and expressive potential of chords. By understanding and applying the principles of chord chemistry,
musicians can enhance their creativity, develop their unique sound, and deepen their connection to music. Ted
Greene's legacy lives on, inspiring new generations of musicians to delve into the intricate world of harmony and
chordal expression.



Frequently Asked Questions

What is chord chemistry in the context of Ted Greene's teachings?

Chord chemistry refers to Ted Greene's approach to understanding and constructing guitar chords through the
relationships between notes, voicings, and harmonic functions, emphasizing creativity and musicality.

How did Ted Greene influence modern guitar players with his chord chemistry
concepts?

Ted Greene influenced modern guitar players by introducing them to advanced chord voicings, substitutions, and
the use of extensions, encouraging them to explore beyond standard chord shapes and to think critically about
harmony.

What are some key resources or books by Ted Greene on chord chemistry?

Key resources include 'Chord Chemistry,' a comprehensive book that details his theories on chord construction
and application, and 'Modern Chord Progressions,' which explores harmony and progression in contemporary
music.

Can you explain the significance of Ted Greene's 'chord substitutions' in
chord chemistry?

Chord substitutions are significant in Ted Greene's chord chemistry as they allow musicians to replace
standard chords with more complex ones, enhancing harmonic interest and creating richer musical textures.

What should beginners focus on when learning chord chemistry from Ted
Greene?

Beginners should focus on understanding the basic principles of chord construction, exploring different voicings,
and practicing chord progressions, while also developing their ear for harmony and musical expression.
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