Chord Patterns on the
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When I first began playing the hammered dulcimer in 1995 I had no idea what
a chord was or how to find harmony on the dulcimer. After a time of trial and
error, I began to see a variety of repeating geometric shapes and patterns on the
instrument. I played harmony and embellishments based on these shapes to
make the sounds I needed. However, over the years I have learned that these
patterns represent chords and triads and I now use them to arrange and write
tunes. Having a basic understanding of these patterns as a beginner would have
greatly shortened the learning curve for me! So I now teach this to all my
beginner students. I read music but I play primarily by ear, and believe this
method of learning chords is useful for music readers as well as ear players.

Chord Patterns on the Hammered Dulcimer

A major chord is played by striking the 1%, 3 and 5™ notes of a major scale.
When a chord is played in this 1, 3, 5 (and sometimes 8) order it is referred to
as a chord or arpeggio. This simply means that the “naming”
note of the chord is played first. For example: a root position G major chord
would be played 1-3-5-8 or GBDG.
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If our melody note is G, then our choices for harmony notes are the remaining
two notes in the chord: B and D. In general, harmony notes sound more
pleasing if they are lower in pitch than the melody note. So, as long as the
melody note is the 8™ note in the scale, in this case a G, this works out great.
Because the other notes in the chord, the potential harmony notes B and D, are
lower in pitch than the melody note - G.

However, still using G major as our example, if the melody note is a B, to
maximize our choices for harmony notes, it becomes necessary to rearrange the
chord so the B comes out on top, or BDGB. Same three notes, just rearranged.
This 1s the same G major chord, but now it is played so that the harmony notes
are lower in pitch than the new melody note - B. In music theory this is called
inverting the chord. The beginning note of the chord has been moved up one
position — from the G to the B (GBD) - it is called the first inversion of the
chord.

On the hammered dulcimer it looks like this:
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But what if, in our G chord, the melody note is a D? You guessed it! We must
rearrange the chord so that the D is on top, or DGBD. The beginning note of
the chord has been moved to the third note of the GBD chord- this form of the
chord 1s called the second inversion.
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In our examples we have been using a G major chord. However, keep in mind
that this pattern repeats for lots of other chords! You may want to try it with a
D major chord. Play the same patterns, only now the 1-3-5-8 is DF#AD, the
first inversion is F#ADF#, and second inversion 1s ADF#A.

Now try to play Amazing Grace using 3 note chords based on the inversions.
Remember, if the melody note on the ONE count is a G, try a root position
chord. If the melody note is a B try a first inversion, and if it is a D try a second
inversion.

Good luck and have fun!
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The numbers in parentheses following the chords are
suggested inversions of the chord... a chord with no number
represents root position, (1) first inversion (BDG) , (2)
second inversion (DBG). Try dropping out melody notes if
necessary.
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