
	  

Understanding Major 7 Chord Tones And Available Upper Structure 
Tensions:  Lesson 1 
 
Major 7 Chords 
For these upcoming lessons I want us to focus on the Major 7 Chord Tones and available 
Upper Structure Tensions. 
 
When we improvise and write melodies nothing spells out the harmony better than the 
Chord Tones. However if we only drew from these notes our melodies and solos would start 
sounding very predictable. Tensions are a great tool for us to step outside the sound of the 
chord and can give a great sound and texture to our lines. Once we have mastered these 
upcoming patterns in this series of lessons we will be exploring in greater detail on how to 
use these Chord Tones as a source of Tension and Release. 
 
There are several benefits from learning these patterns and they are. 
 

• Improve your Ears 
• Give you more options and expand your vocabulary 
• Improve your Technique 
• Be able to move between keys 
• Improve you knowledge of your fingerboard 

 
These following lessons are a great way to master the foundations so we can move to a 
deeper level. 
 
First we will look at where and why we choose these tensions by using the C Ionian Scale as 
an example. 
 
C Major / Ionian Scale 
Here is a 2 octave C Ionian scale highlighting all the natural diatonic tensions. All the diatonic 
tensions are highlighted in red. 

 



	  

A tension is more commonly used on top of a triad or a 4 note chord so the numbers above 
the octave for example 9 and 11 and 13. The natural tensions available are the 2nd, 4th, 6th, 9th, 
11th and 13th.  Another way to find the diatonic tensions is to keep building the chord in 
intervals of a diatonic 3rd. 
 
C Ionian Stacked in intervals of a Diatonic 3rd 

 
 

When you play the stacked chord all together you will hear the tension 11 sounds very harsh 
and dissonant. By raising the tension 11th up a half step you will hear that tension #11 sounds 
really open and beautiful and is a great tension to use in your voicing’s, melodies and 
improvisations. Tension #11 is still a diatonic tension as it is borrowed from the Lydian Scale. 
The harmonic diatonic tensions available on a major chord found in major harmony are 9, 
#11 and 13. 
 
C Major Harmonic Diatonic Tensions 

 
 
You can superimpose these following chords over a Cmaj7 to add color to the harmony. 
Understanding these tensions and upper structures can lead to a creative way to writing 
melodies, building voicing’s and melodic Ideas to your playing and improvisations. 
 
E-7 when played against Cmaj7 gives us the tension 9 

 
 
Gmaj7 when played against Cmaj7 gives us the tensions 9 and #11 

 
 



	  

B-7 when played against Cmaj7 gives us the tensions 9, #11 and 13 

 
 
Dmaj when played against Cmaj7 gives us the tensions 9, #11 and 13 

 
 
F#-7(♭5) when played against Cmaj7 gives us the tensions #11 and 13 

 
 
A-7 when played against Cmaj7 gives us the tension 13 

 
 
Lesson 1 
For this lesson I want you to play the Cmaj7 Chord Tones and Upper Structure Tensions 
Ascending from the Root. 
 
Ascending sequence Cmaj7 

 
 

• First learn each possible fingering pattern for this full Major 7 chord with available 
tensions. There will be more than one way to play these patterns across a different 
number of strings. 

• Repeat this procedure for each of the 12 Major 7 chords and play them in an 
ascending order over a Cycle 5 progression.  

• Learn the patterns in different areas of the fingerboard. 
 



	  

Here is an ascending fingering pattern for a 4 and 5/6 string bass for the Cmaj7 with 
available tensions 9, #11 and 13 
 
4 String Bass Fingering Pattern  
 

 
 
5 or 6 String Bass Fingering Pattern  
 

 
 
Example of the first 3 chords in the ascending sequence 

 
 
 
 



	  

Follow these steps when practicing. 
1. If you have access to a sequencer (Logic, Garageband etc) Step sequence all 12 major 

chords lasting 1 bar each and loop it. If you don’t have a sequence just use a 
metronome at a slow tempo and use that until you can play along with the 
downloadable track. It’s good to be able to hear the Chord Tones and Tensions against 
the sound of the chord. 

2. Once you can play through the cycle 5 progression without any mistakes raise the 
tempo by 5 bpm and repeat until you can play at a challenging tempo. 

  

Once you are finished with the Ascending pattern repeat the whole process with the same 
order of notes but this time Descending. 

 

Descending sequence Cmaj7 

 
 
The Descending Fingering pattern is the same as the Ascending pattern for the 4, 5 and 6 
string bass. Practice in exactly the same way. 
 
Example of the first 3 chords in the descending sequence 

 
  

There are several benefits to learning these lessons. 
• Improve your technique 
• Improve your ears 
• Mastery of your fingerboard 
• Gain knowledge of harmony 
• Gain more choices when writing melodies and improvising 

 
Once you can play through both of these Ascending and Descending Cycle 5 sequences all 
over the instrument at a challenging tempo move on to the next Lesson. 


