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Tenths 
So, what is a Tenth? 
 
A tenth is a distance between a pair of notes. 
 
The distance between a pair of notes is known in music as an interval. 
Compound intervals are larger than an octave. 
 
A tenth is also known as a “compound major 3rd”, because it’s the same pitch as 
the major 3rd, but an octave higher. 
 
As you can see below, C to E is a third (3), and also a tenth (10). 
 
 

R 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 
C D E F G A B C D E F G A B C 

 
 
As we’ll see, in the same way that we have major and minor 3rds, we also have 
major and minor 10ths. 
 

What are they used for? 
 
A pair of notes a 10th apart can suggest either a major or minor chord sound, 
where one is the root, and the other is the major or minor 3rd an octave higher (ie 
a major or minor 10th). 
 

What’s so great about Tenths?! 
 
Tenths (10ths) are a wonderfully clear-sounding way to play chords and 
harmonise a melody.  
They’re very commonly used in guitar playing – in fact, you’ve probably already 
played a number of songs featuring tenths without realising. And if you haven’t 
you soon will! J 
 

 
We’re now going to look at some shapes for these chords, starting from both 5th 
and 6th string root notes. 
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5th string root chord voicings 
 
These are 10th shapes with the root on the 5th string - one major and one minor 
(note the fingering): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The following diagram shows the notes of the C major scale harmonised in 10ths 
– pairs of notes in black (major 10ths) for the major chords in the key, pairs of 
notes in white (minor 10ths) for the minor chords: 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Play up and back down through these shapes 
 
(Don’t worry if you can’t get up to the 17th fret on your guitar, just go as high as 
you can). 
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6th string root chord voicings 
 
These are 10ths with 6th string root shapes – one major, one minor – (note the 
fingering): 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The following diagram shows the G major scale harmonised in 10ths – pairs of 
notes in black (major 10ths) for the major chords in the key, pairs of notes in 
white (minor 10ths) for the minor chords: 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Play up and back down through these shapes 
 
(Don’t worry if you can’t get up to the 16th fret on your guitar, just go as high as 
you can). 
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Examples 
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Chord shapes and fingering for Scar Tissue shown here:  
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Examples 
 
Paul McCartney’s “Blackbird” is a fantastic example of 10ths in action – it works 
so well because it’s in the key of G, and just adding in the open G string to the 
10ths makes for a very effective guitar part.  
 
Here’s the verse (written just in 10ths – you can fill in the open string yourself 
once you have the shapes down). 
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Open Triads example 

 

What about 7th chords? 
 
Adding the 7th to the root and 10th gives you a great way to play 7th chords, 
because it excludes the 5th (which can sound muddy low down in the chord). 
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Assignments 
 

1. Choose one or more of the examples and learn to play the whole song. 
 

2. Take an existing chord progression and work out how to play it using 
tenths. Reduce the chords down to major and minor (eg C7 = C major, 
Fm7 = F minor). A good one to try would be Hotel California. 

 
3. Write a short (or long!) piece of music using tenths. 

 
4. Record the following chord progression using 10ths and improvise over it: 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 


