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Lesson JJJ: Applied Chords
Introduction:

Very frequently, when analyzing tonal music, you will encounter chords that do not function diatonically.  Some of these, like those discussed in Lesson CCC, arise from voice-leading procedures and expand a reference sonority.  We will now look at another set of sonorities that function outside the tonic key: applied chords.  
Applied chords are those that apply a temporary tonic function to a chord other than the tonic.  An applied chord is a dominant-function chord—a dominant chord or a leading tone chord, either of which may include a chordal seventh—in the key being tonicized and is placed immediately before the new tonic chord.  The dominant/tonic relationship is immediately recognizable, and the chord being tonicized is given new weight. (Applied chords are also frequently referred to as secondary dominants.  This reflects the fact that they have a dominant function, but in a key other than the global tonic.)
In this lesson, we will first discuss the difference between modulation and tonicization.  This distinction is essential in understanding how applied chords work.   Following this we will look at several examples of applied dominant chords and applied leading-tone chords and discuss the relevant voice-leading concerns.
Modulation vs. tonicization:

As mentioned above, a tonicization occurs when a chord other than the global tonic is heard (temporarily) as a new tonic.  This phenomenon is easily confused with modulation.  In a modulation, the actual key of a piece changes (often indicated by a change in key signature).  Tonicization and modulation are most clearly differentiated by their respective lengths.  A tonicization is brief, rarely lasting more than two or three chords.  Contrastingly, a modulation occurs over a longer period, ranging from a single phrase to an entire section.  
Because a modulation entails a change of key, it will almost always have one or more key-defining cadences.  In the case of a tonicization, though the resolution of an applied chord sounds cadential, the chord being tonicized soon loses its tonic function and regains its diatonic function.
As you will see in later lessons, applied chords can be used to initiate a modulation, but for the time being, we will limit our discussion to tonicizations.
[Potential activity:

Students are given a series of (text-based) hypothetical situations and asked to identify whether each is an example of a tonicization or a modulation.]
Applied dominant chords:

The dominant/tonic relationship is the most important, defining characteristic of tonal music.  It appears pervasively throughout the repertoire.  It is because of this ubiquity that tonicization is possible.  We immediately recognize this link between an applied dominant and the chord being tonicized.  
In the following example, a V chord is tonicized by an applied dominant chord (this progression is read as “one, five of five, five”): 
Example 1:
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The dominant in C major is a G-major chord (the V chord on beat three).  The applied chord is formed from the pitches of the key implied by the temporary tonic.  Since a G-major chord is being tonicized, the applied dominant is built from the pitches of the dominant chord in G major, the temporary tonic key.  In G major, the dominant is a D major chord.  Thus, the applied dominant to G major has the pitches D, F#, and A.  As you can see in Example 1, the applied chord resolves normatively as if in the key of the temporary tonic.  Most importantly, the key-defining temporary leading (F#) tone resolves up by semitone to the temporary tonic (G).

[Potential activity:

Students are given a series of progressions and asked to select from a set of answers how the progression should be read (the purpose being to familiarize them with naming conventions and reading “/” as “of”).]
Applied chords are very identifiable because they usually contain chromatic pitches.  In Example 1, the V/V contains an F#.  F# is the leading tone in G major and its presence in the applied dominant is a major factor in implying a tonic function to the G major chord. (Of all the possible applied chords, only five do not contain chromatic pitches: V/IV in major keys and V/III, V7/III, viio/III, and V/VI in minor.  All others contain at least one chromatic pitch.) As with any chromatic pitch, these must be treated carefully.  Ideally, the chromatic pitch should be approached by step, taking care to avoid any linear augmented intervals (scale degree 3 to #4 in minor, for example).
[Potential activity:

Students are given one lengthy progression with several applied dominants and asked to identify them.  As a follow-up question, students are asked to point out which note is the temporary leading tone in each.]
Whereas Example 1 uses an applied dominant triad, applied chords can also contain a chordal seventh:

Example 2:
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The major-minor seventh sonority is used more often than the triad because it is very recognizable and immediately indicates a dominant function. (As discussed in Lesson GGG, the dominant seventh chord is the only major-minor diatonic seventh chord.) In other words, upon hearing a major-minor seventh, on automatically assigns a dominant function to it.  This suspicion is confirmed when the chord resolves—as it does from the second to the third beat in Example 2—to the temporary tonic.  As in Example 1, the applied dominant seventh resolves as it would in the key of G major.  Most importantly, the leading tone resolves up by step and the chordal seventh down. (Refer to Lesson EEE to review proper treatment of dominant seventh chords.)
[Potential activity:

Students are given a series of applied dominants and are quizzed on the correctness of the voice leading in each.]
An applied dominant need not always resolve immediately to the temporary tonic.  The following example shows an applied chord appearing first as a cadential 
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Example 3:
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The sixth and fourth above the bass resolve downwards by step, creating the applied dominant harmony before leading to V, the temporary tonic.
Although other chords besides V may be tonicized (more on this below), tonicization of the dominant is a special case.  The following example shows a common progression from the tonic to the dominant through a pre-dominant ii chord:

Example 4:
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Compare Examples 1 and 4.  As you can see, the only difference is in the soprano’s second note (F in Example 4 instead of F#).  Because the applied dominant to V and the diatonic ii chord are so similar, V/V can replace ii in harmonic progressions.  In other words, applied dominants, in addition to their tonicizing function, can simultaneously perform pre-dominant duties.  
An applied dominant can also augment the pre-dominant area, as it does in the following two examples:

Example 5:
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Example 6:
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[Potential activity:

As a larger activity, students will be asked to build progressions using applied chords on their own.  Students will be given the bass line and Roman numerals and will be walked through completing the upper voices.]
Applied leading-tone chords:

In addition to applied dominant chords, applied leading-tone chords are also quite common.  The following example is similar to Example 1, but this time tonicizes the V chord with the leading-tone chord of the dominant key:

Example 7:
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Again, the leading-tone chord resolves normatively, as it would in the key of G major. (Refer to lesson BBB for a discussion of the leading-tone chord.) The leading tone (F#) steps up to the temporary tonic (G).  In a leading-tone triad, the tritone is also a concern.  In Example 7, the tritone formed by F# and C resolves up to a perfect fifth (G and D).  In this case, the tritone could not resolve to a major third (G and B), because to do so would be to double the leading tone of C major in the V6 chord.  Even though the V6 chord is being treated temporarily as a tonic, it will soon regain its dominant function and therefore cannot have a doubled third.
Like the related applied dominant chord, applied leading-tone chords may also include a chordal seventh.  Fully-diminished applied leading-tone chords are common even when tonicizing major keys because of their immediately recognizable sonority. (Half-diminished seventh chords are less common and can only be used to tonicize major keys.) The following example tonicizes the V chord with a fully-diminished leading-tone chord:
Example 8:
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The same rules apply here as they do to diatonic leading-tone seventh chords. (Refer to Lesson GGG for discussion of leading-tone seventh chord treatment.) Both tritones must resolve properly.  In this case, the F# and C resolve inwards to a major third and the Eb and A step down to a perfect fourth.  As in Example 7, care must be taken to avoid doubling the leading tone in the V chord.  Here, the A steps down to G instead of resolving up to B.
[Potential activity:

Students are given a series of applied dominants and are quizzed on the correctness of the voice leading in each.]
Other chords that may be tonicized:

For the sake of clarity—and because it is the most commonly tonicized harmony—all of the examples in this lesson so far have tonicized the dominant chord.  These same procedures, however, can be performed on almost any other chord.  Any major or minor diatonic chord may be tonicized.  Diminished triads, however, cannot represent or imply a key and therefore cannot be tonicized.  This leaves ii, iii, IV, V, and vi in major keys and III, iv (or IV), v (or V), VI and VII in minor keys as possibilities for tonicization.  Of these possibilities, iii in major and VII in minor are not commonly tonicized.  The following example shows the tonicization of a ii chord:
Example 9:
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Example 9 makes clear the dual function of the ii chord on beat three.  It is heard as having a tonic function because of the preceding applied dominant.  This sense of a D-minor tonic is quickly abandoned, however, as the ii chord moves to V7, reminding the listener of its pre-dominant function.
[Potential activity:

Students are asked to give the pitches of applied chords to various chords in various keys. (Ex: “What are the pitches of an applied dominant seventh chord on IV in G major?”) As a follow-up activity, students will be asked to integrate these chords into a four-part texture in a fill-in-the-blanks sort of activity.]
Conclusion:
Applied chords are used to tonicize chords other than the tonic.  They apply this tonic function to a harmony by simulating the dominant/tonic relationship in the key of the temporary tonic.  This is possible because the dominant/tonic relationship is so pervasive and recognizable in tonal music.  Applied chords may be built on either the dominant or the leading tone of the key being tonicized and may or may not include a chordal seventh.  Applied chords should resolve normatively in their voice leading, as if in the key being tonicized.  
It is essential to remember the difference between tonicization and modulation when dealing with applied chords.  Toncization occurs on a much smaller scale than modulation.  This is evident in the fact that tonicized chords quickly revert back to their diatonic functions.
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