
No Such Thing as an ‘Augmented-Six’ Chord 
 

An ‘augmented-sixth’ is an interval, not a chord.  As an ‘augmented-six’ chord piano students 

know nothing of its identity, let alone its function.  

 

An augmented-sixth is the same as a minor seventh on the piano. The ear hears no difference and 

the key on the piano are the same, but theorists make an issue of it.  Yet composers use one or 

the other without any apparent reason.  The augmented sixth is supposed to ‘resolve’ upwards 

while the minor seventh is supposed to ‘resolve’ downwards’.  But it doesn’t work that way in 

actual compositions by Bach, Chopin, et al.  It is not ‘common practice’, as the theorists 

erroneously indicate. 

 

The following is taken from the Bach Prelude number 3 from the set of 12, paraphrased.  

Measure 23 shows a dominant with an augmented-sixth (x#6) where the augmented sixth, ‘C-

sharp’ ‘resolves’ downward to ‘C’.  So where do the theorists and theory texts get the idea that it 

‘resolves’ upwards?  It’s merely an enharmonic spelling that Bach has used here, for no apparent 

reason other than ‘C-sharp’ moves down to ‘C-natural’. 

 
 

Another example is taken from the Chopin Nocturne Op 55 number 1, in F minor. Measure 16 

shows a dominant (x) on the lowered sub-mediant (bVI). The spelling of the chord is Fb-Ab-D 

natural. According to theory texts this is an ‘Italian’ augmented-six chord. But the augmented 

sixth ‘resolves’ downward to ‘D-flat’ rather than upwards as an augmented sixth ‘should’.  

Again, ‘D-natural’ is more convenient than ‘E-double-flat’.  Where do theorists get the idea of 

‘common practice’ of the Classical period? 

 
 

The above examples are but two of the many that show varying spellings of chords that do not 

conform to the theorists ‘common practice’ of the classical period, generally 1650-1900, of 

which both Bach and Chopin belong. 
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