
Modulation Via Chord V7

There are several ways to change key / modulate. 
Modulation via chord V7 is only one specifi c method.

Chord V7 is special. Why? Because as you’d have seen from working out 7th chords it occurs only once. Before we look 
at this method of modulation, a little background / history may help. In baroque and classical music there are things called 
‘cadences’, which are specifi c chord progressions – most often involving one specifi c chord moving to another. Think of 
cadences in the same way that you’d think of grammar  providing a musical equivalent to a comma or a full-stop. One 
type of cadence is a ‘perfect cadence’ [chord V -> chord I, more often chord V7 -> chord I] and this is the musical equiva-
lent of a ‘full stop’.
The perfect cadence has two main functions:
1 – to provide an ending to either a major section of music and / or end the entire piece.
2 – to act as a springboard at the start of a modulation in order to establish the new key.
It is this “springboard” usage that interests us in this tutorial.
Although much of this stuff has origins from 17th century harmony, it can be successfully utilised in rock, metal, jazz, bal-
lads, etc to add a little more colour especially when linking different sections of music together that are in different keys.
 i.e. a middle 8 / solo section being in a different key to the rest of the song

The basic ‘rule of thumb’ when modulating via chord V7 is to fi gure out what is the V7 chord of the target key [i.e. V7 of C 
= G7, V7 of Em = B7, V7 of D = A7 etc].
Take a look at the notes available in the key that you are currently in. This is to determine if any of the notes that make up 
your ‘target’ V7 are there already.
i.e. If the target key = Am, the target V7 therefore = E7 - notes = E, G#, B, D, and if you are currently in the key of Em (E, 
F#, G, A, B, C, D) then the notes E, B and D are there. You can see that an Em7 chord is very similar to start with [E, G, 
B, D]. So all you need to do is to modify the G to a G# and make the transition into the new key.
Also, you have the choices of inversion to add further colour or to ease the transition. Using the example above – Em7 in 
the key of Am – we have root inversion [lowest note E], second inversion [lowest note B] and third inversion [lowest note 
D] available to you for the ‘target’ chord V7. 
You also have a choice of other chords in the current key [any that contain an E, and / or a B and / or a D] that you can 
modify to create the ‘target’ V7 with.

To make everything more obvious, I’ll show how the chord that gets modifi ed into the ‘target’ V7. 
In practice, playing the ‘unmodifi ed’ chord before the ‘target’ V7 does not always have to happen - you can sometimes go 
straight to the ‘target’ V7. It’s a matter of what you think sounds best at the time.

So here are a few simple ideas.

A little note: (V7) indicates the ‘target’ V7 chord so that you can see where the modulation occurs.

From the key of Em to Am & A
│I │VI │IV │I (V7) │I
│Em ‘ ‘ ‘ │C ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ │Em ‘ E7 ‘ Am ‘ ‘ ‘
or
│Em ‘ ‘ ‘ │C ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ │Em ‘ E7 ‘ A ‘ ‘ ‘

From the key of E to Am & A
│I Vb │VI IV │I (V7) │I
│E ‘ ‘ ‘ │B/D# ‘ ‘ ‘ │C#m ‘ A ‘ │E ‘ E7 ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ 
or
│E ‘ ‘ ‘ │B/D# ‘ ‘ ‘ │C#m ‘ A ‘ │E ‘ E7 ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ 

Note: Vb means chord V in 1st inversion so the lowest sounding note is the 3rd.



From the key of Em to F#m & F#
│I │VI │IV │VII (V7) │I
│Em ‘ ‘ ‘ │C ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ │D ‘ C#7 ‘ │F#m ‘ ‘ ‘
or
│Em ‘ ‘ ‘ │C ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ │D ‘ C#7 ‘ │F# ‘ ‘ ‘
or

│I Vb IIc │ (V7) │I
│E ‘ ‘ ‘ B/D# ‘ ‘ ‘ F#m/C# ‘ ‘ ‘ │C#7 ‘ ‘ ‘ │F#m ‘ ‘ ‘ 
or
│E ‘ ‘ ‘ B/D# ‘ ‘ ‘ F#m/C# ‘ ‘ ‘ │C#7 ‘ ‘ ‘ │F#m ‘ ‘ ‘ 

Note: 
Vb means chord V in 1st inversion so the lowest sounding note is the 3rd
IIc means chord II in 2nd inversion so the lowest sounding note is the 5th

From the key of Em to Dm & D
│I │IV │Ic │IVb (V7) │I
│Em ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ │Em/B ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am/C ‘ A7 ‘ │Dm ‘ ‘ ‘
or
│Em ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ │Em/B ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am/C ‘ A7 ‘ │D ‘ ‘ ‘

Note: Ic means chord I in 2nd inversion so the lowest sounding note is the 5th

From the key of Bm to Cm & C via the key of Em
│I │(V7d) Ib │ (V7) │I
│Bm ‘ ‘ ‘ │B/A ‘ ‘ ‘ │Em/G ‘ ‘ ‘ │G7 ‘ ‘ ‘ │Cm ‘ ‘ ‘ 
or
│Bm ‘ ‘ ‘ │B/A ‘ ‘ ‘ │Em/G ‘ ‘ ‘ │G7 ‘ ‘ ‘ │C ‘ ‘ ‘ 

Notice in the example above I started in the key of Bm, then briefl y hit the key of Em which I used to get me into C. Pass-
ing though more than one key on the way to the target key is not unusual.
So where keys are more distant – have fewer notes in common – you may have to pass through a few keys to get 
smoothly to the target key.
It all really depends upon how smoothly or how abrupt you want the key change to be – which are of course composi-
tional effects in their own right.
If you want to be really drastic then go straight to the target key. No cadences, no drawing it out. Just go straight there.
Think about the song New York New York. Towards the end there is a sudden key change upwards by one semi-tone 
[when the tempo halves and big Frank gives it large “Theeeeeeeeese lil’ town blooooooooos – or something like that]. 
Two keys, one semi-tone apart.
That is as distant as keys get. The tonality is rising upwards too.
The effect is sudden and uplifting. Not subtle.
And in this setting, this sudden uplifting effect is clearly how it is supposed to be.

On the other hand, you may want to gradually and stealthily meander into the distant target key by passing through many 
keys changing the tonality little by little. 
This means making many key changes that are closely related – spinning out the transition like a tonal journey.
When you arrive at the target key it may well go largely un-noticed.
However, the tonal colouring you create during the journey can be breathtaking.



Here is a little progression. Take a look. 
Can you fi gure out the keys that are involved and can you spot the V7 -> I ‘prefect cadences’?
And for the smart kids: 
What inversions are used?
What scales would you use where?

│Em ‘ ‘ ‘ │C ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ │Em ‘ ‘ ‘ 
│E/D ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am/C ‘ ‘ ‘ │E7/B ‘ ‘ ‘ │Am ‘ ‘ ‘ 
│B/A ‘ ‘ ‘ │Em/G ‘ ‘ ‘ │G7 ‘ ‘ ‘ │G7/B ‘ ‘ ‘ 
│C ‘ ‘ ‘ │G/B ‘ ‘ ‘ │F/A ‘ ‘ ‘ │C/G ‘ ‘ ‘ 
│F ‘ ‘ ‘ │D7/F# ‘ ‘ ‘ │G ‘ ‘ ‘ │E7/G# ‘ ‘ ‘ 
│Am ‘ ‘ ‘ │A7 ‘ ‘ ‘ │D ‘ ‘ ‘ │ ‘ ‘ ‘ ‘ 

Ok, so this example is a little crass and crashes through a handful of keys in quick succession.
But the idea here is to demonstrate a point.
In fact, if you voice the chords well, this progression should sound ok.
In practice, you can modulate as quickly as I’ve shown above or quicker too.
But there may be times when you’d maybe like to stick around in some of the keys a little longer to exploit the tonality. Get 
the listener to become comfortable before you move on. And little by little the music passes through a succession of keys 
in a fashion that the listener hardly notices the music evolving.

As always

Listen, consider and choose

The best judge is your instincts – the theory simply lays out the options open to you.


