
 

ChordAXE User Guide
Mesh view 

MIDI view

TANGIBLE HARMONY FOR VIRTUAL INSTRUMENTS
ChordAXE is an innovative MIDI plugin that empowers songwriters, producers, 
and composers to shape harmony by ear and by feel. It fuels inspiration with a 
creative flow for finding, arranging, and expressing chord changes in real time. Its 
unique Mesh interface and presets of iconic chord changes let you explore the 
harmonic universe, free from the constraints of fretboards, keyboards, and theory.

CREATIVE FLOW Pages 
Explore the universe of harmony by ear  3, 4

‣ Find chord changes while navigating musical vibes and key tonics with the Mesh

‣ Browse presets of iconic changes to reimagine their harmonic structures

‣ Sound out melodies, riffs, and basslines by ear while exploring chords in all keys

‣ View chord names and notes mapped directly to MIDI keys

‣ Trace original chord changes on the Mesh –full version

Voice chord changes for different instruments and keys  3, 5

‣ Drive all virtual instruments in all major DAWs (VST3, AU, AAX)

‣ Revoice chord changes for all keys–without pitch shifting

‣ Control pitch-register voicing by ear for different instruments

‣ Control chord inversion voicing for musical voice leading –full version

‣ Control pitch-spread voicing by ear –full version

Express chord changes with rhythmic feel  3, 6

‣ Drive chord notes with live keyboard or track MIDI

‣ Move through chord changes with rhythmic pattern presets

‣ Control pattern start, restart, stop, and velocity separately from chord changes

‣ Carry individual chord notes and rhythmic patterns through changes

Produced by 
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INSTALLATION
‣ Download a ChordAXE installer: macOS (.pkg) or Windows (.exe)

‣ Close your DAW, then run the installer and follow the instructions

‣ Open your DAW and make sure it scans for new plugins

‣ Open ChordAXE in your DAW and click the Activate your plugin button

‣ See MIDI plugin basics (below) if you can't locate ChordAXE in your DAW

‣ Click the Let's go! button to activate online, or choose Offline Activation

‣ In your browser, click the Use license button

Activation is available for up to 3 computers. To free up availability for another 
computer, click the ? Help button, then click the ··· About and Deactivate buttons.

MIDI PLUGIN BASICS
MIDI plugins generate or modify MIDI to drive virtual instruments (VIs). They're 
played and controlled from keyboards, controllers, MIDI tracks, and computer user 
interfaces (mouse, trackpad, touchscreen, and QWERTY keys).

1-track setup for DAWs with MIDI inserts (simplest):

• MIDI plugins are browsed separately from VI plugins

• Live playing and track data drive the MIDI plugin which drives the track's VI plugin

• Logic and Reaper give options to record the MIDI plugin output instead of its input

2-track setup for all DAWs (track MIDI plugin ins and outs):

• MIDI plugins may appear in VI plugin browsers 

• Load a MIDI plugin on track 1, then a VI on track 2 with MIDI sourced from track 1

• The MIDI plugin is driven by live playing and track data to produce MIDI for track 2

• Track 2 receives MIDI from track 1 for recording/editing and driving the VI plugin

SUPPORT
‣ Visit chordaxe.com/support and get human help with the support widget

Activate ChordAXE when opening for the first time on your computer

Choose between online (easiest) and offline
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QUICK START
‣ Click the ? Help button (bottom left) for in-app feature descriptions and tips

‣ Click the /// Size button (top left) to resize the plugin

‣ Play preset chords with MIDI or GUI keys to drive instruments with chord notes

Both views

‣ Choose a Trace Preset bank: Major, Minor, Major Complex, or Minor Complex

‣ Click under the preset name to flip through banks alphabetically or randomly

‣ Play Chord Keys with expressive feel and timing–left to right, or any other order 

‣ Toggle Mesh/MIDI (top right) to see how chords relate to the key tonic center T

‣ Revoice preset chords to different keys by clicking root letters along the top

‣ Click the Hold button to keep chords playing after release (click Rest to release)

‣ Play a new chord before releasing a held chord to create perfectly legato changes

‣ Click Sub (mid right) to add a sub-octave part below the lowest chord notes

‣ Click the Pattern button to express chord notes rhythmically with Auto Patterns

‣ Adjust the DAW BPM to set Auto Pattern tempo

Mesh view only

‣ Click anywhere on the Mesh to hear chords (including chords traced to MIDI keys)

‣ See page 4: NAVIGATING HARMONY

MIDI view only

‣ View the chord names of Trace Presets directly mapped to MIDI Chord Keys

‣ View chord notes on the keyboard display (and pass-thru melody/bass notes)

‣ Click VOICING ▲▼ to change the pitch register of traced chords and the Mesh

‣ Click MIDI Zone ◀▶ to move the ChordAXE playing keys up or down by octaves

‣ Play above/below the MIDI Zone to sound out melodies/basslines with chords

‣ Click Auto 1, 2 and ≡ browse buttons to choose Auto Patterns by timing and style

‣ See pages 5,6: VOICING CHORD CHANGES, EXPRESSING CHORD NOTES

Mesh view

MIDI view

Key Tonic
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Key Tonic
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Chord Keys + Pattern Keys octaves
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NAVIGATING HARMONY
Explore the harmonic framework of chord changes traced on the Mesh

Play all chord changes in all keys–free from fretboard and keyboard constraints

‣ Click a root letter at the top to make it the tonic and revoice all chords to that key

‣ Click the tonic root letter to flip its ♭/♯ spelling (all other root letters change in kind)

Navigate chord roots in their natural harmonic order: the circle of fifths (butterflied)

‣ Locate chord roots in columns–identified by root letters and root numbers

‣ Relate all 12 chord roots by their harmonic distance from the key tonic center T

‣ Visualize root letter relationships in all keys while root number order remains fixed

‣ Visualize and borrow chord-to-chord root motion from iconic changes (presets) 

‣ View chord notes lighting up root letters while playing and changing chords

Locate chords for any root by shape (←see Chord Shapes)

‣ Locate major and minor chord voicings with large squares and circles (common triads)

‣ Locate chord qualities in root columns with minor on the left and major on the right

Locate higher and lower chord voicings by their vertical positions on the Mesh

‣ Visualize changes rising, falling, or moving horizontally–to produce counterpoint

Instantly map chords to MIDI keys by tracing up to 8 on the Mesh –full version

‣ Click Trace to clear a mapping, then trace individual chords or progressions by ear

‣ Trace with HOLD off to map individual chords in left to right order with stars

‣ Trace with HOLD on to connect progressing chords to a starred chord with paths

Filter the Mesh by tonality and complexity for different musical vibes –full version

‣ Click Settings > Mesh Vibe to browse available filters (←see screenshot)

‣ Choose Core and Scale vibes for stripped-down tonalities with fewer chords

‣ Filter by Parts to browse vibes for producing 3-part, 4-part, or 5-part harmony 

Mesh view

4

The art of harmony is voicing chord changes that leave and return to the tonic center

∆7(9) 

7(9) 

6(9) 

 7sus(9)

 m7(9)

 m11

∆7(9) 

7(9) 

7(♭9) 

 7sus(9)

 m7(9)

 dim7

All 9ths 9sus dim7

∆7(9) 

7(9) 

6(9) 

 7sus(9)

 m7(9)

 m7♭5

All 9ths 9sus hdim

∆7 

7 

6 

 7sus

 m7

 m7♭5

All 7ths 7sus 6

Chord Shapes
Settings > Mesh VibeMesh Vibe Examples

aug 

major 

sus2 

 sus4

 minor

 dim

All triads and sus

Close to access Settings in the full version ↓ →

←

←

All pentatonic

6 

sus2 

 sus4

 m add11

 m7

add9 

T is for Tonic
↓

Trace the Mesh to map chords and changes to MIDI keys
Start traces with stars and connect changes with paths
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VOICING CHORD CHANGES
Arrange chord notes in real time to contour harmony for different instruments and 
keys (↙see examples on the piano roll below)

Voice chord changes by ear in four musical dimensions

‣ Adjust controls–while playing–to instantly revoice all traced chords and the Mesh

‣ Explore all dimensions to find the right voicing for any instrument and key tonic

➊ Key Tonic

‣ Click a root letter at the top to make it the tonic and revoice all chords to that key

‣ Click the tonic root letter to flip its ♭/♯ spelling (all other root letters change in kind)

‣ Play chord changes in different keys while maintaining the voicing pitch register

‣ Listen for different harmony parts playing different lines while changing keys

➋ Pitch Register 

‣ Click VOICING ▲▼ to change the pitch register of the Mesh and traced chords

‣ Revoice the Mesh and traced chords higher or lower by ear without changing key

‣ View register bar positions relative to the middle register: centered on middle C

‣ Tweak pitch register by 3,4, or 5 increments per octave for 3,4, or 5-part harmony

‣ Play instruments in their optimal pitch ranges: synths, orchestral, choir voices...

➌ Inversions –full version

‣ Toggle the lowest harmony part (P1) from Root to Float to smooth voice leading

‣ For Float inversions, change pitch register or spread to voice different P1 lines

➍ Pitch spread –full version

‣ Click VOICING ︙ to change pitch spread (presets) without changing pitch register

‣ Click ︙ more to control the Spread of top harmony parts and the top-to-P1 range

‣ Choose Open spreads for typical drop-2 voicings in 3, 4, and 5-part harmony

‣ In 5-part harmony only, choose additional spreads–including Open3 for drop-3
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 B♭  D  F  G
 Repeated with different voicings

↑

↓

 many
 chords
 are not
 humanly
 playable
 on 2– or
 3–octave
 keyboards

 Subtle Spread-range behavior for Root and Float inversions
 Root: For each spread-range increment, only the least wide
 voicings are widened (20-33%) while all other voicings remain
 Float: Norm and Tight Spread-ranges apply the same voicings

← Play spread voicings beyond physical reach →

➊ Key Tonic     
↓

➋ Pitch Register ➋

Register-bar dashing shows the Spread amount 

PresetsControls

←

➍ Pitch Spread

➌ Inversions

←
Spread-band width behind dashes shows the Spread-range

Top
parts

 Held chords are not affected by voicing controls until replayed

←

Chord Keys octave (Pattern Keys off)



 

ChordAXE User Guide
EXPRESSING CHORD NOTES
Move harmony through time with rhythm and velocity from live playing or MIDI 
track control (↙see examples on the piano roll below)

Drive chord changes by feel–shifting focus from note selection to expression 

‣ Play Chord Keys live or with MIDI tracks to control chord-change timing and feel 

‣ Play solid chords with Pattern off, or break up chords rhythmically with Pattern on

Play chord changes with Auto Patterns

‣ Turn on Auto 1 or Auto 2 to play Auto Patterns with velocity from Chord Keys 

‣ Turn on both Auto Patterns to play them simultaneously as polyrhythms 

‣ View individual Auto Pattern harmony parts playing on Pattern Keys (upper half)

‣ Adjust the DAW BPM to set the Auto Pattern tempo (for next Pattern start)   

‣ Play a Chord Key to relock Auto Patterns when playing through a BPM change ↑ 

‣ Turn Carry on to play Auto Patterns through legato changes without restarting

‣ Click a ≡ browse button to find a Pattern while playing–by Time and Pattern Style

‣ Browse by Time for 1-shots that don't loop (strums), or time signatures that loop

‣ Browse by Pattern Style for solid chord beats (All beat), or broken chord patterns

‣ Choose legato, portato, or staccato articulations where indicated (L P S)

Play harmony parts live or from tracks–with MIDI Pattern Keys 

‣ Play harmony parts from lowest to highest with P1  2  3  4  5 keys (SATB: 4  3  2  P1)

‣ Play the Sub key for a sub-octave part below P1, and Top key for all parts above P1

‣ Play solid chords with either of two All keys–for rhythmic comping with two fingers

‣ Play, stop, and restart Auto Patterns on the fly with ▶  ■  ▶ keys

‣ With Carry on, hold Part Keys to carry their notes through legato changes 

‣ Solo parts by holding one or more Part Keys while playing through changes

Turn Hold, Pattn Keys button on to control Hold and Pattern buttons with MIDI

MIDI control of Rest is always active in the Chord Keys MIDI Zone (G♯/A♭ key) 6

MIDI view
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Chord Keys drive changes

Pattern Keys drive the notes
voiced for each harmony part

→□→

Auto 1 ≡ Pattern Browser

Drive complex changes with simple MIDI Carry chord notes across changes

MIDI from keyboard or track MIDI to virtual instrument

All notes update live to play
in different keys and voicings 

←←

Chord Keys + Pattern Keys octaves

Pattern Keys become active and
interplay with Auto Patterns when
the Pattern button is on. Turn off Auto
Patterns to play Pattern Keys alone. 
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SETTINGS
‣ Set the Click Velocity for notes played by mouse, trackpad, or touchscreen

‣ Choose a Visual to color the ambient space behind the Mesh and MIDI views 

‣ Click Trace Presets to reopen the browser

‣ Toggle Sub Oct to add a sub-octave part one octave below P1 (also in the sidebar)

‣ See page 4 for Parts and Mesh Vibe Settings

‣ See page 6 for Time, Pattern Style, and Pattern Settings

‣ Click ✗ to close all menus and the Settings bar

PRESETS
DAW user presets, DAW files, and track duplications save and load all settings 
listed here:

• Mesh Traces: one mapping for each Parts setting (3, 4, 5)

• Settings: Visual, Parts, Mesh Vibe

• Mesh and Trace Voicing: Key Tonic, Root/Float, Register, Spread

• Trace Preset browser open/closed

• Mesh/MIDI view setting

• Controls: Hold, Pattern, Carry, Sub Oct, MIDI Zone

• Auto Patterns: on/off states and Pattern selections

SYSTEM REQUIREMENTS
macOS 10.15 or later (64-bit) and Windows 10 or later (64-bit)

ChordAXE VST3, AU, AAX Lifetime Trace Preset updates

ChordAXE Lite VST3, AU 80 Trace Presets 

ChordAXE PT AAX 80 Trace Presets

ChordAXE Free VST3, AU 40 Trace Presets

Visit chordaxe.com for more information, FAQs, software updates, and support
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

Mesh view or MIDI view Settings

Trace Presets

These settings are NOT 
affected by changing or 
loading Trace Presets  

These versions do not 
support Mesh tracing or 
voicing control over 
Root/Float and Spread  

←

https://www.chordaxe.com/

