Circle of Fifths

Consider your thumb to be number one; for this example we’ll call that C (the scale of C major is a natural starting point because it has no sharps or flats). Count up five notes on your fingers starting with your thumb, or CDEFG. If you look on the circle of fifths, you’ll find that one pie piece clockwise (the direction for sharps) from C is G. Why? A fifth above C major is G major. That’s the key that has one sharp. The note that is sharp is actually the fourth tone, or the note right before the name of the key. In other words G major has one sharp and that is F. To find what has two sharps, start with G as your thumb and count up a fifth, or GABCD. Now you know D major has two sharps: the F sharp we already had, and the C sharp that we’re adding. You can continue this way going up keys and adding sharps, bearing in mind that when you get up to six sharps, which is F sharp major, that you have to include the sharps in the name of the key.

Once you’ve figured it out in your head, you can remember the sharp keys by using the mnemonic device "Go Down And Eat Breakfast," because the keys with sharps are GDAEB. Another way of looking at what we just counted is that if you want to know what key you are in, just look at the last sharp you see and go up a half step.

Each major key has a relative minor (the darker side of the scales). The relative minors have the same key signature as the major, so the one that shares C major on the pie slice is A minor. The only difference between them is that A minor starts a little lower and ends a little lower. All you have to do to find the relative minor keys is go down a minor third. A minor third is only a whole step and a half step, three frets on a guitar. In C major you go down CBA. For another example: G major has one sharp (F sharp) and so does E minor. If you go down a third from G, which is G F# E, you have E minor. Now if you get up to A major, you’ll find that the relative minor is actually F sharp minor, because F sharp is in the key signature (you know, A has three sharps F, C, G).

You can use a similar technique to sort out the flats of the circle of fifths going in the counter-clockwise direction.
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The C-Major (diatonic) Scale in Standard Notation

Every guitar player should be able to play it; with this scale you cover about 50 % of all folk, country, Christmas and other non-Blues music styles. You can also play simple songs for your children.

An often overlooked important musical fact is that the middle C played on a guitar (3rd fret, A-string) is actually one octave lower (130.8 Hz) in sound that the middle C on the piano (261.1 Hz). In other words, to enable useful working with standard notation for a guitar, the guitar is played one octave higher on the treble scale than tuned. That means that standard notation for a guitar is different to standard notation for a piano. You can use sheet music for a piano, but you play it one octave higher.

The Circle of Fifths & It's Use for Blues Guitar

Also called the cycle of fifth, it's a very common graphic that illustrates the key signatures. The outer circle is moving clockwise in the dominant direction that means each note is followed by its fifth note. The inner circle is moving counterclockwise in the subdominant direction. If you start with C the next note in dominant direction is G, in subdominant direction F. You can go through the whole circle and end after 12 steps (the 12 notes) again at the starting note. Note the enharmonic notes, which have the same pitch but different names like G - Abb. The important thing is the sound of the fifth chord of each scale - played as 7th it will always resolve back to the root (tonic) chord.

For Blues guitar based on the I-IV-V progression this circle makes it simple to find the right chords. If you play a Blues in E you need the chords E(I), A(IV) and B(V). Locate the E note and you'll find A in subdominant and B in dominant direction - that's all. If you really want to know how a Blues in G# may sound, take C#(IV) and D#(V) - easy!

It's getting even better - the pentatonic scale can also be described from the circle of fifths (= penta!). Let's take the major pentatonic scale in C. Notes are C-D-E-G-A-C. Now start from the root note C and go up using the circle of fifths: C-G-D-A-E. Order them and you get the right scale!

