
Chapter 8

Major Keys and Scales1

The simple, sing-along, nursery rhymes and folk songs we learn as children; the "catchy" tunes used in
advertising jingles; the cheerful, toe-tapping pop and rock we dance to; the uplifting sounds of a symphony:
most music in a major key has a bright sound that people often describe as cheerful, inspiring, exciting, or
just plain fun.

How are these moods produced? Music in a particular key tends to use only some of the many possible
notes available; these notes are listed in the scale associated with that key. In major keys, the notes of the
scale are often used to build "bright"-sounding major chords2. They also give a strong feeling of having a
tonal center (p. 42), a note or chord that feels like "home", or "the resting place", in that key. The "bright"-
sounding major chords and the strong feeling of tonality are what give major keys their happy, pleasant
moods. This contrasts with the moods usually suggested by music that uses minor3 keys, scales, and chords.
Although it also has a strong tonal center (the Western4 tradition of tonal harmony5 is based on major and
minor keys and scales), music in a minor key is more likely to sound sad, ominous, or mysterious. In fact,
most musicians, and even many non-musicians, can distinguish major and minor keys just by listening to
the music.

Exercise 8.1 (Solution on p. 45.)

Listen to these excerpts. Three are in a major key and two in a minor key. Can you tell which is
which simply by listening?

• 1.6

• 2.7

• 3.8

• 4.9

• 5.10

note: If you must determine whether a piece of music is major or minor, and cannot tell just by
listening, you may have to do some simple harmonic analysis11 in order to decide.

1This content is available online at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/2.27/>.
2"Naming Triads" <http://cnx.org/content/m10890/latest/>
3"Minor Keys and Scales" <http://cnx.org/content/m10856/latest/>
4"What Kind of Music is That?" <http://cnx.org/content/m11421/latest/>
5"Harmony" <http://cnx.org/content/m11654/latest/>
6See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/Guitar1.mp3>
7See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/Guitar2.mp3>
8See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/Guitar3.mp3>
9See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/Tanz.mp3>

10See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/Greensleeves.mp3>
11"Beginning Harmonic Analysis": Section Minor Keys <http://cnx.org/content/m11643/latest/#s6>

Available for free at Connexions <http://cnx.org/content/col10714/1.1>
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42 CHAPTER 8. MAJOR KEYS AND SCALES

8.1 Tonal Center

A scale starts with the note that names the key. This note is the tonal center of that key, the note where
music in that key feels "at rest". It is also called the tonic, and it's the "do" in "do-re-mi". For example,
music in the key of A major almost always ends on an A major chord, the chord12 built on the note A. It
often also begins on that chord, returns to that chord often, and features a melody and a bass line that also
return to the note A often enough that listeners will know where the tonal center of the music is, even if
they don't realize that they know it. (For more information about the tonic chord and its relationship to
other chords in a key, please see Beginning Harmonic Analysis13.)

Example 8.1
Listen to these examples. Can you hear that they do not feel "done" until the �nal tonic is played?

• Example A14

• Example B15

8.2 Major Scales

To �nd the rest of the notes in a major key, start at the tonic and go up following this pattern: whole step,
whole step, half step, whole step, whole step, whole step, half step. This will take you to the tonic
one octave higher than where you began, and includes all the notes in the key in that octave.

Example 8.2
These major scales all follow the same pattern of whole steps and half steps. They have di�erent
sets of notes because the pattern starts on di�erent notes.

Three Major Scales

Figure 8.1: All major scales have the same pattern of half steps and whole steps, beginning on the note
that names the scale - the tonic (p. 42).

12"Harmony": Chords <http://cnx.org/content/m11654/latest/#l0b>
13"Beginning Harmonic Analysis" <http://cnx.org/content/m11643/latest/>
14See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/Tonal1.MID>
15See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/tonic2.MID>

Available for free at Connexions <http://cnx.org/content/col10714/1.1>
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Listen to the di�erence between the C major16, D major17, and B �at major18 scales.

Exercise 8.2 (Solution on p. 45.)

For each note below, write a major scale, one octave, ascending (going up), beginning on that note.
If you're not sure whether a note should be written as a �at, sharp, or natural, remember that you
won't ever skip a line or space, or write two notes of the scale on the same line or space. If you need
help keeping track of half steps, use a keyboard, a picture of a keyboard19, a written chromatic
scale20, or the chromatic scale �ngerings for your instrument. If you need more information about
half steps and whole steps, see Half Steps and Whole Steps21.

If you need sta� paper for this exercise, you can print out this sta� paper22 PDF �le.

Figure 8.2

In the examples above, the sharps and �ats are written next to the notes. In common notation, the sharps
and �ats that belong in the key will be written at the beginning of each sta�, in the key signature. For
more practice identifying keys and writing key signatures, please see Key Signature (Chapter 7). For more
information about how keys are related to each other, please see The Circle of Fifths (Chapter 11).

note: Do key signatures make music more complicated than it needs to be? Is there an easier
way? Join the discussion at Opening Measures23 .

8.3 Music in Di�erent Major Keys

What di�erence does key make? Since the major scales all follow the same pattern, they all sound very much
alike. Here is the tune "Row, Row, Row Your Boat", written in G major and also in D major.

16See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/tonmjC.mp3>
17See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/tonmjD.mp3>
18See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/tonmjB�at.mp3>
19"Octaves and the Major-Minor Tonal System", Figure 6: Keyboard <http://cnx.org/content/m10862/latest/#�g3a>
20"Half Steps and Whole Steps" <http://cnx.org/content/m10866/latest/#p0bb>
21"Half Steps and Whole Steps" <http://cnx.org/content/m10866/latest/>
22See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/sta�paper1.pdf>
23http://openingmeasures.com/music/22/why-cant-we-use-something-simpler-than-key-signatures/

Available for free at Connexions <http://cnx.org/content/col10714/1.1>
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(a)

(b)

Figure 8.3: The same tune looks very di�erent when written in two di�erent major keys. (a) In G
Major (b) In D Major

Listen to this tune in G major24 and in D major25. The music may look quite di�erent, but the only
di�erence when you listen is that one sounds higher than the other. So why bother with di�erent keys at all?
Before equal temperament26 became the standard tuning system, major keys sounded more di�erent from
each other than they do now. Even now, there are subtle di�erences between the sound of a piece in one
key or another, mostly because of di�erences in the timbre27 of various notes on the instruments or voices
involved. But today the most common reason to choose a particular key is simply that the music is easiest
to sing or play in that key. (Please see Transposition28 for more about choosing keys.)

24See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/RowBoatG.mid>
25See the �le at <http://cnx.org/content/m10851/latest/RowBoatD.mid>
26"Tuning Systems": Section Equal Temperament <http://cnx.org/content/m11639/latest/#s22>
27"Timbre: The Color of Music" <http://cnx.org/content/m11059/latest/>
28"Transposition: Changing Keys" <http://cnx.org/content/m10668/latest/>

Available for free at Connexions <http://cnx.org/content/col10714/1.1>
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Solutions to Exercises in Chapter 8

Solution to Exercise 8.1 (p. 41)

1. Major
2. Major
3. Minor
4. Major
5. Minor

Solution to Exercise 8.2 (p. 43)

Figure 8.4

Available for free at Connexions <http://cnx.org/content/col10714/1.1>
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Notice that although they look completely di�erent, the scales of F sharp major and G �at major (numbers
5 and 6) sound exactly the same when played, on a piano as shown in Figure 8.5 (Enharmonic Scales), or
on any other instrument using equal temperament29 tuning. If this surprises you, please read more about
enharmonic (Chapter 10) scales.

Enharmonic Scales

Figure 8.5: Using this �gure of a keyboard, or the �ngerings from your own instrument, notice that the
notes for the F sharp major scale and the G �at major scale in Figure 8.4, although spelled di�erently,
will sound the same.

29"Tuning Systems": Section Equal Temperament <http://cnx.org/content/m11639/latest/#s22>

Available for free at Connexions <http://cnx.org/content/col10714/1.1>


