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The Circle 
of Fifths

Previously on the musical highway we produced all of the
major scales in the sharp (#) keys and, in the last installment,
we finished up all of the flat (b) keys. So, here is the complete
set of major scales in all the keys:

In the
last issue,
we learned a
logical way to
get from one scale to the
next in a specific order.
Move a fifth up to get to
the next sharp key, a fifth
down to get to the next flat
key. Beginning with the
key of C (no sharps, no
flats) and, starting with the
note C as “1”, we counted
up 5 to arrive at the next
key, G, the key of 1 sharp.
From the G major scale we
counted G as 1 and went up
5 to D, the key of 2 sharps

and so on up to the key of C#, the key of 7 sharps. For flat keys, we counted 5 in
the opposite direction to get to the next one and continued to Cb with 7 flats.

This progression of keys by fifths is a difficult concept for some people to
visualize, but it is so important, it has been encapsulated into a construct known
as the Circle of Fifths. It is typically pictured as a circle with the sharp and flat
progressions written in opposite directions around the circle as shown. Notice that
moving clockwise from the top takes you through the sharp keys and moving
counter-clockwise takes you through the flat keys. As mentioned last time, a “fifth
down” lands you on the same letter name as a “fourth up.” So the Circle of Fifths
is also a Circle of Fourths.

By using a circle instead of a line to visualize the progression of fifths it is

obvious that the Circle of Fifths overlaps itself. The three over-
lapping keys at the bottom of the circle are known as enhar-
monic keys (sounds the same, but has a different name). C#
and Db, for example, are named and notated differently but
sound exactly the same.

If you’ve spent time around any serious musicians
you’ve probably heard of the Circle of Fifths and wondered
what it was. Just as other fields of study have tools to help

you remember pertinent details and visualize complex con-
cepts; the

Circle of
Fifths is basical-

ly a tool that synthe-
sizes lots of information in a
concise, visual way. Actually, it
turns out that the Circle of
Fifths is even more interesting
and useful than it appears. As
we progress farther along the
musical highway we will keep
revisiting the Circle of Fifths
and show how to use it in many
different musical applications.

Here’s a little extra informa-
tion: I found a host of interest-
ing things while researching the Circle of Fifths on the web. Here are the three
most unusual I encountered:
• Circle of Fifths Watch (I bought one and love it)

http://www.chromaticwatch.com/Details/Circle_of_Fifths/circle_of_fifths.html
• The Harp Circle-Of-5ths (Play in any key on any harmonica… like I’m sure.)

http://www.angelfire.com/tx/myquill/CircleOfFifths.html
• The Unit Circle of Fifths (Why?) 

http://www.sas.upenn.edu/~gavenoni/fifths.html

When I first discovered the Circle of Fifths I was immediately struck by its
beauty and simplicity. It was one of those great moments when I felt like I had
stumbled on a universal secret. So keep looking for musical truths and be sure to
stay tuned…

Key #/b 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 1
C# 7# C# D# E# F# G# A# B# C#
F# 6# F# G# A# B C# D# E# F#
B 5# B C# D# E F# G# A# B
E 4# E F# G# A B C# D# E
A 3# A B C# D E F# G# A
D 2# D E F# G A B C# D
G 1# G A B C D E F# G
C 0 C D E F G A B C
F 1b F G A Bb C D E F

Bb 2b Bb C D Eb F G Ab Bb
Eb 3b Eb F G Ab Bb C D Eb
Ab 4b Ab Bb C Db Eb F G Ab
Db 5b Db Eb F Gb Ab Bb C Db
Gb 6b Gb Ab Bb Cb Db Eb F Gb
Cb 7b Cb Db Eb Fb Gb Ab Bb Cb

NEVENKA, a Los Angeles-based women’s folk chorus, 

performs songs of Eastern Europe. Formed in 1976 by women

who shared a common interest in the complex harmonies, 

compelling rthyms and rich instrumental styles typical of Balkan

music and dance, Nevenka’s repertoire includes songs from

Bulgaria, Yugloslavia, Greece, Turkey and Russia that vary in

style from traditional village melodies to arranged choral pieces. 

Saturday, October 13, 2001 • 8:00pm

Simpkins Hall Alcove - First United Methodist Church
1008 11th Street, Santa Monica (at Washington)

Free Parking in underground lot across the street
$12 advance (members $10)

Advance ticket purchase recommended - seating is limited.
Please send SASE with payment to:

FolkWorks
PO Box 55051

Sherman Oaks, CA 91413
www.FolkWorks.org • (818) 785-3839 • email: mail@FolkWorks.org
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&Contra Dances

English Country
&Contra Dances

First-time Dancers, be our guest with this ad.
For Locations & Times:

DANCE HOTLINE - 818-951-2003
or www.CalDanceCoop.org

Produced by the California Dance Co-operative

presents

“..haunting voices...

exquisite harmonies

and lilting melodies

that intoxicate..”

- The Daily News

Nevenka

Circle of Fifths

B Y
RO G E R

G O O D M A N


