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How to form major & minor scales and chords?
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Pattern of the black & white keys on the piano

On the piano keyboard, you see groups of 2 black keys and groups of 3 black keys:

This enables us to see a repetitive pattern in the black & white keys on the piano keyboard:

With this repetitive pattern, we can identify the different notes that correspond with the keys on the
piano keyboard.
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The names of the white keys

To find our first note name, we look at the groups of 2 black keys.
The notes that correspond with the white keys that are located just at the left side of a group of 2 black
keys are called “C”:

To find the next note names, we go up alphabetically to G:

To find the next 2 note names, we use the first 2 letters of the alphabet:
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The names of the black keys

Look at the black key between C and D:

That note is higher in pitch than C, but lower in pitch than D.
We call that note C sharp or D flat, and we write it as: C# or Db.
Sharp (#) means higher (than the written note), flat (b) means lower.
And here are all the C#’s and Db’s on this keyboard:
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We can apply this same rule to all the other black keys to find the names of all the black keys:

We’ve now named all the white and black keys.
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Some important intervals

Half tone interval
The smallest interval between 2 notes is that of 2 consecutive notes on the keyboard.
This interval is called the half tone interval, so for example:
Between C and C# (or Db):

Between C# (or Db) and D:

Between E and F:

Between B and C:
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Whole tone interval
A whole tone interval consists of 2 half tone intervals added together.
Examples:
Between C and D:

Between C# (or Db) and D# (or Eb):

Between E and F# (or Gb):

Between Bb (or A#) and C:
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Octave
An octave is the interval between a note and the next occurrence of the same note on the keyboard.
Examples:
Between C and C:

Between F and F:

Between G# (or Ab) and G# (or Ab):
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Major scales

C major

The easiest major scale is that of C major.
It starts on C and consists of all the notes on the white keys of the piano till the next C an octave higher:

These are the notes of the C major scale:

We call C the root of the C major scale:
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Intervals between the notes of the C major scale

When you look at the intervals between the consecutive notes of the C major scale, you can make a
major scale “formula”.
Between C and D is a whole tone (1), between D and E again a whole tone (1), between E and F a half
tone (1/2), etcetera.

In the following figure you can see all the intervals:

This structure:

is the same for all the major scales, so we can use it to find all the other major scales with another root.
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G major

We can apply our major scale formula:
We start on G
1 up to A
1 up to B
½ up to C
1 up to D
1 up to E
1 up to F#
½ up to G

So this is the G major scale:

The G major scale has 1 sharp note: F#.
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1 1 ½ 1 1 1 ½

to find for example the G major scale.

Eb major

We can again apply the formula to find the Eb major scale:
Start on Eb
1 up to F
1 up to G
½ up to Ab
1 up to Bb
1 up to C
1 up to D
½ up to Eb

And this is the Eb major scale:

The Eb major scale has 3 flat notes: Eb, Ab and Bb.

Other major scales

We can find all the other major scales in the same way, with the same major scale formula.
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Minor scales

3 different minor scales

There exist 3 different minor scales:
-Natural minor
-Harmonic minor
-Melodic minor

We will see only the natural minor scales.

A minor

The natural minor scale is derived from the major scale.
This easy to see when you look at the easiest minor scale, that of A minor.
The A natural minor scale consists of exactly the same notes as the C major scale; it only starts on A
instead of on C:
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Intervals between the notes of the A minor scale

In the same way as the major scale, you can make a minor scale “formula”.
To do this, let’s look at the consecutive notes of the A minor scale.
Between A and B is a whole tone (1), between B and C a half tone (1/2), between C and D a whole tone
(1), etcetera.

In the following figure you can see all the intervals:

This structure:

is the same for all the minor scales, so we can use it to find all the other minor scales with another root.

Page | 15

C minor

When we use the minor scale formula starting on C, we get:
Start on C
1 up to D
½ up to Eb
1 up to F
1 up to G
½ up to Ab
1 up to Bb
1 up to C

And this is the C natural minor scale:

C natural minor has 3 flat notes: Eb, Ab and Bb.
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Bb minor

One more example, the Bb natural minor scale.
Start on Bb
1 up to C
½ up to Db
1 up to Eb
1 up to F
½ up to Gb
1 up to Ab
1 up to Bb

This is the Bb natural minor scale:

Bb natural minor has 5 flat notes: Bb, Db, Eb, Gb and Ab.
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Difference between major and natural minor

Let’s put the C major scale and the C natural minor scale next to each other to see what the differences
are:

3 notes are different: the 3rd, 6th and 7th notes are a half tone lower in the natural minor scale than in the
major scale.
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What is a chord?

A chord consists of 2 or more notes played simultaneously.
In practice, a chord consists of 3 or more notes.
In this tutorial, we will only look at chords that consist of exactly 3 notes.
A chord that consists of exactly 3 notes is also often called a triad.
A triad is the most basic form of a major or minor chord.

Major chords

A major triad is formed by taking the 1st, 3rd and 5th notes of a major scale.

C major

The 1st, 3rd and 5th notes of the C major scale are: C, E and G.
Those 3 notes played together form the C major triad:
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G major
The 1st, 3rd and 5th notes of the G major scale are: G, B and D.
Those 3 notes played together form the G major triad:

Eb major
The 1st, 3rd and 5th notes of the Eb major scale are: Eb, G and Bb.
Those 3 notes played together form the Eb major triad:

Other major triads
You can find the other major triads in exactly the same way; take the 1st, 3rd and 5th notes of the major
scale.
And remember: you can find the major scale with the major scale “formula”:
1
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Minor chords

A minor triad is formed by taking the 1st, 3rd and 5th notes of a minor scale.

A minor

The 1st, 3rd and 5th notes of the A minor scale are: A, C and E.
Those 3 notes played together form the A minor triad:

C minor
The 1st, 3rd and 5th notes of the C minor scale are: C, Eb and G.
Those 3 notes played together form the C minor triad:
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Bb minor
The 1st, 3rd and 5th notes of the Bb minor scale are: Bb, Db and F.
Those 3 notes played together form the Bb minor triad:

Difference between major and minor chords
Let’s put the C major triad and the C minor triad next to each other to see what the differences are.
You see that the only difference is the middle note, which is a half tone lower in a minor triad than in a
major triad.
The other 2 notes are exactly the same:
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Knowing this, we can easily find a minor triad when we already know the major triad with the same root:
just lower the middle note by a half tone.

The other way round works also:
When we want to know the major triad when we already know the minor triad with the same root, we
only have to raise the middle note by a half tone.

Examples:
We can find the Eb minor triad by taking the Eb major triad and lower the middle note, the G by a half
tone to Gb:
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We can find the A major triad by raising the middle note of the A minor triad, the C, by a half tone to C#:
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Chord inversions enable you to play different versions of the same chord.
In this way, you can create more variation.
With a triad, you can make 3 different versions of the same chord.
I will illustrate this with the C major chord, but you can apply this on all the major and minor chords in
the same way.

The C major triad as we know it is:
C

E

G

We call this the C major triad in root position, since the root C is at the bottom of the triad:

Now, take the bottom note, the C, and put it at the top.
We still have exactly the same notes, so this is still a C major chord.
The difference is that the root C is not anymore at the bottom, now the E is at the bottom.
We call this the C major triad in 1st inversion:
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We can apply this “trick” once more.
We can take the bottom note, which is now the E, and put it at the top.
The G becomes now the bottom note.
We call this the C major triad in 2nd inversion:

When we would now move the bottom note, which is the G, to the top, then the C would become again
the bottom note, so then we would be again in root position.

So, you can make 3 different versions of a triad:
-Root position
-First inversion
-Second inversion

And, as said before, you can do this with all major and minor chords.
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