Lesson UUU: The Major Scale

Introduction:

The major scale is a cornerstone of pitch organization in tonal music. It consists of an ordered collection of seven pitch classes (pitches that share the same note name). For study, scales are typically written in ascending order, beginning and ending with the foundational note, called the keynote – the pitch class around which a scale’s members are organized. When notating a scale, we begin with the keynote and write each following note in ascending order, and end with the keynote at the top. The keynote is the only repeated member of the scale. Thus, for example, we notate a C major scale as C-D-E-F-G-A-B-C (as in Example 1a), and not C-D-E-E#-G-A-B-C (Example 1b), which incorrectly repeats the letter E in the middle of the scale.
Example 1:
a. Correct:
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Activity UUU.1:
[multiple choice question]

Which of the following scales is spelled incorrectly?
a. [image: image3.png]



b. [image: image4.png]



c. [image: image5.png]



d. [image: image6.png]NEe




[Answer: C. Response if correct: “Correct! This scale is spelled incorrectly. Although this scale is spelled in ascending order and begins and ends on the keynote, the letter G is used twice (G and G#).” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. This scale is spelled correctly: it begins and ends on the keynote and each intervening letter name is used once and only once. Try again.”]
In this lesson, we will review the properties of the major scale, and assign labels to each scale degree (member of the scale).

Pitch relations in the major scale:

Major (and minor) scales are named after their foundational keynote. Since the last note in the scale is the eighth note, the distance between the first and the last notes is called an octave (from oct, meaning “eight”). Each major scale features the same succession of whole steps (tones) and half steps (semitones), with the following pattern: W-W-H (W) W-W-H (as represented in Example 1). As the pattern indicates, a major scale consists of an upper and a lower tetrachord (group of four notes), separated in the middle by a whole step. Both the lower and the upper tetrachord share the same pattern between adjacent members: W-W-H.

Example 2:
[image: image7.png]lower

upper
tetrachord tetrachord
n I I I o~ I

p i = I
7 4
 fan
Eem—
Q) @& | |

disjunction:

whole step




Activity UUU.2:

The exercises below refer to the following tetrachord:
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Exercise UUU.2a

For which major scale would these four notes form the lower tetrachord.

[Answer: F or F major. Response if correct: “Correct! F-G-A-Bb form the lower tetrachord of an F-major scale.” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect: Try again. (Hint: The lower tetrachord of any major scale has the keynote as its lowest pitch.)”]

[Follow-up exercise:]
Complete the F-major scale by adding the upper tetrachord:
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[Answer: [image: image10.png]


. Response if correct: “Correct!” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Remember to follow the correct pattern of whole steps and half steps starting with the keynote.)”]

Exercise UUU.2b
For which major scale would these four notes form the upper tetrachord.

[Answer: Bb or Bb major. Response if correct: “Correct! F-G-A-Bb form the upper tetrachord of a Bb-major scale.” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect: Try again. (Hint: The upper tetrachord of any major has the keynote as its highest pitch.)”]
[Follow-up exercise:]
Complete the Bb-major scale by adding the lower tetrachord:
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[Answer: [image: image12.png]


. Response if correct: “Correct!” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Remember to follow the correct pattern of whole steps and half steps starting with the keynote.)”]
The half steps in a major scale are always found between two pairs of notes: the third and fourth scale degrees, and the seventh and eighth scale degrees. When visualized on the piano keyboard, this relationship is most easily seen in the C major scale (see Example 3). Notice that on the piano keyboard, the keys E-F (third and fourth white keys) and B-C (seventh and eighth white keys) have no black key, and hence no note, in between them. These two pairs of notes correspond to the half steps that are shown in Example 2.

Example 3:
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Activity UUU.3:
Every major scale has two half steps. Identify the half steps in the following G-major scale:
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Exercise UUU.3a

Name one pair of consecutive notes that form a half step in a G-major scale.
[Answer: B/C or F#/G. Response if correct: “Correct!” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again.”]
Exercise UUU.3b

Now identify the other pair of consecutive notes that form a half step in the G-major scale.

[Answer: B/C or F#/G (the other answer from Exercise UUU.3a). Response if correct: “Correct!” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again.”]
Scale degree labels:

Because the pattern of tones and semitones discussed above is the same for every major scale, we use general labels for each scale degree. The two main types of labels that we will give scale degrees in this lesson are scale degree numbers, and solfège syllables. Scale degree numbers are the most straightforward of the labeling systems: each note is given a number 1 through 8 with a caret (ˆ) above it. When singing, it is convenient to give each scale degree a label that is one syllable. For this reason, solfège syllables, popularized by the Broadway musical The Sound of Music, are most often used when singing, but can also be used to refer in general to scale degrees.
[Note: ]

[NOTE: Pop-up box here, stating briefly that the solfege syllables do-la originated in the 11th century with Guido de Arezzo, who used them to teach singing to choirboys.]
Example 4:
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Activity UUU.4:

In each of the following exercises, you will be given the keynote of a major scale. Fill in the remaining seven scale degrees (2 through 8).

Exercise UUU.4a
Build a Bb-major scale:
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. Response if correct: “Correct!” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Hint: Use the pattern of whole steps and half steps to determine each consecutive step of the scale.)”]
Exercise UUU.4b
Build a D-major scale:
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. Response if correct: “Correct!” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Hint: Use the pattern of whole steps and half steps to determine each consecutive step of the scale.)”]

Exercise UUU.4c
Build an E-major scale:
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. Response if correct: “Correct!” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Hint: Use the pattern of whole steps and half steps to determine each consecutive step of the scale.)”]

Exercise UUU.4d
Build an F#-major scale:
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. Response if correct: “Correct!” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Hint: Use the pattern of whole steps and half steps to determine each consecutive step of the scale.)”]

Activity UUU.5:

For each of the following exercises you will be given a pitch and told what major scale degree it represents. It is up to you to fill in the remainder of the scale. The keynote of the scale may or may not have an accidental.
Exercise UUU.5a
Build a major scale in which G is 3:

[image: image24.png]NEe




[Answer: [image: image25.png]| fan




. Response if correct: “Correct! G is the third degree of an Eb-major scale.” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Keep in mind that the keynote of the scale may or may not have an accidental.)”]
Exercise UUU.5b
Build a major scale in which G is 4:
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. Response if correct: “Correct! G is the fourth degree of a D-major scale.” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Keep in mind that the keynote of the scale may or may not have an accidental.)”]
Exercise UUU.5c
Build a major scale in which Eb is 2:
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. Response if correct: “Correct! Eb is the second degree of a D-major scale.” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Keep in mind that the keynote of the scale may or may not have an accidental.)”]
Exercise UUU.5d
Build a major scale in which G# is 6:
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. Response if correct: “Correct! G# is the sixth degree of a D-major scale.” Response if incorrect: “Incorrect. Try again. (Keep in mind that the keynote of the scale may or may not have an accidental.)”]
Conclusion:

The major scale consists of seven distinct pitch classes, called scale degrees. It is written on the staff in ascending order, beginning and ending on the keynote, which gives the scale its name. The beginning and ending notes are an octave apart. Each letter name is used only once except for the keynote. Every major scale consists of two tetrachords, separated by a whole step, that have the pattern, W-W-H. We have given each scale degree two different labels: scale degree numbers and solfège syllables.







