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The Whole Scale Thing 
Introduction 

 
What is a scale? Is it the ñDo, a deer, a female deer; Re, a drop of golden sunò stuff? (Have I just de-

stroyed my street cred by quoting a Rogers and Hammerstein tune in the opening paragraph?) Why do gui-
tarists get to a certain point in their development and start to obsess about these things? 
A scale, according to the American Heritage Dictionary, is ñan ascending or descending collection of 

pitches proceeding by a specified scheme of intervalsò. (Anyone who has survived a college ear-training 

class understands those scheming intervals.) So, a scale is indeed the Do, a Deer stuff, and it is much more. 

ñScheme of Intervalsò just means an organized pattern of intervals, or musical spaces, which can repeat 

over several octaves. Guitarists, as well as some people who play real musical instruments, obsess over 

scales because blasting through a scale pattern at near relativistic speed is a great way to display oneôs tech-

nical superiority, humiliate the competition and attract a mate, thus ensuring the survival of the genetic 

line. The poor creatures have no choice ï itôs in their DNA. 

Before we get to the serious fun, letôs cover some basics , just to makes sure we have a common vo-

cabulary. 

Basic Theory 
The space between two notes is called an interval. The smallest space you can have between two notes 

is a half-step, one fret on the guitar. I like to think about note relationships spatially. Start with the chart 
below listing the chromatic scale from C to C. Each box represents a single half-step. 

 

C C# 
Db 

D D# 
Eb 

E F 
 
F# 
Gb 

G G# 
Ab 

A A# 
Bb 

B C 

To understand the way we name the intervals we must first look at a major scale. Below weôve re-
moved the sharps and flats and weôre left with the notes of a C major scale.  

C  D  E F 
 

 G  A  B C 

Intervals are named with numbers. If we want to know the interval between a C and an E, we simply 
count: C, D, E; 1, 2, 3; the interval is a third. How far is it between C and A? C, D, E, F, G, A; 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 
6; This interval is a sixth.  What is the interval between D and F? Itôs another third. But notice itôs farther 
from C to E than from D to F.  

  D  E F C  D  E 

There are 4 half-steps between C and E and 3 half-steps between D and F. The larger interval is called a 
major 3rd and the smaller is a minor 3rd.  The chart on the next page shows the interval names and the as-
sociated number of half-steps between C and all the notes in the octave above C. 
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C Db D Eb E F Gb G Ab A Bb B C 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

unison Minor 
2nd 

Major 
2nd 

Minor 
3rd 

Major 
3rd 

Perfect 
4th 

dimin-
ished 
5th 

Perfect 
5th 

Minor 
6th 

Major 
6th 

Minor 
7th 

Major 
7th 

Perfect 
octave 

The first note is an F sharp (note the key signature) and the second is an A 
flat. Thatôs a distance of 2 half-steps, or one whole step. But, again, we 
have to consider the letter names of the notes, F and A. Thatôs F, G, A; 1, 
2, 3, so the interval has to be a kind of third. A major third is 4 half-steps, a 
minor third is 3 half-steps. This new beast is called a diminished third.  I 

tend to relate this stuff back to the intervals derived from the major scale. In the C major scale, C to A is a 
major sixth; C to A flat is a minor sixth. We can make that interval smaller (diminished, get it?) by either 
raising the the C to a C sharp or lowering the A flat to an A double-flat. Either case would be called a di-
minished sixth. Will you need to understand diminished intervals to complete your knowledge of chords 
and scales?  Not really - where it becomes relevant is in formal music theory study, generally around the 
second semester of college music theory. If thatôs not your path then consider it knowledge for knowledgeôs 
sake. Not a bad thing. 

Notice that the sharps have been removed from the preceding chart.  There are other considerations be-
sides the number of half-steps when identifying intervals: C to D# is not the same as C to Eb.  Yes, D# and 
Eb are the same pitch, but when identifying intervals you also have to consider the letter names of the notes. 
Count the letters from C to D# - itôs still C, D; 1, 2 - a second of some kind even though itôs a D#. We call 
that space an augmented second. The chart below uses the sharps and the alternate names of the intervals. 

C C# D D# E F F# G G# A A# B C 

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

unison Aug-
mented 
unison 

Major 
2nd 

Aug 
2nd 

Major 
3rd 

Perfect 
4th 

Aug 4th Perfect 
5th 

Aug5th Major 
6th 

Aug 6th  Major 
7th 

Perfect 
octave 

So, youôve got this interval thing covered, right. Not quite. There is one (only one, I promise) more 
thing to consider when naming intervals: mixed accidentals - the use of sharps in a flat key signature (or 
vice-versa). Consider the following: 
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A Brief Word About Modes and Naming Scale Fingerings  
The reason most of you are embarking on this study of scales is to find some new, cool sounding things 

to play when youôre soloing. When we start discussing the application of scales to chords weôre talking 
about modes. A veritable cottage industry has grown out of making the study of modes complex. Itôs not. 
Simply put, the same scale takes on a different sound when played against different chords. A C major scale 
can be used over a C major  7 or an F major 7. Even though the notes are the same, the effect of the C scale 
is different depending on which chord is being played. These effects are given names, sometimes exotic 
sounding like lydian, sometimes just a number, the 2 mode of a harmonic minor, for example.  
One of the confusing thing about studying scales on the guitar is the lack of a standard set of names for 

the different fingerings. Many, many books try to solve this problem by applying modal names to finger-
ings, based on the first note of the scale shape. This is stupid. In improvisation, the modal designation is 
dependent upon the chord being played. A single fingering can be used against numerous chords, with a 
different modal name for each chord. So, a fingering pattern is not a mode!  
We will have a much more detailed discussion of modes when we talk about applying major scales at 

the end of the next section of this book. 
Iôve applied a naming convention to the scale shapes (patterns) that is borrowed from Leon White in 

his excellent book on developing good reading skills, Sight to Sound. The pattern is named by the location 
of the lowest root note of the key; the  number is the finger that plays the note and the letter is the string itôs 
on.  
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There are no shortcuts - you must simply take the time to memorize the material on the preceding page. 
Keep in mind as you learn a pattern, also learn how it overlaps the patterns above and below it. This will 
make it easier to move smoothly over the entire length of the neck. In this chapter weôll take each of the 
five shapes and apply a series of exercises to it. 
Exercises are created by applying a repeated series of intervals to the scale fingering. Some of the exer-

cises will be labeled by an interval name, thirds or sixths, for example.  

thirds 

sixths 

These interval based exercises can be played simply, as above, or they may have variations, as below. 

Thirds played together (harmonic intervals) 

Thirds alternating ascending and descending 

Exercises are also created by playing the scale in groups or 3 or 4. 
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Scale Position Studies 
Number one, Pattern 2E, Key of G 

 

Thirds 

Numbers are left hand fingers. 

Harmonic intervals 
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Ascending 

Descending 

Alternating ascending and descending 
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Fourths 

Playing some harmonic intervals can present technical issues on the guitar.  For this reason Iôve included 
two fingerings here, the first uses one left hand finger to cover two strings in a ñmini barò, and the other 
which avoids that technique. 

Harmonic intervals 

Ascending 

Descending 
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Alternating ascending and descending 

Fifths 

From this point forward, unless given alternate fingerings, try to use the same left hand fingering you used 
to play the scale 

Harmonic intervals 
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Ascending 

Descending 

Alternating ascending and descending 
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Sixths 

Harmonic intervals 

Ascending 

Descending 

Alternating ascending and descending 
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Sevenths 

Harmonic intervals 

Ascending 

Descending 
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Alternating ascending and descending 

Octaves 

Harmonic intervals 

Ascending Descending 
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Groups of 3 

Ascending 

Descending 
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Alternating ascending and descending 

Groups of 4 

Ascending 
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Descending 

Alternating ascending and descending 
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Weôre going to work up the neck, initially staying in the key of G. The next pattern will be 2D, starting 
at the fifth fret.  Memorize the shape and pay attention to how this fingering and the first pattern, 2E, over-
lap. 

Learning how the shapes overlap makes transitioning from one to another much easier. In this example, 
notice that on strings 5, 4 and 3, pattern 2D adds only one note to the pattern 2E. These make easy shift 
points. Try playing 2E through the 4th string. On the last note simply shift up a whole step with the little 
finger and youôre in pattern 2D. 

After youôve memorized pattern 2D remember to work through all the exercises you did for the first 
shape. Hereôs a check list: 

 Play the scale ascending and descending 

 Play thirds ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play fourths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play fifths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play sixths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play sevenths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play octaves ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play groups of three 

 Play groups of four 

 

Pattern 2D 
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Again remaining in the key of G, for simplicityôs sake, the next pattern will be 4A starting at the sev-
enth fret. Remember to study the overlap between it and the preceding shape. 

Using the same logic as the previous page, the best transition points from 2D to 4A are the 3rd, 2nd and 
1st strings. For this example I chose the 3rd string - slightly more problematic than the other choices since it 
creates two position shifts. The first is the little finger moving up a whole step on the 3rd string and the sec-
ond with the 1st finger moving to the seventh fret on the 2nd string. 

Here is your exercise check list for pattern 4A: 

 Play the scale ascending and descending 

 Play thirds ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play fourths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play fifths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play sixths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play sevenths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play octaves ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play groups of three 

 Play groups of four 
 

Pattern 4A 
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Weôll stay in G for a minute, just to study the overlap, but weôll end up moving to the key of C to play 
the exercises.   

So, can you spot the transition points? Try strings 6, 5, 4 or 1. Iôll use the 4th string for this example. 

Before you proceed through the exercises, letôs move the pattern 
to the second fret, changing the key to C. I have two reasons for 
this: 1) it allows this pattern and the next to be played down 
where the frets are farther apart and youôre not squeezing your 
elbow next to your torso; 2) you need to start getting used to 
playing the patterns in different places. 
Hereôs the checklist: 

 Play the scale ascending and descending 

 Play thirds ascending, descending, then alternate ascending 
and descending 

 Play fourths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending 
and descending 

 Play fifths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending 
and descending 

 Play sixths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play sevenths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play octaves ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play groups of three 

 Play groups of four 
 

Pattern 2A 
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The last of the five basic shapes has two possible fingerings. Choose the one that feels most comforta-
ble to you. Iôve kept this in the key of C. 

Here is your exercise check list for pattern 4E: 

 Play the scale ascending and descending 

 Play thirds ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play fourths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play fifths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play sixths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play sevenths ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play octaves ascending, descending, then alternate ascending and descending 

 Play groups of three 

 Play groups of four 
 

Pattern 4E 
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To finish up letôs return to the first pattern, 2E, this time at the 7th fret, the key of C. We can look at the 
overlap between 4E and 2E, completing a network of overlapping patterns that will cover the entire fret-
board.  

Pattern 2E revisited 

*    *    *  

There is another organizational schema for constructing scale fingerings: keeping an equal number of 
notes on each string. The usual number for major scales is 3 notes per string. As you look at these patterns, 
note how they are nothing but combinations of the five patterns youôve already learned. 

Combines patterns 2E and 2D. 
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Combines patterns 2D and 4A. 

Combines patterns 4A and 2A. 

Combines patterns 4A, 2A and 
4E. 
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Combines patterns 2A and 4E. 

Combines patterns 4E and 2E. 

Combines patterns 2E and 2D. 
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Applying Major Scales: Scale/Chord Connections and Modes 
 

No one spends the hours of practice time mastering the scales and exercises presented so far just so they 

might boast about how well they can play a scale. The goal here is to use the scales to create some cool-

sounding lines when improvising. How do you know what scale to use? The starting point is this: any scale 

can be used to create a melodic line over a given chord if the scale contains the notes of the chord.  

Scales are harmonized to find out what chords they contain. That is accomplished by stacking thirds on 

each scale degree. The illustration below shows four-note chords built on each degree of a C major scale. 

As mentioned in the note about modes, in the beginning of this book, the C major scale will take on a dif-

ferent sound if it is played against the various chords above.   

Before we go on you need to know a few terms. An arpeggio is the notes of a chord in series instead of to-
gether.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
When you play the example above you have played every note of  a C major scale, but it doesnôt sound like 
youôre playing a scale, does it? Arpeggios are not only a great source for melodic ideas, they are an im-
portant part of creating an aural link between scales and chords. One of your jobs as a student trying to 
learn how to put this stuff together and improvise is to build that link between scales and chords. The next 
exercises are designed to help you do that. Starting on page 28, each of the first 5 fingerings we looked at 
will be presented on a different page. Iôve changed keys from fingering to fingering to keep the scales in the 
2nd or 3rd positions. On each page the 7 chords in the given key are presented, followed by the scale, start-
ing on the root of the chord and ascending through the 9th, then descending down the chord tones, 9, 7, 5, 3, 
root.  
But before we do that itôs time to talk about modes. 
 
 

 

Cæ7 D-7 
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Most discussions of musical improvisation end up at least touching on modes. Before we get to par-
ticulars letôs look at that word: ómodeô shares a root with ómoodô and thatôs a useful idea to hang on to as 
we progress. In music, different moods are created by different types of sounds. Hereôs another useful idea 
to keep in mind: human beings love to name things; we love to hang labels on things that are tangible and 
things that arenôt. So itôs good to not get distracted by the label we put on something - itôs the something 
thatôs important. Youôll understand this digression momentarily. 

So you know that each major scale builds 7 chords. Try this experiment. Have a friend play a Cmaj7 
chord in a nice easy tempo (or if, like me, friends are either in short supply or they have selfishly not 
learned to play guitar, record yourself playing said chord) and you play up and down a C major scale. Lis-
ten to how they fit. Donôt be fancy, just noodle (a musical doodle). Now have your friend (or your recorded 
self) switch to an Fmaj7 chord but continue to play a C major scale. It still fits but it sounds a little differ-
ent. That B natural against the F creates a different effect, a different mood, a different mode.  

Modes are labels we use to describe the different sounds that happen when we play a scale 
against the various chords contained in that scale. 

The names of the modes come from ancient Greek tribes. Why? Because all this theory evolved in 
the Middle Ages, in a musical culture that also gave us the Guidonian Hand and melis-
matic organum. Using long-dead tribal names is among the least arcane of their pedagog-

ic foibles. 
 
 

 
 
 

 
Below is an illustration showing the modes. Pay attention to the Roman numerals 

under each chord. I tend to think of modes relative to these numbers. So, rather than Do-

rian, Iôll think ñtwo-modeò. This has the advantage of conveying useful information. If I think ñfour-modeò, 
that just means starting on the 4th note of a particular scale. Hereôs an example: Given an Em7, and I want 
to employ the Aeolian mode, I think ñsix-modeò - meaning Em7 is the 6th chord. E is the 6th note of a G 

major scale. So Iôd use a G scale over the given chord. 
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In music, major scales give us a reference point from which to understand most things. If I want to 
explain how to build a chord Iôll give itôs formula based on the major scale. For example an Am7b5 is the 
1st, b3rd, b5th and b7th of the A scale. By knowing formulas and the scales you can quickly name the notes 
in any chord. Itôs useful to know these formulas as they relate to the modes as well. The illustration below 
shows the modes compared to their parallel major scale and the changes that have occurred.  
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Pattern 2E, second position 
Key of G 
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Pattern 2D, third position 
Key of F 
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Pattern 4A, second position 
Key of D 
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Pattern 2A, second position 
Key of C 
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Pattern 4E, third position 
Key of Bb 
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Applying Major Scales 
To Chord Changes 

Using the chord changes to the standard ñHow High the Moonò, a series of exercises is presented below to 
help students develop the skills to improvise over changes. The first thing we have to do is analyze the 
chord progression so we can decide which scales to use. 
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The first thing to do is decide which scale fingering to use. We need fingerings for G, F, Eb, and A. For the 
purposes of this exercise weôll chose fingerings that stay close to the same position. 

Here are the steps followed in the following exercises: 
1. Play the scale in 8th notes from the root of the scale for the proper number of beats. 
2. Play the scale in 8th notes from the root of the chord for the proper number of beats. 
3. Play the arpeggios. 
4. Play the scale in 3rds. When the scales change, start with the note nearest to the last note played in the 
previous scale. 
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Exercise 1 
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Exercise 2 


