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On the keyboard, play only the black keys in any order.  

This is the sound of a pentatonic scale.  

The pentatonic scale is the easiest scale to use when learning to improvise melody over chord 
changes, especially for basic country (major pentatonic) and blues (minor pentatonic) 
progressions.  

What is a pentatonic scale? 
The concept is really simple: the major pentatonic scale is just 5 of the 7 notes from the major scale. The 
major pentatonic scale is like the major scale but without the 4th or 7th scale degrees. So for example in the 
key of C Major, this would eliminate the notes F and B, leaving the pentatonic scale as C D E G A. 

The Pentatonic scale generates a pleasant melody, even if it is just the execution of this scale form up and 
down. Players memorize the pentatonic scale and then, when improvising in a song in a major tonality, play 
the notes of the pentatonic scale and it will work.  

The pentatonic scale played backward or forward is nice; played from the middle to the end is nice, from the 
end to the beginning is nice. 

Major and Minor Pentatonic Scale 
The pentatonic scale can be major or minor. The major pentatonic scale has the 5 notes of the major scale; 
the minor pentatonic scale has the 5 notes of the minor scale. Here is the C major pentatonic scale: 

  

 

 

Pentatonic Scales 
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Here is the A minor pentatonic scale: 

  

Pitches in Major and Minor Pentatonic Scales 
Compare these scales (C major pentatonic and A minor pentatonic) with the C major and A minor scales. 
Notice that the major pentatonic took the 1, 2, 3, 5 and 6 degrees from the major scale. In other words, it 
removed the 4th and 7th degrees. The minor pentatonic took 1, 3, 4, 5 and 7 degrees from the natural minor 
scale. In other words, it removed the 2 and 6 degrees of the natural minor scale. 

The Pentatonic scales do not contain any half steps!  

The intervals between notes are all Major 2nd or Minor 3rd. 

Pitches of the C Major Pentatonic scale: C  D  E  G  A  C  
           1   2  3   5   6   1 
              W  W m3 W  m3 
 
Pitches of the A Minor Pentatonic scale: A  C  D  E  G  A 
           1   3   4   5   7   1 
              m3  W  W  m3 W 

Notice these are the same pitch set, just starting on a different note. 

Pitches in C minor Pentatonic are taken from the key of Cm (its relative major is Eb): C  Eb   F  G  Bb 
                                        1   3    4   5  7 
A Major pentatonic is: A  B  C#  E  F# 
     1  2   3    5   6 

When improvising over most progressions with a happy Major feeling like country or pop music, the major 
pentatonic scale works well. When playing blues or blues-rock, the minor pentatonic scale based on the 
same root works well. 

Try playing both major and minor pentatonic scales over a standard 12 bar blues progression and note the 
difference in feeling. 

12 Bar Blues in C 

|: C    |F     |C    |C7   |F    |F7     |C    |C     |G7  |F7     |C    |G7   :| 


