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CHAPTER 1 YOUR BASIC TOOLBOX

SCALES
|

The first thing we'll pull out of our toolbox is scales. Most scales in Western music are made up of a specific
pattern of half steps and whole steps. A half step is the shortest distance between two notes. Two half steps
make a whole step.

Magjor Scales
The major scale, shown here in the key of C, has the following pattern of half and whole steps. Notice the
numbers underneath; these are degrees, which show each note’s position within the scale.

Major Scale
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A NOTE ABOUT FINGERING SCALES

Before you actually begin to play the major scales on page 9, it’s worth taking a moment to develop some
strategies for fingering. Most effective scale fingerings are based on a few basic principles that can be
applied to virtually any scale.

* Most traditional scale fingerings are based on the principle of efficiency—that is, minimizing
unnecessary motion such as excessive finger crossing. If you cross over (or under) every two notes,
youre probably not using the most effective fingering; if you find yourself running out of fingers,
you're probably not crossing often enough.

* Avoid using your thumb on black keys. Finger crossing almost always involves the thumb, and if the
thumb avoids black keys, the chances of getting tangled are greatly lessened. Most standard fingerings,
especially for scales with many black keys, ensure that the thumb always lands on a white key.

* When playing scales, use your 5th finger only on the first note (left hand) or last note (right hand)
of the scale. Crossing to or from the 5th finger will land you in an awkward position.

* Look ahead as you play and watch for signposts that suggest fingering strategies. Take note, for
example, of how many notes are left in the passage, or how many black keys come before the next
white key. Observations like these will help you determine what you need to do to avoid running
out of fingers or crossing too often.

* Similar scales often have similar fingerings. Unless it involves a violation of the previous guidelines,
you can often apply the fingering for one scale to a different scale that begins on the same note. If
you know the fingering for the C Major scale, for example, you can use it for most other seven-note
scales that begin on C.

The main principle to keep in mind when it comes to fingering is that using the correct fingers for the job
at hand will give you the best results. At the same time, it’s important that you stay alert to the unique
fingering demands of certain situations. For instance, when scales are used in an improvisation or in the
context of a melody, traditional scale fingerings may have to be adjusted accordingly.
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