
The Circle of Fourths and Fifths 
 

In Music Theory there is a lot to remember, and to solve for some of this, there 

are constructions to make retention easier. One such tool is the Circle of 

Fourths/Fifths. We had already spoke about Intervals, if you do not understand 

this point, you can find the video lesson and pdf by going here. 

The Tritone 
 

In our Twelve-tone Equal Temperament Scale (TETS) a note through to its octave 

is twelve individual tones and the root one register higher. Dead center of this is 

the Tritone, the exact halfway point between two octaves.  

 

Why is this important?  

The tritone is the reflecting point of the major scale. What this means is that we 

can ascend and descend the major scale an equal amount and reach a different 

interval, and when you apply the opposing interval, you have the equal opposite 

result. 

In the below diagram I show this concept in relation to the fourths and fifths (as it 

is contextually relevant). In the Key of C, Going up from the root (C ) by a fourth 

yields an F, to reach the F you would have to descend a Fifth, also ascending the 

Fifth = descending the Fourth yields a G.  

http://myilmt.com/2021/04/16/ilmt-music-theory-intervals/


 

The Circle 
So, what is the Circle? Well, a picture paints 1000 words, this is the circle as you 

would normally find it via a google search. As we progress clockwise, we are 

ascending by fifths and 

counterclockwise we ascend by 

fourths. We start at the 12 

o’clock position with C, this is 

because there are no 

accidentals in the Key of C, the 

only Major Scale of its kind. 

There is a lot of information 

here, as mentioned, all 12 

Major Keys in the TETS are 

presented (clockwise in fifths 

and counterclockwise in 

fourths) in ascending order of 

the number of accidentals 

within the Key. The Key 

Signatures of the Keys are also displayed, noting which accidentals occur within 

the Keys. Also, the relative minor keys to the respective Major keys are displayed 

inside the circle. Now, how do we apply this to our instruments?  

 

 



Application: General 
 

Let us first tackle Key Signatures, and how to determine which accidentals are 

within a certain key. The first key to this is to understand that accidentals stack as 

we progress around the circle until we reach the 6 o’clock position. Noted that 

when we move from clockwise to counterclockwise, we are stacking sharps 

(Clockwise) to Flats (Counterclockwise). 

Clockwise (The Sharp Keys) 
 

Advancing in fifths we have the Major Keys that deliver the sharp (#) accidentals. 

Interval 
Key I ii iii IV V vi vii Octave 

C C d e F G a b C 

G G a b C D e f# G 
D D e f# G A b c# D 

A A b c# D E f# g# A 

E E f# g# A B c# d# E 

B B c# d# E F# g# a# B 
F# F# g# a# B C# d# e# F# 

 NOTE: The e# in the key of F# is the same note as F natural, however for 

nomenclature we use the # to include all letter representations within every Key.  

 



Counterclockwise (The Flat Keys) 
 

Advancing in fourths we have the flat (♭) accidentals. 

Interval 
key I ii iii IV V vi vii Octave 

C C d e F G a b C 

F F g a B♭ C d e F 

B♭ B♭ c d E♭ F g a B♭ 

E♭ E♭ f g A♭ B♭ c d E♭ 

A♭ A♭ b♭ c D♭ E♭ f g A♭ 

D♭ D♭ e♭ f G♭ A♭ b♭ c D♭ 

G♭ G♭ a♭ b♭ C D♭ e♭ f G♭ 
 

Now moving clockwise in fifths, we add the sharp to the 7th interval, and 

counterclockwise in fourths, we add flats to the 4th interval. In the paths of F# and 

B♭ we can see the paths of all other accidentals. The clockwise movement 

has sharps moving in descending fifth intervals (vii, iii, vi, ii, V, I) and as it 

would seem nothing hits the 4th interval. The Counterclockwise motion has 

flats moving in Descending fourth intervals (VI, I, V, ii, vi, iii) avoiding, as it 

would seem, the 7th interval. 

 



Notable Exceptions 
 

Interval 
Key I ii iii IV V vi vii Octave 

C# C# d# e# F# G# a# b# C# 

C♭ C♭ d♭ e♭ F♭ G♭ a♭ b♭ C♭ 
Holding to the rule that each note letter value must be present in any given key, 

values that normally do not have sharps (B, E) or flats (C, F). It is in these notes 

(the 7th turn on the wheel) that we find the last interval value reached, the 4th 

interval in the clockwise rotation being sharp, and the 7th interval in the 

counterclockwise rotation being flat. These are the only Keys where we have all 

sharps or flats as well, it is rare to see these, but they exist. 

The Relative Minor 
 

The relative minor keys are the 6th interval of the Major Keys. They share the 

same accidentals and for practical purposes, they operate the same. The real 

difference is in how music is made from them as opposed to Major Keys, and we 

will discuss this later. 

Practical: Guitar and Bass 
 

The Bass, and the lower register (top strings) of the Guitar are tuned to fourths. 

This allows us to easily follow specific patterns to Help us memorize and practice 

using the circle of fourths/fifths. Below is a diagram that you can easily follow to 

trace the progression through the fourths and the fifths though each of the 12 

keys in the TETS.  



 



Going clockwise through the circle we use to Blue Diagram, starting from the G 

String and moving upward through the 5th Fret, then we move up 4 frets to the 9th 

and repeat, finally move up 4 more frets to the 13th and reach the last 4 notes. 

Moving counterclockwise, we start at the 8th fret on the E string and move 

downward through the fret, move down 4 frets to the 4th and repeat, finally the 

next set is four frets away, at the Nut. 

Once familiar with the note values of the roots of these keys it is time for more 

practical application! 

Exercise 1: Root Notes 
 

Run through the root notes in the Circle, Personally I use the counterclockwise 

application (moving through ascending fourths). 

 

 

 



Exercise 2: Triads 
 

This is a three-part exercise, part 1 for Major Triads, part 2 for Minor Triads, and 

part 3 for Diminished Triads. 

 

 



 

 



 

 

The more advanced exercises are on the video, but there will be a further write 

up with the Arpeggiation lesson. That is where I will put the fretboard diagrams 

and Sheets. 


