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Sharps order Flats order

The heptatonic major scale (7 notes) is a succession of degrees distributed over the 
octave according to the following intervals : 1 - 1 - 1⁄2 - 1 - 1 - 1 - 1⁄2. Starting this scale 
with the note C, we get the C major scale, formed by the notes C D E F G A B. If we 
start this major scale on another note, some notes will have to be altered to keep the 
same structure. In the table below, we obtain the flats order by starting the scale a 
fifth below, and the sharps order by starting a fifth above.

Keys and key signatures
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The different keys can therefore be distributed according to a circle of fifths: ascen-
ding fifths which increase the number of sharps in the key signature, and descending 
fifths which increase the number of flats. The whole circle can be completed by pas-
sing through enharmonic tones F# ou G< ( keys composed of the same notes but no-
tated differently).

Each major scale has a relative minor, i.e. composed of the same notes but whose to-
nic is the major scale 6th degree. We thus obtain also a circle of fifths of minor keys, 
parallel to the major keys.

Circle of fifths
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The keys have a greater or lesser number of common notes, depending on their res-
pective distance on the fifth circle, implying more or less new accidentals. The table 
below starts from the key of C.

Neighboring keys

Basic key : C
Number of 
steps on the 

circle

Number 
of shared 

notes

Number of 
not common 

notes

New 
accidentals

Distance 
between 

keys
Keys

Close key

Distant key

1 6 1 +1#
+1< P5 GM

FM

2 5 2 +2#
+2< M2 DM

B<M

3 4 3 +3#
+3<

m3 AM
E<M

4 3 4 +4#
+4< M3 EM

A<M

5 2 5 +5#
+5<

m2 BM
D<M

6 2 5 +6#
+6< Triton (d5) G<M

F#M


