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The Circle of 5ths 
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The Circle of 5ths is a system that organizes the 12 chromatic pitches of Western 
harmony into a sequence of perfect fifths.  When we move clockwise via The Circle of 5ths, we 
are moving UP by perfect fifths (7 half steps). You could also look at this as moving down by 
perfect 4ths (5 half steps).  When we move counterclockwise via the Circle of 5ths, we are 
moving DOWN by perfect fifths (7 half steps). You could also look at this as moving down by 
perfect 4ths (5 half steps). The Circle of 5ths is an incredibly useful tool that can be used as: 
 
A theory tool:   

When we move clockwise via the Circle of 5ths, we are moving through the sharp keys in 
order from least to most sharps.  (The key of C has no sharps, the key of G has one sharp, the 
key of D has two sharps, etc.) 

When we move counterclockwise via the Circle of 5ths we are moving through the flat 
keys in order from least flats to most flats.  (The key of C has no flats, the key of F has one flat, 
the key of Bb has two flats, etc.) 
 
A practice tool: 
 When learning chords, scales and patterns, it is always best to work them through all 12 
keys.  This will improve the fluidity on your instrument and will prevent you from getting stuck 
in certain keys.  A great way to organize this practice is to work them through the Circle of 5ths, 
both clockwise and counterclockwise.   
 
Another practice idea: 
 Another great way to work chords, scales and patterns through all twelve keys is to work 
them up the Chromatic Scale.  You can practice UP by half steps one day, and practice DOWN 
by half steps another day. 

Up by half steps: C, C#/Db, D, Eb, E, F, F#/Gb, G, Ab, A, Bb, B, C 
Down by half steps:  C, B, Bb, A, Ab, G, Gb?F#, F, E, Eb, D, Db/C#, C 

 
Brenda Earle Stokes is a pianist, vocalist, composer and educator based in New York City.  In addition to her performing 
and recording career as a jazz pianist and vocalist, Brenda is a sought-after educator who has shared her expertise with 
students all over the world.  Her online courses include Piano Skills for Singers, Crash Course in Solfege, Jazz Piano 
Accompaniment and Piano Improvisation for Everyone and she has over a hundred video tutorials on her YouTube channel! 
(https://www.youtube.com/pianoandvoicewithbrenda 

For more great practice tips, video tutorials and other great resources,check out 
www.pianoandvoicewithbrenda.com! 
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