
Pentatonic Scales 
Pentatonic scales are 5-note scales which sound melodically strong beginning 
from any note. In jazz they are most commonly used in motivic playing and 
writing. The two most commonly used pentatonic structures I am labeling as the 
Major Pentatonic (1-2-3-5-6) and the Dorian Minor Pentatonic (1-2-b3-5-6). 
Off of C they are spelled:   
 
C Major Pentatonic   C-D-E-G-A  (do-re-mi-so-la) 
C Dorian Minor Pentatonic   C-D-Eb-G-A  (do-re-me-so-la) 
 
These two pentatonic scale structures are "embedded" within all modes derived 
from the major and melodic minor scales. Since each pentatonic scale uses five 
of the seven scale tones,  it emphasizes different chord tones, extensions or 
approach notes.  
 
In order to choose a pentatonic scale for a particular harmonic situation, first 
select the appropriate 7-note mode for the harmony.  Then consider the 
pentatonic scales which exist within that scale. Below is a catalog of the 
pentatonic scales contained within the various modes. The numbers on the 
right indicate the scale degree on which the embedded pentatonic scales begin. 
Parentheses indicate that the pentatonic scale includes approach notes, usually 
making the pentatonic a less desirable choice. The commonly used pentatonic 
scales are presented on the next two pages. 
 
Mode Major Pent Dorian Minor 
Pent   
 
Ionian 1,5,(4) (2) 
Lydian 2,1,5 6 
Lydian Augmented (2) 6 
 
Dorian 4,7,3 1 
Aeolian 3,7,(6) (4) 
Melodic Minor 4 1 
Phrygian 3,(2),(6) (7) 
 
Mixolydian 1,(7),(4) 5 
*Mix sus 4 4,7,1 5 
Lydian Dominant 1 5 
Altered 5 2 
Locrian (2),(5),(6) 3 
Locrian #2 (5) 3 
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