
Five-Note Scales for Improvisation - Part Two 
 
Five-Note Scales for Improvisation - Introduction 
 
A five-note major scale or a five-note minor scale may be superimposed on numerous 
types of chords in various locations to emphasize a certain part of the sound. In all of 
these various locations, the scales sound equally good. Motives created from the scales 
then will also sound good! These motives may be embellished chromatically to add 
more tension and interest. As long as the original five notes are emphasized, the idea 
will still be harmonically clear! 
 
Five-Note Scales for Improvisation - Five-note Major Scales 
 
Here is a five-note C major scale shown with chord symbols indicating all of its 
applications: 
 

 
 
Here is a verbal summary of all the applications of this scale: 
 
Major 7th chords: 
Cma7 - on the root 
Fma7 - on the 5th 
Bbma7 - on the 2nd (9th) This supplies the #11 or a Lydian sound. 
Abma7#5 - on the 3rd This supplies the #4 and #5 chord tones. 
 
Dominant 7th chords: 
C7 - on the root 
Bb7 - on the 2nd (9th) This supplies the #11 or a Lydian, b7 sound. 
G7sus4 - on the 4th This emphasizes a dominant sus4 sound. 
E7alt - on the #5 This supplies altered 9ths and the #5. 
 
 

 
 



Minor 7th chords: 
Ami7 - on the 3rd 
Gmi7 - on the 4th This supplies a Dorian sound. 
Fmi#7 - on the 5th This create a Minor/Major 7th chord sound. 
Dmi7 - on the 7th 
 
Half-Diminished chords: 
EØ - on the 6th 
DØ - on the 7th This supplies the major 9th and creates a Locrian, #2 sound. 
 
 
Five-Note Scales for Improvisation - Applications 
 
The next example shows the five-note major scales transposed to apply to C chords of 
various types. The chord tone on which the scale is built is shown under the first note.  
 

 
 
 
From the previous example, it should be obvious that it will be very helpful if you are 
comfortable playing five-note major scales in all keys! This should be part of your daily 
practice. 
 
The five-note major scale in all 12 keys: 
 

 
 



Five-Note Scales for Improvisation - Motive Development 
 
To develop motives, experiment with different types of motion through either the five-
note scale or the major triad it outlines. The examples below begin very simply and 
gradually become more complex. Start with motives that use only the five notes in the 
scale. Chromatic embellishment of motives will be discussed later. The scale numbers 
are written under the notes. 
 
Some sample motives taken from a five-note C major scale: 
 

  
 
These little motive shapes could be given a variety of rhythms. Experiment with both 
rhythm and articulation to create a musical idea with an identifiable character. Basically, 
you are creating jazz “words” to add to your vocabulary. It is good to have those words 
recognizable for those times when you repeat them or transpose them to other chords! 
Repetition is always interesting in music and helps to develop your ideas more 
thoroughly. 
 
Five-Note Scales for Improvisation - Expansion of Motives 
 
Motives do not have to be confined to the five-note range of the scale. Any notes in the 
motive may be moved up or down an octave to create larger intervals. Here are some 
five-note major scale motives with their expansions. The scale numbers are written 
under the notes. 
 

 



Five-Note Scales for Improvisation - Chromatic Embellishment 
 
In addition to the five notes in the scale, there are five chromatic notes inside and 
around the scale. All of these notes are available for embellishing and adding chromatic 
interest to motives. Potentially, you could use 10 of the 12 notes in a motive, but don't 
destroy the clarity of the major scale! As much as we like it, chromaticism destroys 
tonality if the emphasis isn't on the non-chromatic notes. The next example shows a 
five-note major scale and its embellishing tones. 
 

 
 
 
For more information, see Dan Haerle’s book, “Magic Motives,” published by Jamey 
Aebersold Jazz. Link: http://www.jazzbooks.com/jazz/product/MAGIC#.UzyCphwbE3U 


