
Characteristic Intervals Within Scales 
 

All scales and chords have characteristic intervals that give them their unique identities. The 

major scales are made up of a pattern of steps and half-steps.  Their characteristic intervals are 

the major 3rd, major 6th, and major 7th.  A ‘normal’ minor scale contains a minor 3rd, minor 6th, 

and minor 7th in contrast to the major scale.  Characteristic intervals make up the unique identity 

of each scale without the necessity of relating them to a key signature.   

 

Minor scales are related only to their ‘mother’ major scale. The first measure below shows the 

characteristic intervals for the major scale; M3 ‘F-sharp’, M6 ‘B’, and M7 ‘C-sharp’.  The 

second measure shows the characteristic intervals for the normal minor scale; m3 ‘F’, m6 ‘B-

flat’, and m7th ‘C’. 

 
 

There are three forms of the minor scale; ‘normal’ (above), ‘harmonic’ (first measure below) 

with the characteristic intervals of the m3 ‘F’, m6 ‘B-flat’, and M7 ‘C-sharp’. And, ‘melodic’ 

(second measure below) with the characteristic intervals of the m3 ‘F’, M6 ‘B’, and M7 ‘C-

sharp’.  Minor scales are derived from their ‘mother’ major scale.  They are ‘relative’ to no other 

scale.   

 
 

All minor scales are derived from their ‘mother’ major scale. Thus, ‘C’ minor is derived from its 

‘mother’ scale of C major.  When the 3rd, 6th, and 7th degrees of a major scale are changed from 

major to minor, the ‘C’ normal minor scale is created.  Likewise, the ‘F’ minor scale is derived 

from its ‘mother’ major scale of ‘F’ major.  Change the 3rd, 6th, and 7th degrees of the major scale 

from its characteristic major intervals to minor, and the ‘F’ ‘normal’ minor scale is the result. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

The major scale on the sub-dominant (IV) is normally Lydian.  Its characteristic interval is the 

augmented 4th.  The Christmas song, ‘Silent Night’ has such a scale in measure 9, the second 

measure below.  ‘B’ is the augmented 4th of the ‘F’ descending scale.  The ‘mother’ scale of ‘F’ 

major normally carries a ‘B-flat’, a perfect 4th. 

 

 
 

The following is another example of the Lydian scale from the Chopin Prelude Op 28 nr 17 in 

Ab major. The fourth measure is on the sub-dominant, ‘D-flat’ and is a major chord, taking the 

‘D-flat’ major scale.  However, ‘G’ in the treble is an augmented 4th from the root ‘D-flat’, the 

characteristic interval of the Lydian major scale. The melody in this measure is a delightful 

Lydian melody that is missed by all theorists, teachers, and pianists with a result that the measure 

sounds ‘odd’ or missing a ‘G-flat’.  It’s ‘Lydian-ness’ should be well emphasized in 

performance. 

 

 
 

The example below is taken from the Chopin Prelude Op 28 nr 3 in ‘G’ major.  Measure 17 

cancels the ‘F-sharp’ in the signature, and the chord is derived from the dominant scale with 

characteristic intervals of a M3 and m7, ‘B’ and ‘F’ respectively. 

 
 

 



The line below from measure 19 shows notes taken from a ‘C’ major scale.  ‘F-sharp’ continues 

to be cancelled. 

 
 

Measure 24 below continues to show a ‘C’ major scale, but ‘F-natural’ is now ‘F-sharp’ the 

characteristic interval of the Lydian scale. Measures 17-23 might be thought of as a modulation 

to ‘C’ major.  Measure 24 then, returns to the key of ‘G’ major with an ‘F-sharp’.  That’s the 

theory. But the music tells us that a ‘C’ major scale is changed to a ‘C’ Lydian scale with its 

characteristic interval. Again, measure 24 must be performed with its ‘Lydian-ness’ quality. 

 
 

Below is an example from the Chopin Prelude op 28 nr 16 in ‘B-flat’ minor. The second measure 

contains a ‘melodic minor’ scale with its characteristic intervals of a minor 3rd ‘D-flat’, a major 

7th ‘A-natural’, and a major 6th ‘G-natural’, all characteristic intervals of the melodic minor scale. 

 
 

Measure three below starts with the characteristic intervals of the major 6th and major 7th, ‘G-

natural’ and ‘A-natural’ respectively, but descends with a minor 7th ‘A-flat’, and a minor 6th ‘G-

flat’, the characteristic intervals of the ‘normal minor’ scale.1 

 

                                                      
1 The melodic minor scale and the normal minor scale are two distinct individual scales with their own 

characteristic intervals, and not as theorists describe as one minor scale, the melodic minor scale that 

contains a ‘raised’ 6th and 7th degrees ascending, and ‘lowered’ 6th and 7th degrees descending’.  There is 

no mention of the characteristic intervals of each. They are two separate scales with their own 

characteristics. 



 
 

Below is an excerpt from the Mozart sonata K545 in ‘C’ major. 

The scale is on the super-tonic, ‘D’.  One would expect a Dorian scale, containing a minor 3rd ‘F’ 

and a minor 7th ‘C’.  However, Dorian is not this scale, but a melodic minor scale containing a 

minor 3rd ‘F’, a major 6th and major 7th, ‘B’ and ‘C-sharp’ respectively.  The following measure 

is a major/Lydian scale on the sub-dominant ‘F’, and with its characteristic interval of an 

augmented 4th on ‘B’.2 

 
 

The following example is taken from the first measure of the JS Bach Invention No. 11 in ‘G’ 

minor. The scale in the treble is a melodic minor scale ascending for the first two beats.  Its 

characteristic intervals are the major 6th and the major 7th, ‘E-natural’ and the ‘F-sharp’ 

respectively.  The 4th beat shows the same descending melodic minor scale with the same 

characteristic intervals. The theory that the melodic minor scale that is derived from the Aeolian 

scale that ascends melodic and descends normal simply doesn’t hold true. 

 

 
 

When one looks for characteristic intervals, music will take on a far greater meaning than 

memorizing and playing notes without this kind of search.  However, mere analysis without 

hearing the differences of scales with their characteristic intervals, as one is playing is losing 

sight of the goal… that of playing musically and intelligently.   

 

Ralph Carroll Hedges, B.Ed., B.Mus., M.M. 

 

                                                      
2 An ‘F’ major scale would normally contain a ‘B-flat’, the perfect 4th of the scale. 


