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At this year’s Halloween uke jam I went dressed as the Circle of 5Sths. I won the prize for scariest costume. Most
of the ukulele players I meet in my workshops are frightened to death of the Circle of 5ths. To the uninitiated,
the graphic of the Circle of 5ths probably looks like some complicated musical slide rule, probably best left to
college music-theory majors. I can see how that perception might be formed if one doesn’t know the function of
the Circle of 5ths in the first place.

I see the Circle of 5ths as a musical road map, primarily designed to get the music from one place to another in
a logical fashion. As with most any map, there are popular routes that see a lot of use. To discover some of these
well-worn musical paths, let’s start from scratch and build our own Circle of 5ths.
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- Draw a circle. Put a C at the top, where the 12 would

be on a clock. Now, fill in the other 11 keys found in Western music on the circle, one fifth interval (distance)
apart. A dandy tool to accomplish this task is the “5th Interval Finder” you have at the end of your right arm
(Figure 1). The thumb is the I chord (one chord) of each new key. Using your fingers one by one, count up five
tones from C and you land on your little finger, which is a G. This note, G, is a fifth interval up from C. This is
the first fifth on our Circle of 5ths and is positioned at 1 o’clock (Figure 2). Now, with your thumb as the I
chord, count up a fifth from G and you’ll end on D, the next fifth on our circle, which you write down at 2
o’clock. Repeat this process all the way around the circle until you have arrived back at C, which happens to be
a fifth up from the F at 11 o’clock.

Now that we have a completed Circle of 5ths (Figure 3), let’s map out some popular chord progressions. We’ll
need to pick a key to work in. Let’s use the key of C since that’s the key in which the ukulele is most often
tuned. The notes in the C major scale are C—-D-E-F-G—A-B. You’ll notice by looking at the Circle of 5Sths that



there are five additional notes on the circle that we don’t need in the key of C. So, let’s cover them up. It’s less
intimidating using only half the circle (Figure 4).
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LET’S PLAY SOME SONGS!

The two most popular chords in the two-chord song form are the I chord (one chord) and the V chord (five
chord). Chords next to each other on the Circle of 5ths sound better together. In the musical zone, close
neighbors are harmonious neighbors! Prove this to yourself by playing “Skip to My Lou” using the I (C major)
and the V (G major) chords. The chord progression is written I-V—I. Listen to the changes between these two
major chords. They are both very even-sounding.

Now, play “Skip to My Lou” again, but this time using a G7 (G dominant 7) chord instead of the G major. This
chord progression is written I-V7-I1. Hear the tension in that V7 chord? The reason for this tension is that we
have added one additional note into the G major chord, an F, and the F doesn’t get along with the B found in G
major (G—B-D). Play the F and B notes together and let the fighting begin! Looking back at your Circle of 5ths,
notice that F and B are 180 degrees opposed to each other. That’s why they fight. This tonal tussle is only
resolved when the F note moves a half-tone back to E, and the B note moves a half-tone to C, resulting in the
very restful I chord of C major (C—E—G) where the song started.

Armed with this tiny bit of information about the tension and resolution of the V7-1, and using the Circle of
Sths, you can now play “Skip to My Lou” in all 12 keys using the I-V7-1 formula: Key of C, C-G7-C; Key of
G, G-D7-G; Key of D, D-A7-D, and so on. You can further exploit the tension of dominant 7th chords to play
boatloads of songs that your ears are already familiar with using the following chord progressions (Figures 5—
8). Familiarize your ears with these four incredibly popular routes around the circle and before you know it,
when they come around in a song, you’ll have a pretty good idea where the music is going to lead you!
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“Jambalaya,”

“Hawaiian Turnaround,” “Hey,
Good Lookin™ (verse), “Little
Grass Shack” (verse)

“] Hear You Knockin',”
“Take Me Back to Tulsa.”
“I Like It Like That”
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-I7-VIT-I7-V7-
(C-E7-A7-D7-G7-C)

“Five Foot Two,

Eyes of Blue,” “Charleston,”
“Who's Sorry Now?”
(chorus), “Sherry” (verse)

I-VI7-I7-V7-1
(C-A7-D7-G7-C)

“Alice’s Restaurant,”

“Salty Dog Blues,”

“Coney Island Washboard™
(verse)



