Diatonic Modal Scales

Diatonic Modal Scales form the whole basis of Melody and Harmony and the understanding of them is vital to understanding musical composition and song structures.

Diatonic means “Related to the Major Scale” and you should be familiar with the 12 Major keys and be able to interpret them freely on the guitar, because modal scales depend entirely upon the Major Scale.

There are many ways of describing the modal keys, but one of the simplest is to view them as degrees of a particular Major Scale. For example, the simplest Major scale is C Major. The first note (Tonic) is C, followed by D, E, F, G, A, B and C to give a 1-octave scale. If we offset the tonic by one degree, ie we start on D and play DEFGABCD, we are still using the same Key Signature (no sharps or flats), but our Tonic has moved to D. In other words, we are now playing in D. But it is not D Major, it is the 2nd mode of the C Major Scale, which is called the Dorian Mode.

|-------------------------------|

|-----------0-1-3-1-0-----------|

|-------0-2-----------2-0-------|

|-0-2-3-------------------3-2-0-|

|-------------------------------|

|-------------------------------|
If we were to play from E to E we would be in the 3rd mode of the Major scale, or the Phrygian Mode.

|-------------------------------|

|-------------------------------|

|-------------------------------|

|-------------0-2-0-------------|

|-------0-2-3-------3-2-0-------|

|-0-1-3-------------------3-1-0-|
There are 7 modes associated with the Major Scale. They are:

1. The Ionian Mode (Major)

2. The Dorian Mode

3. The Phrygian Mode

4. The Lydian Mode

5. The Mixolydian Mode

6. The Aeolian Mode (Natural Minor)

7. The Locrian Mode 

Work out the Diatonic Modes for all the 12 Major Scales and learn how to play them freely and with confidence. This can take quite some time to master, but you will begin to hear how the different modal keys give a different mood or feel to a piece of music.

There are many thousands of examples of modal keys other than the simple major, but 3 examples are the theme tune from The Simpsons (Lydian), Scarborough Fair (Dorian) and the Verve’s Lucky Man (Mixolydian)

|--------------------------------------------|

|--------------------------------------------|

|----------2-0-------------------------------|

|-----2-4--------2---------------------------|

|-3----------------3-------------------------|

|----------------------3-2-3-----------------|

The Theme Tune From “The Simpsons” (C Lydian)
|-------------------------------------------------------|

|--------------------------1-3----1---0-----------------|

|------2---2-------------2----------2----0--2-----------|

|-0--0-------2-3-2-0------------------------------------|

|-------------------------------------------------------|

|-------------------------------------------------------|

“Scarborough Fair (D Dorian)

The Verve’s Lucky Man has the chord progression

|
G
|
D
|
A
|
A
|  as a repeating pattern.

The fact that the tonic centre is clearly A, making it A Mixolydian, rather than the key of D Major, as the chords would suggest. 
