
Pentatonic Scales 

Music written in a major or minor scale draws upon notes that are primarily from that scale. One 
previously described strategy for constructing a melody involves generation of notes randomly selected 
from within a scale. The limitation of this strategy is that many sequences of notes created in this way will 
be dissonant. 
 
An alternative approach might be to select notes from within a major or minor triad – the first, third, and 
fifth notes of a scale. This strategy generates sequences of notes that are more harmonious, but that also 
lack musical excitement.  
 
A middle strategy involves selection of a subset of notes from within a major or minor scale that is greater 
than three but less than seven. Pentatonic scales are based on selection of five notes with a larger seven-
note scale. (The term pentatonic means “five tones”.) 
 
The major pentatonic scale consists of the first, second, third, fifth, and sixth notes of a major scale. These 
five notes can be selected from within a major scale in the following way: 

  

  
 
This pentatonic scale sounds harmonious across every chord change within a scale. For that reason, it is 
often used for music sequences played by the lead guitar in a rock band. A major pentatonic reporter 
block can be constructed in the following way. 
 

  
 
As its name suggests, this block reports five notes – the first, second, third, fifth, and sixth notes – from 
within a larger seven-note major scale. 
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Once a Pentatonic reporter block has been created, a list of notes within a pentatonic scale can be 
generated in the following way. (Note: in this example Note List and Possible Durations are global 
variables.) 
 

 
 
For example, this code block would generate a list of 20 notes within the C Major Pentatonic scale. 
 

  
 
The previously developed Graph Notes code block can then be used to graph the intervals between notes. 
In the example below, intervals that are greater than one note (i.e., jumps) are shown in red, while the 
other intervals (steps) are shown in blue. 
 

  
 
The following sequence of code blocks then be used to initialize the global Note List and Durations lists, 
generate a sequence of notes, and graph the notes.  
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The sequence of notes generated and graphed in this manner then provides a potential starting point for 
identifying potential measures for use in a larger melody track.  The entire sequence of notes can be 
played using the Play Tracks block. 
 

  
 
In a 4/4 time, there are four beats per measure consisting of one quarter note per beat. Therefore, the total 
beats per measure adds up to four, with each quarter note (or equivalent, such as two eighth notes) 
consisting of a value of 1. The following code block plays a potential measure beginning with a potential 
starting point within the larger list. When the total number of beats is equal to or greater than 4, the script 
ends.   
 

  
 
The following example would play a sequence of notes beginning with the second note (G4) in the list 
and continue until the cumulative durations equal a total of “4” (since there are four beats per measure). 
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The sequences of notes and corresponding durations identified in this way can then be transferred to 
Measures blocks that group sequences of notes by measure. Note: if the cumulative duration of a 
potential measure is slightly more than “4”, it may be necessary to edit one of the durations to ensure that 
the total duration is exactly “4”. 
 

  
 
The completed measures assembled in this way can then be played using the Play Track block. 
 

  
 
Once this method of identifying promising measures from within a larger sequence of notes randomly 
generated within a pentatonic scale has been established, there are several strategies that can be used to 
improvement and enhance melodic sequences. 
 

1. First, listen to the entire sequence of randomly generated pentatonic notes.   

2. Graph the list and example it.  

3. Identify skips and steps in the sequence of notes. (Ex. Does a C step up to a D or skip up to an F?) 

4. Adjust the list by editing the notes and repeat.   

5. Continue until there are slightly more steps than skips in your melody (more blue lines, fewer red 
lines). 

6. Then listen to the sequence of notes again and identify potential measures from within the larger 
list. 

Additional lists of pentatonic notes can be generated until the desired number of measures is identified. 
The measures can then be assembled into a music track to create a melody. Once you have created a great 
melody, be sure to save your code! 

 
 


