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The Circle of Fifths 
 
The Circle of Fifths helps us to 
visualise the relationships between the 
12 keys in music. 
 
The outer circle shows the circle of 
fifths.  Each step clockwise around the 
circle goes up a perfect fifth (or, 
thinking about a major scale, from the 
1st to the 5th scale degree). 
 
Each step anti-clockwise goes down a 
perfect 5th (or, thinking about a major 
scale, the 1st to the 4th scale degree).  
That is why it can also considered the 
Circle of Fourths. 
 
The circle helps with identifying key signatures (whether the scale/key has any sharp or 
flat notes).  Starting at the top, the key of C major has no sharp or flats.  Each step 
clockwise around the circle adds 1 sharp to the key signature (which are added in the 
following order: F#, C#, G#, D#, A#, G#, B#).  Therefore if we consider the key of E major, it 
is 4 steps clockwise from C, so we have 4 sharps in the key signature (F#, C#, G#, D#). 
 
Each step anti-clockwise around the circle from C will add a flat to the key signature 
(which are added in the following order: Bb, Eb, Ab, Db, Gb, Cb, Fb).  Let’s consider the key 
of Bb major.  It is 2 steps anti-clockwise from C so there are 2 flats in its key signature (Bb 
and Eb). 
 
The inner circle shows the relative minor key to the major key on the outside of the circle.  
The relative minor of a major key is derived from its 6th scale degree (for example, to 
calculate the relative minor of G major, we count up to the 6th scale degree - G A B C D E… 
- the relative minor is E minor).  The key signatures of the minor keys match those of its 
relative major key. 


