
 

Alternatives to major and minor scales 

 

Composers from the late nineteenth century onwards started to experiment with different 
scales. Some rekindled an interest in the modes used in older music (e.g. Dorian, Lydian etc.) 
whilst others tried scales that were wholly new (although you can of course find hints of them in 
earlier music).  

The French composer Olivier Messiaen came up with a formal classification of these scales, 
which he called “modes of limited transposition”. The traditional major and minor can be 
transposed into twelve unique scales, but after only a few transpositions Messiaen’s modes 
start repeating themselves. This handout explains just the first two of these modes, which are 
by far the most common. 

 

Whole tone scale (first mode of limited transposition) 

The whole tone scale is very simple and is made up of only whole tones as follows: 

 

• The two scales shown are the only unique transpositions – the next one would be D, 
which is the same as the first, but starting on the second note 

• It is impossible to get ‘normal’ major and minor triads from the whole tone scale, so the 
harmony sounds very exotic 

• The tonic of the major scale is established by the pattern of tones and semitones. 
Without any pattern other than endless tones, the whole-tone scale does not establish 
any clear tonic or sense of key.  

This extract is taken from Debussy’s prelude Voiles (sails). If you listen to the example or play 
it, you will hear how the whole tone scale creates an ambiguous wash of sound quite unlike 
traditional harmony. 

 

 

You can find further music that uses whole tone scales in the Dramatic episodes, particular 
examples D6 (Ravel) and D10 (Liadov). 

Octatonic or diminished scale (second mode of limited transposition) 

The octatonic (eight-note) scale can be understood in two ways: 



1) It is made up of two diminished seventh chords a semitone apart (C and C# in the 
example) 

2) It is made up by alternating semitones and tones 
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Unlike in major and minor scales in which there is a standard “spelling” – you would not spell 
the F# in G major as a Gb, composers just use flats and sharps in way that makes each part 
most convenient to the player. When analysing and composing using this scale, you will 
have to take account of enharmonic equivalents, such as the Gb/F# in the example above. 

Octatonic music can sound very dissonant and strange, but in the late nineteenth century, 
composers tended to exploit the more traditional chords available in the scale. The most 
common device that you hear is major, minor and dominant seventh chords with their roots 
taken from the lower of the two diminished chords as in this example: 

 

• Notice that there is no possibility of chords a fifth apart (as in the traditional I, IV and 
V) 

• Chords in this sequence are a minor third apart (e.g C and Eb) or a tritone (e.g. C 
and F#) 

In this extract from Rimsky-Korsakov’s Sadko (see example D3 in Dramatic episodes for the 
rest) various chords based on C and F# (a tritone apart) are alternated to create a scene by 
an enchanted lake. 

 



In Stravinsky’s Scherzo Fantastique, we can see examples of both whole-tone and octatonic 
scales being used in fairly flexible way (the whole piece can be found in the folder below and 
there are plenty of recordings on YouTube). 

Here at the beginning a chord based on a whole tone scale of F# (F#, G#. A#, C, D, E) is 
built up in the strings, with each note preceded by a chromatic run to spice things up a bit. 
This acts as a sort of dominant chord to the B major material that follows on the next page 
after this extract: 

Opening of Scherzo Fantastique (strings only) 

 

 

A bit later on Stravinsky bases a passage on the Octatonic Scale. The dominant seventh 
chords of E, C#, Bb and G are taken from the same octatonic scale and are a third apart, all 
four roots making up a diminished seventh as explained above. All this occurs over a B 
pedal in this example. 

Figure 7 of Scherzo Fantastique (about 40 seconds in on https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8jkfrILR0ng) 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=8jkfrILR0ng

