
Lesson 1‐ The Four 
Tetra Chords of the   

 C Major (or F Lydian) 
Tonality: 

Overview 
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Major Scale, Modes and Tetrachords
  

All scales and modes of the scales are composed of two tetrachords. The First Four notes
composing the first Tetrachord (T1) and the second four notes compose the second Tetrachord
(T2). I find it easier to work with tetrachords to improvise with then the scales themselves
because they are shorter and easier to remember then a full scale . What's more the tetrachords
occur over and over again and can  be combined in interesting ways to create even more
exotic scales which are much easier to rembember and play. 

The Major Tetrachord
Interval sequence=Whole Tone, Whole tone,
Half tone. (WWH)

Notice that the Major Scale is composed of two Identical tetrachords (WWH)  separated by a Whole Tone

Tetrachord one or T1 Tetrachord 2 or T2

W             W                 H                                        W               W               H            

The Minor Tetrachord

In like manner the  Dorian Minor Scale is composed of two identical tetrachords (WHW)  

W             H                W                                      W             H                 W

T1 T2

The Phrygian Tetrachord
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In lIke manner the E  Phrygian Scale is composed of two identical tetrachords

T1 T1

H                 W                 W              H                   W                 W

The Lydian Tetrachord (WWW)

W W W

The F Lydian scale is composed of  the F Lydian Tetrachord(T1)  and the already mentioned
C Major Tetrachord( T2)

T1 T2

W               W               W W             W               W

The G MixoLydian Scale is composed of the already mentioned G major Tetrachord( T1)
 and the D minor Tetrachord( T2)

W              W              H W              W              H

The A Aeolian Scale is composed of the already mentioned A minor Tetrachord( WHW)
and the  E Phrygian (HWW)

W               H              W                                    H                W               W

 The locrian tetrachord  is composes of a B phrygian (HWW) and an F Lydian (WWW)

H                 W                 W                                   W          W              W
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Notice how we can construct the 7 modes of the Major Scale with just 4 tetrachords.
It is not necessary to memorize 7 scales, each with 8 notes from 0ctave To 0ctave. 
That would be 7X8=56 bits of information. But 4 tetrachords, each one containing
4 notes is 4x4=16 bits of information. Jazzis a complex art and there is much to learn
and memorize. It pays to economize where you can. 

These tetrachords come up again and again in many different tonalities. The rewards will
be great if you know them in side and out. This is especially easy for us guitarists since
the tetrachords fall as nice easy patterns on the guitar.

In the lessons to follow we will examine each tetrachord in depth and how to use the 
inversions and permutaions of the tetrachords to form interesting and
limitless lines and motifs.

Once again the four tetrachorda of the major tonality are:

Major (WWH) Minor (WHW)

Phrygian (HWW) Lydian (WWW)
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 I want to stress that this method is a shift in thinking away from scales to tetrachords as the
 basis of improvization. A real smart person once said that to do things the same way and expect
different results was insanity. As you will see, in future lessons the potential uses of the 
tetrachords are so limitless that you will never have to  transcribe another guitarist solo
 again to find interesting ideas for you own playing, The days of the jazz guitar clone
 are over!
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Examples Lesson 1

Tetrachord 1= Cmajor                Tetrachord 2= Gmajor

Tetrachord 1= C major                Tetrachord 2= F major

Tetrachord 1= D minor                Tetrachord 2= A Minor

Tetrachord 1= A minor               Tetrachord 2= E Phyrgian

Tetrachord 1= A Minor              Tetrachord 2= D Minor

Tetrachord 1= E Phyrgian     Tetrachord 2= B Phyrgian

Tetrachord 1= B Phyrgian        Tetrachord 2= F  Lydian

Tetrachord 1= F Lydian         Tetrachord 2= C major

Tetrachord 1= C major                Tetrachord 2=F Lydian

The purpose of this example is to introduce the student to the idea that well known scales
and modes can be thought of as two tetrachords. In future lessons the student will see
these tetra-chords  come up over and over again. Knowing this will enable the student to 
approach jazz in a new and interesting way.( See my lessons on Chords and Voicings if you want 
to know more about these chords I've used in this example)



Finger Patterns  for  The Major tetrachord (W W H)

String: 6 5 4 3 2 1 String: 6 5 4 3 2 1

fret 1 fret 1

fret 2 1 fret 2

fret 3 2 2 fret 3 1 1

fret 4 fret 4

fret 5 4 fret 5 2

fret 6 fret 6

fret 7 1 fret 7 4

fret 8 2 2 fret 8

fret 9 fret 9 1

fret 10 4 fret 10 2 2

fret 11 fret 11

fret 12 fret 12 4

String: 6 5 4 3 2 1 String: 6 5 4 3 2 1

fret 1 fret 1

fret 2 fret 2

fret 3 1 fret 3

fret 4 fret 4

fret 5 1 3 3 fret 5 1 1

fret 6 4 fret 6 2

fret 7 3 fret 7 3

fret 8 4 4 fret 8

fret 9 fret 9

fret 10 fret 10

fret 11 fret 11

fret 12 fret 12



Finger Patterns for the Minor Tetrachord (W H W)

String: 6 5 4 3 2 1 String: 6 5 4 3 2 1

fret 1 fret 1

fret 2 fret 2

fret 3 1 1 fret 3

fret 4 fret 4

fret 5 3 fret 5 1

fret 6 4 fret 6 2

fret 7 fret 7

fret 8 1 1 fret 8 4 4

fret 9 fret 9

fret 10 3 fret 10

fret 11 4 fret 11

fret 12 fret 12

String: 6 5 4 3 2 1 String: 6 5 4 3 2 1

fret 1 fret 1

fret 2 fret 2

fret 3 fret 3 1

fret 4 fret 4 2

fret 5 1 fret 5 3

fret 6 2 fret 6 4

fret 7 3 fret 7

fret 8 4 fret 8

fret 9 fret 9

fret 10 fret 10

fret 11 fret 11

fret 12 fret 12



Finger Patterns for the Phygian Tetrachord ( H W W)

String: 6 5 4 3 2 1 String: 6 5 4 3 2 1

fret 1 fret 1

fret 2 fret 2

fret 3 1 1 fret 3

fret 4 2 fret 4

fret 5 fret 5 1

fret 6 4 fret 6 2 2

fret 7 fret 7

fret 8 fret 8 4

fret 9 fret 9

fret 10 fret 10

fret 11 fret 11

fret 12 fret 12

String: 6 5 4 3 2 1 String: 6 5 4 3 2 1

fret 1 fret 1

fret 2 fret 2

fret 3 fret 3

fret 4 fret 4 2

fret 5 fret 5 3

fret 6 fret 6 4 4

fret 7 1 fret 7

fret 8 3 fret 8

fret 9 4 3 fret 9

fret 10 fret 10

fret 11 fret 11

fret 12 fret 12



Finger Patterns for the Lydian Tetrachord    ( W W W )

String: 6 5 4 3 2 1 String: 6 5 4 3 2 1

fret 1 fret 1

fret 2 1 fret 2

fret 3 2 fret 3

fret 4 3 fret 4

fret 5 4 fret 5 1 1

fret 6 fret 6

fret 7 fret 7 3 3

fret 8 fret 8

fret 9 fret 9

fret 10 fret 10

fret 11 fret 11

fret 12 fret 12

String: 6 5 4 3 2 1 String: 6 5 4 3 2 1

fret 1 fret 1

fret 2 fret 2 1

fret 3 fret 3 2

fret 4 fret 4

fret 5 fret 5 4 4

fret 6 1 fret 6

fret 7 fret 7

fret 8 4 2 fret 8

fret 9 fret 9

fret 10 4 fret 10

fret 11 fret 11

fret 12 fret 12



The Cycle of Fourths
(or Fifths)
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No #'s or b's

Tony Cesarano
Jazz Studies



Exercises for Lesson 1     
 
 

Your goal for this lesson is to learn well the finger patterns of the four basic 

tetrachords of the Major tonality, namely  WWH, WHW, HWW, WWW or Major, 

Minor, Phrygian,  and Lydian tetrachords.

 

Exercise 1. 

In this exercise play the pattern (tetrachord) starting on low E and then 

successively play the pattern starting on every note going up chromatically as high 

as you can go on your guitar.  

Exercise 2. 

Play the pattern starting on any note and play the pattern around the cycle of 

5ths. 

 

Note  

You should be able to play the tetrachord starting on any notes of the bottom 5 

strings. (E,A,D,G,B) 
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