
Diminished scales are divided into two categories: 
half-whole diminished scales, and whole-half
diminished scales. The scales and patterns shown 
in this lesson are based on the half-whole versions
of the diminished scales. This means that the scales 
are constructed using a repeated pattern of half and 
whole steps. The half-step and whole-step intervals 
are identified in the first example shown to the right.

Because of their symetrical nature, there are only 
three different diminished scales. There are, however,
multiple applications for these scales.

the half-whole diminished scales are often referred to
as dominant diminished scales, because their application 
is generally for use with dominant chords.* The second 
example to the right identifies the dominant chords
most associated with that particular scale. Notice 
the minor third symetry from chord to chord. Locate and 
identify the appropriate chords for the other scales.

Diminished scales are used in the construction of flat nine (also known as sharp nine) chords, but may also 
be used in conjunction with most dominant 7th chords. This is largely because dominant 7th chords are chords of 
transition. This means there is harmonic movement occuring around these chords. Diminished scales offer several
altered tones that enhance, or make more interesting, the harmonic motion. Example 3 identifies the diminished
scale alterations as they apply to a C7 flat nine chord. Notice that in addition to the lowered 7th are flat 9, 
sharp 9, and sharp 11 alterations. The same alterations are found for the dominant chords associated with each of 
the scales.

*Diminished scales are also used with unaltered dominant chords because of the exotic sounds created by the 
atlerations. They may also be used with sharp 11 chords.
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Example 2

h     w    h     w   etc.





B7(¨9)

 

D7(¨9)
 

F7(¨9)


A¨7(¨9)
  

Example 3




C7(¨9)

¨9


#9
 

#11
  

¨7






The patterns shown on this page are all based on the scale shown in example 1 on the previous page. 
After becoming familiar with each pattern, analyze it in relation to the scale. Next, draw a correlation 
between each pattern and the other scales. 

It is important to practice the patterns to the full range of your instrument on each of the scales, 
Make a mental note of the applicable chords as you practice. 

Finally, work to incorporate portions of the patterns in your improvisation. Do this by locating dominant 
chords in standards you are learning, With intent, systematically include certain portions of the
patterns as you play the chord changes both with and without play-along tracks. As with any improvisation 
concept, work to blend your ideas in a musical fashion.

Notice that pattern 1 basically consists of a descending two note motif that repeats at the interval 
of a fourth. This knowledge will help you replicate the pattern using the different scales.

Pattern 1

w    4   w   4 etc.





 
 

 



 

 

Pattern 2

w    h   h    4
etc.




  
   

     

The original motif in pattern 3 begins on the upbeat and ends on beat 3, then is repeated at the
interval of a minor third. 

Pattern 3

h    w   M3  -3
etc.
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The motif in pattern 4 repeats every three notes at the descending interval of a minor third.

Pattern 4

h    +4  -3



 
  


 


   

Pattern 5

w    3   w    4


 
 




 
 

 
 

Pattern 6

h    4   w   h



 
   

   
   

Pattern 7

h    4   w    5


 
 

 



 

 

 

Pattern 8

h    h    w   h



  
          

Pattern 9

h    h    w   h


      
    

 

Pattern 10

h   w   h   h   h   w   h   3
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