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VIII: Modulation
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Modulations

The 24 Keys 
A modulation is when music shifts from one key to another.
A basic knowledge of the keys can be very useful for understanding modulations. Modulations tend to occur mostly 
between closely related keys; i.e. keys that are in close proximity to one another. There are 24 keys in total, but there can 
be more when you add enharmonic keys (i.e. keys that use the same pitches but with different spelling).  Guitar music 
tends to use keys with relatively few sharps and flats. Therefore an exhaustive study of all 24 keys is not necessary. 

Closely related key

Remotely related key

Enharmonic Enharmonic
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The circle of 5ths
A good way to visualize the proximity of the keys is to look at the circle of 5ths. Read it clockwise and the keys move up by 
5ths until you reach the place where you started.

Closely related keyClosely related key

Remotely related keyRemotely related key
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Task 1

Play through the circle of fifths as 
shown below. Do this in three ways:

1) Major keys
2) Minor keys

3) Major + Minor keys
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Tonicization vs. Modulation 
Some key changes are more temporary and fleeting than others. 

• A momentary key change is called a tonicization, because it briefly creates the sensation of moving to tonic. This 
will often quickly return to the original key (marked in blue). 

• An extended key change is called a modulation, lasting for an extended duration and doesn’t always return to the 
original key (marked in red).

E Minor

Modulation: G Major

Tonicization: A Minor

Tonicization: E Minor

vii˚ vi

vii˚6/5 ii

Tonicization: A Minor

V i

V I

Back to G Major

Back to G Major
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Modulation: E Minor

Modulation: E Major
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Dominant chords: The gateway to tonicizing a new key
Shifting from one key to another is often done via the dominant chord of the new key. 
For example, if you’re in C major and want to move to G major, then you can use the dominant chord of G major 
(D7). (You can also use the common dominant substitutes of the diminished triad or diminished seventh chords, 
which would be F#˚ or F#˚7 in this case).

Accidentals will often be a good giveaway that the music is changing keys, but you must distinguish between 
gateway chords and passing tones as both can use accidentals. 

I             vi                          V7           I                  ii           V7                         V                                     

I                     V (4-3)     V     ii                       vi(4 - 3)     V7       I     vi      ii          V7   I        IV        ii˚6      V7    vi

G Major: tonicization

C Major

V7  I6  IV     V6/4  5/3    V         (7)    I6     etc.

C Major

G Major
D Major: tonicization

G Major

D Minor: 
tonicization

A Minor: 
tonicization

of of

of

of

C Major

V         ii

of

A Minor:
tonicization

G Major
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Task 2

Practice the following exercises in 
modulation/tonicization. Identify and 

label the chords.
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Task 3

Practice the study below that focuses 
on changing keys. Identify and label 

the chords.
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Keys and Affect

A long lost part of music theory was the belief that certain keys evoked specific moods, which were described by 
music theorists during the 18th and 19th centuries. For example, pieces in C Major tend to have a similar mood, or 
affect on the listener (hence this doctrine was called the affect of the keys). This isn’t to say that all pieces in C 
Major will evoke the same mood - there may be some that evoke an entirely contrasting one. But generally, pieces 
in the same key will tend towards the same kinds of mood. A scientific reason could be one of frequencies - change 
keys and you are changing frequencies! 

This leads to what is perhaps the main purpose of changing keys. Modulations and tonicizations occur to give the 
music different shades of moods, or sometimes even completely contrasting moods altogether. Since tonicizations 
are fleeting, they could be thought of as giving a subtle shade of new emotion to the music (like seeing a different 
shade of the same color). But a modulation, with its more extended duration, usually provides a much greater 
contrast of emotion to the music (like going from one color to another).  

So what does all this mean for us as performers? The first step is to see what music theorists wrote about each key. 
We don’t need to study all 24 keys, because guitar music tends to only use certain keys. The second step is to try 
and incorporate these moods into our music, by use of timbre, pacing, articulation, dynamics, touch, etc. 

The second step is to put the information to practice. Use the quotes to guide your interpretation when a piece 
changes key. 

I do believe that you can also have your own say. Perhaps you don’t quite agree with what the theorists had to say 
and want to come up with your own affects. If so, write them down and try to be as specific as possible. 
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Task 4

Play through the following pieces and 
see if/how effective the described 
affects are on the moods of each 
piece. Do the pieces modulate or 

tonicize different keys? If so, what 
are the effects (or affects) of those?
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A Minor 
”Pious womanhood and tenderness of character” 

“Expressive of tender, womanly feeling. Most 
effective for exhibiting the quiet melancholy 
sentiment of Northern nations. A minor also 

expresses sentiments of devotion mingled with 
pious resignation.” 

C Major  
“A pure, certain and decisive manner, full of innocence, 

earnestness, deepest religious feeling.” 

“Completely pure. Its character is innocence, 
simplicity, naïvety and children's talk.” 

“State of nature, virginal chastity and purity, lovely 
innocence of youth.” 

Lesson no. 2 from 24 Progressive lessons, op. 31
By Fernando Sor
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G Major 
”Everything rustic, moderately idyllic and lyrical, each quiet and 

satisfied passion, each tender recompense for sincere 
friendship and true love; in a word, each gentle and serene motion of the 

heart can be expressed splendidly in this key.” 

“Favourite key of youth, expresses sincerity of faith, quiet love, calm 
meditation, simple grace, pastoral life and a certain humour and 

brightness.” 

Lesson no. 5 from 24 Progressive lessons, op. 31 
by Fernando Sor

6

G Major 
”Everything rustic, moderately idyllic and lyrical, each 
quiet and satisfied passion, each tender recompense for 

sincere 
friendship and true love; in a word, each gentle and 

serene motion of the heart can be expressed splendidly in 
this key.” 

“Favourite key of youth, expresses sincerity of faith, 
quiet love, calm meditation, simple grace, pastoral life 

and a certain humour and brightness.” 

E Minor 
“Effeminate, amorous, grief, mournfulness, restlessness” 

“Grief, mournfulness and restlessness of spirit.” 

“Full of passion, painful palpitation and impetuousness. 
Contemplative character, autumn. Falling leaf and the bare-

coming branches.” 
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Task 5

Study the pieces you’re playing from 
the perspective of key changes. Do 
you find key changes? If so, what 

effect do those changes have on the 
emotional effect of the music?


