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A key signature narrows the field. A tonal center picks the winner. A modulation moves from one
winner to another. These are three separate claims, and collapsing them into one is where a lot of
confusion about "what key is this in" actually comes from.

Move around the Circle of Fifths

C major (no sharps or flats) neighbors G major (one sharp) and F major (one flat) on the Circle of
Fifths.

Each step clockwise adds one sharp (or removes one flat); each step counterclockwise does the
reverse. Two keys that are circle-adjacent share all but one note, which is exactly why Circle of Fifths
Explorer uses this layout for key relationships, not as decoration.

Relative and parallel are different relationships

C major's relative minor is A minor: same key signature, different tonic. C major's parallel minor is C
minor: same tonic, different key signature (three flats instead of none). Relative and Parallel Key
Explorer keeps these two, easily confused relationships clearly separate.

A worked route: C major to G major

A pivot-chord route from C major to G major can use a chord both keys share functionally, for
example C major itself (I in C, IV in G), to bridge smoothly before committing to G's own dominant-
tonic motion (D7 to G). A common-tone route instead holds one note constant across the change as
the connecting thread. Modulation Planner and Common Tone Modulation Finder lay out these
routes explicitly rather than asserting a single correct path.

Adjacency is not permission

Being one step away on the Circle of Fifths only means two keys are harmonically close, not that any
specific modulation between them will sound musically convincing in a given piece.Progression
Analyzer evaluates the actual chords in front of it, not just their circle distance from wherever the
piece started.

Frequently asked questions

Does a key signature always mean the music is in that major key?
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No. C major and A natural minor share the same (empty) key signature. The signature narrows the
field to a relative major/minor pair; only the tonal center actually heard decides which one applies.

Is a nearby key on the Circle of Fifths automatically a good place to modulate?

No. Circle proximity means the two keys share many notes, which can make a transition smoother,
but it is not a guarantee of a musically convincing modulation. A pivot chord, common tone, or
applied dominant still has to actually connect the two keys in the music.

What is the difference between a pivot-chord modulation and a direct key change?

A pivot-chord modulation uses a chord that functions in both the old and new key to bridge them
smoothly. A direct change simply starts using the new key's material without that shared bridging
chord, which reads as more abrupt.

Where this shows up
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