
Modulation 
In music, modulation is the change from one tonality (key) to another. This may 
or may not be accompanied by a change in key signature. Modulations articulate 
or create the structure or form of many pieces, as well as add interest.  

Temporary Modulation 

Some modulations last just for a few measures and then go back to the original 
tonality. A good example for a temporary modulation is the song Jingle Bells. 

 

While you can accompany most of the traditional songs with 3 chords (D, G7 and 
F in C-major) this song requires 2 more chords, the D7 and G. This song modulates 
temporarily from C to G for 2 measures and then goes back with G7 to C. 

  
Tonicization is the treatment of a pitch other than the overall tonic (the "home 
note" of a piece) as temporary tonic in a composition. When a chord is tonicized, 
this makes this non-tonic chord sound temporarily like a tonic chord. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tonic_(music)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Musical_composition


Tonicizations may last for multiple chords. As a general rule if a chord is treated as 
the tonic for longer than a phrase before returning to the previous key area, then 
the treatment is considered a modulation to a new key. 

 

Transition 

To make a modulation acceptable for our ears a transition is used. Just 
modulating abruptly from one tonality to another – especially if the keys are far 
apart on the circle of fifth – could cause a aural surprise and upset for the listener. 
There are many ways for a transition in modulation. One trick is to use the 
dominant seventh chord of the target key. The following example shows a 
modulation from C major to A-Major with a simple chord progression. 

 



Be sure to avoid parallel voices except third and 6ths. Common tones such as the 
E in all chords above make the transition smoother. 

Modulations from major to minor with same tonic usually don’t need a transition. 
Example: Mozart’s alla turca changes from A-minor to a major. 

 

 

Here some other modulation examples:  

Moduation from C -> G 

Here a pivot chord is common to both keys. It is used as the means of leaving the 
old key and as the entry into the new key. 

 

 



Modulation from Eb major ->  B minor. From impromptu #2 (F. Chopin). 
 

 

 
J.S.Bach used a lot of modulations in his counterpoint oriented music but in most 
cases he resumes the same tonic at the end. The key signature is not being 
changed. Example: Bach Fugue #1 from Well Tempered Clavier in C major. 

 

In modern pop music songs modulations are very common and are usually just 
one half step or full step up, in most cases without a transition or just by using the 
Dominant Seventh from the target key.  
 

 


