
  

 

MUSIC THEORY 
Basic Course 

EXPOSEE 
Being able to read written music 
is an indispensable requirement 
for instrumentalists. Here you 
will find the basics. 
By Monika Meier 
For Music Camp 2019 in Malawi 
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Naming the Notes 

Notation, Notenschrift (German) 

 

Music is composed of discrete elements or sounds called notes. Musical 
notation describes these elements in terms of their pitch (related to the 
note's frequency), their arrangement in time (when they begin to sound), 
and their duration, (how long they should last). The signs we use are 
called note signs or notes. 

In English-speaking countries, in a general sense, a series of rising pitches 
are named using the first seven letters of the Roman alphabet: 

A B C D E F G. 

The sequence continues indefinitely, restarting from A when moving 
beyond G, or moving from A to G when moving below A. By convention 
the notes rise in pitch as one moves from A to B to C, etc. 

We will learn later that there are additional notes where, using A as an 
example, the note a semitone (half note) higher bears the additional 
name 'sharp' (thus A sharp) while the note a semitone (half note) lower 
bears the additional name 'flat' (thus A flat). 

In the Netherlands, the letters A to G are also used, but otherwise the 
'Dutch' system follows the 'German' system, so-called because it 
originated in Germany, which also uses H.  
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It’s time for a little Test J  
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Staff or Stave 

staff, stave, Liniensystem (German), The note signs are placed on a 
grid formed of horizontal lines and spaces. This grid is called 
the staff or stave. The plural of either word is staves. 

Although, in the past, staves could have many different different numbers 
of lines, today the most common staff format has five lines separated by 
four spaces and is know as the pentagram. When numbering the lines, it 
is a widely used convention to number them from the bottom (1) to the 
top (5) of each staff. The spaces between the lines are numbered too, 
again from the bottom (1) to the top (4). 

We illustrate two common formats - the upper is usually used for music 
where only one note is played or sung at any particular time (for example, 
solo parts for flute, trumpet, violin, voice, etc.) while the lower, two 
staves coupled together with a curly brace and a systemic barline, is 
used where many notes might be played at the same time (for example, 
solo parts for harp, piano, organ, etc.) 

 
 

Music is read from 'left' to 'right', in the same direction as you are 
reading this text. 

The higher the pitch of the note, the higher vertically the note will be 
placed on the staff. Such notation is called diastematic or intervallic. 
 

Placing Notes on the Staff 

Note signs may lie on a line (where the line passes through the note-
head), in the space between two lines (where the note-head lies between 
two adjacent lines), in the space above the top line or on the space below 
the bottom line. 
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Leger or Ledger Lines 

leger line, ledger line, Hilfslinie (German) Note signs outside the range 
covered by the lines and spaces of the staff are placed on, above or 
below supplementary lines, called leger (or ledger) lines, which can be 
placed above or below the staff. Where two or more consecutive notes 
are written using leger lines, in order to make the notes easier to read, 
the lines for each note are always horizontally separated from those of the 
note following.  

 

 

 

The Treble Clef 

treble clef, Violinschlüssel (German), G-Schlüssel (German) 

 

The treble clef is also called the G 
clef or G2 because the centre of the clef curls 
around the the horizontal line (2), marked in 
red in the diagram below, associated with the 
note G above middle C. 

The treble clef symbol is actually a stylised 
letter G. 

The clef was originally known also as the violin 
clef and is still called this in some countries. 

 

  

When drawing this symbol freehand it is easiest to start from the bottom 
of the symbol and end with the curl around the G line. 

 
  Draw some treble clefs! 
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Naming Notes on the Treble Clef 

The four inner spaces of the treble clef read upwards spell the word FACE 
 

 
 

The five lines read upwards spell EGBDF which you can remember using 
the phrase ' Every Good Boy Does Fine '. 

 
Fill in the name of the notes 
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The Bass Clef (in Brass Bands used only for Basstrombone and Timpani) 

bass clef, Bassschlüssel (German) 

 

The bass clef is also called the F 
clef or F4 because the two dots in 
the clef symbol lie above and below the 
horizontal line (4), marked in red in the 
diagram below, associated with the 
note F below middle C. 

The bass clef symbol is actually a 
stylised letter F where the two 
horizontal lines of the letter have been 
reduced to two dots. 

  

  

   

 

 
 

Draw some Bass Clefs 
 

Naming Notes on the Bass Clef 

The names of the bass clef lines GBDFA can be remembered by the 
phrase Good Boys Do Fine Always  

 

The four inner spaces ACEG by the phrase All Cows Eat Grass  
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Fill in the name of the notes! 
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Note Signs 

The Anatomy of a Note Sign 

 

In music the denomination of 
'coinage' is the note or note sign. 
One can use either term. 
Each note sign is a construct of 
three distinct parts. 
The notehead, whose position on 
the stave actually sets its pitch, 
can be open (white) or closed 
(black). For all notes except the 
breve (double whole note) and 
semibreve (whole note), each note 
has a stem or tail and, for the 
notes of shorter time-value, 
a hook or flag, one for a quaver 
(eighth note), two for a 
semiquaver (sixteenth note), and 
so on). The stem can rise from 
the notehead, in which case it lies 
on the right-hand side of 
thenotehead, or fall from 
the notehead, in which case it lies 
on the left hand side of 
the notehead (see the two 
crotchets or quarter notes). 

In either case, 
the flag or hook lies on the right-
hand side of the stem (see the two 
quavers (eighth notes)). 

 

  

 
 

 

English German 

note 
(sign) Notenzeichen 

rest 
(sign) Pausenzeichen 

note Note 

notehead Notenkopf 

stem, tail Notenhals, Hals 

flag, hook Fahne, Fähnchen 
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When placed on the stave, a note sign will be placed either on a line or 
on a space between the lines. The position indicates the relative pitch of 
the note. If the note lies above or below the stave then it will lie on, 
above or below auxiliary lines called leger or ledger lines. This is 
illustrated below. Notice how the position of the note on 
the stave generally determines whether the stem 'rises' or 'falls' from 
the notehead. 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 

 
 
 

Draw different notes in the staff (with stem, different flags, rising or falling 
stems) 
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Chart of Note and Rest Signs 
If the notes are listed in decreasing time value, longest to shortest, each 
is half the duration of the one immediately before it. The table of 
'denominations' below shows the note with the longest duration at the top 
and that with the shortest duration at the bottom. 

Sign  
number 
equal to  

1 
semibreve 

English German 

 

1/2 
breve 
or 
brevis 

cuadrada  
or  
breve 
or  
doble redonda 

quadrada  
or 
breu  

 

1 semibreve  
ganze Takt  
or 
Ganze  

 

2 minim 
Halbe  
or  
halbe Takt  

 

4 crotchet Viertel  

 

8 quaver Achtel  

 

16 semiquaver Sechzehntel  

 

32 demisemiquaver Zweiunddreissigstel  

 

64 hemidemisemiquaver Vierundsechzigstel  

 

128 
semihemidemisemiquaver 
or 
quasihemidemisemiquaver 

Hundertundachtundzwanzigstel 

 

Rests, periods of silence, are shown in the table below. 
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Rest 
number equal 
to 1 semibreve 

English German 

 

1/2 breve rest doppel Pause  

 

1 semibreve rest ganze Pause  

 

2 minim rest halbe Pause  

 

 or
  

  

4 crotchet rest Viertelpause  

 

8 quaver rest Achtelpause  

 

16 semiquaver rest Sechzehntelpause  

 

32 demisemiquaver rest Zweiunddreißigstelpause  

 

64 hemidemisemiquaver 
rest Vierundsechzigstelpause  

 

12
8 

semihemidemisemiqua
ver rest 

Hundertundachtundzwanzigstelp
ause  
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Each line in the example below is a single bar (we meet bars later), with 
the same total time value of notes as every other line. 

 

 
 
 

Each line in the example below is a single bar, with the same total time 
value of rests as every other line. 

 

 
 

 

This is what sheet music could look like 
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Draw the missing notes and fill in the blanks to make each side the 
same duration (length of time). 
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Dotting and Double-Dotting 

A dot, placed to the immediate right of 
the notehead, increases its time-value by half; 
thus a minim (half note) (which is equivalent to two 
crotchets (quarter notes)) followed by a dot (which 
in this case is equivalent to a further crotchet 
(quarter note)) is equivalent to three crotchets 
(quarter notes), while a dotted crotchet (dotted 
quarter note) is equivalent to three quavers (eighth 
notes) and a dotted quaver (dotted eighth note) is 
equivalent to three semiquavers (sixteenth notes)). 
If the notehead is located in a space, the dot is 
placed in that same space. If the notehead is on a 
line, the dot is placed in the space just above the 
line. Exceptions sometimes have to be made if 
several dotted notes share a single stem. A dot 
placed after a rest or note is called 
an augmentation dot. 

 

A second dot, placed to the immediate right of the 
first dot, increases the original undotted time-
value by a further quarter. Another way of thinking 
about the second dot is that it adds the note 
equivalent to half the note added by the first dot. 
So, for example, a minim (half note) (equivalent to 
four quavers (eighth notes)) followed by 
one dot (equivalent to two quavers (eighth notes)) 
followed by a second dot (equivalent to one quaver 
(eighth note)) is equivalent, in total, to seven 
quavers (eighth notes). 

A triple-dotted note is a note with 
three dots written after it; its duration is 1 7/8 
times (1 + 1/2 + 1/4 + 1/8) its basic note value. 
Use of a triple-dotted note value is not common in 
the Baroque and Classical periods, but quite 
common in the music of Richard Wagner and Anton 
Bruckner, especially in their brass parts 

 

Dots after rests increase their time-value in the same way 
as dots after notes. 
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Beams and Beaming 

When notes with flags lie together in groups, they are often linked by 
one or more lines called beams. The number of beams reflect the number 
of flags each would have had when an individual note. 

The beam that is furthest from the noteheads, and remains unbroken, and 
connects a group of notes is called a primary beam. Any beam other than 
the primary beam is a secondary beam and may be broken, often dividing 
the grouping into smaller units for easier reading. 

We illustrate below: 

a group of four 
semiquavers (sixteenth 
notes), 
first unbeamed and 
then beamed  

a group of two quavers 
(eighth notes), 
first unbeamed and 
then beamed 

 

a group of one quaver 
(eighth note) and two 
semiquavers (sixteenth 
notes), 
first unbeamed and 
then beamed. Notice 
the use of primary and 
secondary beams in this 
example 

 

Notice how the beaming reflects the time value of each note. Where a 
beam does not join a group of notes, for example a beam joining a dotted 
quaver (eighth note) to a semiquaver (sixteenth note), the secondary 
beam attached to the semiquaver (sixteenth note) is called a fractional 
beam. 

 

 
 

Draw this line with the beams! 
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Bars/Measures and Bar lines 

Composers and performers find it helpful to 'parcel up' groups of notes 
into bars. Each bar contains a particular number of notes of a specified 
denomination and, all other things being equal, successive bars each have 
the same temporal duration. The number of notes of a particular 
denomination that make up one bar is indicated by the time signature. 
We will examine time signatures later.  

The end of each bar is marked usually with a single vertical line drawn 
from the top line to the bottom line of the staff or stave. This line is 
called a bar line. 

As well as the single bar line you may also meet two other kinds of bar 
line. 

The thin double bar line (two thin lines) is used to mark sections within 
a piece of music. Sometimes, when the double bar line is used to mark 
the beginning of a new section in the score, a letter or number may be 
placed above it. 

The final double bar line, also known as a period double bar 
line (period double bar) or terminal double bar line (a thin line 
followed by a thick line), is used to mark the very end of a piece of music 
or of a particular movement within it. 

 
 

It is common practice, when a piece of music is extended, to number 
the bars either at the beginning of each line or periodically - for example, 
by marking every fifth or every tenth bar. In this way, a group of 
musicians, performing from individual parts, can easily start from points 
within the piece of music by going from a particular bar. You will see, 
from the first example below, that the bar number is placed at the 
beginning of the bar just above the bar line that marks the end of the 
previous bar.  

 

If only marking the first bar of every line, as in the second example, 
the bar number is placed at the very beginning of the staff. 

 
 

 



 17 

Bars/Measures and Ties 

Notes can be sustained over bar lines by linking them with ties. This is 
shown in the example below. 

 

The time signature is written as two numbers, one set above the other, 
usually placed immediately before the first note. The upper number tell 
us the number of beats in a bar. The lower number tells us 
which note sign is to represent the beat. 

Some examples are explained below. 

 

Time 
Signature Description Beat Time 

Duration Explanation Bar Time Duration 

2 
1 

two beats in the 
bar 
the beat is a 
semibreve 
(whole note) 

 

a bar contains 2 times 
1/1 (semibreve=a 
whole note)  

3 
2 

three beats in 
the bar 
the beat is a 
minim (half note)  

a bar contains 3 times 
1/2 (minim=a half note) 

 

4 
4 

four beats in the 
bar 
the beat is a 
crotchet (quarter 
note) 

 

a bar contains 4 times 
1/4 (crotchet=a quarter 
note)  

6 
8 

six beats in the 
bar 
the beat is a 
quaver (eighth 
note) 

 

a bar contains 6 times 
1/8 (quaver=an eighth 
note) 

 

11 
16 

eleven beats in 
the bar 
the beat is a 
semiquaver 
(sixteenth note) 

 

a bar contains 11 times 
1/16 (semiquaver=a 
sixteenth note) 

 

Where we divide time into various units of measurement (hours, minutes, 
seconds), so we divide music into beats. You can think of the beat as the 
'pulse' of the music. The association of music with 'dance' is central to 
much of Western music and demonstrates how responsive we are to 
repetitive rhythmic patterns. Dancers require that dance music be regular. 
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It should neither speed up nor slow down. This is best achieved by 
imitating the dancers' steps in the rhythm of the musical line. The shape 
or pattern of the step sequences finds itself reflected in the pattern of 
strong and weak beats in the accompanying music. A march, for 
example, imitates the 'left-right' pattern of the marchers' steps - the 
meter comprises two beats; the first strong and the second weak. By 
convention, the first beat in a bar is usually the strongest. 

 

 

Ba
r Pattern of Beats or Meter Pattern over Four Bars 

1 
be
at 
bar 

Strong 1: S | S | S | S | 

2 
be
at 
bar 

Strong Weak 2: S W | S W | S W | S W | 

3 
be
at 
bar 

Strong Medium Weak 3: S M W | S M W | S M W | S M W | 

4 
be
at 
bar 

Strong Weak Medium Weak 4: S W M W | S W M W | S W M W | S W M W 

6 
be
at 
bar 

Strong Medium Weak Strong Me
dium Weak 

6: S M W S M W | S M W S M W | S M W S M W 
| S M W S M W 

The regularity of the meter is imposed on the musical line by using a 
regular number of beats in each bar but we have to choose 
which note sign is going to be the beat.  

A bar may be made up of notes and/or rests. We give some examples 
below which demonstrate the use of notes and rests to complete bars. 
In each case the total number of beats in a bar reflects that expected 
from the time signature.  
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Fill in the missing bar lines 

 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
Common Time & Alla Breve/Cut Time 

In earlier times it was common practice only to indicate the number 
of beats in a bar. Triple metre, e.g. 3/4, or tempus perfectum was 
represented by a circle (according to Pythagoras the sphere represents 
perfection), while tempus imperfectum, i.e. 4/4, was represented by a half 
circle in the form of a letter C. Duple metre, i.e. 2/2, was represented by 
a semicircle with a vertical line. The two latter symbols have remained in 
use even if they now appear in a somewhat stylised form. The half circle 
intersected by a vertical line can be used also for the time signature 2/1. 

The first symbol is called 'common time', representing four crotchet 
beats in a bar. This is illustrated in the first example below. 

The second symbol, similar to the first but crossed with a vertical line, is 
called alla breve (Italian, literally 'according to the breve'), alla cappella 
time or cut time. It usually represents two minim beats in a bar. This is 
illustrated in the second example.  

 

 
 

Again, bars can be made up of notes and/or rests. 
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Changing Time Signatures 

When the time signature of a piece remains unchanged it will only 
appear at the beginning of the first bar of the work. However, if the 
composer wants to change the time signature during the piece, this 
takes place at the beginning of the bar where the change is required, and 
the change remains in force until the end of the piece or until a further 
change is made. An example of this is given below. 

 

A number of readers have asked whether the tempo changes when the 
meter changes. In the example above, two bars of 2/4 followed by two 
bars of 3/4 and ending with one bar of 4/4, the duration of the crotchet 
(quarter note) remains the same through the five bar section unless there 
had been other markings to the contrary (for example, rall., accel., etc.). 

 

The Whole Bar Rest 

While, in general, every bar will contain the number of beats set by 
the time signature, in the form of notes, rests or both, there are 
occasions where a bar appears to have beats that do not add up to that 
given by the time signature. 

The most common difference occurs when a whole bar rest, identical to 
the semibreve rest (or whole-rest), is being used. 

The written time value is always 4 crotchets (or 4 quarter notes). 

However, the played time value of a whole bar rest is set by the time 
signature. 

Thus, in 2/4, the whole bar rest has a played time value of 2 crotchets (or 
2 quarter notes), while in 3/4, the whole bar rest has a played time value 
of 3 crotchets (or 3 quarter notes). 

This rest is illustrated below in four bars each with a different time 
signature. 

There is one exception to this usage: when the time signature is 4/2 the 
whole bar rest is the breve or double whole rest. 
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Where there are a number of successive bars all marked in the score as 
whole bar rests and all bearing the same time signature they may be 
'collected together' when printed in an individual part. We illustrate below 
a multiple bar rest lasting 21 bars. 

 
 
 

Add the beats! 
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Incomplete Bars 

A bar may not contain the expected number of beats when the 
first beat of a work is not a strong beat and so the first bar is 
incomplete. An opening that begins on a weak beat is called 
an anacrusis, a term derived from poetry. An example of a 
weak beat opening is given below. 

 

It is good practice to balance the incomplete bar at the beginning of the 
piece with a truncated or short bar at the end. The two bars taken 
together should have the same number of beats as an inner bar. 
However, this is no more than a 'convention' and nowadays it is often 
ignored.  

 

 

 

 

Tempo Markings 
 

Table of Tempo Markings 

We mentioned that musical notation is an example of proportional 
notation. The relationship between notes and rests is formalised but the 
duration or time value of any particular note is unquantified. Until the 
invention of a mechanical device called the metronome, the performance 
speed of a piece of music was indicated in three possible ways: 

• through the use of tempo marks, most commonly in Italian; 
• by reference to particular dance forms whose general tempi would 

have been part of the common experience of musicians of the time; 
• by the way the music was written down, in particular, the choice 

of note for the beat and/or the time signature employed. 

The most common tempo related marks are listed below with, in some 
cases, suggestions as to the number of beat per minute equivalent to 
those markings. 
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Tempo Markings Definition Beats per minute (bpm) 

Italian 

setting the tempo 

grave very slow and solemn 
40 bpm or slower 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 44 
bpm) 

larghissimo extremely slow 40 bpm or slower 

lentissimo extremely slow, but not as 
slow as larghissimo   

adagissimo extremely slow, but slower 
than largo   

largo broad, very slow and 
dignified 

42-66 bpm 
(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 40 bpm) 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 46 
bpm) 
(a modern electronic metronome 
suggests 50 bpm) 

larghetto less slow than largo 

60-66 bpm 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 50 
bpm) 
(a modern electronic metronome 
suggests 60 bpm) 

largamente broadly   

adagio slow, but not as slow as largo 

58-97 bpm (some sources suggest 
66-76 bpm while others suggest 48-
66 bpm) 
(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 60 bpm) 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 54 
bpm) 
(a modern electronic metronome 
suggests 70 bpm) 

adagietto slow, but less slow than 
adagio   

lento slow 

52-108 bpm 
(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 52 bpm) 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 52 
bpm) 

lentamente slowly   

andantino 
a little slower than andante 
but sometimes a little faster 
than adagio 

(a 1950 metronome suggests 66 
bpm) 

andante moving along - walking pace 

56-88 bpm (some sources suggest 
76-108 bpm) 
(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 69 bpm) 
(a modern electronic metronome 
suggests 80-100 bpm) 
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con moto with movement, or a certain 
quickness   

moderato moderate speed 

66-126 bpm (some sources suggest 
120-168 bpm) 
(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 84 bpm) 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 80 
bpm) 
(a modern electronic metronome 
suggests 110 bpm) 

allegretto pretty lively 

(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 100 bpm) 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 100 
bpm) 

vivace quick and lively 

~140 bpm 
(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 144 bpm) 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 126 
bpm) 

allegro quick, lively and bright 

84-144 bpm 
(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 120 bpm) 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 116 
bpm) 
(a modern electronic metronome 
suggests 120-160 bpm) 

allegramente quicker   

presto very quick 

100-152 bpm (some sources suggest 
168-208 bpm) 
(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 160 bpm) 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 144 
bpm) 
(a modern electronic metronome 
suggests 180 bpm) 

allegrissimo very quick, between presto 
and vivacissimo   

vivacissimo very quick, faster than vivace   

prestissimo very quick - as quickly as 
possible 

 
(a nineteenth-century Maezel 
metronome suggests 184-240 bpm) 
(a 1950 metronome suggests 184 
bpm) 
(a modern electronic metronome 
suggests 200 bpm) 

rapido rapid   

veloce with velocity, speedily   

changing the tempo 

doppio movimento twice as fast   

accelerando, accel. getting steadily faster   

stringendo getting faster   
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affrettando to increase speed gradually   

incalzando to increase speed gradually   

meno mosso slower   

ritardando, rit., ritard. getting gradually slower   

rallentando, rall. getting gradually slower   

tardando getting gradually slower   

slentando getting gradually slower   

slendendo slowing down   

strascinando getting gradually slower   

allargando, allarg. getting slower, and maybe 
also louder   

calando getting slower as well as 
softer   

deficiendo getting slower as well as 
softer   

mancando getting slower as well as 
softer   

morendo getting slower as well as 
softer   

sminuendo getting slower as well as 
softer   

smorzando getting slower as well as 
softer   

ritenuto, rit., riten. 
holding back tempo - 
sometimes suddenly taking a 
slower tempo 

  

più mosso 
take the new section at a 
faster steady pace than the 
preceding section 

  

più moto 
take the new section at a 
faster steady pace than the 
preceding section 

  

veloce 
take the new section at a 
faster steady pace than the 
preceding section 

  

ritenuto 
take the new section at a 
slower steady pace than the 
preceding section 

  

meno mosso 
take the new section at a 
slower steady pace than the 
preceding section 

  

meno moto 
take the new section at a 
slower steady pace than the 
preceding section 

  

a tempo returning to a previous tempo   
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tempo primo returning to tempo at 
beginning   

lunga pausa a long pause   

l'istesso tempo 
the same tempo but where 
the meter changes, for 
example from 2/2 to 6/4 

  

rubato 

a direction related to 
rhythmic shape rather than 
tempo - the overall tempo 
remains unchanged but the 
rhythmic division within one 
or more bars is freer than the 
notes as they are notated 

  

German 

belebt animated   

breit broad   

breiter broader   

geschwinder more rapid, swift   

grossem large, big   

klagend lamenting   

langsam slow   

langsamer slower   

mässig moderate   

rasch quick   

schnell fast   

schneller faster   

French 

animé animated   

grande large, great   

grave slow, solemn, deep slow   

gravement gravely, solemnly   

lent slow   

vif lively   

vite fast   

Tempo Markings Time Signature Beats per 
minute 

grave C, common time, or alla breve 60 bpm 

Largo - Pastorale 12/8 70-80 bpm 

Adagio C, common time 60 bpm 

Allegro C, common time 110-115 bpm 

Allegro C, common time 150-160 bpm 
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Allegro alla breve 120 bpm 

Vivace 3/4 50-55 bpm 

 

 

While it might seem useful to ascribe a particular metronome mark to 
each tempo mark, you will notice that there is a wide variation 
associated with each mark and as Andantino demonstrates, not a little 
confusion. In general, these markings should be used carefully. Very 
often, the style of the piece of music or the skill of the musician, dictates 
the range of tempi within which a performance can be convincing and it is 
this, the 'conviction of the performance' which should be the judge, not 
rigorous attention to particular tempo markings, which are guides more to 
'mood' than to 'speed'. 

 

 

 

Dynamics 
Playing changes in volume (or dynamics) in a performance is one of the 
techniques that separates basic musicians from more advanced players. 

When you are learning how to read sheet music, it is really important to 
be able to work out how loud to play at any given moment. 
If you can do this quickly and put it into practice on your instrument, then 
your playing will jump to a whole new level. 

 

Table of Dynamic Markings 

We set out below signs and marks that set or change the dynamic level 
during a piece of music. In some case, the dynamic level is related to the 
mood; in other cases the mark is much more direct 
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Table of More Common Dynamic Markings 

please refer to our music dictionary for other markings 

ff. fortissimo : very loud 

f. forte : loud 

mf. mezzo forte : moderately loud 

mp. mezzo piano : moderately soft 

p. piano : soft 

pp. pianissimo : very soft 

also ffff., fff., ppp., pppp. for greater dynamic range 

fp. forte immediately dropping to piano 

crescendo, cresc. increasingly powerful 

decrescendo, decresc. decreasingly powerful 

diminuendo. dim. decreasingly powerful 

 

narrow to wide: crescendo 

 

wide to 
narrow: diminuendo or decrescendo 

marcato, marc. marked or emphasised 

sf., sfz. sforzato, sforzando : forced 

sfp. sforzato or sforzando immediately 
dropping to piano 

fz. forza, forzando : forced, sudden 
accent 

rfz. rinforzando : reinforcing 

calando decreasing tone and speed 

incalzando increasing speed and tone 

con sordino (sordini) with the mute(s) 

dolcissimo, dolciss. very gently, very sweetly 

leggiero light, delicate 

pacato calm, quiet 

mancando, morendo, 
perdendosi, smorzando waning, dying away 

martellato hammered out 

mezza voce, sotto voce in an undertone 

risvegliato with increased animation 

senza sordini without mutes 

strepitoso noisy, boisterous 

tacet it is silent 

tutta forza as loud as possible 

una corda use the soft pedal on the piano 
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Search the terms listed below 
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Fermata 

The fermata (also called hold or bird's eye) is a semicircle containing a 
dot which may lie above or below a note or rest or over a barline.  

 
 

there are three uses for the fermata: 

to extend 
the duration 
of a note 

a fermata placed over a note (regardless 
of note duration) signifies that the 
performer is to extend the duration of that 
note by an amount left to the player's or 
conductor's discretion 

to extend 
the duration 
of a rest 

a fermata placed over a rest (regardless of 
duration) signifies that the performer is to 
extend the duration of that rest by an 
amount left to the player's or conductor's 
discretion 

to insert a 
silence 

a fermata placed over a barline signifies 
that the performer ceases to perform for a 
period left to the player's or conductor's 
discretion 

 

 

Fetura & Caesura 

Sometimes the fermata may be followed by a pair of oblique lines, //, 
lying through the top line of the staff. This is called 
a fetura or caesura although some conductors may also call 
them tramlines, railroad tracks or a cut-off. The sign means that there 
is a silent pause in the onward flow of the musical line. We illustrate the 
sign below. 
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Sharps, Flats, & Naturals 
 

         
 This is a sharp. It raises the note in pitch by half step.  

 

         
 A flat lowers the pitch by half step.  

 

          
 This is a natural sign.  
 
 
 
Accidentals 
 

 
 
 
Accidentals are notes that are not included in the key signature. Don't 
worry, we'll learn about key signatures next. For now, just know that the 
key of C has no naturally occuring sharps or flats, so if you see a sharp or 
a flat in this key you know it's an accidental. 
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Key Signatures & Notes 
 
Some notes are automatically sharp or flat because of the key signature. 
For example, the key of F has one flat (B flat). All of the B notes are 
automatically flat because of the key signature. There's no need to write a 
flat next to those notes. 

 
 
 
The natural sign allows us to turn the naturally occuring flat or sharp back 
into the regular note name. For example, in the key of F we could change 
the naturally occuring B flat into a B by using the natural sign. 

 
 
 
If an accidental is used, it applies to the rest of the measure. 

 
 
 
If you only wanted the accidental to apply to one note and not the rest of 
the measure, you can add natural signs to the rest of those notes in the 
measure. 
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Scales 

 
The structure of scales and chords becomes much clearer with the aid of a 
music keyboard. 

 

 

 

A keyboard is made of keys that have been arranged in the pattern we 
have illustrated above. The pitch of any note is lower than that of all the 
keys to its right and higher than all those to its left. The brown keys in 
this picture shows 1 Octave.  

The white keys bear the names of the letters of the alphabet (A, B, C, D, 
E, F, G) and are called 'naturals'.  

So far we have named only the white keys, the notes we call 'natural'. 
The black notes take their names from the white keys on either side on 
them. We have enlarged a portion of the keyboard, starting from 'middle 
C', to make this clearer. A black key immediate to the right of a white key 
is said to be sharp while a black key immediate to the left of a white key 
is said to be flat. Because every black key has a white key on either side 
of it, it bears two names. These are both shown on the diagram below. C 
sharp and D flat are the same key and will produce the same note when 
played on a keyboard. 

 

                       

 

  C 
sharp 

  D 
 flat 

 

  D 
sharp 

  E 
 flat 

   

  F 
sharp 

  G 
 flat 

 

  G 
sharp 

  A 
 flat 

 

  A 
sharp 

  B 
 flat 

 

                       

* 
C 

 D  E  F  G  A  B 
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Below we show this pattern transcribed onto a stave. It is an example of 
a scale (from the Latin scala meaning a ladder); in this case, 
a chromatic scale. We have written the scale twice. On the upper stave 
we have used the natural sign for the white keys and the sharp sign for 
the black keys. On the lower stave we have used the natural sign for the 
white keys and the flat sign for the black keys. 

It is a convention to use sharps when writing out a rising chromatic 
scale and flats when writing out a falling chromatic scale. There are 
other ways of writing both rising and falling chromatic scales which we 
will consider in a later lesson. 

 

 
 
 

The Tone and Semitone 

Returning to the keyboard we introduced in the previous lesson, we now 
consider the difference in pitch between one key and its neighbour. 

 

If we count the number of keys between the key C and the key marked 
with a B that lies just below the C above (i.e. to the right of) middle C we 
find that there are twelve keys (five black and seven white) that match 
the twelve different notes on the stave below. 
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The difference in pitch (the pitch 'interval' or just interval), between a 
key and its immediate neighbour is called a semitone, meaning 'half' 
a tone. Two semitones are equivalent to a 'whole' tone. Where there is 
no black key between them (for example, between B and C) neighbouring 
white keys are a semitone interval apart. If there is a black key between 
them (for example, between F and G) neighbouring white keys are 
a tone interval apart. In this case the black key (F sharp / G flat) is the 
white key's immediate neighbour and the interval between the white key F 
and the black key, F sharp/ G flat, is a semitone. 

This is shown clearly in the diagram below. 

 

 
 

 

 
 

The Major Scale 
What makes this a major scale is the distinctive sequence of tones 
(whole steps) and semitones (half steps). If we write down 
the intervals between the notes rather than the note names then the C 
major scale becomes tone-tone-semitone-tone-tone-tone-semitone, 
seven intervals between eight notes. 

If you play any other ascending row of eight consecutive naturals you will 
find many different sequences of intervals. C major is the only major 
scale, that is a scale obeying the interval sequence tone-tone-
semitone-tone-tone-tone-semitone, using only the white keys. 

In 'whole step-half step' notation this sequence is written whole step - 
whole step - half step - whole step - whole step - whole step - half 
step. 
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The Circle of Fifths 

We now need to determine the key signature for each of the major 
keys. Of course, we could work out the note row for each major key and 
so identify the number of sharps or flats in each key. There is, however, a 
shorthand way of remembering the relationship between the key and 
the key signature using the circle of fifths (also called Heinichen's 
circle of fifths or cycle of fifths) illustrated below.  

 

Place the note C in the twelve o'clock 
position on a clock face. Moving 
clockwise, place the fifth degree of 
the C major scale, the note G, in the 
one o'clock position. Again moving 
clockwise, place the fifth degree of 
the G major scale, the note D, in 
the two o'clock position. Having done 
this the necessary number of times 
you will have produced the sequence 
C, G, D, A, E, B, F sharp and C sharp. 
The key signature for each key has 
one sharp more than 
the key preceding it in the sequence. 
We have marked the number of 
sharps for the first two sharp keys 

Place the note C in the twelve o'clock 
position on a clock face. Moving anti-
clockwise, place the fourth degree of 
the C major scale, the note F, in the 
eleven o'clock position. Again moving 
anti-clockwise, place the fourth 
degree of the F major scale, 
the note B flat, in the ten o'clock 
position. Having done this the 
necessary number of times you will 
have produced the sequence C, F, B 
flat, E flat, A flat, D flat , G flat and C 
flat. The key signature for 
each key has one flat more than 
the key preceding it in the sequence. 
We have marked the number of flats 
for the first two flat keys. 

You may be wondering why, if we use 
a circle of fifths, the flat keys are 
found by taking the fourth degree of 
the major scale. In fact, the fourth 
degree of the scale is the 
same note as you would get by 
moving a 'fifth' down the major 
scale. 
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Major Key Signatures 

The mnemonics below can help to memorize the major scales: 

 
flats:          sharps: 
1 flat = b flat = Blokes    
2 flats = e flat = eat 
3 flats = a flat = all 
4 flats = d flat = days 
5 flats = g flat = getting 
6 flats = c flat = chubbier 
 
Blokes eat all days getting chubbier 

1 sharp  = g = go 
2 sharps = d = down 
3 sharps = a = and 
4 sharps = e = eat 
5 sharps = b = bread’n 
6 sharps = f sharp = fish 
 
Go down and eat bread’n fish 
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The Order of Sharps & Flats in The Key Signature 

 

If you look at the sequence of steadily 
'sharper' keys as one progresses clockwise 
around the circle of fifths, starting with G 
major, then D major and so on, you will 
find that the order of the sharps, read left 
to right in the key signature, preserves the 
order in which the sharp signs first appear; 
first F sharp (in G major), then C sharp (in 
D major), then G sharp (in A major) and 
so on.  

 

Again, the order of the flats, again read from 
left to right in the key signature, as they appear 
in the steadily 'flatter' keys as one moves anti-
clockwise around the circle of fifths, preserves 
the order in which the flat signs first appear; 
first B flat (in F major), then E flat (in B flat 
major), then A flat (in E flat major) and so on. 

 

The advantage of a preserved order is that 
the last sharp or flat on the right of the key 
signature, itself uniquely identifies the key 
of the work. The performer does not need 
to confirm this by reading the other signs 
in the key signature. 

In the case of the sharp keys, the key, if it 
is a major key, is a semitone above the 
last sharp in the key signature (e.g. if the 
last sharp is F sharp, the key is G major); 
otherwise it is the relative minor, E minor. 

For flat keys, the key, if it is a major key, 
is the last but one flat in the key-signature 
(e.g. if the last but one flat is B flat, the 
key is B flat major); otherwise it is its 
relative minor, G minor. 

Obviously, in the case of one flat you just 
remember that this, if it is in a major key, 
is F major; otherwise it is its relative 
minor, D minor. If there is no sharp or flat 
in the key-signature, the key, if it is in a 
major key, is C major; otherwise it is the 
relative minor, A minor. 
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The major scales 

 

 

 

As you probably mentioned, Gb is for both lines, that brings us to the  

Enharmonics 

We have already seen that note names may not be unique; for example, 
D flat and C sharp. The problem is even greater than that. If you look 
again at the keyboard below you will appreciate that 'sharpening' and 
'flattening' leads to other double named notes. For example, B is also C 
flat, F is also E sharp. If you refer back to the circle of fifths diagram 
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above you will see that the five, six and seven o'clock positions each has 
two key names. If you play the two scales on the keyboard, the 
sequence of sounds will be the same for each pair of keys - the key pairs 
are  enharmonic. Similarly with notenames, E flat is enharmonic to D 
sharp, A sharp is enharmonic to B flat. 

 

 

 

Changing Key 

There will be occasions when it is makes more sense to change the key 
signature than to rely only on accidentals. A new key signature is 
applied from the beginning of a bar. If the new bar-line is at the 
beginning of the line, a cautionary sign, may appear at the end of the 
previous line, after the last bar-line. We offer a trivial example to 
demonstrate both situations. 

 

The first two bars are in G major, the second two are in C major and the 
last four bars return to G major. 

Because the key signature for C major is normally 'empty' of sharp or 
flat signs, the 'change' of key is marked with a pattern of natural signs 
that matches the pattern of sharps or flats in the previous key 
signature - in this case, one natural where before there was the single 
sharp sign for G major. 
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The 
application 
of the  

 

(sharp),  
 

(double 
sharp),   

(flat),  
 

(double 
flat) or   

(natural) sign 
to a note is 
called 
an inflection. 

 

 

We not only know major scales, there are many different scales more 
which make our music more interesting and worth hearing. So, let’s have 
a look at the  

 

Minor Scales 
The Natural Minor Scale 

We first met the major scale. We are now going to look at 
another scale that is important in Western music. It is called the natural 
minor scale or ancient minor scale. We have marked the notes A in 
pink on the keyboard below and our first natural minor scale is going to 
begin on A. 

 

                                                              
                                    
                                                              

C  D  E  F  G  A  B  * 
C 

 D  E  F  G  A  B  C  D  E  F  G 

 

 

 

Starting from the key marked A below middle C (that is, the key C with an 
asterisk), play the naturals (the white keys) in ascending order, A, B, C, 
D, E, F, G and finish on the A above middle C. This sequence or row of 
eight notes is the A natural minor scale, the natural minor scale in 
which the key-noteis A. Music written using the notes of this scale is 
said to be 'in the key of A minor'. As in major scales, each note must 
bear a different 'letter' name and the different notes are called 
the degrees of the scale. The key note is called the 'first degree of the 
scale', B is the 'second degree of the scale', and so on. 

 

What makes this a natural minor scale is the distinctive sequence 
of tones (whole steps) and semitones (half steps). If we write down 
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the intervals between the notes rather than the key names then the A 
minor scale is tone-semitone-tone-tone-semitone-tone-tone, 
seven intervals between eight notes. 

In 'whole step-half step' notation the interval sequence is written whole 
step - half step - whole step - whole step - half step - whole step - 
whole step. 

If you play any other ascending row of eight consecutive naturals you will 
find many different sequences of intervals but A minor is the 
only natural minor scale using only the white keys.  
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Harmonic Minor 

 

To satisfy the harmonic requirements of music written in minor keys, in 
particular that they preserve some of the harmonic characteristics 
associated with major scales, our natural minor scale has to be 
modified.  

If you look at a major scale you will remember that the seventh degree, 
the leading note is only a semitone below the tonic. The term leading 
note is a good description of the way it works harmonically. The leading 
note draws or 'leads' you to the tonic above. It is an example of 
a tendency tone, a note that has a strong pull toward another.  

The reason for this will become clearer once we examine chords and 
cadences in a later lesson. Looking again at our minor scale you will see 
that the leading note is a tone below the tonic above it - this weakens 
its harmonic effect as a 'leading' note.  

The problem is overcome by sharpening the leading note, changing G to G 
sharp, so that the row is now A, B, C, D, E, F, G sharp, A and the interval 
sequence becomes tone-semitone-tone-tone-semitone-tone and a 
half-semitone. 

 

This scale is called the harmonic minor and is the same ascending 
and descending. 

 

You’ll find the harmonic minor scale on the next page. 
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Melodic Minor 

The modification leading to the harmonic minor scale produces one 
peculiar feature. The interval between the sixth and seventh degrees of 
the scale is now a tone and a half which is uncomfortably wide when 
writing melody. It would be better if we could widen the interval between 
the fifth and sixth degrees, from a semitone to a tone, and narrow the 
interval between the sixth and seventh degrees, to a tone.  

The row then becomes A, B, C, D, E, F sharp, G sharp, A and the interval 
sequence becomes tone-semitone-tone-tone-tone-tone-semitone. 
Did you notice that this is just the major scale on A, but with a flattened 
third (C sharp in the major scale, C natural in our new minor scale)? 

 

 
 

What distinguishes the new melodic minor scale from the harmonic 
minor scale in the previous section is that the scale is not the same 
descending as it is ascending. When a melody moves down the scale, 
from the tonic to the leading note below it, it does not matter whether the 
interval is a tone or a semitone. This only matters when the melody 
moves up, from the leading note to the tonic. Indeed, the 'pull' from the 
flattened sixth to the dominant (the fifth) is of greater importance.  

The falling melodic minor scale in the key of A minor is the 
falling natural minor scale. The falling melodic minor scale is A, G, F, 
E, D, C, B, A. 

 

 
 
 

Melodic minor scales on the next page 
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Scale Degree 
In music theory the term scale degree refers to the position of a particular note on 
a scale relative to the tonic the first and main note of the scale from which 
each octave is assumed to begin. Degrees are useful for indicating the size 
of intervals and chords and whether they are major or minor.  
In the most general sense, the scale degree is the number given to each step of the 
scale, usually starting with 1 for tonic. Defining it like this implies that a tonic is 
specified. For instance, the 7-tone diatonic scale may become the major scale once 
the proper degree has been chosen as tonic (e.g. the C-major scale C–D–E–F–G–A–
B, in which C is the tonic). If the scale has no tonic, the starting degree must be 
chosen arbitrarily. In set theory, for instance, the 12 degrees of the chromatic scale 
usually are numbered starting from C=0, the twelve pitch classes being numbered 
from 0 to 11. 
In a more specific sense, scale degrees are given names that indicate their particular 
function within the scale (see table below). This definition implies a functional scale, 
as is the case in tonal music  
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We set out below the scale degrees for every major key. 

 

Scale/Degree I  II  III IV V VI VII VIII (octave) 

English 
German 
  

unison 
Prime  

second 
Sekunde  

third 
Terz  

fourth 
Quarte  

fifth 
Quinte  

sixth 
Sexte  

seventh 
Septime  

octave 
Oktave  

A  A  B  C#  D  E  F#  G#  A  

Bb  Bb  C  D  Eb  F  G  A  Bb  

B  B  C#  D#  E  F#  G#  A#  B  

Cb  Cb  Db  Eb Fb  Gb  Ab  Bb  Cb  

C  C  D  E  F  G  A  B  C  

C#  C#  D#  E#  F#  G#  A#  B#  C#  

Db  Db  Eb  F  Gb  Ab  Bb C  Db  

D  D  E  F#  G  A  B  C#  D  

Eb  Eb  F  G  Ab  Bb  C  D  Eb  

E  E  F#  G#  A  B  C#  D#  E  

F  F  G  A  Bb  C  D  E  F  

F#  F#  G#  A#  B  C#  D#  F  F#  

Gb  Gb  Ab  Bb  Cb  Db  Eb  F  Gb  

G  G  A  B  C  D  E  F#  G  

Ab  Ab  Bb  C  Db  Eb  F  G  Ab  
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Articulation Marks 
In your music, you will meet a lot of different articulation signs 
 
 

 
 
A number of examples: 
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A slur is a symbol in Western musical notation indicating that the notes it 
embraces are to be played without separation (that is, with legato 
articulation). A slur is denoted with a curved line generally placed over the 
notes if the stems point downward, and under them if the stems point 
upwards. 
 

 
 

We know three different meanings for this “curved line”: the slur (as 
above) 
 
 

 
 
and Phrasing  
 

 
 
In music theory, a phrase is a unit of musical meter that has a 
complete musical sense of its own, built from figures, motifs, and cells, 
and combining to form melodies, periods and larger sections. ...  
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Special Rhythms 
 
Triplets  
In music theory, you will find these terms: Irrational rhythm, artificial 
division, or abnormal divisions. Here we will use the term of tuplet. All 
these terms are applied to rhythms that involves dividing the beat into a 
different way from that usually permitted by the time signature.  
For example, with a 4/4 time signature, you can only divide each by beat 

by a multiple of 2, so 1  beat can contains 2  , 4 , 8  , 16  , or 

32   Normally, in such a time signature, you can't divide the beat by 3, 
5, 7, or 9, but the only way to do it is to use tuplets. The most common 
tuplet is the triplet. Definition of the triplet A triplet is a tuplet that permit 
to divide the beat (or more than 1 beat) by 3 in simple meters.  
The rule is: A triplet can put 3 notes in the equivalent of 2. Or more 
exactly, A triplet can put 3 notes of equal length in the equivalent of the 
duration of 2 notes of equal length. The most famous triplet:  
 
The quaver triplet  

 
 

With an quaver triplet you can performe 3  in the equivalent of the 

duration of 2  
so you can divide a beat by 3 in a simple meter time signature.  
 
 
 
The crotchet triplet 
 

 

With a crotchet triplet , you can performe 3  in the equivalent of the 

duration of 2 , so you can divide 2 beats by 3 in a simple meter time 
signature.  
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The minim triplet 
 

 

With a half minim triplet, you can performe 3  in the equivalent of the 

duration of 2  so you can divide 4 beats by 3 in a simple meter time 
signature. 
 
 
 
Semiquaver triplet 
	

  With a semiquaver triplet, you can performe 3 in the 

equivalent of the duration of 2 , so you can divide 1 beats by 6 in a 
simple meter time signature. 
 
 
 
Triplets and rests Triplets can contain rests, like in this example:  
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Summary of triplets  
 
Below are the most common triplets and their equivalent: 
	

 
 
 

A little aid to count triplets 
 

Rhythmic Syllables 

Rhythm syllables are also called 'French time names' The French musician 
and teacher, Émile-Joseph Chevé (1804-1864) was one of the first to 
suggest that rhythm could be taught using words chosen to mimic 
verbally rhythmic patterns commonly found in European music. In fact, 
systems like this had been in practical use for hundreds, if not thousands 
of years in the many musical cultures of India, where it is called bol, in 
Japan, where it is called kuchi shoga and in Africa. Zoltan Kodály (1882-
1967) incorporated the Galin-Paris-Chevé system of rhythm syllables into 
his own music teaching method and it is in this form that we find its 
widest use in Europe today. 

Rhythm syllables are mnemonics rather than just 'names'. They are 
designed to be articulated rather than read from the page. The matching 
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of the syllabic structure of the 'name' to its associated musical rhythm 
offers the teacher a way of freeing the study of rhythm from that of pitch. 
By chanting the rhythm syllables, the student will internalise the rhythm 
of the piece being studied. 

Rhythm syllables are not meant to replace standard note names, crotchet, 
eighth note, etc. The standard names we give the notes do not, 
themselves, offer any expectation as to their duration or rhythm, 
something that rhythm syllables do. 
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Syncopation 
 
Syncopation is your secret portal to the world of intricate, complex 
rhythms that immediately add a spark of interest to the music they’re 
underlying. Since its inception, musicians from nearly every genre have 
dipped their toes into the syncopation pool, recognizing that great things 
happen when you play around with the beat of a song. 
 
When you count, there is a natural “stress” (aka a dynamic accent in 
musical terms) on the downbeats (think “1 and 2 and 3 and 4 and”). A 
syncopated rhythm will often omit the strong downbeat or stress an 
unexpected part of the rhythm, often using 8th notes and 16th notes 
patterns (e.g. 1 and 2 and 3 and 4 and). 
 

Where do you find syncopation? 
As you can see, the concept of syncopation is actually quite simple, and 
can be applied to every musical style, whether you are mixing a new 
dance beat, singing jazz, and or jamming out with your indie rock band. 
You can often find syncopation in musical styles like Latin music, Jazz 
music, and Funk. 
 
Here are some examples: 
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Identify the Syncopation and set the bar lines in a 4/4  
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 


