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NOTATION,
SCALES, KEYS

Example 1-1. BEETHOVEN, Sonata, Op. 49, No. 1.
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As a point of departure for our study of music theory let us observe the above musical excerpt,
which consists of the first eight measures of the first movement of the Beethoven Sonata, Op. 49,

No. 1, for piano. The purpose of this observation is to discover some basic elements of notation which
are found on a page of printed music.
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This segment of a musical composition, as we now see it, is not music. Music is sound. Music
must be heard to exist. What we see above is a systematic grouping of symbols representing sounds,
which, when understood and reproduced as sounds, results in what we know as music.

From this example the following elements are observed.

THE GREAT STAFF

This staff, on which music is written, consists of eleven lines and ten spaces constituting the
treble staff (higher in pitch) and the bass staff (lower in pitch). The middle or sixth line is omitted,
although added when needed, leaving two groups of five lines each. Omission of the sixth line makes

it easier to distinguish one line or space from another. The middle line represents “middle C” on the
piano.

Example 1-2.
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NOTES AND RESTS

A note is a symbol representing (a) a musical sound having a definite pitch and (b) the length of
time that sound is to be sustained.

A rest represents the duration of silence within a musical structure. Example 1-3 is a table of
notes and the rests which correspond to them in time value.

Example 1-3.

whole note o whole rest -

half note J half rest -

quarter note J quarter rest 3 /ﬂag
+«—stem

eighth note .b eighth rest Y *~~ head

sixteenth note ﬁ sixteenth rest q ﬁ\beam

thirty-second note ﬁ thirty-second rest -7
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Example 1-4 shows that the relationship of these note and time values is a duple one, each note
or rest being divisible by two.
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CLEF SIGNS

The treble, or “G,” clef usually designates the notes above middle C. G is found on the second
line.

The bass, or “F,” clef usually designates the notes below middle C. F is found on the fourth line.

Exampie 1-5.
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METER OR TIME SIGNATURE ,mdhﬁ

This symbol indicates the general feeling of pulse or accent in music. First, to clarify terms, a
“measure” is a group of beats or counts, the first of which is normally accented or stressed, whereas
a “bar-line” separates one measure from another. The % designated in the Beethoven excerpt means
that there are (a) two beats per measure, as shown by the numerator, and that (b) a quarter note
receives one beat, as indicated by the denominator.

Similarly, § would indicate three beats to a measure with an eighth note receiving one beat; or,
stated another way, three eighth notes or their equivalent per measure.

Note: The time signature has nothing to do with the speed or tempo of the music, but only with
the placement of the basic accents.
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Example 1-6.
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a quarter note receives one beat

KEY SIGNATURE

A key signature consists of an arrangement of sharps or flats (see “Accidentals” below) appearing
on lines and spaces of the staff immediately to the right of the clef signs. These sharps or flats indi-
cate a tonal center or “key” of the composition; the reasons for this will be explained later. The flats
on B and E in the treble and bass clef in Example 1-1 represent the key signature in this particular
composition.

ACCIDENTALS

These are symbols used on the staff in the body of a composition to raise or lower a note not so
designated in the key signature. The “natural,” indicated in Example 1-7, cancels any of the other
four accidentals.

Example 1-7.

# b b X bb

sharp flat natural double sharp double flat

DOTTED NOTES

A dot appearing after a note gives that note half again its original time value.

Example 1-8.

NOTE STEMS

When writing a single note or melody, the stem of the note will go down on the left side of the
note-head if the note is located above the middle line of the staff. The stem will go up on the right
side of the note-head if the note is located below the middle line of the staff. If the note is located

on the middle line, the stem will go down, unless the other notes in the group or measure are located
below the middle line.
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Example 1-9.
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THE SLUR

This is a curved line placed over or under two or more notes of different pitches to indicate that
they are to be played legato (in a smooth, connected manner) or sung with one breath. A slur that

connects two notes having the same pitch is called a “tie,” the two notes sounding as one, with the
combined time value of both.

Example 1-10.

slur tie
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FLAGS OR BEAMS

Groups of two or more notes with flags (eighths, sixteenths, etc.) are notated in two ways. (a) In
vocal music where each note represents a different syllable to be sung, the flag is used for each note.
(b) In piano and other instrumental music, as well as in vocal music where more than one note is sung
with the same syllable, the beam is used. Beams are also used to group notes by measures or beats
and to indicate an irregular grouping of notes.

Example 1-11. EncLisu Fork Song, Early One Morning.
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Example 1-12. BEETHOVEN, Sonata, Op. 14, No. 2 (Scherzo).
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TEMPO INDICATIONS

“Andante,” at the beginning of the Beethoven excerpt (Example 1-1), is an indication of the rate
of speed and manner of playing for this work. Because the universal language for musical terms is
Italian, it is possible to understand the terms used on printed music of different countries and periods
by learning a few Italian words. Occasionally, composers will write these indications in their own
language; Brahms wrote in German, Debussy, in French, and some American composers write in
English. These, however, are exceptions. In the “Glossary of Musical Terms” (page 266), the most
frequently used tempo indications are defined.

DYNAMICS INDICATIONS

Individual letters, such as the “p” in the Beethoven example, are used to indicate degrees of
AL _ 6T

volume of sound (loudness or softness). These indications are also defined in the “Glossary of Musical
Terms.”

Scales

Before scales and keys are discussed, something should be known of their purpose. When music
is heard, there is an awareness on the part of the listener of a relationship of tones to each other and
of groups of tones to the entire composition. This has been true throughout the evolution of music,
and, although styles have developed and changed, there still remains a relationship of parts with the
whole. This relationship has to do with scales and keys—with the feeling of tonality. An exception
to this would be found in some twentieth-century music, in which there is a strikingly different rela-
tionship of tones and in which a feeling of key is often avoided.

Our ears accept certain combinations of sounds as being correct, beautiful, or at least belonging
to each other, and our likes and dislikes are tempered by the society in which we live and by the
period in which we are living.

A scale is a succession of musical tones, usually arranged in half and whole steps and forming a
particular pattern. The word “scale” is derived from the Latin “scala,” meaning “ladder.” Actually,
as it appears to the eye and sounds to the ear, the scale does resemble a ladder.

A half step is the interval between one tone and its closest neighbor, to the right or left, on the
piano keyboard. The interval from a white key to an adjacent black key, or vice versa, is a half step,
as is the distance between two white keys with no black key between. The half step is the smallest
division of sound used in the music of our western culture. Although experiments are being con-
ducted by some composers in the use of other divisions of the whole tone, such as the quarter tone,
these must be considered largely experimental at present.

A whole step consists of two half steps.

The Major Scale
STRUCTURE

The major scale consists of consecutive tones (half and whole steps) from one letter name to its
repetition above or below, such as C D E F G A B C, in which all are whole steps except those from






























