
CHAPTER 4 
 
Rhythm and Meter 
 
Rhythm is a musical parameter that is concerned with duration of events. We 
construct sounds and silences of various lengths, then assemble them in ways we 
feel allows us to convey musical information. By virtue of having worked with 
time-line analyses, you already have a basic understanding of the idea of duration. 
This chapter will formalize that understanding 
 
In addition, we will discuss meter, or the idea that events may be grouped into 
regularly reoccurring patterns and subdivided in appropriate ways. 
 
Duration 
 
The heart of rhythm is duration. If a sound has a specific duration, we need to have 
a way to indicate that. One such way would be time-line notation, in which the 
instruction to create the sound includes notation showing the desired duration. That 
might look something like this: 
 
|-----------------------------5”--------------------------| 
“ah” ---------------------------------------------------- 
 
The performer would hold the sound “ah” for five seconds. In traditions featuring 
drones, or static collections of sounds that continue for lengthy periods of time, 
this notation is simple and effective. However, this system would be unwieldy and 
complex for shorter and quicker sounds, as the example below shows: 
 
|------.5”-----|----.375”----|-.125”-|--.25”--|----.5”----|-.25”-| 
“doo”-------- “doo”-------“doo”—“doo”—“doo”---“doo”- 
 
The goal of any notational system is to allow a performer to reproduce what the 
composer had in mind.5 While the above example is exceptionally accurate from a 
durational standpoint, the amount of time it takes for the performer to figure out 
the durations and perform them precisely is prohibitive. That time could be better 
spent on tone production, dexterity, and other musical elements. What is necessary, 

 
5 “Composer’s intent,” however, should not be interpreted to mean there is only one way to perform a piece of 
music. It helps to think of the score as a recipe. If you like a dish but want to add some different flavors, so long as 
it does not fundamentally change the dish you usually have discretion to do so. Music operates the same way. 



then, is a notational system that is self-contained and proportional, so that rhythms 
can almost instantaneously be identified, worked out, and performed. In Western 
art music traditions, this is how the problem was solved. 
 
Western Rhythmic Notation 
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In this system, each symbol is one-half the duration of the symbol above it, and 
twice the duration of the symbol below it. We call the topmost symbol the whole 
note or the whole rest (depending on whether we want a sound or a silence), the 
next one the half note/half rest, then on to the quarter note/quarter rest, the eighth 
note/eighth rest, and the sixteenth note/sixteenth rest. We can also add a dot to a 
note or rest, which extends the duration by adding half of the value onto the 
original duration. Thus, a quarter note is the length of two eighth notes, while a 
dotted quarter note is the length of three eighth notes. If we wish to extend a 
duration by something other than one half, we can use a tie to connect two or more 
note values (though never two rest values), That looks like this: 
 

h                q           e 

 
This system is also expandable. We can add additional flags to notes or rests for 
values smaller than a 16th note (32nd, 64th, and even 128th notes and rests are not 
unheard of) 
With this system, we can show proportional lengths between sounds and silences. 
Our second example had a confusing time-line notation. It can now be expressed 
as: 
 

h      q.  e  q  h    q 

This is still incomplete information, however. We only know the proportions of the 
units. We need to know the tempo (speed) and the meter (grouping). To align the 
tempo with the earlier example, we can see that the half note is supposed to be .5 
seconds in duration. We need to notate that in some way. Since there can be 120 



half notes at that tempo in a minute, we use a metronome marking to signify this. 
We can write this as: 
 

h    = 120 

h      q.  e  q  h    q 

By itself, this now gives us what we need to know to perform this at least 
technically correctly. Music, though, is more than just note and rest durations. This 
example is taken from a march by the American composer John Philip Sousa. You 
can hear the whole piece below: 
 

The Stars and Stripes Forever by John Philip Sousa (1896), played in 2011 
by the United States Marine Band (“The President’s Own”) - 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a-7XWhyvIpE 

 
What makes this a march? Well, if you’ve ever marched, you know that it involves 
walking in strict time. Since, on average, humans have two legs, this means it will 
have a strong “one, two, one, two” feel. That “one” keeps coming back around, and 
it has what is known as an accent – an extra emphasis to remind you that it is Beat 
One. This regular alternation of strong and weak beats can be used to create meter. 
The meter of a piece tells you how many beats there are, and how those beats are 
organized into strong and weak. The Stars and Stripes Forever has two beats in 
every measure, or regular grouping. We use bar lines to separate measures. Adding 
that in, our example can now look like this: 

h    = 120 

h      q.  e   \  q   h     q \ 

(bar lines) 
 
To help prepare the performer for where those bar lines are going to occur, we can 
add a meter signature or time signature to the example as well. In this case, we 
want to show that there are two beats per measure, and one half note equals one 
beat. We can show this with a fraction. In this type of meter, known as a simple 
meter, the numerator (top number) of a meter signature will indicate the number of 



beats in each measure, and the denominator (bottom number) will indicate which 
note value is equivalent to one beat. The denominator numbers are as follows: 
 
1 = whole note 
2 = half note 
4 = quarter note 
8 = eighth note 
16 = 16th note 
 
Since the Sousa example has two beats per measure and the half note is equivalent 
to one beat, the meter signature would be: 

 
We can then notate the rhythm fully as this: 

h    = 120 

 
 
In simple meters, each beat can be subdivided into two first-order subdivisions, 
with each subdivision similarly divided. The tree of note value divisions shown 
above works consistently in simple meters. Historically, there are three groupings 
which tend to be more common: two-, three-, and four-beat measures. We refer to 
them as duple, triple, and quadruple. (Others exist, but these are much more 
common in Western art music.) Simple duple, simple triple, and simple quadruple 
often appear as groupings of quarter notes, giving us the following meter 
signatures: 

            
 
Since the notation system is proportional, there are other ways of indicating meter, 
based on whichever note value gets the beat. The Sousa march referenced above 
uses the half note as the beat, but one could rewrite it with either the quarter note 
or the eighth note as the beat. 
 



q    = 120 

 

e    = 120 

 
 
In performance, all of these would sound identical. 
 
We can thus use this as a starting point for our simple meters. 
 
Simple Duple   Simple Triple  Simple Quadruple 

         

         

        
 
Compound Meter 
 
We are allowed to subdivide beats into something other than multiples of two, of 
course. Beats are often subdivided into three parts or some multiple thereof. In this 
case, our notation system does not work in quite the same way. The numerator of 
the meter signature shows the number of first-order subdivisions, and the 
denominator shows which note value makes up that first-order subdivision. Thus a 
compound duple would have two large beats divided into three first-order 
subdivisions. If we decree that eighth notes are first-order subdivisions, that means 
you have two groupings of three eighth notes, for a total of six eighth notes. That 
yields this meter signature: 



 
 
Like the simple meters, compound meters often appear in duple, triple, and 
quadruple, and can be renotated based on to which note value the first-order 
subdivision is equal. The “big beats” are always dotted – in 6/8, you would have 
two dotted quarter notes (since a dot extends the value of a note by half again as 
much, and since a quarter note contains two eighth notes, a dotted quarter would 
contain three eighths). In 6/4, you would have two dotted half notes, and in 6/16, 
two dotted eighth notes. 
 
Compound Duple   Compound Triple  Compound Quadruple 

        

        

        
 
A word about notation: When dealing with notating according to a given meter, 
your notation should reflect that meter. In 6/8, for example, notice how the six 
eighth notes are grouped – this reflects the fact that there are two large beats 
subdivided into three parts. Notate cleanly and clearly, and make sure the measure 
reflects the meter at all times. (We will discuss notation more in the next chapter.) 
 
Other Metrical Issues 
 
Triplets et al. 
 
Sometimes, for musical effect, a composer will subdivide a beat into a different 
first-order subdivision than the rest of the measure. Most commonly, this means 
subdividing a simple meter beat into three equal parts. We call this a triplet. 
 



 
 

We can do the reverse, and subdivide a compound beat into two equal parts as 
well. This would be notated as follows (and in this case, called a duplet): 

 
American composer Aaron Copland’s work El salón México uses this technique 
extensively. 
 

El salón México by Aaron Copland (1936), as played by the New York 
Philarmonic conducted by Leonard Bernstein (1962) – 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BEGzIPbataM (the relevant section is 
2:36 to 3:26)  

 
Quadruplets, quintuplets, sextuplets, septuplets, and others are notated in similar 
fashion. 
 
Syncopation, Hemiola, Mixed Meter 
 
Meter naturally creates accent, or places within each measure where the emphasis 
is stronger. The first beat of every measure should be the strongest point of the 
measure. You can create an illusion of shifting by placing emphasis in a place 
where it is not expected. The act of putting on accent on a weak beat or a weak part 
of the beat is called syncopation. It is quite common in jazz and popular genres, 
though by no means limited to just that. 
 
You can also use repeated syncopations to create the effect of another meter 
superimposed on top of the actual meter. Consider the song “Point of Know 
Return” by the American band Kansas: 
 

“Point of Know Return” by Steve Walsh, Robby Steinhardt, and Phil Ehart, 
as performed by the band Kansas (1977) – 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iFWtsT5zRKo 



At the opening, the band uses syncopation to create the effect of a repeated dotted 
quarter beat over the actual quarter note beat. This makes the piece feel like it is in 
a slower compound meter instead of the relatively quick simple meter. This is 
called hemiola. 
 
Also in the same song, though the prevailing meter is simple quadruple every now 
and then there is a measure of simple triple. We refer to this as mixed meter. 
 
Asymmetrical Meter 
 
Sometimes, the first-order subdivision remains constant while the grouping 
changes between two and three. Since these meters are not internally even, we 
refer to them as asymmetrical. Two very common asymmetrical meters are 5/8 and 
7/8. 5/8 will have one grouping of two eighth notes and one of three. The order can 
change. 

 
7/8 will have two groupings of two eighth notes and one of three. As in 5/8, the 
grouping of three can be on any beat. 

 
In both of these examples, the eighth note stays the same duration, which means 
the three-eighth groupings are a little longer than the two-eighth groupings. At the 
beat level, that might look like this. 

 
 

 
American composer Alfred Reed used this to great effect in the third section of 
Armenian Dances (Part I) for wind band. 
 

Armenian Dances (Part I) by Alfred Reed (1972), performed by the Tokyo 
Kosei Wind Ensemble conducted by Keiko Kobayashi (2012) – 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D0aKPALW4hM (the relevant section 
is 3:47 to 6:33) 



Other Issues in Rhythm and Meter 
 
Some traditions feature additive rhythms, where the rhythm is controlled by adding 
and subtracting note values from rhythmic cells. Other pieces use free-time or 
ametrical music, where the durations are determined by something other than note 
values or prevailing meters (like seconds in a time line). Both of these work 
outside the Western metrical tradition, but have become part of the toolkit for those 
who work within that tradition as well. 
 
EXERCISES 
 

1. Rewrite the two examples below in the given simple meters. 

 
 

 
 

2. Rewrite the example below in the given compound meters. 
 

 



3. Change one note or rest value in each measure to correct the given rhythm. 

 
4. Rewrite each set of tied notes as one dotted note or each dotted note as two 

tied notes. 
 

 
 

5. Rewrite the example below in the given compound meters. 

 
 

6. Draw beams connecting the eighth notes according to the given 
subdivisions, then draw bar lines to show the meters. 

 
 


