
CHAPTER 5 
 
Notation 
 
Notation is how musical material is written down. In many traditions, there is no 
notation at all, and the music is passed down as in the oral tradition. Other 
traditions have notation for some but not all elements of music. This chapter will 
mostly focus on the Western art music tradition, but we will offer ways to study 
other traditions as well. 
 
The History of Western Music Notation 
 
You are likely familiar with the five-line staff, with pitches signified by clef. This 
system developed over hundreds of years. The earliest attempts at notation 
consisted of symbols signifying pitches placed over syllables of text. Eventually, 
the symbols were replaced by neumes, or shapes showing the contour of a musical 
line. As the need for standardized performance of chants developed, eventually a 
single line was provided so that whenever a neume crossed the line, the pitch 
would be the same. To improve accuracy, eventually a second line was added. The 
pitch of the line was signified by a symbol that provided the “key” to 
understanding the starting pitch. In Latin, “key” is “clave.” This eventually became 
“clef.” Over time, a third, a fourth, and eventually a fifth line was added. 
 
The clef signifies a specific pitch. It goes at the beginning of each staff. You are 
likely familiar with the treble and bass clefs. The treble clef is sometimes called a 
G clef because the little swirl in the middle is supposed to encircle the staff line for 
the pitch G (G4 to be exact – more on that later). The bass clef is sometimes called 
an F clef because the end point is on the line signifying F3, and the two dots 
surround that line. 
 
Treble Clef      Bass Clef 

        
 
While any clef is technically movable, the G and F clefs are almost always fixed at 
the points you see here. The C clef, on the other hand, signifies “Middle C” (C4) 



and can be used on any line of the staff. Most commonly, it is either on the middle 
line as the alto clef, or on the second line from the top as the tenor clef. 
 
Alto Clef      Tenor Clef 

       
 
It was not identified as such, but in Chapter 4 you were introduced to the 
percussion clef, which implies no exact pitch content. 
 
Percussion Clef 

 
 
After the clef, the next piece of information is the meter signature. Unlike the clef, 
which needs to go on every line of music, the meter signature need only appear at 
the very beginning of the piece and at any time there is a meter change. 
 
The following example by the author shows the placement of various musical 
elements. Use this model when writing music. 
 

 



Notice that when the notes are below the midpoint of the staff the stems point up 
and when the notes are above it the stems point down. Stem length is 
approximately four lines/three spaces from the notehead. 
 
A word about the meter signature in this example: Sometimes 4/4 is notated as a C 
(you may have heard that this is to signify “common time” – this is an urban 
legend) and 2/2 is notated as a C with a vertical slash, or “cut time.” These 
practices actually developed from a previous system of notating meter, one which 
you may learn about in Music History. 
 
If you have text, you can relocate the dynamics and other performance instructions 
to above the staff. This example, from the author’s Nunc Dimittis, shows this. 
 

 
 
Notice also the spacing in each example. In the 2/2 example, nothing is beamed 
across the midpoint of the measure, showing very clearly that there are two beats. 
In the 3/4 example, the elements are placed proportionally over the three beats. 
Many errors in performance can be traced to bad notational and spacing practices. 
Help your performers out! 
 
Other Traditions 
 
In at least one classical music tradition from the Indian subcontinent, pitches are 
indicated by syllables (not unlike the Western tradition of solfège), with a series of 
dots and lines to show changes in octave or use of flats/sharps. Pauses or rests are 
shown with repeated SSS signs, and a slur under two pitches indicates that those 



pitches are to be performed in rapid succession (like two eighth notes in the space 
of a quarter note). The following example (from https://raag-
hindustani.com/Notation.html) shows some of this in practice. 
 
Indian Classical Music Notation 

 
 
Thai-American cellist and scholar Jon Silpayamanant has written extensively about 
non-Western notational systems on his blog 
(https://silpayamanant.wordpress.com/) and his Twitter feed 
(https://twitter.com/Silpayamanant). If you wish to know more about non-Western 
notational systems, I recommend Silpayamanant’s work. 
 
 



EXERCISES 
 

1. Rewrite each measure with beaming that reflects the meter. 

 
2. Fix the notational errors in each measure. 

 
3. Compose four measures of rhythm in 4/4 time using eighth notes, quarter 

notes, half notes, whole notes, and the corresponding rests. 

 


