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BASIC CONCEPTS OF
MUSIC AND RHYTHM
NOTATION

Melody, Harmony, and Rhythm

All music is made up of elements of melody,
harmony, and rhythm. Melody is the rising
and falling of single notes. Harmony is the
vertical structure of two or more notes
sounding at the same time. Rhythm is the
sometimes even, sometimes jagged, heart-
beat of musical sounds over time.

A goal of this book is to help guitarists
identify the elements of melody, harmony,
and rhythm in contemporary guitar music.

Units of Measurement

Intervals describe the difference in pitch be-
tween notes. Intervals are measured wth
half steps and whole steps. A half step on the
guitar is one fret. A whole step is two frets.
Intervals are melodic or harmonic.

Combinations of long and short notes
create rhythms. Duration describes how
long a note or chord sounds. The beat is the
unit of measurement of duration. Short
notes last for fractions of a beat. Long notes
last for several or many beats. Tempo is
measured by the number of beats per
minute.

The Musical Alphabet

Notes named by one of the first seven letters
of the alphabet are called natural notes:
A—B—C—D—E—F—G. Most adjacent nat-
ural notes are separated by a whole step.
The exceptions are B and C, and E and F,
which are separated by a half step. Learn
the intervals between the natural notes. Fig-
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ure 2—1 shows the location of all the natural
notes on the fifth string.

When two notes are a whole step apart,
there is a note between them which is a half
step above the lower note and also a half
step below the higher note.

For example, A is the name of the
unfretted fifth string. B, a whole step above
A, is at the second fret of the fifth string. The
note at the first fret of the fifth string is both
a half step higher than A, called A sharp, or
A}, and also a half step lower than B, called B
flat or Bb. Sharp means half step higher, and
flat means half step lower.

At and Bb are two names for the same
note. Similarly, the note on the fourth fret of
the fifth string is called either C§ or Db, The
symbols § (sharp) and b (flat) are called acci-
dentals. Notes that are named with sharps
and flats are called chromatic notes, or
chromatics.

Rhythm Notation

Rhythm defines musical styles. A rhythm is
composed of sounds of different durations.

Simple Duration Symbols

A musical sound happens on the beat or at a
specific place between beats. Rhythm nota-
tion is a system for writing down the beat lo-
cations of the sounds that constitute a
rhythm.

The information in this section will
help you to read rhythm notation so that
you can understand and accurately perform
the musical examples transcribed later in
this book. Figure 2-2 shows some com-
monly used duration symbols. The tab sym-
bols are indicated for a note played on the
second fret of a string.

Counting and Playing Rhythms

These are the actions that must be
coordinated in order to correctly count and
play a given rhythm:

1. Tap a steady beat with your foot.

2. Count the beats one—two—three—
four for each measure. (The examples
in this chapter are illustrations of com-
mon time, or four beats per measure.)

3. Sound the rhythm by clapping or by

SUMMARY OF RHYTHM NOTATION
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