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Introduction

Welcome to The Everything® Essential Music Theory Book! This book has a definite purpose and a defined reader. Quite simply, you are here to learn more about music. When you study a musical instrument, you typically work in stages. First, you learn the basics of your individual instrument. You can devote years to learning the techniques and practices that make your instrument work. Many times this study starts in school at an early age and typically includes learning how to read music notation. Many of you who play “traditional” instruments—that is, band and orchestral instruments like flute, clarinet, violin, and cello—got your start in public schools. If so, you got a good foundation of practical work on your own instrument, including reading music and performance. If you studied a nontraditional instrument—such as guitar, bass, and piano—chances are you received your instruction in a different setting. Many schools only offer instruction in band and orchestral instruments, although that is starting to change.

Depending on the instrument you chose, you may or may not have a strong background in reading music. For example, pianists typically are well grounded in reading, while many guitarists are not. This book is the logical follow-up to The Everything® Reading Music Book, whose premise was to present a logical way for all players to learn to read musical notation. This is a critical step, and if you are not comfortable with it, you’d be wise to check out that book as well. While the first chapter of this book is a review of basic concepts, music reading will not be covered in depth and you will need to understand notation. If you aren’t sure of your reading, or just want a companion text, grab The Everything® Reading Music Book as a good start. This book could be considered a silent follow-up, but not necessarily. You can learn theory without strong music-reading skills, but strong skills will make everything easier, at every step.

Your ability to play your instrument well has led you to a common place: the “what’s next” phase. After attaining some mastery of your instrument, things begin to change and the instrument becomes a simple vehicle for musical expression. You begin the transformation from (insert your instrument here) player to musician. As a musician, you start to look at the larger picture of what makes music work and hold together. The word theory is almost always thrown around as an elusive second step toward understanding music. Many players constantly say, “I have got to learn more about theory.” Many use the word theory as if it’s a chore, akin to “I have to paint the house,” or something task-oriented. Let me put that quickly to rest: Music theory is not a task. It actually may be one of the hardest things to define.

Theory won’t necessarily make you a better player. It’s not guaranteed to improve any part of your musical life. Music theory is not a prediction of music! It is an educated look at what has happened throughout music history. Music has evolved slowly, and theory reviews that journey and tries to make sense of it. Theory will put words to concepts that you have understood all of your life. Never forget that music is sound, and theory has the Herculean task of trying to make sense of sounds and then transforming them into another medium: words. Theory will no doubt help you in all aspects of your life, but it’s much like buying a new instrument: In the hands of a skilled player, it can make you better, but it is just a tool.

This book is different from other theory books. Many theory books are simply too difficult. They presuppose too much information and typically overwhelm the reader. These books cater to college-level music theory, and rarely are they suitable for self-study. The other problem is their “reach.” “Reach” is the ability to speak to a large cross section of readers, regardless of their instrument, ability, and style of music. Many texts focus solely on classical music and only use examples from the canon of classical music—totally ignoring the music that you have grown up with. In writing this book, I wanted it to have as much reach as possible so that you can get the most out of your experience. If your goal is to get on an advanced track to music theory, this book will give you the foundation you need to tackle a much harder book. For example, you will find examples for many different instruments. In the section on chords, you’ll see guitar chord grids. Typically, theory relies on the piano, and it does so for a good reason—the piano is an excellent instrument for study. But there are a lot of guitar players out there, and if you can grab a guitar and better understand how chords progress, then this book has reached more readers—and that is exactly what it should do.

The first step is a small review of music notation. Okay, folks, it’s time to learn everything about music theory!



CHAPTER 1
Review of the Basics

Everyone needs a good review! You may not know everything you need to know, or you may have never read a music theory book, so this chapter will give you a brief overview of some of music’s visual concepts, such as notes, clefs, and rhythms, so that you can look at later examples in the book and decipher them with ease.

Ins and Outs

Since you will see the language of written music throughout this book, you must be able to read it. There is no way around an inability to read notation. You may be thinking, “I can read just fine,” but how well do you read in other clefs?
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In Europe, musical tradition began with the simple monophonic (one voice) chants of the early Christian era. This was the most common type of music during the Early Middle Ages (from about A.D. 350 to 1050). Polyphonic liturgical music, which is a more complex composition with multiple melodies, developed in the High Middle Ages (from about A.D. 1050 to 1300).







Music theory explores what has been done in other music in order to reach a greater understanding overall. You will need to read in multiple clefs, since standard notation uses treble and bass clefs at a minimum and often throws in alto clef, too. Here is a basic review to help you make sense of what you are reading. There is also a somewhat detailed review of rhythms because it can be a difficult concept to understand; even if you know how to decipher the notes on a staff, you may still be uneasy with the counting aspect. If this chapter is already scaring you, try picking up The Everything® Reading Music Book and keeping that around; it will help you greatly in understanding this material!

Notes

What better place to start than with notes? Here’s a short sample of music; try to dissect what’s going on and see if you have all the information you need.
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Figure 1.1 Musical elements



As you can see from FIGURE 1.1, this is a short excerpt from a piece of solo piano music. Here is what you are seeing:


	There are notes placed on two musical staffs: one treble staff and one bass staff.

	The staffs are further defined by their clefs.

	The notes are identified only by use of a clef; otherwise, they are simply dots sitting on lines and spaces.



If you want to talk about the notes, you have to talk about clefs because clefs actually define the name of the notes in a staff.

Clefs

A clef is a symbol that sits at the beginning of every staff of music. A staff contains five lines and four spaces. How do you know where the note A or the note C is? The missing element is the clef, which defines what notes go where and functions a lot like a map. Placing a treble clef at the start of the staff defines the lines and spaces with note names. FIGURE 1.2 shows the notes of a treble staff.


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.2 Treble clef staff



The treble clef circles around the note G. This is why it’s commonly called the G clef. As for the notes, there is an important pattern. Look at the lowest line, which is designated E. Follow the musical alphabet to find where the next note is. The F is in the space just above the E. The staff ascends in this fashion—line, then space, then line—as it cycles through the musical alphabet (A–B–C–D–E–F–G).

The bass clef is a different clef than the treble and identifies not only different note names but also notes in different ranges. The bass clef is used for instruments that have a lower pitch, like a bass guitar. Even though the bass clef sits on the same five-line staff, it defines very different notes. Many musicians can read treble clef because it is the most common clef. It is more difficult, however, for many musicians to read bass clef. In order to make progress in understanding theory, you will need to be adept at reading all clefs. FIGURE 1.3 shows the notes of a bass clef staff.
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Even though you may understand the notes on both clefs, the only way to become proficient is to read other clefs as often as you can. Set aside a few minutes each day to look at other clefs so you can easily identify their notes. Since clefs define notes, think of being able to read in many clefs as a kind of musical literacy.
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FIGURE 1.3 Bass clef staff



Grand Staff and Middle C

Grouping the bass clef and the treble clef together creates the grand staff. The grand staff is used in piano writing. To make a grand staff, connect a treble and a bass staff, or clef, with a brace, as shown in FIGURE 1.4.


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.4 A brace



The grand staff reveals a very important note: middle C. FIGURE 1.5 shows a middle C.


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.5 Middle C



When you look at FIGURE 1.5, can you tell whether the note belongs to the bass clef or the treble clef? Actually, it belongs equally to both. If you trace down from the treble clef, one ledger line below the staff is a C. If you look at the bass clef notes, one ledger line above the staff is also a C. They are, in fact, the same pitch on the piano. This note is called middle C because it’s right in the middle of everything. Middle C will come up throughout this book, so keep track of it!

Movable C Clefs

The last type of clef is the C clef. Typically, this clef is associated with the viola because it’s the most common instrument that reads in C clef; however, other instruments read it as well. When the C clef is used with the viola, it is called the alto clef. Thankfully, this clef is very easy to read; the symbol for the C clef has two semicircles that curve into the middle of the staff and basically point toward the middle line, which is a C—and it’s not just any C, it’s middle C. FIGURE 1.6 shows the notes for alto clef.
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FIGURE 1.6 Alto clef



Since this is a movable clef, you can place the clef anywhere you want; whatever lines the two semicircles point to become middle C. Some very old choral music uses a different movable C clef for each part (tenor clef, alto clef, and soprano clef). Just as long as you know that the clef always points toward middle C, you will be able to decipher the notes in this clef.
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When notes use ledger lines that are extremely high or extremely low, they can be difficult to read; it’s much easier to read notes that sit in the staff you are reading. Using different clefs allows you to move the location of middle C so that the majority of your notes are in and around the staff.







Accidentals

Notes can be altered with the use of accidentals. If you’ve heard of B-flat (B♭[image: ]) or C-sharp (C♯[image: ]), then you’ve heard of an accidental. Accidentals are used to raise and lower the pitch of a tone. There are two types of accidentals: single and double.


	A single accidental is the common ♭[image: ] and ♯[image: ] symbol.

	A ♭[image: ] lowers the pitch by one half step.

	A ♯[image: ] raises a pitch by one half step.

	A ♮[image: ] cancels an accidental (either in a measure or from the given key signature).



In addition to the simple sharp and flat symbols, you will also see double accidentals.


	A ♭[image: ]♭[image: ] lowers the pitch by two half steps.

	A 𝄪[image: ] raises a pitch by two half steps.

	A ♮[image: ] cancels the double accidental in the same way it cancels the single accidentals.



Time

Even though this is a review section, time is a fundamental aspect of music theory that is often left out of formal music theory study. Time is more than just counting beats and bars. Time can dictate the feel and flow of a piece; even harmony has a rhythm to it, aptly called harmonic rhythm. You’ll start with time signatures, as they are the first time-related aspect you need to understand in detail.

Time Signatures

Music is divided into bars, or measures, for reading convenience and for musical purposes. Most music adheres to a meter, which affects the phrasing of the melody. If you don’t have a lot of experience reading music, rhythm can be a very difficult concept to grasp.

The most standard time signature is [image: ] time, which is also called common time and is abbreviated by this symbol 𝄴[image: ]. Common time looks like a fraction and signifies two things. First, the top number 4 means that every measure will have four beats in it. The bottom number 4 indicates what note value will receive the beat; in this case, 4 stands for a quarter note (♩[image: ]). So common time breaks up each measure into four beats, as a quarter note receives one beat. You can, of course, further divide the measure into as many small parts as you like, but in the end, it must still add up to four beats.

Rhythm

Music is composed of pitch and rhythm. Although finer elements come into play later on, such as dynamics and expression, music can be made simply by knowing which note and how long to hold it. Without rhythm, people couldn’t fully read music.

Rhythm is music’s way of setting the duration of a note. Music accomplishes this task by varying the appearance of the notes that sit on the staff. Different rhythms indicate different note lengths. To get rolling, you need to hear about an essential concept: beat. Have you ever been to a concert and clapped along with 30,000 other fans? Have you noticed how everyone claps together in a steady pattern? Did you ever wonder how 30,000 people could possibly agree on anything? If you’ve been to a dance club, you may have noticed that there is always a steady drumbeat or bass line, usually up-tempo, to drive the music along. Those are examples of pulse and beat in music. Rhythm is a primal element, and pulse and beat are universal concepts.

Basic Rhythms

In music, changing the appearance of the notes indicates the rhythm. Remember, the location of the notes is fixed on the staff and will never change. However, the note’s appearance varies, indicating how long that note should be held. Following are the basic musical symbols for rhythm.

Quarter Notes

A quarter note (♩[image: ]) is signified with a filled-in black circle (also called a notehead) and a stem. It is the simplest rhythm to discuss. Quarter notes receive one count; their duration is one beat (see FIGURE 1.7).


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.7 Quarter notes



Half Notes

The next in our series of simple rhythms is the half note (𝅗𝅥[image: ]). As you can see, the half note looks similar to the quarter note, except the circle is not filled in. Like a quarter note, the half note has a single stem that points either up or down. The half note receives two counts; its duration is two beats. In relation to the quarter note, the half note is twice as long because it receives two counts (see FIGURE 1.8).


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.8 Half notes



Whole Notes

A whole note (𝅝[image: ]) is a rhythm that receives four beats. It’s twice as long as a half note and four times as long as a quarter note—count to yourself: one, two, three, four. A whole note is represented as an open circle without a stem. It is probably the single longest rhythmic value that you will come across. Whole notes are easy to spot because they are the only notes that lack a stem (see FIGURE 1.9).


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.9 Whole notes



Eighth Notes

The smallest rhythm you have encountered thus far is the quarter note, which lasts for one beat. Dividing this beat further allows musicians to explore faster rhythms and faster passages. Chopping the quarter note in half gives us the eighth note (♪[image: ]), which receives half of one beat (see FIGURE 1.10).


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.10 Eighth notes



Sixteenth Notes

The beat can be broken down even further for the faster note values. The next rhythm is the sixteenth note (𝅘𝅥𝅯[image: ]), which breaks the quarter note into four equal parts and the eighth note into two equal parts (see FIGURE 1.11).


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.11 Sixteenth notes



Faster Note Values

It’s possible to keep chopping the beat into smaller and smaller parts. The next step beyond sixteenth notes is the thirty-second note, which breaks one beat into eight equal parts. Just like the transition from eighth to sixteenth notes, going from sixteenth to thirty-second notes will add another flag or beam to the notes. Add another flag and it will simply make the note value half the length of the previous note. FIGURE 1.12 shows faster note values.


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.12 Faster note values



Augmentation Dots

You have focused on making note values smaller and smaller, but you can also make them larger by using an augmentation dot. Placing a small dot directly to the right of any note increases its duration by one-half. For example, placing a dot after a half note makes the dotted half last for three beats. The original half note receives two beats and the dot adds half the value of the original note (a half note): The dot adds one extra beat (a quarter note), bringing the total up to three beats. Any note can be dotted. FIGURE 1.13 is a chart of dotted rhythms and their duration.


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.13 Dotted rhythms
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A dot extends the value of a note. A tie also extends notes. Both do the same thing, but visually, they do it differently. A dot added to a note requires that you figure out what half of the note value is and count it. A tie is sometimes easier to read because the notes are visually glued together.







Tuplets

Up to this point, rhythms have been based on equal divisions of two. For example, breaking a whole note in half results in two half notes. In the same way, dividing a half note in two results in two quarter notes. As the divisions get smaller, going through eighth and sixteenth notes, the notes are continuously broken in half equally. However, beats can also be broken into other groupings—most importantly, groupings based on odd numbers such as three. Such odd groupings are commonly referred to as tuplets.

When you break a beat into three parts, you give birth to a triplet. The most basic triplet is the eighth-note triplet. An eighth-note triplet is simply three eighth notes that equally divide one beat into three parts (see FIGURE 1.14). You could also look at it like a ratio: three notes equally divided in the same space as one beat. Since there are three notes in each beat, eighth-note triplets are faster than two eighth notes taking up the same beat. The more notes per beat, the faster they progress.


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.14 Eighth-note triplets



Tuplets don’t have to be in threes, although that is the most common tuplet in music. You can have tuplets that divide a beat into any number of parts: five, seven, even eleven. The number above the grouping of notes indicates how it’s supposed to be divided.

Rests

All this talk about notes and rhythms wouldn’t be complete without some discussion of rests. The best news of the day is that everything you’ve learned about rhythms also applies to rests. The only difference is that a rest tells you not to do anything! At last, you get a break.

Every pitch needs duration. Rhythm defines how long notes should be sustained. Music isn’t always about sound—rests are as common as pitches. Rests indicate a spot in the music where you don’t play a sound. Since a rest does not have a pitch associated with it, it requires a different symbol. Here’s a chart of the rests (see FIGURE 1.15) and their associated notes.


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.15 Rests



Meter

The last thing to explain is meter. You encountered one meter at the beginning of this chapter: common time, or [image: ] meter. Now take a bit of time and look at the different meters.

Simple Meter

A simple meter is any meter that breaks up the beat into even divisions. This means that whatever the beat is—whether it’s [image: ], [image: ], or [image: ]—each beat (which is a quarter note) is equally divided. The beat is broken into even divisions of two (eighth notes), four (sixteenth notes), or eight (thirty-second) notes.


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.16 Common simple meters



What sets a simple meter apart from other meters is how the beats are grouped. The clearest way to see the groupings is through the use of eighth and sixteenth notes. Since the flags join and are visually grouped together, you can easily see how the notes and the beats break down. In a simple meter, you place slight natural accents on the strong beats, which are always on the first note of any rhythmic grouping. Whenever notes are grouped in twos or fours, you are in simple time. Since [image: ], [image: ], and [image: ] are the most common meters and are all in simple time, you will become a pro at simple meters in short order!

Compound Meter

Simple meters have one important feature: groupings of two or four notes. The next meters are compound meters, which are broken into groups of three. This is what makes compound time different from simple time. Common compound meters are [image: ], [image: ], [image: ], and [image: ]. Compound meters usually have an 8 in the lower part of the meter because the meter is based on eighth notes receiving the beat.


[image: ]
FIGURE 1.17 Common compound meters



FIGURE 1.17 illustrates the three-note groupings of compound meters. That is, [image: ] simply contains one grouping of three, [image: ] two groupings of three, and so on. Counting in [image: ] and other simple meters hasn’t been such a big deal. Simply set your metronome or tap your foot along with the quarter notes. In compound time, your beat becomes a grouping of three notes—more specifically, a grouping of three eighth notes (although if you were in [image: ], three sixteenth notes would get the beat, but since time is all relative, it all works out the same).
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Compound time relies on groupings of three notes, so you need to adjust how you view beat durations. A click on the metronome does not always signify a quarter note. What it does signify is the pulse of the music. In common time, that click could be a dotted quarter note, so keep your concept of time elastic.







The combination of simple and compound time signatures will get you through most music you’ll encounter. Even so, composers and musicians love to stretch the boundaries. All the meters you’ve learned about so far have been divided into easy groupings. Other music exists in unusual groupings, called odd time.

Odd time or an odd meter is a meter that is asymmetric or has uneven groupings. Odd time can be expressed whenever 5, 7, 10, 11, 13, and 15 are the top value in a time signature. The bottom of the signature can be any rhythmic value; the top number determines if it’s symmetric (simple) or asymmetric (odd) time. Take a look at a basic odd meter like [image: ] in FIGURE 1.18.
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FIGURE 1.18 Odd time





CHAPTER 2
Intervals

The most elemental part of music theory is to understand the relationships between single notes. The distance between those notes is an interval, which will serve as the foundation for practically every concept that you will explore throughout this book. Understanding intervals is extremely important.

Go the Distance

Defined as the distance from one note to another, intervals provide the basic framework for everything else in music. Small intervals combine to form scales. Larger intervals combine to form chords. Intervals aid in voice leading, composition, and transposition. There are virtually no musical situations that don’t use intervals (barring snare drum solos). Even in some of the extremely dissonant music of the twentieth century, intervals are still the basis for most composition and analysis.

There are five different types of intervals:


	Major intervals

	Minor intervals

	Perfect intervals

	Augmented intervals

	Diminished intervals



You will learn all about the five types of intervals in this chapter, but before you go any further, you need a visual helper, like a musical slide rule: the piano keyboard. Intervals can seem like an abstract concept; having some visual relationships to reference can make the concept more concrete and easier to grasp. FIGURE 2.1 shows the piano keyboard.


[image: ]
FIGURE 2.1 The piano keyboard



This image will be repeated a couple times throughout this book, but earmark this page for reference, because you’re going to need it.

The keyboard shows you the location of all the notes within one full octave. It also shows you all the sharps and flats on the black keys.
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Notice how C♯[image: ] and D♭[image: ] occupy the same key. This situation, in which one key can have more than one name, is called an enharmonic. This occurs on all black keys. The white keys have only one name, whereas the black keys always have a second possibility. This will be explained further along in this book.







Half Steps

The first interval to look at is the half step. It is the smallest interval that Western music uses (Eastern music uses quarter tones, which are smaller than a half step), and it’s the smallest interval you can play on the majority of musical instruments. How far is a half step? Well, if you look at a piece of music, a great example of a half step is the distance from C to C♯[image: ] or D♭[image: ]—remember that C♯[image: ] and D♭[image: ] sound the same. FIGURE 2.2 shows the half step in a treble staff.


[image: ]
FIGURE 2.2 Half step



Now that you have been given a rudimentary explanation of a half step, go back to the piano. Stated simply, the piano is laid out in successive half steps starting from C. To get to the next available note, you simply progress to the next available key. If you are on a white key, like C, for example, the next note is the black key of C♯[image: ]/D♭[image: ]. You have moved a half step. Move from the black key to the white key of D and you’ve moved another half step. When you’ve done this twelve times, you have come back around to C and completed an octave, which is another interval.

Now, this is not always a steadfast rule. It is not always the case that you will move from a white key to a black key, or vice versa, in order to move a half step.

As you can see in FIGURE 2.3, the movement between E and F and the movement between B and C are both carried out from white key to white key, with no black key between them. This means that B and C, and E and F, are a half step apart. This is called a natural half step, and it is the only exception to our half-step logic. The good news is that if you keep this in mind, all intervals will be much easier to define, not just half steps.
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