
Musical Notation and Reading 
 

In this unit I am going to explain the values of the different note symbols and 

where particular tones can be found on the bass or guitar in respect to where 

they are seen on the scale. In respect to the skill of reading music, though I feel it 

is important to be able to read without an instrument in hand, translating to the 

instrument is more practical. My approach to practical reading is to know where 

the notation seen appears, rather than identifying the notation and then 

translating it to an instrument. 

It is important to remember that though reading is an intellectual exercise, if it 

cannot be used in practice, we should question the efficacy. As a beginner my 

suggestion will always be to focus on practical exercise first and as you get 

comfortable, expand beyond.  

One of the biggest progress killers is tackling a task that does not show results 

early on, it is why building from foundational skills is the current accepted method 

for learning new skills and sticking with the requisite practice needed to fully 

master. Life is a marathon, not a sprint. 

 

The Clefs: Range 
 

For this unit I am going to start from the bare basics and assume absolute zero 

knowledge. There will be step by step building on information, this may seem 

tedious, however, it will reinforce the foundations of reading and translating to 

your instrument. 

First, I would like to present the range of the guitar and bass, to help refine the 

scope of what we are talking about and to help you, the learner, to understand 

what is possible with the instrument you are working with. 



 

Figure 1: Fretboard Cartography, We must remember though, The Map is not the Territory 



Things to remember about the above diagram: 

1. The first notes are labeled for 5 string bass, this is a diagram of standard 

tuning. 

2. The Bass and Guitar goes up to a 24-fret instrument. 

3. Extended range instruments are available, this is not a diagram that 

considers them. 

4. Note values appear in more than one place on these instruments. 

5. None of the accidentals are pictured. 

The above diagram is just to give you an idea of where on the clefs you should 

start getting familiar with, depending of course on your instrument. 

The Clefs: Anatomy of Written Music 
 

Overall, the anatomy is remarkably similar between bass and treble clefs, let us 

look at where they are the same for starters. 

 

Figure 2: What we find on sheet music. 

So, what can we learn from this? Where are these different and similar? 

• Clef – Clefs indicate what register the music we are playing is in. There is 

some overlap, which is indicated by doubling the notes per measure. The 

Treble, or “G”, Clef spirals around the G, or the open 4th string on the 

Guitar. The Bass, or “F”, Clef marks the F, or the 3rd fret of the 3rd string on 

the Bass. 



• Key Signature – The Key that you are playing in is an important piece of 

information which allows the player to manage expectations within a piece 

of music. Because the lines in each clef do not represent the same note 

values, the signature looks different, however, the signature is the same on 

both clefs. 

• Time Signature – The Time Signature indicates the time feel of the piece, 

the top number is the number of beats per measure, the bottom is the time 

value of each beat. 

• Bar Lines- the Bar lines separate the measures, and different bar lines have 

different meanings, the one shown in figure 2 is an ending bar, in figure one 

we have a separation bare between each note. There are others, but these 

are the basic ones we will need to start. 

• Bar or Measure – A bar or measure is the smallest unit in your sheet music, 

it is the basis for your beats per measure in your time signature. 

Notes on the Clef 
 

Figure 3 shows the note as they appear on the staff lines, for now we will only be 

concerned with the natural tones, not the sharps or flats. 

 

Figure 3: The Notes as they fall on the scale. 

 



Notation 
 

It is all well and good to know what notes are available, but there is another 

building block needed to have the full picture, Notation, or the time value of the 

notes. The practice exercises below are covered in the notation video and aligned 

to help with reading notes on the scale as well as learning note values. 

 

Names and Values 
 

For the purposes of brevity, I will focus on the American terms for the Notation 

Naming, as they are inherently affixed to their time value in respect to the music. 

 

Figure 4: Naming conventions vary with region. 

I do suggest you watch the Notation video before you begin to get the details of 

the most effective way to engage these exercises. 

 

 



 

Exercise 1: Whole Notes 
 

Notation Video: 3:00 

 



 

 



Exercise 2: Half Notes 
 

Notation Video: 8:00 

 



 

 



Exercise 3: Quarter Notes 
 

Notation Video: 13:30 

 



 

 



Exercise 3a: 4 Notes Per String 

 

Notation Video: 14:05 

 



 

 



Exercise 4: Eighth Notes 
 

Notation Video: 15:50 

 



 



Exercise 5: Sixteenth Notes 
 

Notation Video: 21:03 

 



 



Remember good technique, Use a Metronome to be accountable, and feel free to 

expand on this as this becomes second nature to keep challenging yourself! 


