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Reading Music:
The Very
Basics
Forget the fact that you can get more work as a pro if you read, there are so
many great reasons to learn. If you play with a band that has sheet
music/charts, you can slot right in without a rehearsal. You can learn from
books that contain music (even non bass guitar books). You can jot down
ideas easily or make charts for other musicians. You can play in theatre
bands, jazz bands and easily learn new styles. It can broaden your horizon
and your understanding of music. It’s actually not difficult at all if you learn
some basics…

The basics involve:
1.

Finding the notes on the bass (Refer to the sheet from the Fretboard
Knowledge section ‘How To Find Notes On The Bass’)

2. Identifying the names of the notes on the stave
3. Identifying where that note is located on the fretboard
4. Recognising some simple rhythms
Just a few things to go through before that stuff. Those 5 lines and 4 spaces in
music is called the ‘staff’ or ‘stave’. Here are a few other terms to note:

‘time signature’

Bass Clef

Bar lines *

One bar

These 5 lines and 4 spaces make

up the ‘staff’ (or ‘stave’) where
the notes are written
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* In the UK this is called ‘bar’, in the US it is a ‘measure’. As I’m from England I will
call it a bar!

Identifying the names of the notes
on the stave
Use these mnemonics to learn the note names on the stave.
Notes on the lines:

 Good

Boys

Deserve

Football

Always

PRO TIP: The bass clef symbol  looks a little like how the letter ‘F’ used to be written
down in time gone by. Those two dots intersect the note F so use that to remember
where F is. The bass clef is actually sometimes called the F Clef for this reason.

Notes on the spaces:

 All

Cows

Eat

Grass

All the notes together

G

A

B

C

D

E

F

G

A
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If you didn’t know, the musical alphabet goes ABCDEFG and then starts at A again.

ʊAs you alternate between a line and a space all you are doing is
going up or down the musical alphabet. You can find ANY note
using this rule.

There are notes above and below the highest and lowest lines on the stave. You
can find those notes using the same rule you just read.

Identifying where that note is
located on the fretboard
The way to do this is to memorise a few places on the bass and associate where
those notes are on the stave.
The open strings are a great place to start.

E

A

D

G
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If you learn this then you can learn every other note relative to the open strings.
Going in this direction ↑ on the stave, the notes get higher in pitch. Lower down
the stave ↓, the notes get lower in pitch.
Before moving on to some symbols you need to know, let’s find a few more notes.
Remember, you need to know the notes on the bass fretboard before you do this!
There is a certain amount of memorisation at this point but you will get it in no
time.

Notes up to the 4th fret

F

G

B

C

E

F

A 

B

Have a look at how these notes are positioned relative to those open strings that
you have learnt. Notice how the lower sounding F is lower down the stave relative
to the higher F. It’s all about the relative positions and once that clicks for you it will
become easy to identify notes quickly then, eventually, instantly.
Next we need to move onto the various common symbols you come across. Don’t
worry if it looks like gibberish to you now, it is a slightly strange system! Once you
get familiar with it you will feel very comfortable.
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Rhythms and Rests
We have already looked at what the notes are called and how to find them on the
fretboard. The appearance of the note tells you how long to play that note for. It
tells you the rhythm to be played. So notes + rhythm = reading music. There are a
few other things to learn but this will take you very far.

Time Signatures

The above time signature is ‘four four’. For now we will say that that means that
there are 4 beats in a bar. Learning rhythms is about understanding that you split
each beat in half or a quarter (subdividing the beat). Or you can add beats up to
create different numbers of beats. In the UK the terminology is different (crotchets,
quavers, semi quavers etc). I will definitely be using the American way as it makes
so much more sense! It is based on very simple fractions. There are many different
time signatures that denote different feels and styles of music. 4/4 will do for now.
Rhythms
We will only be dealing with these rhythms below. Notice that the note is an ‘A’
(open string) and that it looks different in each bar. Let’s go through what they are
called and how to play them.

This is a ‘whole note’ as it lasts for the whole of a bar. So it is 4 beats long.
It is literally one note played for the duration of 4 counts.
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This is a ‘half note’ as it lasts for half of a bar (see where we’re going with this?). So it
is 2 beats long. It is one note that lasts 2 beats.
This is a ‘quarter note’ as it lasts for a quarter of a bar. So it is 1 beat long. It is
one note that lasts 1 beats. This might help to explain the 4/4 time signature
better too. One quarter note is ¼. So 4/4 literally means ‘four quarter note
beats in one bar’. ¾ would mean 3 quarter note beats in a bar. 6/8 would mean 6
eighth note beats in a bar (and so on…).
This is an ‘eighth note’ and it lasts for 1/8th of a bar (there are 8 in a bar). A
better way of thinking about it is it is worth half a beat. So there are 2 in
every beat and 8 in every bar. I realise this is maths and not everyone’s
favourite subject but the most you have to count up to is 16 (the next rhythm….).
When you have two or more eighth notes next to each other they are connected
with a beam like this:

Notes are usually grouped in nice convenient 1 or 2 beat chunks which makes it
much easier for you to see and recognise quickly. Note that eighth notes have one
single beam running horizontally across the top and sixteenth notes have two. This
enables you to quickly distinguish between them.
This is a ‘sixteenth note’ and there are - you guessed it - 16 in a bar. Each
one is a quarter of a beat. So there are 4 in every beat and 16 in a bar of 4.
The English name is semi quaver. I don’t know why….. The fraction
method makes a lot more sense so we’ll stick with that!

As with eighth notes, 2 (or 4) 16ths next to each other can be connected
like this.
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Looking at this picture again we can see that, if you do the maths, every single bar
adds up to 4 beats. That is the rule and something to remember. Learn to tap your
foot as you play and that will guide you as to how many beats to play a note for or
how you need to subdivide the beat (to get the eighths and sixteenths). Much
easier to play it than to read about it! Refer to the video for how to play these
rhythms then commit them to memory over time.
Rests
You do not play notes all the time, there are gaps between notes sometimes. This is
represented by ‘rests’. A rest is exactly what you would imagine - a gap so do not
play.
Whole notes, half notes, quarter notes, eighth notes and sixteenth notes have
equivalent rests and here they are:

Whole note rest (do not play for 4 counts).

Half note rest (2 beats). Notice this one sits on the middle line of the
stave and the whole note rest hangs from the line above. Potential for
confusion! Although as a whole note rest is for 4 beats, you will only
see one in a bar.
Quarter note rest (1 beat).

Eighth note rest (½ a beat)

Sixteenth note rest (¼ of a beat).
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Dotted notes
A dot to the right of a note means something very specific. This is the case every
time you see a dot to the right of a note (you will see the same dot above or below
a note but this means something different!). A dot on the right means that you add
half the value of the note on.
So whatever note you see a dot next to, you half the value of that note and then
add it on. That sounds really confusing, but it isn’t! Have a look…

This is a ‘dotted half note’. It is worth 3 beats as the dot adds half the
value of the note on.

This is a dotted quarter note worth 1 and a half beats.

This is a dotted eighth note worth ¾ of a beat. It is very commonly
connected to one sixteenth note to make one of those conveniently
connected groups I was talking about earlier (worth one beat in this
case).

Counting
We are getting to the business end now where we can a) name notes on the stave,
b) find them on the bass and c) recognise different rhythms.
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Each one of those things is quite easy to do on its own. At first, when you have to
do all three at once, your brain will fry! Take your time learning how to do each of
these skills and it will all become second nature in time. It is at this point that
counting becomes our focus.
Learning to tap your foot on every beat (counting 1, 2, 3, 4 in your head) is vital so
that you have a timing grid where you can follow the notes as they pass. Refer to
the sheet ‘Reading Music: The Very Basics - Examples’ for some simple lines to get
all this information working for you.

For now, when you see whole notes, half notes or quarter notes you don’t need to
do anything more complicated than counting 1, 2, 3, 4 like this:

1 2 3 4

12

3 4

1

2

3

4

The first note is held for 4 counts, the second bar each note is held for 2 counts and,
in the last bar, each note is played on each beat.
There are a few different ways of counting eighth and sixteenth notes.

1 + 2 +3 + 4 +
For eighths notes you can count ‘1 and 2 and 3 and 4 and’. You have just vocalised 8
sounds that match exactly with the 8 eighths notes as they pass by. The numbers
(1, 2, 3 and 4) are played ‘on the beat’ and the ‘ands’ (+) are ‘offbeats’. This is an
important concept as a strong sense of rhythm is really about how confident you
are at nailing where notes are played in time (that is what rhythm is!!).
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1 e + a 2 e + a 3 e + a 4 e + a
Many people count sixteenth notes this way: ‘one ee and a, two ee and a, three ee
and a, four ee and a’. I actually never learnt this way and I’ll get into that in a
second.
By doing the above you have vocalised the 16 sixteenth notes as they go by and it is
much easier than saying ‘ 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16’ really fast. Try it, it’s
never going to work…
All you are doing when counting in the two ways I have illustrated is subdividing
the beats. I learnt to read on the bass when I was 11. I didn’t know this method and
the way I did it was to just take each beat as it came. I would tap my foot at the
required tempo as a default and when any tricky rhythms came my way I would
then subdivide the beats usually by keeping my foot going on quarter notes and
then, in my head, going something like ‘da da da da da da da da’ for eighth notes
or ‘da ga da ga, da ga da ga, da ga da ga, da ga da ga’ for sixteenth notes. Yes you
may be wondering if I got strange looks for muttering such things but remember
this was going on silently in my head.
Whatever method you use, you are subdividing beats and this will allow you to
decode those funny blobs you see on a musical stave into real music.
In time what happens is that you internalise the visual signal of the rhythms and
notes you see on the music and make a connection to the sound they make. This
happens after repetition and that is how the process becomes automatic.
This entire lesson sets out to explain and intellectualise the process. In reality,
musical freedom when reading comes from not having to think about all the
elements you must learn. It’s a slight catch 22 as you do need to know what all the
symbols mean. With a bit of practice it all starts to make sense. Remember,
nothing is difficult; just unfamiliar.
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