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INTRODUCTION 

 
 
The volume seeks to understand tonal system of European 
music during the time period 1600-1890. The first half of 
this book (from Ch.1 to Ch.7 and part of Ch. 16 and 17) is 
the theory of notation which covers the chief part of the 
ABRSM grade 5 theory exam. The second part is the 
theory of composition (from Ch. 8 to Ch. 15), which covers 
the whole syllabus of ABRSM grade 8 theory exam. Not 
only the content of this book was written for the 
preparation of the ABRSM exam, it was also helpful for 
music graduates to acquire the correct concept of all the 
fundamental tonal theory. When dealing with exam 
questions, all routine steps of answer provide appropriate 
way to fulfill all the exam requirements. At the end each 
chapter, exam-practicing questions are provide for 
candidate to be well trained for the exam.  
 
 
 
Syllabus of ABRSM Grade 5 Theory Exam : 
 
Ch. 1 to Ch. 7, Ch.16 and Ch. 17. 
 
 
Syllabus of ABRSM Grade 8 Theory Exam : 
 
All Chapters are included. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

NOTATION 
 

 
Historical Throwback 
 
Musical notation refers to the method of recording music in 
visual form. Types and methods of notation vary between 
cultures. To trace back the history and find out the most 
original form of notation method of human, we find that most of 
the information about ancient music notation is fragmentary. 	
 
Earliest Notation in Middle East  
 
Historians discovered that the earliest form of musical notation 
might be the cuneiform tablet that found in some ancient 
middle-east countries, like Iraq, in 2000 BC.  The tablet 
provides fragmentary musical instructions of simple melodies in 
diatonic scale and harmony (believed to be interval in third) for 
performance. It is believed that the music was created for a 
kind of ancient string instrument, Lyre.  
 
          

 
 
 
	
	 	

The ancient musical notation found in middle-east countries was 
believed to be created in 2000 BC 
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Asian Inscriptional Text 
 
The earliest notation of Asian form was found in China 
approximately in 433 BC. The method of notation is in 
inscriptions that rely on texting to refer to the music. The 
inscriptions provide musical information like pitch, scale and 
transposition. Most of the inscriptional notation was made for 
Guqin, Pipa and vocal music. However, the rhythmical 
information of the music was missing in clear instruction. In some 
notation referring to percussion, the time of beats was illustrated 
through spacing on drawing, but the accurate timing was hard to 
be determined. As such, performers have to rely on the close intact 
with their teachers to give them guidance on how the timing of 
music was accurately played. The notation method of China has 
gone through a large variety of change in styles and system of 
presentation throughout the past 2000 years.  
 
 
 
 
 
                 
 

                     
 
                  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

	
	

	
	The depiction of ancient 
Chinese music 
instrument ensembles. 

The notation of the Chinese ancient 
instrument Guqin 	"n� and percussions. 
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Indian Sargam 
 
The Indian Raga, a solfege-like system, named as “Sargam”, is 
one of the oldest forms musical notations in human history. It is 
believed that the music was first written for religious purpose 
as chanting music in which the notation language is mainly in 
Sanskrit. The year of this notation invention was controversial, 
but it probably could be traced back to around 200 BC.  
 
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

The ancient Indian music notation written in Sanskrit around 
200 BC.  
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Byzantine Modal Notation 
 
The earliest form of European style of notation was found in 
around 7th century in Byzantine Music. The Byzantine music 
was mainly created for court ceremonies and religious chanting. 
Theorists discovered that the seven-note modal scale has 
developed at that time. There are seven standard note names 
similar to the classical tonal system – “pá, vú, ghá, dhē, ké, zō, 
nē”.   
 
 
         
 

Early European Stave 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
By the time in the 9th century, a more systematic notation 
approach has been developed. Catholic monks developed the 
first forms of modern European musical notation in order to 
standardize liturgy throughout the worldwide Church, and an 
enormous body of religious music has been composed for it 
through the ages.  
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CHAPTER 2 
 

TIME SIGNATURE 
 

 
Time Signature 
 
In European notation system, the timing and rhythmical 
arrangement are organized through setting up of a time 
signature and presenting through the grouping (or beaming) of 
different note values. It is through the appropriate grouping of 
notes that makes the rhythmic organization of the music to 
recorded and communicated precisely. Another important 
contribution of the concept of grouping is that, it helps to 
manifold choices of different timing system (i.e. uses simple, 
compound or irregular time) in music compositions.  
 
The time signature is a symbol that comprised of two parts. The 
upper part of the number represents the quantity of basic time 
unit in a measure (How many); whereas the lower part of the 
number represents the type of time value as basic unit (What is). 
The meanings of the number in each part is as following:  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 	

How Many = 2  

What is = 4 = Crotchet (Quarter Note) 

Meaning of the whole 
Time signature  
 

2 Crotchets in a 
measure  
 

= 

6 quavers in 
a measure 

 

4 crotchets 
in a measure 
 

2 minims in 
a measure 

 

6 semiquavers 
in a measure 
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Groupings (or Beaming) of Notes 
 
Grouping of notes is carried out through the joining separation 
of the note tails to keep bunches of notes into groups with equal 
total time value. With notes being grouped, the rhythmical 
organization of music could be easily sought, for example, the 
strong and weak beats, whether it is in binary or ternary timing 
system, all could be easily communicated.  To examine, we 
might look at the following different approach of groupings.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Simple & Compound Times 
 
In Classical convention, timing of music could be categorized 
into two main systems:  
 

(i) Simple Time (Binary system)  
(ii) Compound Time (Ternary system) 

 
The diversified two timing system provide composers sufficient 
freedom of choice of rhythmical characters. The chief difference 
between simple and compound time is that, in simple time the 
grouping of notes is organized in binary system; whereas in 
compound time, it is in ternary system.  
	
	
	
	

Grouping 
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Simple Time (Binary System) (��� )  
 
In Simple Time, “binary” means two units (or multiples of two) 
are in a group. We have mentioned the concept of grouping 
earlier that it facilitates the recording of rhythmical order of 
music. But how does it work? Music in simple time carries the 
rhythmical order of every beat could be divided into equal basic 
time value of two (or the multiple of two). To examine, we will 
see the following examples:  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Beat 
Count 

1 2      1   2      1   2       1      2            1          2       1      2 

Simple Time 
Binary System 

(Grouping In Two) 
= = 

The Metaphor 
 
The beaming system of simple time joins every two note to form 
one beat unit. It is like in our world, a man and a woman joining 
to form a couple. This is the main characteristic of “Simple Time”. 
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Simple Duple Time (��
	 )  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Simple Triple Time (��
	 ) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Simple Quadruple Time (��
	 ) 
	
	
	
	
	
	

Beat 
Count 

1 2      1   2    1   2       1      2            1          2       1      2 

Beat 
Count 

1 2     1   2         1       2        1          2            1             2        

Beat 
Count 

1 2     1     2       1       2        1          2           1             2        

Alla 
Time 

Beat 
Count 

123    1   2   3    1       2     3       1        2        3        1  2   3        

Beat 
Count 

123      1 2  3    1  2    3    1    2  3       1    2    3     1 2 3  

Beat 
Count 

1234     1 2   3 4    1  2    3   4    1    2     3     4      1       2      3        4 
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Compound Time (Ternary System) (��� )  
 
In Compound Time, “ternary” means three units (or multiples of 
three) are in a group. Music in compound time carries the 
rhythmical order of every beat could be divided into equal basic 
time value of three (or the multiple of three). To examine, we 
will see the following examples:  
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Beat 
Count 

1          2           1     2       1       2           1           2  

Simple Time 
Binary System 

(Grouping In Two) 
= = 

The Metaphor 
 

The beaming system of compound time joins every three notes to 
form one beat unit. It is more like in the above situation, in a 
world that three men joining to form a family. This is the main 
characteristic of “Compound Time”. 
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Compound Duple Time (��
	 )  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Compound Triple Time (��
	 ) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Compound Quadruple Time (��
	 ) 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Beat 
Count 

1    2     1      2        1       2          1          2             1      2 

Beat 
Count 

1       2        1           2        1               2           1                2 

Beat 
Count 

  1   2   3      1     2      3       1        2       3         1        2          3 

Beat 
Count 

  1   2   3    1     2     3       1       2       3         1         2         3 

Beat 
Count 

  1   2   3    4      1     2     3     4      1        2       3       4        1   2  3  4 

Beat 
Count 

      1234  1 2 34   1 2   3   4    1       2     3      4          1    2   3     4 
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Irregular Time  
 
The irregular time is the mixture of Simple and Compound 
Time. When we could not distinguish whether the music is in 
pure simple or compound time, it will be probably categorized as 
Irregular Time. The irregular time is setup to deliver flexibility 
in rhythmic varieties and is often seen in percussion music. 
Here are the examples: 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Exercise 
 
Cite other examples of irregular time pattern. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




