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Mastering Meter, Music's Official Timekeeper :
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o play rhythms well, you need to be advanced Organizes the beats into measures, and that in notation, a time 4

==y =rltr—*

enough on your instrument to hit notes accu- signature is used to describe the meter. Every piece of music
rately and in time. But you must also understand has a built-in meter, even if it’s not written down in any way.
meters—which dictate how beats are organized ' | The time signature is an expression of that meter.

into measures—and get a feel for how difterent Now, the following might seem a little basic, but it’s the
rhythms work within each meter. We're going to cover some of | framework from which we're going to tackle more complex
i music’s trickier rhythmic challenges in this article, but before we meters and rhythms: The time signature consists of two
do, let’s step back and look at the toundation on which a song’s stacked numbers and always appears at the beginning of a

-

it nms are built. piece, just after the key signature. The bottom number in the

| stack tells you what kind of note gets one beat in the measure,
' TYP

| The meter dictates how many beats are in a measure and showing where the accents usually occur. Let’s take the meter

but also gives you an idea of the feel, or pulse, of the music by |
:' what kind of note (usually eighth, quarter or half) gets the 4/4: The bottom number is tour, which means the quarter
| beat (the pulse, or foot-tap). If you've been studying music | note gets one beat (see Ex. 1). Whenever you see 4/4, tap
for any length of time, you probably already know that meter four beats and say, “1,2,3,4 giving slightly more emphasis

| to beats 1 and 3 than to beats 2 and 4. That’s how music will
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equal parts. So4/4,2/4,2/2,6/8,and 12/8 are all examples
of duple meter. 3/4 and 9/8 are examples of triple meter. All

you really have to do is look at the top number (how many
beats per bar) and determine if it’s divisible by 2. If it is, it’s
duple. When playing duple meters, it’s useful to split the bar

into two equal halves. This can be especially helptul when
you're tackling complex rhythms within a bar.

If the top number is divisible only by 3, it’s triple. So 3/4
and 9/8 are triple metexs. On the other hand, 12/8 and 6/8
can be divided by three and two, but since the rule states that
a triple meter is divisible only by 3, these meters are duple.
Practically speaking, this means that they are “felt” in two—as
bars which have two equal halves.

OF IT ALL

The difference between simple and compound meters can be
a little trickier to grasp. Simple meter means that the beat
unit—the bottom number—can be divided by 2. 4/4, 3/4,

2/2,and 2/4 are all simple meters because each of their beat

units (4, 4, 2, and 4, respectively) is divisible by two.

But compound meters have their beats divisible by three. Now
here’s the tricky part. Compound meters don’t follow the same rules
as simple meters. For example, in 6/8, “the rules” state that there
are six beats to the measure and the eighth note gets one beat.
But that is not quite true. The pulse ot 6/8—the part you can tap
to—is really a dotted quarter note. What’s the numerical sign for
a dotted quarter? There isn’t one. This is one of those weird things
in music that you just have to know, and that notation—which is
not a perfect science—falls short of illustrating. So 6/8 has a pulse
of a dotted quarter note. (If you remember how dots work, that
means “one-and-a-half quarter notes.”)

So 6/8 is a compound meter because its bars are divided as
two dotted quarter notes per measure. One dotted quarter note
equals three eighth notes (the “8” in 6/8). So even though
6/8 looks like it would equate to “six beats per measure and
the eighth note gets one beat,” it’s really felt as “two beats
per measure and the dotted quarter note gets one beat.” It
that seems a little weird, it might be helpful to break it down
in the way most players actually count a measure of 6/8:

1-and-a, 2-and-a. The pulse is on the 1 and the 2.

27
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is a compound duple. That means the rhythms that appear
within these two meters are different
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Look at Ex. 2 to see how the beats are defined. The way = u : -
their respective rhythms are grouped gives each a different ‘
pulse—and conveys a different emotional mood

R A
n

o L e e e
B

B oo by B e e e
- ......-...'\..--'\..-.-'\..-.-{.---"-"-"-"""‘-"""""'"""-""""

o ot AT S AT, R e
._..:.-\..--\..-\.--\...-- S R A e i

el i ]

At A

L R R SR A
e
D e e g ey et

-

. . o at et A
e o e o e A A A W e el e

o T A AR S

e N

e e PR P N P
o e e e e e e e e
e R T T,

e e e S R e e el

A T

b

e e
R e R i ey

i it e el R R B B RA BB 8RR,
o et P e i e i g A m i e e o e e

o A R B R BB A A e e, e e e e e A e A,
ot o i e Sl L S T = 5 e e e e e e e e e o e

elnchsste e ettn e,
e B
SRR o e e e e N R T T R e T e

_...\._..\_.-.....-'\. e R -"\.'\.'-"\.'\."'\.'\-'"'\.'""" n o "
e W e L o e e N
e e e ] e e i et e i e i A e N A

e
o P oo o e e e o e e P L L, e x 5 ke v e e e e e T P e A A e o
ey e e e bR e : o o o o oM D e e e
e e e x - . - i - e w e - .
e e e iy e A 2 R nm v i 3 .\.
o i el ety et e
y ety e i i A - e e
o ek ......a...-.-\...-.-\.-\..-.-\.-\..-.-\.--\.---\.'\-.---'\----'\-'\--'\--'"-"'\--'"' e e e T e R e R e o T o e e e S e o
] e o e m i PP A W e et : R g R T T
- ~ i
e .
s e

o e LA A et e R
B B R i oo s et e a2

e b o R R B R W R e e
e T A e e e R = - e,
. u

- o
R T S SR e e ettt o g o e ot o o e i o
e A e T e

e s P P o e e e R e e
B w e e e

o e e
e T R S e A e R K
. B - B N R e e

e e

L e P S e
a; = .-.-\.'\.'\.-.-\.'\..-\..-.-\.-'\.-.--'\.--.--‘ﬂ--- e '
o

- i o e ol e T
o

e L
e e B R
e i i e e b, -
altyiatter .o B e e ..-.-\.-\..-.--\.-\.-.--\.-\.--- .

W e D T e T e A
e et o tm i R R e ..-.-\.-\..-.--\..-.--.--'.---'-\.---'-'\-'\-'\--"\- o
B e

..;.._..::..H.ﬁ-.-u-.--u.-.-.-a..-ﬂ-.--a.---:

o TEieh o e e e

i o e A T e L

e T P S
A

SR, -----\...-\.-\..-.--\.-\.
e et e e e e e - e
A=A P R
A i B A e e ¥ e e e e e A A S A e
R e e et

e e P
ot L A R A

o et e i i R
& x L A A
T e b F s v wms i

e

et Ay e PR R R e A A R

e e e e
e e S e S A Sl e e e e e

A AR B R e

R i i o B T A
e R R S A e e L e S e D SR S
B A A A ne e e e . -

Okay, now that we’ve worked so hard to define the rules
according to meter, how do we go about breaking them? If

e et e R
il e R PR T e

i i W L S
e A S n A ol . e o e

= R N e
i e

G e e S S T B

R R
i

- e e R B
i i Vi @ o A e S
- ...-...--\...--\...--..---'---'\-'\--'-'\---'-\.-.---\.:---"\-'--'-' e
TR e R e A P A

e e
e S A R N B A A W
T e il -Iekminioliiiatiliele el

F e e e

ettt

e iy

e
e e
PRSI e o e
R

e Ak

e e e
e L R 8 e
o e e e e e

e s e e
R
o i R P P

et i y

e s o e e e e et
it ot i S R S et it el

e

st S e et e, e o
R e ot i

o
et e i i
i e ot i i
A A AT il
A B e -
_...-\...-\.-\..-.-\.-\.-\.-.--\..-.-\.-\.-\.-.--\.----: _:;':_.:::_:':':;..-.-\.-\..-.-\.-\..-.-\.-\.-.-.--\.-\.-.--\.-\.-.---\.-.- L A e e A
i et e e A AR e et kel

e e o et e o e e e A gt et et R e R e
“ . J * [ ] o o e . ] PP e e ey,
P s -
Rk R it e o i A S e :
A - o b e e -
B et e
T - = e =
..-.._..-.-.g..-.-\.-\.-\.-.-a.-\..-\..--\.w.-- < e oy - s - o = e e, e -
E S e e S AL AN R, el
it e e e o iz
o honnich A R h e R o .
S e 5

e e P T L e T e e A, s o 1 =
i A e L e T R R
i e i A o R P L e e

e
R

e

R o it
o v e

5
A e e P e s
e ot Lo s S bt

anpmppaghepie e oot e

e
e
e At et i, L A

- s e
L i o e Pt i i e e e R N e

signature would sound pretty much the same. Fortunately,
there are many ways to create variations within a given meter.
One is to simply stop the meter’s relentless flow from time
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would do when sp eaking or writing sentences and paragraphs. | b
This lets the music breathe, and gives the listener a rest from
the regular march of the meter.
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For example, an irregular bar—one in a different time
signature from the rest of the song—can be used to lengthen
the phrase. If you tack on a 2/4 or 3/4 bar at the end of a 4/4
passage and use a rest to stop the instruments from playing,
the listener hears it effectively as a “stall,” even though the | One style of music that seems to go against the time signa-
time has been preserved (see Ex. 3, line 1). ure is swing jazz. lo swing is to chop a beat up into unequal

The second way to stall the music is to actually suspend parts—something that is usually notated with dots or ties
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time. This allows the performer, conductor or band leader But because jazz uses this swing rhythm so often, composers
to use his or her own discretion in just how long to pause | usually notate the music as though the beat consisted of two

or hold a note. and it requires no rewriting of the meter. equal halves. This is sometimes referred to as swing eighths
This “hold” or “pause” is called a fermata

Here, it’s up to the performer to decide

when the tempo should resume. Ex. 3
line 2 shows a fermata. If you're a singer

take a deep breath if you see one on the

page: You might have to hold that note
for a while!

Another rhythmic figure that breaks the
normal flow of the meter is the tuplet—

most commonly seen as triplets, but also

found in groups of five and seven. A tuplet

| lets you group together any number of

notes under one or more beats and create

a more complex rhythm. A tuplet is notat-
| ed with a number above or below the
grouping of notes it affects. That grouping
is then distributed evenly over the beat (or
beats). For example, a “3” above a group

of three eighth notes means to play those
three eighth notes within the space of two
eighth notes, or one beat. One good way
to count an eighth-note-triplet is to tap
your foot and say “cup-o’-tea, cup-o’-tea”
for each beat
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1 you can hear it in songs like Duke Ellington’s “Satin Doll” and

] many a blues shuftle
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azz that it’s assumed you know it. And now you do

| Dots, swing and tuplets are only three of the ways that music
| can push the boundaries of the meter. Sometimes, beats are tied
across more than one measure to give the music a feeling of antici-

| pation. These rhythms can be difficult to grasp. But the soundjng
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Contrasting rhythms can also grab the listener. For example

et o S
e

e
o]

R R B R e o e
e S i e, R R R R S e,
i o e T e T B o A A P S
e e o SR R T R e e

e R e T R R A i R

e e 2 e e R R L
e 1 1 e b ey A o i e o A A P i A i E
e e e e, - i E: e T e R U R 1,

-:----------~--W--- S A e e o e et ot i e i P A
a e e e R
e A e

an

in “Say Goodbye to Love,” R&B artist Kenna spices up a plain
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melody of steady eighth notes (see Ex. 5). Neither figure
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because Kenna sings steady eighth notes over the top, it cre- |- _5,,_,;,,,,-_,-;:_f;;;;;r;;;::m%_h_,_,_:,_‘:;:j

e

L A T R S,

e e R T R L et e e T e e T
Sl e S ] W e e e

o o, e

e v . e -\.--\.- A

o ni i moee W e o et el e e e
e e e R e T T e T e e e e e
' ..'\.'\..."\...'\.'\..-."

L

ettt e, o e o i e R
e e e e e R N
e e R P R R R R e e

vt

e

ates an exciting combination
In the song “No One,” by Alicia Keys (Ex. 6), the drums
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eighth notes—eight per bar. But Keys uses her vocal talents
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| to “riff” or dance on top of the fairly straightforward groove. | § =~ =~ = & |
It’s in the contrast of the two different feels that the dramatic
interest is achieved
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As an example where the elements are reversed, consider

e et

| - the Beach Boys’ famous song “Surfer Girl” (see Ex. 7). It has
! fairly stagnant melody in dotted quarter notes in 12/8 time. If ,. -
1' ~ you just stopped there, you'd wonder how a melody so “bor-
ing” could be a hit. But of course, it’s not a boring melody, it’s Mastering meter and navigating rhythms take a lot of prac- |
just slow-moving. The 12/8 meter allows the backing track to tice. Count in your head, tap your foot, spell out the rhythms '
make things more interesting. and work through all tricky passages slowly until you have the
i Playing or singing against a contrasting rhythm can take rhythmic relationships between the notes down cold. Do all
: a lot of concentration, especially if you're doing two things | those things, and becoming a master of the meter is only a -
| at once, like play]'ng left- and right-hand piano parts, singing matter of time. |

while playing an instrument, or playing the drums. It can also

happen in an ensemble where various instruments are playing | The drawings in this story were contributed by high school
different rhythms. Try not to be led by what the other instru- | senior Malti Jones of Katonah, New York, based on charac- |

ments are playing, but instead focus on your own part. ters created by Chris Murphy.
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