
 

 

Lesson 11 

Two Important Symbols 

in Printed Music 
 

Copyright © 2017 David Dempster. All rights reserved. 
Version 1.0, 20 Apr 2017 

Licensed to Washburn Academy



Dear Reader 
In today’s world, where so much is changing and information is so freely available, I 
just want to outline your rights and mine with regard  to this booklet, which is part of 
my home study course ‘Read & Play Music’. 

This is a legally binding agreement between you and myself (David Dempster). Please 
read it carefully. 

This is a multimedia home study course which contains lessons, audios, videos, and 
documents – all in digital format.  Unlike printed books and music where you own the 
physical book, the standard for digital works is to purchase a licence to use the media. 

You have purchased a Group User Licence. This means the course materials will be used 
only by members of your group, such as a choir, a school music class or a community 
study group. This licence is intended for a group of up to 20 members. If you have a 
larger group, please purchase multiple licences. 

Terms of Group User Licence 

 

Your group members may: 

 STUDY the course materials online. 

 DOWNLOAD the course materials 
and read them on their personal 
computers or other devices. 

 PRINT the course materials from 
downloaded files, up to one copy 
per group member, for their 
personal use. 

 

Your group members may not: 

 Resell, lend or give away your 
course login, any downloaded 
course files, or any printed course 
materials. 

 Print additional copies of the 
course materials. 

Thank you for respecting my intellectual property rights.     

David Dempster 
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LESSON 11: 

TWO IMPORTANT SYMBOLS 

IN PRINTED MUSIC 

When someone learns to read English or some other language, one of the first 
things is to learn all the symbols. You have to learn the letters of the alphabet: 
your ‘A-B-Cs’. You also have to learn the meaning of symbols such as the comma 
(,), the colon (:) and so on. Otherwise you will be confused as you try to read a 
book and you won’t understand it clearly. 

The same is true in reading music. Printed music is quite rich in symbols, and if 
you don’t know them it can look like a foreign language. Have you ever picked up 
a sheet of printed music and wondered what it all means? That’s because you 
didn’t know the meaning of the symbols. 

We’ve already been using two of the symbols of printed music without saying 
much about them. Now we’ll take a closer look at what they mean and give them 
their proper names. 
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Staff 

I’ve been calling this symbol the ‘5 lines’. Its real name is the ‘staff’: 

 
The staff. 

Definition: a staff (British name: stave) is a set of 5 lines and 4 spaces 
between the lines, that is used in music to indicate pitch. 

(I’m going to use the term ‘staff’ since it seems to be in wider use than ‘stave’.) 

As we’ve already learned, each line and space of the staff is used to identify one 
of the pitches that correspond to the white keys on the keyboard: A B C D E F or 
G. 

Useless memorisation tricks 

As I mentioned way back in Lesson 2, some people write labels on their keyboard 
to help them remember what each key is. I asked you to please not do that, 
because it is counter-productive to developing your skill as a musician. Real 
musicians know the keys on the keyboard like they know the back of their hand, 
and we are training you to become a real musician. 
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People also use tricks for remembering how the staff works, such as a word that 
is spelled by the spaces. Same thing – that is counter-productive. We are getting 
you to the point where you just instantly know what all the lines and spaces are, 
and instantly recognise a note on any line or space. That’s an essential skill of a 
musician. 

One other piece of useless information we can ignore is a system of numbering 
the lines and spaces. Theoretically they are counted starting at the bottom line 
and the bottom space. But in all my years of music-making, I have never once 
had to refer to a line or space by number. It would be a bit like learning that ‘M’ is 
the 13th letter in the alphabet. Who cares? 

By doing all the exercises you’ve been doing until you can do each one easily, you 
have no need of any of these memorisation tricks. You’re doing just fine without 
them. 

Treble clef 

Up till now, I’ve been calling this the ‘curly symbol’. Its real name is the ‘treble 
clef’: 

 
The treble clef. 

Let’s explore for a moment how it came to have that name. 
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The meaning of ‘clef’ 

Here again is the staff: 

 
The staff. 

On its own, the staff doesn’t tell us much. It’s just a set of 5 lines. It doesn’t tell us 
what the lines mean. 

Enter the ‘curly symbol’. We learned earlier that it is a form of the letter G, and 
that it indicates the 2nd line up from the bottom is the note G. Since it unlocks the 
meaning of the staff for us, it is called a ‘clef’, the French word for a key. It’s 
rather like a key on a map telling us that a red line means a road and a blue line 
means a river. 

In French, the word ‘clef’ is pronounced like ‘clay’, but in music the word ‘clef’ is 
pronounced to rhyme with ‘chef’. 
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The meaning of ‘treble’ 

In the early days of European music, over 1,000 years ago, singers all sang the 
same pitches together. A bit like a modern-day class of young schoolchildren 
singing ‘Old Macdonald Had a Farm’. They all sing the tune together. 

Then one day a musician (possibly a Frenchman named Hucbald) had the 
amazing idea that two singers could sing different pitches at the same time. 
Wow! Imagine how revolutionary a sound that was. A bit like that moment in the 
film The Wizard of Oz where Dorothy walks out of her house (filmed in black and 
white), and enters the technicolour world of Oz. 

It took a surprisingly long time (centuries) to achieve the seemingly obvious next 
step, of having three singers all singing different pitches. The one singing the 
highest pitch was called ‘treble’, meaning the third voice up from the bottom.  

And so the word ‘treble’ came to mean ‘high-pitched’. 

Now, the clef we’ve become so familiar with (the ‘curly symbol’) works well for 
music that has high pitches. In the last lesson, you learned to read pitches going 
up to upper E, and you’re soon going to learn even higher pitches. And so the 
curly symbol got the name ‘treble clef’, meaning ‘high-pitched clef’, or ‘a clef that 
is good for representing high pitches’. 

The treble clef is used for music for high-pitched voices and instruments: female 
singers and various instruments such as trumpet, violin and flute. It’s also used 
for piano music played by your right hand. 
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Summary of definitions 

Definition: treble means high-pitched. 

Definition: a clef [pronounced to rhyme with ‘chef’] is a symbol placed on 
the staff to indicate the pitch of one of the lines. 

Definition: the treble clef is a clef used for instruments that play high 
pitches, or singers who sing high pitches. The treble clef indicates that the 
2nd line up from the bottom of the staff represents the G above middle C. 

 
The treble clef indicates that the 2nd line up from the bottom 

is the note G above middle C. 

I expect you’re relieved that you no longer have to call this the ‘curly symbol’! 
Now you can call it by its proper name, ‘treble clef’. 
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How to draw a treble clef nicely  

You’ve been drawing a good number of treble clefs in the exercises. 

It’s not the easiest thing to draw! Sometimes it comes out looking too tall or too 
short, or leaning to one side. 

In case you’d like to draw your treble clefs a bit more accurately, here’s an easy 
way you can try: 

1. GRAB a piece of blank paper and draw a staff on it (5 lines). 

2. DRAW a vertical line starting a bit above the top line of the staff, going a 
bit below the bottom line, and ending with a curl to the left: 

 

3. DRAW a half circle to the right, starting from the top of the vertical line 
and ending on the 4th line up from the bottom: 
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4. DRAW a bigger half circle to the left, ending on the bottom line: 

 

5. DRAW a half circle to the right, come up to touch the middle line, and then 
keep curling round to the left: 
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Isn’t she rather charming? 

 

Why do we need the treble clef? 

You may be wondering why we have to put a treble clef on every staff. Doesn’t 
everyone know that the second line up from the bottom is a G? 

Well, actually, the second line up is not always a G. The left hand of piano music 
uses a different clef, and the lines and spaces of the staff are assigned to different 
pitches. You’ll learn all about that when you study Book 2: Read and Play Simple 
Tunes with Two Hands. 

So there are other clefs. But the treble clef is the one most widely used today. 
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Other symbols 
There are other important symbols in music, and we’ll define them as we need 
them. 

Reminder: You can find all the definitions in this course in the Glossary on  your 
Book 1 Course Materials page at www.dempstermusic.com. 

What’s next? 
We’re going to learn 2 more notes. 

You may be wondering (with a groan), ‘How many more notes is he going to make 
me learn?’  

I’m pleased to announce that this is the last lesson in Book 1 where I’ll give you 
more notes. By the end of this lesson you’ll know 12 notes, and that’s plenty for 
now. 

After you’ve done this lesson, we’re going to take up a whole different aspect of 
music. 

 
Click the green box above, 

or find Lesson 12 on your Book 1 Course Materials page at 

www.dempstermusic.com 
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