
The Shape of Music Glossary: Rhythm  
Beat: the most basic unit of rhythm.   
 

Tempo: the speed at which a pattern moves. For example, your heartbeat’s tempo increases 
when you exercise (it beats faster) and it decreases when you rest (it beats slower). Tempo is 
often measured in Beats Per Minute (BPM).  
 
Rhythm: the pattern of space between beats which gives music structure, like a bit of water in a 
sandcastle. Rhythm can be seen in the world around us through the four seasons cycle and our 
heartbeats. Tempo, loudness, and instrument are all ingredients in a rhythm.  
  

Note Value: how long a note lasts. Note values are all relative to one another and last different 
numbers of beats depending on the time signature.  
  

Whole Note: the longest main note value. In the musical pizza, it’s the whole pizza pie.  
  

Half Note: half the length of the whole note, meaning there are two of them in a whole note.  
  

Quarter Note: a quarter the length of the whole note, and half the length of the half note; 
meaning there are four of them in a whole note and two of them in a half note.  
  

Eighth Note: an eighth the length of the whole note, a quarter the length of the half note, and 
half the length of the quarter note; meaning there are eight of them in a whole note, four of 
them in a half note, and two of them in a quarter note.  
  

Time Signature: a tool for organizing beats in music. The most common time signature is 4/4, 
which looks like two 4s stacked on top of one another. The top number in a time signature 
represents how many beats are in each bar, while the bottom number indicates which note 
value is equal to one beat.   
  

Measure: also known as a bar, a measure is what contains a certain number of beats based on 
the time signature. They are vertical lines in written music. Think of measures like words on a 
page, separated on either side of them.  
  



 

The Shape of Music Glossary: Melody 
Melody: the meat and potatoes of music. It’s the tune that you imagine when you think of a 
song. Melody = Rhythm + Pitch. 
 
Pitch: how high or low a sound is. A launching spaceship has a low pitch, while a singing bird 
has a high one. 
 
Scale: grouping of usually seven distinct pitches going higher and/or lower in order. 
 
Octave: the space between the first and last notes of a scale. 
 
12-Tone System: also known as the musical alphabet, this is the Western system for organizing 
pitches. There are seven unique lettered notes (A through G) and five unique accidentals, 
making 12 pitches total. 
 
Western: culture originating in Europe and spreading to North America. 
 
Frequency: the unit of measurement for pitch. The sounds we hear are invisible waves which 
hit our ears; each pitch is a different sized wave with its own frequency. It is usually identified in 
hertz, or Hz. For example, most of Western music is tuned to 440 Hz (the A above middle C). 
  



The Shape of Music Glossary: The Keyboard 
Piano: a box with dozens of tiny hammers and strings inside of it. Each hammer is tied to a key 
on the piano, so the way you press on a key determines how the hammer hits the string. Sound 
is produced when the hammer strikes the string. As you go up the keyboard (to the right), the 
keys produce higher pitches. 
 
Black Keys: on the piano, there are five of these in an octave—a set of two (bunny ears) and a 
set of three (chicken feet). These keys represent sharps and flats. In African cultures, these keys 
were also known as “the spirituals” for the powerful, haunting quality of the pitches they 
produced. 
  
White Keys: on the piano, there are seven unique white keys in an octave. Each key produces a 
different pitch. 
 
Interval: the space between two notes. 
 
Octave: the interval between the first and last notes of a scale, or the distance from one unique 
note to its next higher or lower repeated version. An octopus has eight legs, so an octave 
typically has eight notes in a scale. 
 
Half Step: the smallest interval in Western music. On the keyboard, this is the interval between 
one note and the note immediately next to it. 
 
Whole Step: two half steps make a whole step. This is the most common interval in major and 
minor scales. 
 
Major Third: two whole steps make this interval. 
 
Minor Third: a whole step and a half step makes this interval. 
 
Major Scale: starting on any note, the steps of this scale are whole, whole, half, whole, whole, 
whole, half. 
 
Minor Scale: starting on any note, the steps of this scale are whole, half, whole, whole, half, 
whole, whole. Another way to form it is by lowering the third, sixth, and seventh degrees (or 
notes) of the major scale starting on the same note. 
 
Chromatic Scale: consists only of half steps. 
 
Pentatonic Scale: consists of the five spiritual, or black, keys. A pentagon has five sides, so the 
pentatonic scale has five notes. 
 
Jazz Scale: there aren’t specific rules for what makes a jazz scale, but most of these scales have 
a swinging rhythm, a minor third, and two consecutive half steps. 
 
Whole Tone Scale: consists of six whole steps. 



 
Chord: when more than two notes are played at once. 
 
Triad: a three-note chord. 
 
Major Triad: played with the first, third, and fifth degrees (or notes) of a major scale. You can 
also think of it as a major third then a minor third. 
 
Minor Triad: played with the first, third, and fifth degrees of a minor scale. You can also think of 
it as a minor third then a major third. 

The Shape of Music Glossary: The Color of Music 
The Musical Language: how we use the musical alphabet. The musical language is different 
from any spoken language because it is a pure expression and is universal, meaning anybody 
can understand it. This language has the power to take us on colorful journeys in ways words 
sometimes can’t express.  
 
Subjectivity: a key part of the musical language, subjectivity is being able to identify something 
the way you feel instead of the way “it is.” This is the opposite of objectivity, which means 
there is no room for you to have an opinion. Subjectivity = feeling, while objectivity = fact. 
 
Touch: the way you play a sound affects its color. For example, touching piano keys with long 
(legato), short (staccato), loud (forte), or soft (piano) notes can change how a tune makes you 
feel. 
 
Timbre: the quality of sound. This is largely up to your interpretation because the musical 
language is subjective. the accent of the musical language.  
 
Family of Instruments: a group of instruments which all share similar ways of producing sound. 
Think of this part of the musical language similarly to how you would think of accents in spoken 
language; they speak the same language but with a different expression. 
 
Strings: the family of instruments in which sound is produced when a bow travels across a 
string or when a string is plucked. String instruments include the violin, viola, cello, bass, and 
guitar. 
 
Brass: the family of instruments in which sound is produced by lip vibrations. The brass group is 
defined by its long pipes attached to bell-like ends. The vibrations go through the pipe then the 
bell shaped end, producing sound. Brass instruments include the french horn, trumpet, 
trombone, and tuba. 
 
Woodwinds: the family of instruments in which sound is produced by blowing air through a 
mouthpiece. Despite the name, woodwind instruments are not usually made of wood anymore. 
This group is defined by its thin pipes with holes along them. Woodwind instruments include 
the flute, obeo, clarinet, bassoon, and recorder. 
 



Percussion: the family of instruments in which sound is produced when the instrument is hit, 
shaken, or scraped. Percussion instruments keep the rhythm, make special sounds and add 
excitement and color. Percussion instruments include the drum, tambourine, maraca, timpani, 
xylophone, and piano. 
 
  



The Shape of Music Glossary: The Circle of Fifths 
The Circle of Fifths: the treasure map of music theory designed to map out the loop of 12 
tones, all fifths apart.  
 
Pythagoras: Greek philosopher and mathematician who lived over 2,000 years ago. He 
discovered what eventually became the circle of fifths. 
 
Perfect Fifth: the interval between one note and the fifth note in its scale (or its dominant). The 
fifth is the interval between the first two overtones of a pitch based on the harmonic series, 
which is why the circle of fifths is built around it. 
 
Harmonic Series: the sequence of pitches rooted in physics where each pitch is an overtone of 
a fundamental (the lowest) note. When you play a note on a pitch-producing instrument, it 
makes vibrations which hit your ears in wave shapes. The main vibration represents the sound 
of the fundamental note, what we hear best. But there are also vibrations which go twice, 
three, four, five times as fast which produce overtones. These build to form the harmonic 
series. 
 
Overtone: the faint, higher-pitched sounds you hear based on the harmonic series. For any 
given pitch, the first overtone is an octave higher, the second is a perfect fifth higher than that, 
the third ascends a perfect fourth, the fourth a major third, the fifth a major second, and so on. 
If you rearrange the first, second, and fourth overtones in scalar order, you get a major triad. 
 

Key Signature: a set of sharps (♯) or flats (♭) found in a scale. 
 
Major Key: the keys that go with the letters on the circle of fifths. Music in these keys sounds 
brighter because it is major. 
 
Chord Progression: a series of chords which make up an important part of harmony in Western 
music. Many satisfying chord progressions sound good because the chords are built on tones 
close to each other on the circle of fifths. 
 
Relative Minor Key: the shadow of any major key. It has the same notes as its relative major, 
but its scale begins a minor third lower. For example, the relative minor of C major is A minor. 
These keys are written on the inside of the circle in lower case letters. 
 
Greek Mode: the scale for when you take one tone’s key signature and put it over another 
tone.  
 
Microtonal System: a system with more than 12 unique tones. An example of this is the Shruti 
22-tone system which belongs to Indian classical music. 
 

 


