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 compound ~, §13 
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———————————— 

 
§1. Music that is metered is organized by a continuing pattern of pulses, or beats.  The 
meter is the continuing pattern of beats. 
 
§2. A beat is 

1) a pulse, or 
2) a duration beginning with a pulse and continuing until the next pulse. 

 
§3. A measure, or bar, contains one complete iteration of the pulse pattern. 
 
§4. The downbeat is the first beat of each measure, and typically the strongest. The upbeat 
is the last, and leads to the next downbeat.  
 

Time signatures 

§5. A time signature is a pair of numbers, one above the other on a staff, that tell you what 
the meter of the following music is.  They do so 

1) by identifying the beat with a particular rhythmic value (quarter, or half, or dotted 
quarter, for instance), and 

2) by telling you how many such beats there are in each measure. 
 
A time signature could tell you, for instance, that the beat is a quarter-note value, and that 
there are three in a measure.  You can see how they look on Example 1, which includes 
some familiar tunes.  The time signatures are marked with arrows. 
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Example 1.  Time signatures. 

 
The vertical lines on the staves that mark off measures are called barlines.  The downbeat is 
always directly to the right of a barline.  (Notice that Example 1c begins with an incomplete 
measure.) 

Writing time signatures 

§6. When people write music, how do they decide which value to give the beat? 

• Should the value be long or short? 

Generally, people choose a middle-of-the-road value that lets them easily write notes as long 
and as short as needed.  The most common beat values are 
 

simple 
q h 

compound (dotted) 
 e. q. h. 

 
• Should the value be simple or compound (dotted)? 

People choose a compound value for the beat only if the beat divides “naturally” into three 
equal parts. In the song below on Example 2, for instance—it will be probably be familiar!—
there are two beats per measure, each a dotted quarter, shown as small notes below the staff.  
In measures 5 and 6, the beats divide into three equal parts, each an eighth note. (In 
measures 2, 3, and 7, in which the beats divide unequally into a quarter and an eighth, think 
of the quarter simply as two eighths combined, making a total of three equal parts for the 
beat.)   
 
The beat is a dotted quarter because it divides neatly into three equal eighths, and because 
it’s a “middle-of-the-road” value in the song. 
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Example 2.  The beat is a dotted quarter; it divides “naturally” into three equal eighths. 

 
§7. Once you’ve decided on the value of the beat and how many there are in each 
measure, how do you write the time signature? Start with the idea that each rhythmic 
value below gets its name as a fraction of a whole-note value. 
 

h  =   1⁄2 of a   w  =  a half note 
q  =   1⁄4 of a  w   =  a quarter note 
e  =  1⁄8 of a   w  =  an eighth note 

 
Dotted values (also called compound values) can be thought of as fractions of a whole-note 
value too, even if their common names do not correspond to the fractions: 
 

h. = q +  q +  q  = 3⁄4  of a  w� = a “three-quarters” note 
q. = e + e + e = 3⁄8  of a  w� = a “three-eighths” note 
e. = x + x +x = 3⁄16 of a  w� = a “three-sixteenths” note  

 
Recall, now, that time signatures tell you 

1) which rhythmic value gets the beat, and  
2) how many beats there are in each measure. 

 
To write a time signature for a particular meter, then, 

1) start with the fraction that corresponds to the value you want for the beat; 
2) multiply that by the number of beats in your measure. 

 
§8. Examples: simple beat-values. If each beat is a half-note value, and there are two beats in 
each measure, then  

[the beat is a]  1_2    ×  2 [beats in a measure]  =   
2
2  is the time signature. 

 
If each beat is a quarter-note value, and there are two beats in each measure, then the time 
signature is 
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1_
4   × 2  =  

2
4 

 
If each beat is an eighth-note value, and there are three beats in each measure, then the time 
signature is  

1_
8   × 3  =  

3
8 

 
¨ In general,  when the beat is a simple value—a simple half, or quarter, or eighth, etc.—

then the top term of the time signature corresponds to the number of beats in the measure. 
 
§9. Examples: dotted beat-values.  If the beats are dotted values, follow the same 
procedure.  If each beat is a dotted quarter (which is a “three-eighths” note) and there are two in 
each measure, then the time signature is 

3_
8   × 2  =  

6
8 

 
If each beat is a dotted eighth (the same as a “three-sixteenths” note), and there are four in each 
measure, then the time signature is 

1
3_
6  × 4  = 

1
1 26 

 
If each beat is a dotted half (the same as a “three-quarters” note), and there are three in each 
measure, then the time signature is 

3_
4   × 3  =  

9
4 

 
¨ When the beat is a dotted value, then the top term of the time signature is three times the 

number of beats in the measure. 

Reading time signatures 

§10. To read time signatures, approach the examples above in reverse: 
 
In a measure of 

4
4� =  [beat is a]  1_4   × 4 [beats in a measure] 

 
the beat is a quarter, there are four beats per measure. 
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In a measure of 3

2 =   1_2   × 3 
 
the beat is a half, there are three beats per measure. 
 
§11. How do I know from the time signature whether the beat is a simple or dotted 
value? 
 

¨ When the top term of the time signature is 2, 3, 4, or 5*, then the beat is a simple 
value, as in §10 above. 

 
¨ When the top term of the time signature is 6, 9, or 12, then the beat is a dotted 

value (a “three-part” note-value), as below: 
 
In a measure of  

 
1
8
2

  =   3_8   × 4, 
 
the beat is a “three-eighths” (dotted quarter) note, there are four beats per measure.  
 
In a measure of  6

4  =  3_4    × 2, 
 
the beat is a “three-quarters” (dotted half)  note, there are two beats per measure.  
 

*5 may also be an indication of mixed meter, in which there are two unequal beats, one simple 
and one compound. Other likely mixed meters are 7, 8, 11, and even sometimes 9 (e.g. “Blue 
Rondo alla Turk” by Dave Brubeck). 

 

Common meters and time signatures 

§12. Meters are sometimes classified according to how the beats divide, and how many there 
are in each measure.  
 
§13. How the beats divide: simple vs. compound meter.  When the beat is a simple 
value (the top term of the time signature is 2, 3, 4, or 5), the meter is simple.  When the 
beat is compound (dotted, and the top term is 6, 9, or 12), the meter is compound. When 
there is a combination of simple and mixed beats (for example,  

7
8 with pulses  q.  q   q  ), 

the meter is mixed. 
 
§14. How many beats per measure: duple, triple, quadruple, quintuple meter.  A 
duple meter has two beats per measure; a triple meter has three; a quadruple meter, four. 
 
§15. The more common time signatures are given below. 
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Time signatures for duple meters (two beats per measure) 
 

simple 

 2
4 

2
2 or  C * 

beat: Q H 

compound 

 1
6
6 

6
8 

6
4 

 E. Q. H. 
 

Time signatures for triple meters (three beats per measure) 
 

simple 

 
3
8 

3
4 

3
2 

beat: E Q H 

compound 

 1
9
6 

9
8 

9
4 

 E. Q. H. 
 

Time signatures for quadruple meters (four beats per measure) 
simple 

 
4
4 or  c * 

beat: Q 

compound 

 
1
1 26 

1
8
2

 

 E. Q.

* The sign c can stand for 
4
4; likewise, a C is sometimes used for 

2
2. 


