
ALTERNATIVES TO 

TRADITIONAL NOTATION 
Traditional notation has survived the test of time and is read by musicians around the 

world, but there are many musicians who desire, devise, or use alternative systems. 

T 
here have been literally hun
dreds of proposals to reform 
traditional music notation, 
which evolved in the Mid
dle Ages. Individuals have 

searched for notational systems that 
were easier to learn, read, and write. 
They have tried to develop systems 
chat were more direct in their repre
sentation, required less memorization 
and less mental math, and could han
dle the complex harmonies and 
rhythms that have developed over the 
centuries. Notation expert Gardner 
Read says, "Since roughly 1700, com
posers and theorises, pedagogues and 
amateur musicians have put forward 
with notable regularity proposals to 
simplify, to improve, or to supplant 
the prevailing system."1 Out of the 
hundreds of alternatives that have 
been designed, several tablamre nota
tion systems have become popular in 
various parts of the world. In addition, 
new digital notational systems are 
being used extensively in the music 
industry. To understand why anyone 
would want to use another system, it 
is helpful to know the history of nota
tion in relation to instruments. 
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Musical notational 
systems were often 

developed to represent 
the music of specific 

instruments. 

• • • • • • 

Notation and Instruments 

Musical notational systems were 
often developed to represent the music 
of specific instruments. The oldest 
known example of music notation 
dates back ro 1800 B.C. It is a song 
from the Hurrian people who lived in 
the ancient city of Ugarit on the coast 
of Syria in the Middle East. The nota
tion was verbal in form and not a 
graphical representation. The seven 
pitches described in the text used the 
same intervals chat make up our mod
ern major scale (the diatonic scale) 
and could be played on a seven-string 
lyre.2 

The first keyboard, a pipe organ 
called the hydraulis, was invented 
around 200 B.C. by a Greek engineer 

named Kcesibios. It is believed that the 
instrument had only one row of white 
keys, arranged in a diatonic fashion 
with seven steps per octave. The 
hydraulis and the organs that followed 
it only had one row of "white" keys for 
well over a thousand years.3 History 
books seldom mention chis important 
fact in relation to the development of 
notation. 

In the year 1020 A.O., before the 
appearance of chromatic keyboards, 
Guido d'Arezzo, an Italian monk and 
choir director, invented the first music 
notation system to employ a grid of 
lines. His four-line staff was later 
expanded to our present five. Guido's 
notation was also the first "diastemic" 
system, meaning chat the placement of 
the notes was precise with respect to 
pitch. Because the five chromatic 
tones were not yet in significant use in 
the Western world, Guido based his 
notation on consecutive octaves of dia
tonic scales, which was the approach 
used throughout Greek, Roman, and 
medieval times. 4 

However, seven tones per octave 
proved to be an insufficient number. 
Further divisions were necessary for 
transposition of the medieval modes, 
presumably to accommodate the vocal 
range of the singers. The first nondia
tonic tone used on instruments and in 
notation was B-flat, followed quickly 
by F-sharp. The five black keys were 
added to keyboards at the end of the 
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