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Understanding musical note names

There are 7 notes, which are named after the first 7 letfters of the alphabet.

ABCDEFG

These note names are repeated over and over.

ABCDEFGABCDEFGABCDEFG

Musically speaking these notes aren’'t equally distributed, so when looking af the way they
appear on the neck of the guitar, the B, C and the E, F are closer to one another. In other
words on the neck of the guitar B and C and E and F are only one fret apart whereas the
other notes are two frets apart.

A BC D EF G A

Notes and frets

2] [efe] Io] le]f] le] |A]

Because this distribution of the notes is a musical rule, the same spacing appears on Most
other musical instruments. On a piano or keyboard it easy to see, because the B,C and E,F
are next to one another with no black notes whereas all the other notes have a black note in
between them. This is why a keyboard has the now famous pattern of black and white notes.

P )/’/’
One interesting thing this leads to is the fact that there is no B#, E#, Cb or Fb, we will ook

more closely at sharps and flats later. On a piano or keyboard the sharps and flats are
represented by black notes.
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Step One

The first step in learning the names of the notes on the guitar is to memorize the names of the
open strings. To help remember the string names you can use a saying.
Here are a couple of the more common sayings. Find one you like and memorize it.

EADGBE
Every Angry Dog Growls & Bites Eventually
Eddie Ate Dynamite, Good-Bye Eddie

Elephants And Dogs God Blesses Everything

. E A D G B E
The open string notes names repeat on the

open
12th fret because the 12th fret is an octave I | |

above the open position.

| | | I | |
Because the 12th fret position is important it is 12th fret
marked with an oversized fret marker or a re
double dot on most guitars. | | | | i |

Step Two

The next step is to learn the note names on the botftom 2 strings, these are important even if
you don't want to learn to read music because many chords and scales take their names
from the bottom 2 strings. The note names are the same on the bottom and the top string
pbecause they are both E strings.

F © A B8O D E

m > U Q W m

e A e B e C e D e

Once you can remember the note names on the E string you can move on to the A string.
Again you will notice that the B,C and E,F don't have a space,

8 G D E G A

m > O @ @ m

Once you know the names of the strings and the note names on the bottom 2 strings, you
prefty much know all you need for the sake of contemporary music. However you can go on
to memorize the other stings one by one if you choose.
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Finding all the notes from the E & A string

If you choose to memorize the notes on the bottom 2 strings only, you can find most of the

note names for the remaining strings using octaves. An octave is where the note name
repeats at a higher or lower pitch.

See these examples below for a better understanding of this.

1 2 3 4 5
ABCDEFGABCDEFGABCDEFGABCDEFGA

2 is one octave higher than 1
2 is one octave lower than 3
3 is two octaves higher than 1
3 is two octaves lower than 5
5 is four octaves higher than 1

From a scientific point of view, an octave up is when the frequency is doubled and an
octave down is when the frequency halved.

1 octave down reference 1 octave up

A A
NZI VARV I RVAVAVAY

The octave up from any note on the bottom E string can be found using a simple formula;

2 strings up, 2 frets up
2 strings up 2 frets up

§ B

G

This formula works on every note on the E string.

E

B

G

D>/ © A B=C D
A

G © A B=—C D)
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This formula also works on the A string.
2 strings up, 2 frets up
2 strings up 2 frets up

|
C

* 4 :
C

You can expand this method to find the second octave by using the formula 2 stings up, 3
frets up. This expanded formula also works on the A sting making it possible name most of the
notes on the guitar relatively quickly and easily. The complete formula is as follows.

2 strings up, 2 frets up - 2 strings up, 3 frets up

E string plus 2 octaves

-G

e

A
}

G)

A string plus 2 octaves

~C

?
> C

b
|
(Cx

All the notes you should easily be able to learn

Ep(F © A BC D) E
3 E-F) S A B

Nl N &/ N NV
G A B=C) D EF G
D EF) G A B=C) D
A B —C) D) E—~F) G A
eLr © A B==C) D £
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Sharps and flats

# sharp = asemitoneup = afretup

I; flat =

a semitone down = a fret down

|On|<Th§ r}reckf map \;]ve holv;a E _@_% F_‘_‘_@_% :%_.‘%/\: %‘/\ { _@_4:%
ooked at so far we have lots B (£ —F) |
of spaces that | have marked

here red. These s\pgocesrare G :_@_g_@t% z
the sharps and flats and D (E) F (G A

th i d I h

ot them a5 soaces af e A F@TE @0 @TEF—
oment, e L@@ @5

Using the definition at the top of the page we can find all the sharps and flats, for example to
find 'G#’ on the bottom 'E’ string we simply move the ‘G’ up by one fret to the 4th fret.
However, there is a complication you should e aware of. If you now look for the ‘A" on the
poftom 'E’ string you move the A from the 5th fret down by one fret and is ends up on the
same fret as the ‘G#'.

'‘G#' ="'G' UP by one fret

e Lo dl—Lod@rbo Lo

Ab” = A DOWN by one fret

A#' = A UP by one fret

Ll Lol lalmle el

‘Bb” = 'B° DOWN by one fret

e Le el —LiLee e

‘B# = 'B° UP by one fret

EL@| |@| |@| |

T
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When is a note called sharp or flat

Using this definition you can find any sharp or flat note that you are looking for, however
actually naming a note based on the fret is a little more complicated because it depends on
the key signature. | you don't know the key signatfure of a tune you can't tell accurately
wether the note is a sharp or flat.

For example

The 4th fret is '\G#’
in the key of ‘A major, '‘B° major, ‘F#’ major or ‘C#’ major.

Lol Lelglal Lole

The 4th fret is ‘Ab’
in the key of ‘Eb” major, ‘Ab’ major, ‘Db” major, ‘Gb" major or ‘Cb" major

e Lol Lo oo -le -

If you don't know about or understand key signatures, please learn them or revise them if you
want to accurately name the frets without a previous reference.

List of key signatures

C major G major D major A major
'y A
~V ~V NV LV
[J) [J) [J) [J)
E major B major F# major
[J) [J) [J)
F major BbL major Eb major AL major
ry A A A
# # >
4 a P D
[J) [J) [J) [J)
Db major Gb major Ch major
A A A
2 - P
G GhL 6057
\NI P SV P <V P
[J) [J) [J)
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