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RHYTHM CLEF
Th is is a clef that shows rhythms, not pitches like the other clefs. 

Th e academic name for this clef is the neutral clef. It’s also called the percussion clef 
because it’s used by percussionists, drummers and for any instrument that doesn’t 
produce a clear pitch, like gongs, or cymbals, or other non-pitched instruments. Notice 
how this clef carefully avoids indicating any one line. 

For clarity’s sake, from here on I’ll call this a rhythm clef. Th e rhythm clef was never 
a letter and doesn’t indicate any specifi c line because pitch is 

unnecessary for non-pitched instruments, and because of this, letter names aren’t 
used with this clef. Sounds simple, right? Well, it is and it isn’t. We’ll go over the 
details of this clef in Chapter 17.

Some instruments that use rhythm clef are: drum set, small percussion 
(tambourine, maracas, claves, triangle, vibra-slap, guiro, etc.—the list is nearly endless), snare drum, 
bass drum, and anything you can hit to make a sound. A percussionist’s instruments are everywhere!

MOVING ON
Okay, once you’ve got the general details of clefs down, you’ll be ready to chew more deeply into the 
juicy specifi cs of each clef. We’ll start with treble clef in the next chapter.

 

CHAPTER 14 STUDY GUIDE

 

1. What did clefs used to be?

2. About when and where was the word clef fi rst used?

3. What does a clef do?

4. What are the three most common clefs?

5. Which line does the treble clef name? 

6. Which line does the bass clef name?

7. Which instruments use the rhythm clef ?

8. Which line does the rhythm clef name?

9. On any scrap of paper, draw fi ve treble clefs.

1. A letter at the beginning of a piece of music 
showing where a specifi c note is to be placed.

2. Mid-1500s, France

3. Names a line of the staff  which also names the 
rest of the staff .

4. Treble clef, bass clef, rhythm clef.

5. 2nd

6. 4th

7. Drums and other non-pitched

8. None

9. Draw neat and slow, then try one fast and 
messy. How fast can you draw one?
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10. On the same piece of paper, draw fi ve bass clefs.

11. On the same piece of paper, draw fi ve rhythm clefs.

12. Name two instruments that use treble clef.

13. Name two instruments that use bass clef.

14. You’ve been working hard. Go make yourself a snack.

PRACTICAL USE EXERCISES
1. Below (if this is your book) or on your copied staff  paper draw a line of treble clefs, a line of bass 

clefs and a line of rhythm clefs. Experiment. See how fast you can make each one and still have it 
look like a clef.

2. Invent your own clef.

10. Same as #9

11. Same as #9

12. Some possibilities: fl ute, piano, guitar, rumpet, 
sax, piccolo, violin, F horn, oboe, clarinet, 

accordion ...

13. Some possibilities: trombone, tuba, piano, bass 
guitar, acoustic bass, electric bass, bassoon, 
baritone,euphonium, timpani/kettle drum, 

double tenor steel drum...


