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Music Data and Representations



Outlines

● Symbolic data representations
○ Sheet music

○ MIDI

● Audio data representations
○ Waveform 

○ Spectrogram

○ Mel-spectrogram, constant-Q transform



Music Data

● The core music data that are directly audible or translated to audible 

sound 

Sheet Music MIDI Audio



Sheet Music

● A formal language that describes a music piece with musical symbols 

and letters. It is also called “music score” 
○ Most human-friendly representation of music. 

○ The way of publishing and distributing music before the recording technology

○ Musicians make their own interpretations by varying the tempo, dynamics, 

and articulation



Digital Music Notation 

● Electronic sheet music is scanned images (e.g. PDF) or rendered from 

digital music notation formats 
○ MusicXML and MEI: XML-based music encoding standards 

○ ABC notation and LilyPond: text-based music engraving languages

○ Optical music recognition (OMR) converts score images into music notations

MakeMusic, Inc. Page 10 December 2017 

"Hello World" in MusicXML 
Brian Kernighan and Dennis Ritchie popularized the practice of writing a program that prints the 

words "hello, world" as the first program to write when learning a new programming language. It 

is the minimal program that tests how to build a program and display its results. 

In MusicXML, a song with the lyrics "hello, world" is actually more complicated than we need 

for a simple MusicXML file. Let us keep things even simpler: a one-measure piece of music that 

contains a whole note on middle C, based in 4/4 time: 

 

Here it is in MusicXML: 

<?xml version="1.0" encoding="UTF-8" standalone="no"?> 

<!DOCTYPE score-partwise PUBLIC 

    "-//Recordare//DTD MusicXML 3.1 Partwise//EN" 

    "http://www.musicxml.org/dtds/partwise.dtd"> 

<score-partwise version="3.1"> 

  <part-list> 

    <score-part id="P1"> 

      <part-name>Music</part-name> 

    </score-part> 

  </part-list> 

  <part id="P1"> 

    <measure number="1"> 

      <attributes> 

        <divisions>1</divisions> 

        <key> 

          <fifths>0</fifths> 

        </key> 

        <time> 

          <beats>4</beats> 

          <beat-type>4</beat-type> 

        </time> 

        <clef> 

          <sign>G</sign> 

          <line>2</line> 

        </clef> 

      </attributes> 

      <note> 

        <pitch> 

          <step>C</step> 

          <octave>4</octave> 

        </pitch> 

        <duration>4</duration> 

        <type>whole</type> 

      </note> 

    </measure> 

  </part> 

</score-partwise> 

Let's look at each part in turn: 

 

<?xml version="1.0" encoding="UTF-8" standalone="no"?> 

MusicXML ABC Notation

Much simpler!

https://abcnotation.com/ https://www.musicxml.com/ 

https://abcnotation.com/
https://www.musicxml.com/


Feeding the data into learning models

● Natural language processing (NLP) techniques are easily applicable to 

the the text-based music notations for symbolic music processing
○ ABC notation is particularly effective due to the simple and structured format

Exploring Tokenization Methods for Multitrack Sheet Music Generation, Wang et al., ISMIR LBD 2024

Comparison of tokenization methods for ABC notation



MIDI

● Standard protocol of musical events

● Why MIDI?
○ Need of musical communication among different vendors’ instruments

○ Store music events (score or performance) for composers

● Hardware

○ 5-pin cables, separate in/out in connection

○ 31250 bits per second

● Software (Protocols)

○ Note number/velocity, control data



MIDI

● MIDI Message Format

Status Byte Data Byte1 Data Byte2

1000 cccc Note Number VelocityNote Off

1001 cccc Note Number VelocityNote On

1010 cccc Note Number VelocityNote Pressure

1011 cccc Ctrl. Number Ctrl ValueControl Change

1100 cccc Prog. Number -Program Change

cccc: channel number (0-15) 

xxx xxxx (7bits): 0-127

1110 cccc Value (high 7bits) Value (low 7bits)Pitch Bend Change

64: piano sustain pedal

0xxx xxxx 0xxx xxxx



MIDI as a File (.mid)

● Time signature and tempo information is added
○ Tempo is defined as beat per minutes (BPM)

○ Time unit is converted to “beat”  

○ One beat is divided into ticks (e.g. 9600 ticks/beat)

○ A time interval from the previous event is added to 

each MIDI message

Source: https://kr.mathworks.com/help/audio/ug/convert-midi-files-into-midi-messages.html



MIDI Representations

● “1D sequence of note events” (text) vs “2D piano roll images” (image)
○ The piano roll representation traces back to the player piano.



MIDI Representations

● “Score MIDI” vs. “Performance MIDI”

Deadpan Rendering from the Music Score Human Performance



Feeding the data into learning models

● Text-based approach: tokenization 
○ Score MIDI: REMI, Octople, MMM, 

○ Performance MIDI: MIDI-like, PerTok

○ MIDITok: https://miditok.readthedocs.io/ 

● Image-based approach
○ Use the piano roll as 2D images

miditok: A Python package for MIDI file tokenization, Fradet et al., Arxiv 2023
MidiNet: A Convolutional Generative Adversarial Network for Symbolic-domain Music Generation, Yang et al., ISMIR, 2017

https://miditok.readthedocs.io/


Audio

● Audio is recorded as a waveform that represents the vibration in the air

“Groove” in the early recording

(Edison cylidder)



Digital Audio Chain

…0 0 1 0 1 0 …
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Filters
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Digital Audio

● Audio file formats: wav, mp3 or flac

● Standards: sampling rate, bit depth
○ Consumer audio (CD) : 44.1kHz, 16bits

○ Speech audio: 8/16 kHz, 8/16 bits

○ Professional audio: 48/96/192 kHz, 24/32 bits

● Why do they have the specific sampling rates and bit depths?
○ Need to understand the basic concept of sampling and quantization

○ Need to know the “bandwidth” (or maximum frequency) and “dynamic range” 

of the audio content



Sampling

● Convert continuous-time signals to discrete-time signals by periodically 

picking up the instantaneous values
○ Represented as a sequence of numbers

○ Sampling period (Ts): the amount of time between samples

○ Sampling rate ( fs =1/Ts ): the number of samples per second

Ts

𝑥 𝑡 → 𝑥 𝑛Ts → 𝑥 𝑛/fs

𝑥 𝑛 − 1 𝑥 𝑛 + 1𝑥 𝑛⋯ ⋯



Sampling Theorem

● How can we determine the sampling rate?
○ Too high: increase the number of samples 

○ Too low: cannot reconstruct the original signal 

● Sampling Theorem

○ The sampling rate must be greater than twice the maximum frequency in the 

signal in order to reconstruct the original signal

𝑓𝑠 > 2 ∙ 𝑓𝑚

𝑓𝑠: sampling rate

𝑓𝑚: maximum frequency of the signal



Sampling Theorem

𝑓𝑠 < 2𝑓𝑚

(undersamped)

𝑓𝑠 = 2𝑓𝑚

(critically sampled)

𝑓𝑠 > 2𝑓𝑚

(oversampled) 𝑓𝑚  = 3 𝐻𝑧𝑓𝑠 = 24 𝐻𝑧

𝑓𝑚  = 3 𝐻𝑧𝑓𝑠 = 6 𝐻𝑧

𝑓𝑚  = 3 𝐻𝑧𝑓𝑠 = 4 𝐻𝑧

The reconstructed sinusoid 

with 1Hz frequency



Lowpass filter in Sampling

● The lowpass filter is implemented as an analog circuit when it is used 

before the audio-to-digital conversion in the digital audio system

\ microphone

Lowpass

Filters
Sampling Quantization

Analog-to-Digital Conversion



Resampling

● Sampling in the digital domain
○ Increasing or decreasing the sampling rate 

down-sampling

up-sampling



Resampling

● It is common to down-sample audio files in music and audio research
○ Speeds up the processing and save the disk space

○ For example,  44.1kHz → 22.05 kHz

○ High frequency content above 10 kHz has relatively less information   

● A “digital” lowpass filter is applied to avoid aliasing in down-sampling

○ The lowpass filter is typically implemented with a finite impulse response 

filter such as a windowed sync function

See more at https://ccrma.stanford.edu/~jos/resample/

https://ccrma.stanford.edu/~jos/resample/


Sampling Rate in Audio Standard

● Determined by the maximum frequency of signals 

Music ≈ 20 kHz

Speech ≈ 3~4 kHz Covered by 8 kHz

Covered by 44.1 kHz



Quantization

● Round the amplitude to the nearest discrete steps
○ The number of discrete steps are determined by the bit depth

○ N bits range from -2N-1 to 2N-1-1: 8 bit (-128 to 127), 16 bit ( -32767 to 32766)

Quantization 

step

2N-1-1

-2N-1



Bit Depth and Dynamic Range 

● Bit depth determines dynamic range of digital signals 

● Dynamic range = 20log10(maximum value /minimum value) 
○ 8 bits = 20log10(127/1) ≈ 48dB

○ 16 bit = 20log10(32766/1) ≈ 96dB

○ Adding one bit (x2) increases 6dB : N bits ≈ 6N dB



Bit Depth in Audio Standard

● Determine bit depth to cover the dynamic range of audio content

Music ≈ 80 dB
Speech ≈ 48 dB

Covered by

16 bits (96dB) 

Covered by

8 bits (48dB) 



Audio Data Representations

Waveform Spectrogram

Constant-Q transformMel-spectrogram



Spectrogram

● 2D-image representation of audio using Short-Time Fourier Transform
○ x-axis: time, y-axis: frequency,  color: magnitude response 

○ It is common to use dB scale (a log scale) for the magnitude

○ Easy to match what you hear to what you see



Short-Time Fourier Transform (STFT)

● STFT is a series of discrete Fourier transform (DFT) computed from 

windowed waveform segments

𝑥(𝑙 − 1)

𝑥(𝑙)

hop size

Window size

Windowing

Windowing

DFT |𝑋|

DFT |𝑋|
One frame

One frame



● Decompose the signal into sinusoidal components
○ Compute the magnitude and phase of the sinusoidal components

Discrete Fourier Transform (DFT)

This image is from Pink Floyd’s “The Dark Side of the Moon”



● The signal is represented in the frequency domain

Discrete Fourier Transform (DFT)

This image is from Pink Floyd’s “The Dark Side of the Moon”

magnitude



Discrete Fourier Transform (DFT): Definition

● Inner product between 𝑥 𝑛 with a length 𝑁 and a complex sinusoid 

𝑒𝑗
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁 with a length 𝑁 at frequency 𝑘 (𝑘 = 0, 1, … , 𝑁 − 1)

● The magnitude and phase  

𝑋 𝑘 = ෍

𝑛=0

𝑁−1

𝑥 𝑛 𝑒−𝑗
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁 = ෍

𝑛=0

𝑁−1

𝑥 𝑛 (cos
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁
− 𝑗sin

2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁
)

= ෍

𝑛=0

𝑁−1

𝑥 𝑛 cos
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁
− 𝑗 ෍

𝑛=0

𝑁−1

𝑥 𝑛 sin
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁
= 𝑋𝑟𝑒 𝑘 + 𝑗𝑋𝑖𝑚 𝑘

𝑒𝑗
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁 = cos
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁
+ 𝑗sin

2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁

Euler’s identity

𝑋𝑚𝑎𝑔(𝑘) = 𝑋𝑟𝑒 𝑘 2 + 𝑋𝑖𝑚 𝑘 2 𝑋𝑝ℎ𝑎𝑠𝑒(𝑘) = tan−1(
𝑋𝑖𝑚(𝑘)

𝑋𝑟𝑒 𝑘
)



Complex Sinusoids in DFT

● The frequencies of complex sinusoid in DFT is determined by 𝑁 

○ Frequencies: 
2𝜋𝑘

𝑁
 radian or  

𝑘

𝑁
𝑓𝑠(𝑓𝑠: sampling rate) (𝐾 = 0, 1, 2, … , 𝑁 − 1)

𝑠𝑘 𝑛 = 𝑒𝑗
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁 = cos
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁
+ 𝑗sin

2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁

Example: 𝑁 = 8

Source: https://ccrma.stanford.edu/~jos/dft/

If 𝑓𝑠=8000 Hz, the DFT frequencies are

0, 1000, 2000, 3000, …, 7000 Hz   

https://ccrma.stanford.edu/~jos/dft/


Complex Sinusoids in DFT

Example: 𝑁 = 8

Source: https://ccrma.stanford.edu/~jos/dft/

Re 𝑠𝑘 𝑘 = Re 𝑠𝑘 −𝑘 Im 𝑠𝑘 𝑘 = −Im 𝑠𝑘 −𝑘

Even-symmetric

with period 𝑁

Odd-symmetric

with period 𝑁

Re 𝑠𝑘 𝑘 = Re 𝑠𝑘 𝑁 − 𝑘

Re 𝑠𝑘 𝑘 = Re 𝑠𝑘 𝑙 ∙ 𝑁 + 𝑘

Im 𝑠𝑘 𝑘 = −Im{𝑠𝑘 𝑁 − 𝑘 }

Im 𝑠𝑘 𝑘 = Im{𝑠𝑘 𝑙 ∙ 𝑁 + 𝑘 }

https://ccrma.stanford.edu/~jos/dft/


Orthogonality of Complex Sinusoids

● Inner product between two complex sinusoids
○  Two complex sinusoids with different frequencies are orthogonal

𝑠𝑝 𝑛 ∙ 𝑠𝑞
∗ 𝑛 = ෍

𝑛=0

𝑁−1

𝑒𝑗
2𝜋𝑝𝑛

𝑁 ∙ 𝑒−𝑗
2𝜋𝑞𝑛

𝑁 = ቊ
𝑁 if 𝑝 = 𝑞

 0 otherwise

cos(2
n=0

N-1

å p pn / N )cos(2pqn / N )) =
N / 2 if p = q or p = N -q

0 otherwise

ì

í
ï

îï

sin(2
n=0

N-1

å p pn / N )sin(2pqn / N ))=

0 otherwise

N / 2 if p = q

-N / 2 if p = N -q

ì

í
ï

î
ï
ï cos(2

n=0

N-1

å p pn / N )sin(2pqn / N ))= 0



Discrete Fourier Transform (DFT)

● Matrix multiplication view: 𝑋 = 𝑆∗∙ 𝑥

○ 𝑆 is a unitary matrix (an orthogonal matrix for complex number) from the 

previous slide

○ DFT is the orthogonal projection on 𝑺∗

𝑋(0)
𝑋(1)

⋮
𝑋(𝑁 − 1)

=

𝑠0
∗(0)

𝑠1
∗(0)

⋮
𝑠𝑁−1

∗ (0)

𝑠0
∗(1)

𝑠1
∗(1)

⋮
 𝑠𝑁−1

∗ (1)

⋯
⋯
⋱

⋯ 

𝑠0
∗(𝑁 − 1)

𝑠1
∗(𝑁 − 1)

⋮
𝑠𝑁−1

∗ (𝑁 − 1)

𝑥(0)
𝑥(1)

⋮
𝑥(𝑁 − 1)

𝑆 ∙ 𝑆∗= 𝑆∗∙ 𝑆 = 𝑁 ∙ 𝐼 
𝑁: input length 

𝐼 : identity matrix

𝑆∗: conjugate transpose



Inversed DFT 

● Obtain Inverse DFT from the orthogonality: 𝑥 = 𝑆−1∙ 𝑋 =
1

𝑁
 𝑆∗ ∙ 𝑋

○ The inverse DFT indicates that the original signal is the sum of sinusoidal 

components over frequency 𝒌, and the magnitude and phase of the 

sinusoidal components are determined by DFT

𝑥(𝑛) =
1

𝑁
෍

𝑘=0

𝑁−1

𝑋 𝑘 𝑒𝑗
2𝜋𝑘𝑛

𝑁

𝑥(0)
𝑥(1)

⋮
𝑥(𝑁 − 1)

=
1

𝑁

𝑠0 (0)
𝑠0(1)

⋮
𝑠0(𝑁 − 1)

𝑠1(0)
𝑠1(1)

⋮
 𝑠1(𝑁 − 1)

 

⋯
⋯
⋱

⋯ 

𝑠𝑁−1(0)
𝑠𝑁−1(1)

⋮
𝑠𝑁−1(𝑁 − 1)

𝑋(0)
𝑋(1)

⋮
𝑋(𝑁 − 1)



Properties of DFT

● Symmetry
○ 𝑋 𝑘 = 𝑋 −𝑘  = 𝑋 𝑁 − 𝑘

○ ∠𝑋 𝑘 = −∠𝑋 −𝑘  =−∠𝑋 𝑁 − 𝑘  

● Periodicity

○ 𝑋 𝑘 = 𝑋 𝑘 ± 𝑁 = 𝑋 𝑘 ± 2𝑁 =  …
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1
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2
 (𝑘 =

𝑁

2
) 𝑓𝑠 (𝑘 = 𝑁)

𝑁 = 32



Fast Fourier Transform (FFT)

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M0Sa8fLOajA

● In practice, we use an FFT algorithm instead of direct matrix 

multiplication 
○ Divide the matrix into small matrices recursively

○ Complexity reduction: O 𝑁2 → O 𝑁𝑙𝑜𝑔2𝑁 : 

○ See more about  the complexity reduction in Gilbert Strang’s lecture on FFT 

(https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M0Sa8fLOajA) 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=M0Sa8fLOajA


Review of STFT

● STFT is a series of DFT computed from windowed waveform segments
○ Spectrogram changes according to window type, window size, and hop size 

𝑥(𝑙 − 1)

𝑥(𝑙)

hop size

Window size

Windowing

Windowing

DFT |𝑋|

DFT |𝑋|
One frame

One frame

𝑓𝑠

2
 (𝑘 =

𝑁

2
)



Window Types

● Trade-off between the width of main-lobe and the level of side-lobe 

● Hann window is the most widely used in music analysis

Spectra of windowed sinusoids

A shape of

the peak



Effect of Window Size

● Trade-off between time and frequency resolutions
○ Short window: low frequency-resolution and high time-resolution 

○ Long window: high frequency-resolution and low time-resolution

Window size: 256 samples Window size: 1024 samples



Filter Bank View of STFT

● STFT can be viewed as bandpass filter banks 

𝑋 𝑘, 𝑙 = ෍

𝑛=−∞

∞

𝑥 𝑛 𝑤 𝑛 − 𝑙 ∙ 𝑅 𝑒
−𝑗

2𝜋𝑘(𝑛−𝑙∙𝑅)
𝑁 = ෍

𝑛=−∞

∞

𝑥 𝑛 ℎ𝑘(𝑛 − 𝑙 ∙ 𝑅) = 𝑥 ∗ ℎ𝑘(𝑛)

bandpass filter banks

ℎ𝑘 𝑛 = 𝑤 𝑛 𝑒
−𝑗

2𝜋𝑘𝑛
𝑁

𝑅: hop size

R

ℎ0 𝑛

ℎ1 𝑛

ℎ2 𝑛

ℎ𝑁−1 𝑛

⋮

𝑋 0, 𝑙

𝑋 1, 𝑙

𝑋 2, 𝑙

𝑋 𝑁 − 1, 𝑙

The impulse response of bandpass 
filters is a windowed complex sinusoid
(They all have the same length and the 
center frequency is equally spaced)

This is the convolution of x(n) and h(n) 
but the output is down-sampled by R.
 



Human Ears

● Human ear is a spectrum analyzer?  
○ Cochlea in the inner ear is a bandpass-filter bank

○ Basilar membrane resonates at a different position for a different frequency 

of the input. 

○ The resonance frequency increases in a log scale along the membrane

(Unrolled) Cochlear

Basilar membrane



Human Pitch Perception

● Pitch Resolution
○ Just noticeable difference (JND) increases as 

frequency goes up

● Mel scale

○ Most widely used for speech and music analysis

○ Approximate the human pitch resolution based 

on pitch ratio of tones 

○ A log frequency scale: 

m= 2595log10(1+ f / 700)



Computing Mel-Spectrogram

● Mapping linear frequency to mel scale
○ All frequency content within the band of each filter is summarized into a 

single mel bin

○ High-frequency range content is relatively more squeezed than low-

frequency range content

Spectrogram (1024 freq. bins) Mel-spectrogram (128 mel bins)
Mel-scaled 

filter bank

Center 
Frequency

Band
Width



Musical Pitch Scale  

● Musical tuning system
○ Equal temperament: 1: 21/12 ratio for semi-note

○ Music note (m) and frequency (f) in Hz

● We can get “musical spectrogram” using filter banks 

from the musical scale

○ However, the resolution in low frequency is not sufficient 

(e.g., one frequency bin covers several notes)

f = 440 ×2
(m-69)

12m =12log2 (
f

440
)+69,

https://newt.phys.unsw.edu.au/jw/notes.html



Constant-Q Transform

● Time-frequency representation which uses a set of sinusoidal kernels 

with log-spaced frequencies
○ As the frequency increases, the length of sinusoidal kernels becomes shorter 

(bandwidth becomes wider) to have constant Q (= frequency/bandwidth)

(Schorkhuber and Klapuri, 2010)



Constant-Q IIR Filter Bank

● Musically designed constant-Q transform 
○ 88 IIR bandpass filters

○ The center frequency corresponds to the 

pitch of each piano note

○ The bandwidth is set to have constant-Q 

with +/- 25 cent around the center

(100 cents = 1 semi-tone)

(Müller, 2011) 



Example: Constant-Q Transform

● Chromatic music scale
○ The harmonics of notes increase linearly in the constant-Q transform

Spectrogram Constant-Q transform



Spectrogram Tools

● https://musiclab.chromeexperiments.com/Spectrogram/

● https://soundlab.cs.princeton.edu/software/sndpeek/

● https://www.audacityteam.org/ 

https://musiclab.chromeexperiments.com/Spectrogram/
https://musiclab.chromeexperiments.com/Spectrogram/
https://soundlab.cs.princeton.edu/software/sndpeek/
https://soundlab.cs.princeton.edu/software/sndpeek/
https://www.audacityteam.org/
https://www.audacityteam.org/
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