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Following Lerdahl & Jackendoff pioneer work (1996 [11983], chapters 1 to 4) on the metrics of 

tonal music, huge progresses have been made these last twenty years, concerning the study of 

the metrics of folk songs. In particular, we can emphasize the following issues: 

– a better understanding of constituents hierarchy in the metrics of folk songs (Hayes & 

MacEachern 1996, Dell 2003a); 

– a study of various forms of truncation and cadences in these constituents (Hayes & 

MacEachern 1998, Kiparsky 2006); 

– a description of rules or constraints which work for musical textsetting in songs (Dell 1989 

[1975], Halle & Lerdahl 1993, Hayes & Kaun 1996, Dell 2003b, Hayes 2009, Dell & Halle 2009, 

Rodriguez-Vazquez 2010); 

– an extensive study of a singular sung poetic tradition (Dell & Elmadlaoui 2008). 

Most of these works use so called “metrical grids”, which are very useful to develop explicit 

models and to test hypotheses. Nevertheless, it is not always very clear if the proposed rules or 

constraints concern the making of the grids, or the setting of sound events onto the grid. In the 

latter case, there are also some confusions, some constraints being considered as belonging to a 

same set, when it is obviously not the case, as we will see during the talk. For example, 

MATCHSTRESS and FILLSTRONG are constraints which do not belong to a same group, even 

if they are treated as such by Rodriguez-Vazquez (2010 : 199-200, 261). 

Trying to make things clearer, Kiparsky (2006) proposed a “modular” approach of song, 

claiming that “the composer and performer of a song constructs a match between three tiers of 

rhythmic structure: linguistic prominence, poetic meter, and musical rhythm” (2006:7). I am 

going to propose an alternative model explaining the interaction of different types of 

monophonic music: percussion monophony, chant, intrumental monophony and monophonic 

song. This model integrates two obligatory modules (the abstract grid, the sound events), and 

an optional one (the pitches). Two of these modules may include a sub-module, depending of 

the type of music that is observed. This model is largly confirmed by contemporary neurology 

(Sacks 2008). 

Examples from various musical traditions (French, English, Occitan) will be used. The problem 

of poetic meter in song will be discussed to conclude. 
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