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I look at the relationship between meter and music in Somali and Berber, both poetic systems 

where the poetry is sung. The meters of these traditions are quantitative and quite possible to 

describe as separate from the music. However, since the meters do not occur (much) without 

the music, the relationship between the musical and metrical structures is interesting to study 

with a view to possible precedence relations between them. This interest is raised by the fact 

that both structures each have an internal quantitative structure, the meters in terms of plain 

moras as well as specified quantities of metrical positions, the music in terms of the tactus of the 

music as well as the duration of the actual notes. 

The metrical systems of Berber and Somali are both relatively regular. Many Somali meters 

(the gabay and derivatives of it) have a basic line template consisting of differently long 

sequences constituted by groups of L, where refers to a position that is either H or LL 

(Orwin & Maxamed 1997), and the so-called straight meters of Berber are constructed from 

groups of four moras – LL or LLH – put together into a variety of line lengths (Dell & 

Elmedlaoui 2008). 

Both systems have one-to-one correspondence between syllables and musical notes as default, 

and the music is melodically repetitive in fairly short periods (roughly the length of one or two 

lines of meter). Already by virtue of the fact that both systems contain a variable element (), 

the correspondence between syllables and notes can be predicted not to be trivial, allowing for 

study of interaction between the structures. Also, there are correspondences between specific 

syllables in metrical groups and tactus positions in the music that must be heeded. Finally, there 

are the meter-internal and music-internal conditions on syllable-to-metrical-position-

correspondence and tactus-to-note-correspondence to take into account. 

This is an exploratory study based on only rather few music and meter samples given in 

standard works on the traditions. My main goal is to lay bare some of the correspondences with 

a view to finding basic dominance relations.  
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