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Previous research on text-setting has shown that the pairing of language and music is heavily 

influenced by a language’s most salient prosodic units (Yung 1991; Halle and Lerdahl 1993; Shih 

2008; Hayes 2009; a.o.). Accordingly, Japanese, which exhibits a dominantly moraic prosodic 

structure, should have a mora-based text-setting system, with each mora assigned to a separate 

musical note and poly-moraic syllables divided across notes (e.g., paN → pa-N) (Hayes and 

Swiger 2008; Manabe 2010). This characterization of Japanese text-setting, however, has 

heretofore not been extensively evaluated and is potentially complicated by phonological 

differences across Japanese lexical strata (Itô and Mester 1995). The present study finds that, 

while mora-based text-setting is the default, non-moraic variants, in which poly-moraic 

syllables are undivided (e.g., paN → paN), are common in Japanese songs. Non-moraic variants, 

furthermore, are particularly frequent in loan words as well as in translation contexts, which 

place restrictions on melody and lyrical content not otherwise found in native song settings. 

This analysis examines two corpora: seventeen translated Disney film songs and eleven 

Japanese anime theme songs from the 1980’s – 1990’s. Two variables were analyzed: (1) the coda 

nasal (e.g., paN), which is realized as either a ‚moraic‛ variant placed on a separate note (pa-N) 

or a ‚non-moraic‛ variant merged with the preceding mora (paN); and (2) inter-voiceless /i/ and 

/ɯ/ (e.g., sɯki), which appear as either a moraic variant on a separate note (realized as either sɯ-

ki or sɯ  -ki, when devoiced as in spoken Japanese) or a non-moraic, fully-deleted variant, 

creating a consonant cluster on a single note (ski). Each variable was perceptually coded and 

analyzed using logistic regression models. 

Moraic and non-moraic text-settings for each variable were found in both the translated and 

native corpora. Controlling for phonological environment, the coda nasal was significantly 

more likely to surface as the merged, non-moraic variant in the Disney songs than in the native 

Japanese songs (p < 0.0001). Similarly, inter-voiceless /i/ and /ɯ/ had significantly more 

nonmoraic realizations in the Disney songs than in the native songs (p = 0.0007). Across both the 

Disney and the native corpora, non-moraic realizations for both variables were significantly 

more likely to occur in loan words than in native words (p < 0.0001). 

In addition to suggesting that text-setting in translation contexts results in less canonical 

practices, these findings demonstrate that text-setting in Japanese is not categorically moraic as 
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previously hypothesized. This variation in the treatment of moras in Japanese text-setting 

parallels the existing debates over the roles of moras and syllables in Japanese speech (Beckman 

1982; Otake et al. 1993; a.o.). The differences found between loan and native words in this study, 

in particular, offer evidence toward the hypothesis that the differences in moraicity in Japanese 

partially stem from the differences in phonological structure present across the strata in the 

Japanese lexicon. 
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