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A Cognitively Based Analytical Model of Musical Meter

Richard Cohn

Musical meter is studied by three communities of scholars: music theorists, whose primary concern
is with the analysis of individual compositions, and whose terms and categories are rooted in those
of musical notation; and music psychologists and neuroscientists, who respectively study behavior
and brain activity in response to patterned sound. After twenty years of publishing analytical articles
about musical meter in the first tradition, my initial attempt to write a book summarizing my analytical
approach hit a wall in the early stages. The problem was that notation-based terms and categories,
descended from classical Greco-Latin models of poetic meter and adapted to European repertories
in the 18" century, formed an ill-defined, unstable basis on which to erect a model of musical time,
even one specifically customized to notation-based classical repertories. | eventually identified such
a model in the fields of music psychology and neurosciences.

This lecture presents a systematic analytical model of notated repertories that is grounded not in the
notated score, but rather in what is known about how the brain and body process patterned sound.
The model is systematic in the sense that it is parsimonious, rigorous, and consistent in its
descriptors of metric states, categories, and relations. | shall present and argue for (1) a model of
pulse (“beat”) based on Arabic time points rather than Greco-Roman time spans; (2) the
independence of those points from the sounds that induce them; (3) the location of meter in the
mind rather than in the sound or the score; (4) the role of subjective marking and overmarking in
metric induction, (5) the limitations of meter signatures as analytic categories, and some alternative
categorization schemes that overcome those limitations; (6) the status of meter as an unoriented
deeply recursive network, independent of tactus; (7) a deeply recursive model of meter; (8) the
status of “non-isochronous meters” as rhythmic modes rather than meters.
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