
Trevor de Clercq

Ann Arbor Symposium IV 
November 20, 2015

University of Michigan

Measuring a Measure:
Absolute Time as a Factor in Meter Classification 

for Pop/Rock Music

Slides available at: www.midside.com/slides/

http://www.midside.com/pres.pdf
http://www.midside.com/pres.pdf


I. Introduction

Three possible readings of meter and bar lengths for 
“Norwegian Wood” (The Beatles, 1965)
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I once had a girl, or should I say, she once had me.
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4
4/ œ

¿ ¿
œ

œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿
œ
¿ ¿

4
4/ œ

¿ ¿
œ

œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿
œ
¿ ¿

(Moore 2001; Stephenson 2002)



I. Introduction

Kick and snare configurations for a “standard rock beat”

4
4/ œ

¿ ¿
œ

œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿
œ
¿ ¿

4
4/ œ

¿ ¿
œ

œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿
œ
¿ ¿

(Moore 2001; Stephenson 2002)

Some recent research on rhythm & meter in pop/rock music

• Butler 2001
• Pieslak 2007
• Osborn 2010
• Rosenberg 2011
• McCandless 2013
• Osborn 2014
• Biamonte 2014
• Attas 2015
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Standard (recent) music theory scholarship on rhythm & meter
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• Lester 1986
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Recent scholarship on beat (i.e., tactus) perception
Source Ideal Tactus
Lerdahl & Jackendoff 1983 70 BPM
Fraisse 1982 100 BPM
Parncutt 1994 100 BPM
Semjen et al. 1998 100 BPM
Moelants 2002 120 BPM
Moelants & McKinney 2004 120 BPM
Levy 2011 120 BPM
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Recent scholarship on beat (i.e., tactus) perception

Digital Audio Workstations with a session default of 4/4, 120 BPM
• Ableton Live
• Apple Garage Band
• Apple Logic Pro
• Avid Pro Tools
• Cockos Reaer

• MOTU Digital Performer
• Presonus Studio One
• Propellerhead Reason
• Sony Acid Pro
• Steinberg Cubase Pro
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Average tempos & measure lengths for songs categorized as 4/4
 Covach 

2009 
Burgoyne et 
al. 2011 

Temperley & 
deClercq, 2013 

Number of songs in 4/4 61 509 168 
      (as percent of total songs) 75.3% 93.2% 84.0% 
Mean BPM 121.4 119.5 119.6 
     (standard deviation) 22.2 33.6 34.1 
     (median BPM) 119.0 117.9 115.5 
Mean measure length 1.98 sec 2.01 sec 2.01 sec 
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Average tempos & measure lengths for songs categorized as 6/8

 Covach 
2009 

Burgoyne et 
al. 2011 

Temperley & 
deClercq, 2013 

Number of songs in 6/8 1 5 6 
      (as percent of total songs) 1.2% 0.9% 3.0% 
Mean BPM 50.0 64.0 62.3 
     (standard deviation) (n/a) 11.7 9.9 
     (median BPM) 50.0 63.1 60.3 
Mean measure length 2.4 sec 1.88 sec 1.93 sec 
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Snare

Dar lin',- you've got to let me know,
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should I stay or should I go?

D G D

If you say that you are

mine,

G F G

I'll be here 'til the end of time.
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So, you've got to let me

know,
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should I stay or should I go?
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Standard rock beat:
“Should I Stay or Should I Go” (The Clash, 1982), verse
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Double-time feel:
“Should I Stay or Should I Go” (The Clash, 1982), chorus
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Standard rock beat:
“Teardrops on My Guitar” (Taylor Swift, 2006), “pop” version (chorus)
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He's the rea son for the tear

F/A

dropsonmy gui tar,

G‹

the on ly- thing thatkeepsmewish
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in' on a wish in' star.
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He's the song in the car
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I keep sing in',- don't know why
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I do.
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Half-time feel:
“Teardrops on My Guitar” (Taylor Swift, 2006), album version (chorus)
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“When the Levee Breaks” (Led Zeppelin, 1971),
6-bar reading of opening material

Vox

Drums

If it keeps

F

on ra in- in', lev ee's- goin' to break. If it...

keeps on ra in- in', lev ee's- goin' to break. When the

lev ee- breaks, have no place to stay.

44

44

&b
1:23

/

&b

&b

œb œ œ œ œ œb œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ œ œJ ‰ Œ Œ ‰ œb œ

‰ œ œ ™ œ ‰
¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

œ œ œJ ‰ œ
¿ ¿ ¿ ¿ œ ™ œ ‰

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿
œ œ œJ ‰

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

œ œ œ œb œb œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œJ ‰ Œ Œ ‰ œb œ

œ œ œ œJ ‰ œb œ œ œ œ œ œj ‰ Œ Ó



IV. Analysis

4
4/ œ

¿ ¿
œ

œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿
œ
¿ ¿

4
4/ œ

¿ ¿
œ

œ

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿
œ
¿ ¿

Vox

Drums

If it keeps

F

on ra in- in', lev ee's- goin' to break. If it...

keeps on ra in- in', lev ee's- goin' to break. When the

lev ee- breaks, have no place to stay.

44

44

&b
1:23

/

&b

&b

œb œ œ œ œ œb œ ‰ œ œ œ œ œ œ œJ ‰ Œ Œ ‰ œb œ

‰ œ œ ™ œ ‰
¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

œ œ œJ ‰ œ
¿ ¿ ¿ ¿ œ ™ œ ‰

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿
œ œ œJ ‰

¿ ¿ ¿ ¿

œ œ œ œb œb œ œ œ œ œ œ œ œJ ‰ Œ Œ ‰ œb œ

œ œ œ œJ ‰ œb œ œ œ œ œ œj ‰ Œ Ó
“When the Levee Breaks” (Joe McCoy & Memphis Minnie, 1929), 

12-bar reading, mashed-up with Led Zeppelin drumbeat
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Well since my baby left me, 
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Well I found a new place to dwell. Well it's down at the end of lonely street, that Heartbreak Hotel where I'll be.
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“Down to the River” (Buck Owens, 1962), verse

Vocal

Drums

You said

G

good bye- to me this

D

mor nin'- and

slow

D

ly- walked out of my life.

G

I

don't

G

know how I'll live with

C

out- you; I

on

D

ly- know I've got ta- try.

G
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IV. Analysis
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“Cryin’ Time” (Buck Owens, 1964), verse

Vox

Drums

Now they say

A¨

that ab sence- makes the heart grow fond

E¨

er- and that

tears

E¨

are on ly- rain to make love grow.

A¨

Well my love

A¨

for you could ne ver- grow no strong

D¨

er- if I

live

A¨

to be a hu

E¨

nd- red- years old.

A¨
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V. Conclusion
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• The drum pattern is not a reliable guide for measure lengths

• Absolute time should be considered in bar length decisions

• The 2-second measure may be the ideal perceptual reference



V. Conclusion

Three possible readings of meter and bar lengths for 
“Norwegian Wood” (The Beatles, 1965)

 

I once had a girl, or should I say, she once had me.

 

I once had a girl, or should I say, she once had me.

 

I once had a girl, or should I say, she once had me.
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