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My God, what has sound got to do with music?” quoth Charles Ives ([1920] 
2004:54). Music—and musical time—are embodied phenomena, but every 

musical utterance filters through perception, and is subject to diverse and some-
times contradictory audiations depending on production, reception, context, 
history, affinity, and many other known factors. That is all semiotics. Yet despite 
the flux, there is the possibility of a systematic typology of time structures built 
from elemental musical and cognitive facts and their logical hierarchical order-
ings. A strict logical approach to taxonomy stands in contrast to methods that 
regard entities’ features as in re (i.e., inherent properties of things in themselves) 
or nominal (e.g., as construed by their perceiver or as an artifact of language; 
see Molino 2009:233–40). I propose a sketch of some branches of such a logi-
cal typology, positing a set of platonic ideal types of time and surveying messy, 
subjective reality from some distance.
 Although even a cursory survey of the literature on the anthropology of time 
or the study of musical time would distract from the concision I seek here, com-
ments with regard to my motivation may be of use. My interest in an integrated, 
holistic, quasi-neutral, and logical approach to musical time grew from a life thus 
far spent among diverse music traditions. Those I studied did not convey the sense 
of intrinsically different temporality that has often been considered axiomatic 
for culture-crossers, as evidenced in much of what is written and what we are 
taught. From Durkheim (1915) and through to Geertz (1973) and many others, 
the tenacious notion that other cultures have distinctive time senses has been 
built up. But Gell ([1992] 2001) is one anthropologist who convincingly shows 
that although different philosophies or metaphysics or ritual practices of time 
are legion, it is quite another thing to say that individuals (let alone cultures) 
have fundamentally different experiences of time—except, of course, insofar as 
all people do as a function of their era, age, experience, capacities, backgrounds, 
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and so on—but these variables are unstable and at least partially cancel one 
another out.1

 The idea is to think through the possibilities in a neutral and cross-cultural 
way, and so potentially lead to classifications of music based on the obviously 
foundational parameter of temporal structure rather than on culture, function, 
origin, psychology, cognition, meaning, or any other interpretive, subjective 
parameter. In ethnomusicology, to suggest alternatives to culture or subjectivity 
as a primary frame for knowing music is to open the door to polemic, but the 
strategy in the present article is to forestall that debate by proposing new theory. 
The theory engages the study of musics of the world and should therefore qualify 
ex vi termini—by definition—as ethnomusicology.
 Although the neutrality I advocate is presumably unattainable, one should 
strive for it. I stress that this highly reductionist approach to musical time is not 
meant as an explanation or analysis of any particular instance of musical time. 
It is a parsimonious framework for categorizing such instances. In the course 
of presenting it, however, I shall nonetheless alight in the real world of music 
from time to time, mentioning actual genres to refuel and to barely hint at the 
kinds of relationships between culturally distant genres that could ultimately 
develop.
 Most of the figures set forth below are tree-like schema, each with a root 
or roots plus branches. The categories shown at the tips of the branches at the 
level most remote from the roots plus (and this is essential though mainly left 
unstated) any of their mixtures constitute the totality of possible traits for the 
initial parameters that the schema is designed to represent.

I: Hierarchies

 I.1. The point of departure is the whole universe of actual and potential 
musical content and time organization (Figure 1). I will sidestep characterizing 
the ontology of “all music” for now; this decision will be rationalized toward the 
end of the article.2 The three stars at the top pay homage to Robert Schumann 
(1810–1856), who titled some piano pieces with them, conjuring enigmas.3 At 
the first level of concrete explanation, music equals content plus time organi-
zation, a chicken-and-egg formulation; here is one’s first and biggest mental 
test—that of accepting logical binaries as categorization criteria. As mentioned, 
the existence of mixtures of different kinds of content and time organization, 
shown here, will be assumed in subsequent discussion.
 I also leave for future research a whole limb of the mother tree—the one that 
contains non-measured rhythm.4 It is understood here as a separate phenom-
enon requiring separate study, because entrainment, pulsation, and rhythmic 
hierarchy are ostensibly not organizational agents within it; therefore, it will 



presumably have different phyla of rhythmic traits, and different criteria and 
parameters will need to be invoked for their classification. However, I am not 
actually ready to accept the irreconcilability of measured and unmeasured time 
organization as an article of faith. From an imaginative standpoint, I think it 
is also possible to depict time organization in terms of a graded quantizing of 
non-proportional rhythm that would progressively focus it into proportional 
values, meaning that the two types—“measured and unmeasured”—could be 
understood as part of an un-tree-like continuum, or a heterarchy. Another, 
separate consideration is that repetition of content—that is, periodicity—can 
be imposed on successions of nonproportional values, leading to unmeasured 
cyclical forms. We find this in many liturgical practices, such as among the 
Ethiopian Beta Israel (see Arom and Alvarez-Pereyre 1990) and the Toraja of 
Sulawesi, Indonesia (see Rappaport forthcoming). I return to these possibilities 
with Figure 8 to consider the alternative schema they suggest. Until then, what 
follows relates only to measured, proportional rhythm, with either repeating 
or non-repeating content.5

 I.2. Figure 2 illustrates parameters for marking, measuring, and grouping 
rhythm, which are central to the methodology.6 Content, as introduced above, 
consists of successions of events. Marking a flow of events produces rhythm. 
Pulsation provides a reference for measurement. These materialize time orga-
nization, and rhythm can then be grouped. Of course, all sounds are in some 
sense periodically grouped even if only because sound waves are inherently 
periodic.7 But our baseline criterion for the mere existence of rhythm is that of 
change in the sense of breaking a continuous duration or a regular pattern.
 In this conceptual schema the sole sonic instances of non-rhythm—that is, 
sound without change—are continuous drone and isochronous pure pulsation. 
Drone, being continuous, evokes neither change nor duration, and is not repre-
sented in the figure. Pulsation, by contrast, evokes duration via the inter-onset 
interval bridging the pulsations. Alhough duration is a trait of rhythm, however, 

Figure 1. Time Organization and Content.
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its presence alone is insufficient to create it. The categorization of both drone and 
pulsation as non-rhythm rests upon the criterion of change as rhythm’s minimally 
sufficient trait. Pure pulsation is a metric by which rhythm can be grouped in 
proportionally related values, and for this important reason it is shown in the 
figure, but it does not by itself qualify as rhythm.
 Change, hence rhythm, can only come in one of four sonic parameters. 
These parameters determine all possibilities for the motion of sound in time (i.e., 
rhythm itself). They are: 1) change of tone color (encompassing pitch, timbre, 
harmony, and so on); 2) change of duration; 3) change of envelope (e.g., dynamic 
level, articulation, or attack, sustain, and release contour) and 4) punctuation—
this last being the use of a dedicated sound source, such as gongs in gamelan, to 
mark segment boundaries in a periodic structure.8 All rhythm comprises these 
movements separately or in mixture; in the figure they are shown separately and 
illustrated in the simplest ways possible.
 I.3. The top levels of Figure 3 branch downward from the unmixed cat-
egories on the lower left of Figure 1. The left side of Figure 3 illustrates the 
constituents of measured time, integrating them with Figure 2. In measured 
time grouping is usually robust, while examples of measured rhythm unmarked 
for grouping are unattested and difficult to imagine. Measured groups can be 
marked either regularly or irregularly. Regularly marked time is metric, with 
coordinated pulsation streams at one or more levels; further marks elaborate 
metrical levels com- or contra-metrically. For the sake of simplifying the il-

Figure 2. Rhythm  
Parameters.



lustration, the rhythm parameters carried over from Figure 2 indicate rhythm 
commetric with respect to a single stream of pulsation.
 I.4. The first stage in typologizing morphologies of periodic structures (Fig-
ure 4) is to separate them into complementary parameters of succession and 
simultaneity, analogous to parameters of time organization and content in Figure 
1. The criterion for succession is overall duration of a period. The criterion for 
simultaneity is the number of sound layers.
 Periods of short durations correspond to groups that are immediately acces-
sible to the memory; medium ones fall outside that range but can coalesce into 
retainable structures (often aided by structural parallelisms and other devices); 
and long durations correspond to extended periods that cannot be so retained, 
though they may be constructed of concatenated smaller periods. Examples of 
the first type include ostinati of all kinds, such as the repetitive cycles in African 
musics. Medium periods would include song forms, especially those with stro-
phes leading to repetition of the whole or its major parts. A long period could be 
an extended gamelan gong cycle, constructed of many layers of binary divisions 
underlying a series of medium-duration periods, or it could be one with fewer 
memory cues, such as the repeat written into the first movement of the Schoenberg 
Third String Quartet. The typology makes no claims about the musical attributes of 
any of these examples except those specifically addressed in the branch of the tree 

Figure 3. Time Organization of Periodic Structures.

Tenzer: Musical Time and Periodic Structures  373



374  Ethnomusicology, Fall 2011

under discussion; here, for example, what some Javanese music and Schoenberg’s 
quartet are said to share is the length of a period, nothing more.
 As for layers, they present content in monophonic or multiple streams. Layers 
can be regarded as sound sources, or continuities, or voices, or instruments, how-
ever conceived. In a multipart texture each stream has unique content; if it didn’t, 
the texture by definition would not be multipart. What concerns us is whether 
the content repeats or does not, consistent with the traits of content presented in 
Figure 1. The notion of layer is here restricted to mean streams that are mutually 
reinforcing and coordinated in pulsation rate, and intrinsic to a single structure. 
In Figure 7 we will consider layers with more independent traits.
 In actual music, of course, the composition of both the simultaneous and 
successive categories as depicted in Figure 4 is often ambiguous or fluctuating. 
It is natural to want to raise that issue here, but in terms of these representations 
it is not a relevant concern. The question to ask of the typology is whether all 
possibilities can be generated from the categories presented or their mixtures.
 I.5. Figure 5 considers a subset of the possibilities in Figure 4, namely pe-
riodic structures (short, medium, or long) with repeating content (single or 
multilayered), otherwise known as cycles. Although, as I have said, periodicity 
can be defined very minimally, for a cycle to be present there must be a repeating 
group of a given periodicity, or a duration measured in pulsations,9 and fixed 
rhythmic identity. For there to be a rhythmic identity, one or more of the defining 
parameters of rhythm—duration, tone color, envelope, or punctuation—must 
be held steady or to within a culturally acceptable limit of equivalence as the 
cycle repeats and potentially introduces variation by changing the other rhythm 
parameters.

Figure 4. Morphology of Proportional (Measured, Periodic) Structures [Duration 
x Layer(s)].



 This makes possible cycles identified by a series of durations, a series of 
timbres, sets of relationships between them such as durational proportions or 
pitch intervals, or a pattern of punctuation. An example of a cycle based on 
durations could be any ostinato pattern that involves no tone color change, like 
some African bell patterns. While such a pattern repeats unchanged, tone color 
can change in any of the other instrumental or vocal layers without disturbing 
the structure of the cycle.10 A ground bass line, like a cantus firmus, may repeat 
identical durations but achieve rhythm through pitch change, and this consti-
tutes an example of a cycle of tone colors modifiable in repetition by duration 
change. An example of a cycle based on interval relationships could be a series 
of pitches that is transposed in repetition, familiar from melodic sequences of 

Figure 5. Individual Metered Cycles and Ostinati: Identity and Varied Repetition in 
a Given Periodicity and Rhythmic Identity.
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parallel construction in European music of the baroque and classic eras. More 
hypothetically, one could have a cycle of envelope shapes, which would be akin 
to the way dynamic accents alone define pattern in the famous horn chord in “La 
Danse des Adolescents” from Le Sacre du Printemps, except that with Stravin-
sky the accents are irregular and non-cyclic. Examples of cycles in which only 
punctuation is held steady while other parameters can change are plentiful in 
colotomic musics of Southeast Asia.
 I.6. The ways in which cyclic structures may metamorphose as they unfold 
through repetition are schematized in Figure 6. That is, given a cycle with one 
of the kinds of rhythmic identity proposed in Figure 5, what can happen?
 We acknowledge first that in addition to whatever it is that constitutes a cycle’s 
fixed identity and therefore does not vary, it is in the nature of music for there to 
be stable regions of a cycle inherently more resistant to change than others, due 
to certain primacies: signposts like beginnings and endings, group boundaries, 
and cadential structures in traditional music, plus regions leading to and/or away 

Figure 6. The Unfolding of Cyclic Structures in Repetition.



from signposts, some of which tend to tolerate variation more than others. In 
a blues, for example, turnaround progressions intensifying the end of the cycle 
are more prone to formula, and thus return verbatim more than the passages 
leading up to the cycle’s other identity-bearing harmonic pillars. Some common 
Hindustani tala such as tintāl have a timbral contrast built in to the structure of 
their third quadrant, which returns no matter what rhythms a drum plays.
 Here, three of the fundamental rhythm parameters—duration, tone color, 
and envelope change—are subcategorized as simply as possible under “variable 
attributes of the cycle.” The subcategories are constrained by the particular logics 
entailed by cyclic time. Under duration, for example, there can be filling-in of 
durations, omission, and displacement—but not extension of rhythms, since this 
would alter the periodicity; the extension of rhythms within the cycle would 
necessitate the omission or displacement of others, and those actions are given 
primacy here. The subcategories under tone color change and envelope change 
are not constrained by duration.11 As for punctuation, the fourth rhythm pa-
rameter, changing the means of punctuation (without changing the durations 
of the punctuations) would strictly speaking be a kind of tone color change.
 The subcategory change of periodicity accounts for how some cyclic struc-
tures admit to variance in the periodicity itself. Such cases may depend on the 
unfolding of a series of events in a certain stable order, regardless of their precise 
total duration. This comprises, to choose one illustration, certain proportion-
ally augmented and contracted cyclic structures with the same morphology 
but different numbers of total pulsations. The original cycle and its augmented 
or contracted version may be considered as equivalent (through transforma-
tion), as would be the case with a Javanese gamelan cycle transformed by irama 
change. At the same level of Figure 6 are actual changes to the event-series, such 
as extensions and truncations. This can happen with text settings in which syl-
labic scansion varies from line to line: for example, the kereshme portion of the 
Persian radif is a cycle based on a poetic meter in which each hemistich has two 
components of 7 or 8 syllables, so that iterations of the cycle may vary between 
14, 15, 16, and 17 syllabic events. Here the essential order of events is definitive, 
but neither the total number of syllables nor the pulsations are.12

 I.7. To conclude the exclusively hierarchic depiction of time in this portion 
of the essay, let us consider cycles in the context of complete musical perfor-
mances or compositions (Figure 7). How can a given cycle interact with other 
structural components? From the perspective of a given initial cycle in measured 
time, consider its musical location in terms of successive and simultaneous 
dimensions. At this level of generality the response is consistent with what has 
been said going back to the beginning: other components in the musical form 
are either unmeasured or measured, and in each case either cyclic or not. Even 
with this deceptively minimal list, obviously the possibilities are manifold.
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 To stay rigorous, we keep fixed in the perspective of the given initial mea-
sured cycle. On the trajectory of succession, from where it stands, all that matters 
is how it connects with its successors and whether it gets to repeat either right 
away or later. It could be followed contiguously by its own identical or varied 
repetition. Or it could return later or at a series of “laters”; that is to say, non-
contiguously, with identical or non-identical cyclic, or non-cyclic, and possibly 
unmeasured, interpolations. Special to the domain of succession is the pos-

Figure 7. Interaction Between Cycles and Form on a Larger Scale.



sibility of overlapping, or elision, with the beginning of a new measured cycle 
overlapping with the given one’s end. Last, the initial cycle itself may be lopped 
off after only a fragment of it has been heard, or it may not repeat at all. The 
notion of a non-repeating cycle may seem an oxymoron, but certain cultural 
understandings can make this possible.13

 In Figure 4, under Morphology, we considered simultaneous layers intrin-
sic to a given periodic structure. Here we consider relatively more independent 
simultaneous layers, a domain that could suggest music of Ives, Nancarrow, or 
Carter, the uncoordinated so-called polymusics produced in southeast Asian 
open-air rituals, or some long compositions of Indian drumming, which can 
establish extended periodicities in quite complex relationship to the underlying 
periodicity of tala. But independent layers, with either measured or unmeasured 
time organization, may achieve sonic differentiation from the given cycle in terms 
of periodicity duration, ratio of pulsation rates, and degree of rhythmic density.

II: Continuum

 II.1. Each of the foregoing schema is susceptible to more development. But 
so as not to get too locked into that way of thinking, I now briefly propose an 
alternative, non-classical categorization of time organization that will unfold 
into a very different set of subcategories (Figure 8). Since the distinction between 
measured and nonmeasured is perceptually permeable and fluid, why not view 
measured time as the quantization of unmeasured time? This suggests a familiar 
real-life response to music with complex seemingly non-proportional rhythms—
we may impose pulsation on them, or strain or perhaps learn to hear them in 
terms of pulsation, using our bodies as natural pulse generators. Conversely, due 
to rubato and other culturally situated clues, we may or may not be able to feel 
a beat where one was intended.14 Similarly, because we know that repetition is 
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such a complex and graded phenomenon, the separation between what is simply 
measured or metric music and what is cyclic music can also be felt as permeable; 
with the periodicity of cyclic music emerging in proportion to the degree of 
materialization—that is to say, explicitness—of a structure’s repeating content.
 The quickest way to convey what is going on in this representation—and 
this is perhaps a sensational metaphor (but it has the virtue of being vivid)—is 
to invoke popular images of the history of the universe. We begin, on the left, 
with a drone, the singularity preceding the history of temporal flow. It is sound 
without change, thus without rhythm. The universe comes into existence and 
there is chaos: unmeasured rhythm. Time passes and matter coalesces and be-
gins to organize—this is measured (and metric) rhythm. (Or, in an alternative 
route, we pass from the time of chaos through to a gradual clumping of matter 
into internally disorganized but grossly similar clusters—these are unmeasured 
cycles.) Ultimately, celestial bodies settle into a variety of long and short peri-
odicities—this is the time of measured cycles, the Newtonian whole. Eventually 
stars begin to collapse, and so do the bodies orbiting around them, intensifying 
and shrinking their periodic durations. When they fully collapse into unarticu-
lated sound, change ceases and the drone reconstitutes.
 The value of this representation is that it gives fair due to the idea of flow, 
satisfyingly counterbalancing that of time as hierarchy. But it is unwieldy in 
the same way as the other representation is too rigid, as there is no end to the 
subcategories one would need to describe the infinite gradations between kinds 
of rhythm implied even at this, the highest level. We would soon devolve back 
to having to independently classify each real-world individual musical instance 
on its own, which is just what a typology seeks to avoid. However, given a set 
of individual instances, they could each be located or placed somewhere along 
the continuum, illuminating their relationships to one another.15

Discussion

 Before proceeding to some consideration of the method of this study, I am 
impelled to return to the fact that I have been at pains to problematize the cat-
egorical separation of measured and unmeasured time. In so doing, perception 
and experience have had to be allowed to sneak back into the discussion through 
the rear door, since any controversy over whether a given musical instance has ei-
ther measured or unmeasured time must result from non-equivalent perceptions 
of producers and/or listeners. The plausibility of the entire enterprise of these 
categorization schemes, moreover, will ultimately rest on how this distinction 
is handled, since it comes right at the beginning and at the highest level. But it 
should be pointed out, in a different concession to reality, that for the super-vast 
majority of the music in the world—especially popular music and music of oral 



traditions—this distinction is not problematic in the least, and is a simple matter 
of common sense. If it isn’t completely obvious at first listen whether a music is 
measured or unmeasured, the question is usually resolved in fieldwork by just 
asking people whether they can clap along. This determines without further 
fuss whether regular pulsation is present or not. With a few more questions, we 
can learn—if it is not already apparent—whether there is regular periodicity, 
recurrence of content, and so on.
 Complementary to that assertion comes the realization that many of the 
extreme or ambiguous instances of time organization in the world were in-
vented by post-1900 composers in the Euro-American art tradition. This is 
a culture that has made good on its valorization of human individuality—
musically speaking—through purposeful and self-conscious exploration in 
the domains of temporality and tone color. From a global perspective, such 
instances of temporal ambiguity remain exceptional and rare. Thus, however 
strong one’s fealty to European tradition, and however important one judges 
it to be, it wouldn’t seem to have earned the right to hijack the whole general 
musicology enterprise. Exclude contemporary Western art music, though, 
and one misses out on some of the most ingenious and unsuspected musical 
creations that exist or ever will exist.
 It is a matter of one’s vision for general musicology.16 The choice hinges on 
whether one prioritizes one of two things. The first would be the largely un-
selfconscious and collectively designed traditional musics of the world, whose 
periodicities overwhelmingly fall unproblematically into the categories herein 
described in Figures 1 through 7. Prioritizing such music implies being content 
to consider the minority of self-consciously designed, idiolectic musics as excep-
tions. A higher percentage of these have temporalities that confound the binary 
of measured and unmeasured rhythm.
 The second priority would be to insist on literally including all music. While 
the former choice values the criterion of music’s proven social function, which 
is the overwhelming thrust of the world’s music cultures and histories, this latter 
one takes a quasi-scientific music-theoretical stance, is disinterested in culture, 
and seeks to grasp the full realm of the possible ahistorically. Another way to 
frame the choice of priorities is to say that we are talking about two familiar 
kinds of theory: one kind that derives from the retrospective codification of 
practice, and hence is content to admit that some things constitute exceptions 
to practice; and a second kind that invents and envisions practice.17

 For now I stand by the way I have proposed alternate ways of treating the 
problem in the foregoing representations. Partly, this is because even though 
modern European art music is prominent in this regard, there are in fact ample 
instances of ambiguous time organization in musics of the world. This justifies 
making the resolution of the measured-unmeasured conundrum crucial to the 
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project of general musicology. Even more salient, perhaps, is that when ethno-
musicologists speak of “traditional music,” their referent is extraordinarily broad 
and encompassing. The notion designates a collection of worldwide practices 
and ontologies that meld out of what is commonly held to be music and into 
other epistemologies and other forms of human communication such as lan-
guage, dance, work, healing, worship, and on and on, all of which overlap with 
music because they engage human beings with sound and time’s passage. The 
phenomenon encapsulating these practices perhaps should not be identified 
as music at all, but as rhythm. Rhythm is bigger than music, and music is con-
tained within rhythm (Molino 2009:406–08). We perceive sound as a function 
of rhythm. Therefore, the categories presented are best not thought of as applied 
to music per se, but as descriptors of modes of sound behavior as a function of 
rhythm in time.
 I can perhaps anticipate readers’ questions by explicitly identifying the 
musicological paradigm this venture invokes. Its premise is that classifications 
of a general musicology require separating musical concept from musical ex-
perience. Certainly the paradigm of valuing experience is the one operative in 
most humanistic inquiries today, while the paradigm of pure concept has faded 
as we recognize the complexity of experience and the often-poor suitability of 
classical categories to reflect it faithfully. The history of ideas shows that the 
categorical idealism of antiquity has gradually, over millennia, unraveled into 
strands of imprecision and ambiguity in its flow toward the sea of reality. But I 
would prefer not to say “reality” because I don’t know if we know it any more 
than did Plato.
 I prefer to think of classification as on one side of a gap (Figure 9). Experience 
is on the other side. The gap represents the epistemological distance between 
the two. It is an empty space, or one to be filled or bridged. Taken together, the 
three are a riff on the Nattiez-Molino semiotic tripartition, which consisted of 
the poietic, or musical creation and production on one side, the so-called neutral 
“trace” or residue of music sound in-between, and the esthesic, or musical recep-
tion and perception on the other side (Nattiez 1990:16). This model is, however, 
quite different in that I have merged the poietic and esthesic into the subjective 
notion of experience, balanced by the all-seeing eye of classification.
 Nattiez and Molino’s “trace” was intended to fill a role in a way analogous 
to Figure 9’s gap. Both suggest the impersonal consciousness that music is not 
ultimately intangible but has, in some dimension, a substance—except that in 
my conception the gap is an unfilled, negative space, whereas the notion of 
“trace” is like a point that purports to have an ontology. This ontology has long 
been critiqued as problematic. What is its substance, actually? We cannot say. 
The gap, however, stands for the fact that at present we just don’t know how to 



reconcile the rigors of classification and the truths of experience. The gap is thus 
a sanctuary for fantasizing about what a general comparative musicology could 
one day be. Here are to be found all the mixtures of categories resulting in actual 
music too complex to be parsed from our hearing of it back into its constituents. 
Here are our uncertain judgments about how time is organized in each musi-
cal example. Here is where our hard-won expertise gradually forms and refines 
hypotheses about how musical time, in whole and in part, shall be understood. 
And last, since we are still strangers in this strange land, here we also don the 
mantle of the poet John Keats’s negative capability—a domain beyond sensing 
and knowing in which one is “capable of being in uncertainties, mysteries, [and] 
doubts without any irritable reaching after fact & reason.”18 There is just belief 
that illumination will come in time.
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Figure 9. Classification, Experience, and “The Gap.”
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Notes
 1. In music scholarship the trope of “different” times is naturalized to the extent that when au-
thors compare traditions (which remains rare), time-types tend to link to cultural essences. Kramer 
(1988), a path-breaking work, suffers from this flaw; see McGraw (2008) for a lively counterargu-
ment. Recent prominent studies of musical time such as Hasty (1997) and London (2004)—among 
many—come to the table differently, marshaling evidence of universals of perception to theorize 
Western art music. The goal is finer-grained depictions of musical works and musical perceptions. 
What is missing is the complement: an ambition to survey and compare, supra-culturally, species of 
musical temporality, and to envision relationships and connections not constrained by experience 
or culture.
 The scientific study of experience (psychology, semiotics, cognition) is vital in the sense of 
being “normal science” as Kuhn (1962) used the term, and yields evidence of perceptual universals. 
We have confidence that the study of musical experience can uncover patterned complexity and 
lead to rich representations and diverse knowledge. For cognition, Huron (2006) is exemplary, 
and Clayton, Sager, and Will (2004) is especially relevant for ethnomusicology. It is unusual to find 
exceptions in any branch of musicology to the paradigm of experience. But the counterweight of 
logic and categorical clarity, as I argue by example in this essay, is an indispensable tool in the pursuit 
of comparisons of realities that cannot be brought to similar terms through assessing experience.
 2. Nettl (2001) explores ontologies and definitions of music; Bohlman (2002:5–9) summa-
rizes similar issues. Rowell (1983) is a marvelous introduction to the subject and its philosophical 
dimensions.
 3. They also pay homage to one of my primary teachers, Martin Bresnick, who titled his 1997 
Trio for Bb clarinet, viola, and piano the same way.
 4. Clayton (1996) is a first attempt to view this topic holistically.
 5. Rahn (1993) is a superior theorization of musical repetition.
 6. These parameters were theorized by Simha Arom (1991:203).
 7. Also, the presence of unmarked pulsation alone seems to stimulate us cognitively to group 
it in twos or threes.
 8. The idea of a layer of pulsation punctuated at equal intervals (such as by gongs) illustrates 
that at root, distinguishing between pulsation and rhythm is phenomenologically complex. Un-
changing durations in a punctuation layer, taken by themselves, are also pulsation. It is only by 
layering them that one defines the other as rhythm. See Hasty (1997) for extended consideration 
of the ontologies of meter, pulsation, and rhythm.
 9. Figure 6 addresses the fact that in some situations periodicity as measured in pulsations 
may vary in repetition.
 10. A repeating rhythm can be fused with tone color change in endless ways; this is perhaps 
the most typical situation—consider dance rhythms (sarabandes, boogie-woogie bass lines) set to 
melodies or changing harmony. To illustrate more possibilities for combining unchanging cyclic 
features with continuities of content would open unimaginably vast territory and impede the present 
article’s flow. But it is an invitation to think of music one knows and correlate it with the categories. 
In this regard, Schnapper (1998) is highly recommended as a source for thinking through the 
category of ostinato and its many manifestations; the present article is indebted to her approach.
 11. Those listed under tone color change constitute a preliminary list in need of a more rigorous 
typology.
 12. The four musical treatments of kereshme poetic meter can be represented as follows, where 
S is a short syllable lasting one isochronous value, L is the onset of a long syllable lasting two or 
more values, and a dot is an empty position. As can be seen, the 14, 15, and 16-syllable versions 
last a total of 24 values, while the 17-syllable version prefixes 4 more, for a total of 28.

 14: ||: S L . S L . S S L . L . S L . S L . L . L . . . :||
 15: ||: S L . S L . S S L . L . S L . S L . S S L . . . :||



 16: ||: S L . S L . S S L . L . S L . S L . S S L . L . . :||
 17: ||: L . L . S L . S L . S S L . L . S L . S L . S S L . . . :||

Typically, in the first 3 cases, the cycle is felt as a series of 8 beats, each comprising three isochronous 
values. In the last case of 17 syllables, two beats of two values are added in front. There can also be 
unmeasured pauses between repetitions, which do not weaken the culturally felt sense of cycle. I 
thank Professors Steve Blum and Amir Hosein Pourjavady for this example.
 13. See, for example, the central portion of the 1982 Balinese gamelan composition “Wilet 
Mayura” (Tenzer 2000:387–432) which, though structured just like other gong cycles of its kind 
in the repertoire, does not repeat because of text setting and other performance considerations. In 
Thelonious Monk’s 1957 solo piano recording of the jazz standard “I Should Care,” Monk plays the 
song once and exactly once, without cycling through any improvised choruses—a pointed irony 
given the norms of jazz performance of the time (Ziporyn and Tenzer 2011).
 14. Widdess (1994) studies how a North Indian ālāp performance may be clearly pulsed to 
its performer, while not only is the pulsation inaccessible to listeners, but the lack of pulse is also 
highly valued by the culture as a whole.
 15. Tenzer (2011) locates twenty musical examples from all over the world along a similar 
continuum of time organization types.
 16. The present article aspires to an approach developed throughout Nattiez (2007).
 17. When Pierre Boulez (1971) divided musical time into “striated” and “smooth” types, he 
was contending with the same issues of measured and non-measured time that this discussion 
explores. His technique was one of binary logic related to that of the present article, but the aim 
was to construct a theory of compositional practice, not to assess existing musics of the world.
 18. Keats formulated this idea in a letter to his brother in 1817. I am grateful to the anonymous 
reader of a different publication for suggesting it to me.
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