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POETIC ORGANIZATION AND POETIC LICENSE IN THE LYRICS OF HANK 

WILLIAMS, SR. AND SNOOP DOGG 

 

Elizabeth Alena Horn, Ph.D. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2010 

 

Supervisor: Megan Crowhurst 

 

This dissertation addresses the way a linguistic grammar can yield to poetic 

organization in a poetic text. To this end, two corpora are studied: the sung lyrics of 

country music singer Hank Williams, Sr. and the rapped lyrics of gansgta rap artist Snoop 

Dogg. Following a review of relevant literature, an account of the poetic grammar for 

each corpus is provided, including the manifestation of musical meter and grouping in the 

linguistic text, the reflection of metrical grouping in systematic rhyme, and rhyme fellow 

correspondence. In the Williams corpus, final cadences pattern much as in the English 

folk verse studied in Hayes and MacEachern (1998), but differ in that there are more, and 

therefore more degrees of saliency. Rhyme patterns reflect grouping structure and 

correlate to patterns in final cadences, and imperfect rhyme is limited to phonologically 

similar codas. In the Snoop Dogg corpus syllables do not always align with the metrical 

grid, metrical mapping and rhyme patterning often challenge grouping structure, and 

imperfect rhyme is more diverse, as has been shown to be the case for contemporary rap 

generally (Krims 2000, Katz 2008). Following Rice (1997), Golston (1998), Reindl and 

Franks (2001), Michael (2003), and Fitzgerald (2003, 2007), meter, grouping and rhyme 



v 

are modeled as driving phonological, morphological and syntactic deviation in 

Optimality Theoretic terms. In the Hank Williams corpus, metrical mapping and 

grouping constraints are shown to drive a number of linguistically deviatory phenomena 

including stress shift, syllabic variation and allomorphy, while rhyme patterning 

constraints govern syntactic inversion. In the Snoop Dogg corpus, rhyme fellow 

correspondence and rhyme patterning constraints play a more significant role, driving 

enjambment, syllabic variation, and allomorphy. Some linguistically deviatory 

phenomena derive from ordinary language variation, e.g. [flawr]~[flaw.ər], and some do 

not, e.g. syllable insertion in insista. The latter is more common in the Snoop Dogg 

corpus. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

 

The violation of the norm of the standard, its systematic violation, is what makes 

possible the poetic utilization of language; without this possibility there would be 

no poetry. (Mukařovský 1970: 43) 

 
 

All areas of a linguistic grammar are potentially subject to poetic organization in poetic 

language. Musical pitch overrides lexical tone (List 1961, Plan 2000, Wong 2002, Baart 

2004); lexical stress distinctions are lost to patterns of metrical prominence (Halle and 

Keyser 1966, Kiparsky 1977, Janda and Morgan 1988, Hayes 2009); syllables and moras 

are deleted and inserted in counting and patterning traditions (Tarlinskaya 1973, 

Weismiller 1989, Fabb 1997, Fitzgerald 1998, Akesson 1999, Reindl and Franks 2001, 

Michael 2003); metrical patterns govern the distribution of allomorphs (Rice 1997, 

Fitzgerald 1998); and marked word orders that draw from different pragmatic and 

historical contexts surface to satisfy metrical patterns (Youmans 1983, 1989, Reindl and 

Franks 2001, Youmans and Li 2002).  

 A number of scholars have modeled poetically motivated linguistic deviation in 

Optimality-Theoretic terms as the domination of linguistic constraints by poetic 

constraints (Rice 1997, Golston 1998, Reindl and Franks 2001, Michael 2003, Fitzgerald 

2003, 2007). Following this line of scholarship, this dissertation looks at phonological, 

morphological and syntactic deviation from ordinary language norms in the lyrics of 

honky tonk country music singer Hank Williams, Sr. and gangsta rapper Snoop Dogg.  
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Analogous to Lerdahl and Jackendoff‘s (1983) concept of musical rhythm, the 

poetic organization of the Hank Williams, Sr. and Snoop Dogg corpora are generalized in 

this dissertation as containing to two major components, Meter and Grouping. Poetic 

Meter governs the mapping of a prosodic text to a metrical pattern (Halle and Keyser 

1966, Kiparsky 1975, 1977, Hayes 1989), and Grouping marks metrical constituents as 

salient with metrical parallelism (Hayes and MacEachern 1998). Rhyme patterning is 

shown to reflect metrical grouping, and rhyme patterning constraints are developed that 

are analogous to metrical saliency constraints in Hayes and MacEachern (1998). The 

relationship between rhyme fellows is formalized with correspondence constraints 

following Holtman (1996). Figure 1 illustrates the major components of the poetic 

grammar of each corpus:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Poetic Grammar 
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The poetic constraints of the corpora are shown to govern a number of 

linguistically deviatory phenomena in the Hank Williams, Sr. and Snoop Dogg corpora, 

including stress shift, enjambment, syllabic variation, allomorphy and syntactic inversion. 

The structure of the dissertation is as follows: 

 Chapter 2 provides a general background to linguistic prosody and poetic rhythm 

and illustrates how rhythmic organization interacts with the linguistic grammar. 

Phonological theoretical concepts of the prosodic hierarchy, stress, meter and the metrical 

grid are introduced as well as their relation to metrical patterning and rhyme. This chapter 

also provides an overview of the literature in linguistics that addresses poetic language, 

focusing on work that analyzes linguistic deviation. Finally, I propose a bi-componential 

model of the poetic grammar that allows for the interaction of linguistic and poetic 

constraints. 

 Chapters 3 and 4 describe the Hank Williams, Sr. and Snoop Dogg corpora, 

respectively. They provide the artists‘ biographies and corpus descriptions including 

linguistic characteristics and rhythmic organization. In the Hank Williams, Sr. corpus, 

metrical mapping patterns determine how many syllables occur around downbeat-

stressed syllables, grouping constraints govern the distribution of metrical and rhyming 

patterns at the right-edge of metrical constituents, and correspondence constraints govern 

the relationship between rhyme fellows. In the Snoop Dogg corpus, the prosodic text is 

not as clearly aligned with the grid, and the instrumental background serves to 

systematically mark metrical constituency. Both line-final couplet-marking rhyme and 
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other types of unpredictable sound patterning, including internal rhyme, contribute to the 

unique metrical melody of each song.  

 Chapter 5 describes and analyzes phonological deviation in the corpora. In the 

Hank Williams, Sr. corpus, lexical stress distinctions yield to Meter and Grouping in 

stress shift. For example, in (1) the grouping structure of ―I Wish I Had a Nickel‖ 

requires that lines end in the final downbeat-stressed position. In the first line of the 

second verse, the lexical stress pattern of happiness is inverted so that -ness occurs in the 

final position. (Underline indicates downbeat stress.) 

 

(1) I just dropped by to tell you that I wish you happiness.  

(L1,V2; 6:5) 

 

The Snoop Dogg corpus exhibits numerous examples of enjambment, where line-

breaks are imposed on prosodic constituents within the intonational phrase level and 

below to satisfy line-final rhyme patterns. For example, the phonological phrase I been 

straddles two lines in (2), allowing for rhyme between ya and I. (Boldface indicates 

rhyme.) 

 

(2) It's a whole notha day, I'm back up in ya 

Snoop D-O-Double G I represent I 

Been away for a while but you all know  

 

(L1-3, V1; 2:16) 

 

Poetic constraints also govern syllabic variation in both corpora. In the Hank 

Williams, Sr. corpus, metrical mapping and grouping constraints govern the presence of 
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unstressed syllables. In ―Cold, Cold Heart,‖ for example, they require that lines end in a 

downbeat-stressed syllable and that exactly three syllables occur between downbeat-

stressed syllables, so that memory is realized both as mem’ry and memory:  

 

(3) A mem’ry from your lonesome past keeps us so far apart  

… But now I know your heart is shackled to a memory  

 

(L3, V1 and L2, V4; 3:10) 

 

 

In the Snoop Dogg corpus, syllables are inserted and deleted to satisfy rhyme 

patterns, as in the insertion of [] word-finally to insist in (4): 

 

(4) Will if you insista, I guess I'll twist her, 

But give me a minute while I freak your sista  

 

(L1-2, V1; 7:4) 

 

 

Chapter 6 looks at morphological deviation in the corpora including the 

distribution of the a- prefix in the Hank Williams, Sr. corpus and verbal -s allomorphy in 

the Snoop Dogg corpus, which are shown to be governed by metrical mapping constraints 

and rhyme patterning and correspondence constraints, respectively. For example, metrical 

mapping constraints require exactly three syllables between downbeat-stressed syllables, 

and two syllables before the first downbeat-stressed syllable in the refrain to ―Are You 

Walkin‘ and A-Talkin‘ for the Lord,‖ so that talkin and not walkin bears the prefix in (5): 

 

(5) Are you walkin and a-talkin for the Lord?  

 

(Refrain; 9:12) 
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In the Snoop Dogg corpus, the suffixation of -s on the adjective sinista in (6), 

allows for full rhyme with ministas:   

 

(6) Designed by ministas, cause these times is sinistas  

(L10-11, V2; 7:4) 

 

Chapter 7 addresses non-canonical word order in the corpora. In both corpora, 

complement preposing is shown to be motivated by rhyme patterns. For example, in (7) 

and (8) below, the marked word order in which the object precedes the verb allows for 

rhyme while the unmarked word order, i.e. Thorns lay on his head, and I’ll fulfill your 

dreams would disrupt the rhyme pattern. (Fronted complements are italicized.) 

 

(7) They nailed his hands, they pierced his sides  

On His head the thorns did lay  

Be prepared to go, one thing we know  

We‘re getting closer to the grave each day  

 

(Hank Williams, V2; 5:12) 

 

 

(8) We'll head to the hills, your dreams I'll fulfill  

 

(Snoop Dogg, L1, V3; 7:8) 

 

 

 Chapter 8 summarizes and compares the linguistic deviation that occurs in the 

corpora, and considers the role the poetic grammar plays in determining the types of 

deviation that occur. Deviation in the Snoop Dogg corpus is largely motivated by rhyme 

and often does not derive from ordinary language variation, challenging the 

generalization in Hayes (2009) that English poetic language is not susceptible to such 
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variation. In the Hank Williams‘ corpus, by contrast, the deviation that occurs resembles 

that found in other genres of English poetic language, and most deviation is attributed to 

metrical and metrical grouping constraints, not rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow 

correspondence constraints.  

This dissertation contributes to current scholarship in a number of ways. Firstly, 

much of the Snoop Dogg data expands the literature on poetically motivated linguistic 

deviation by challenging the notion that English poetic language is restricted to yielding 

to poetic constraints with ―modest effects‖ like schwas being lost in hiatus and nonlow 

vowels becoming glides (Hayes 2009: 122-123) as well as a strict interpretation of a more 

general principle in the generative study of poetic language, the ―Development 

Hypothesis (Fabb 2010). According to the development hypothesis ―literary language is 

governed only by rules and constraints which are available to ordinary language, and 

which refer only to representations which are present (at some stage in a deviation) in 

ordinary language‖ (2010: 1220). 

 Secondly, as Sarkar and Winer (2006) show to be the case for code switching in 

Quebecois rap, poetically motivated variation that does derive from ordinary language 

variation demonstrates how poetic constraints play a role that is otherwise attributed to 

sociolinguistic factors. Within country music, for example, the use of non-standard, 

informal language by artists is important for building a positive perception with the fan 

base (Malone 2002: 15), but this dissertation shows how metrical and metrical grouping 

constraints also govern the use of informal and formal alternations. In hip hop, the high 

proportion of non-standard to standard copula use in lyrics as compared to that in the 
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speech of its artists has been attributed to reasons of solidarity (Alim 2002), but this 

dissertation shows how rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence also govern 

their occurrence. 

 Finally, this dissertation contributes to the scholarship on popular music by 

providing a formal linguistic analysis of text set lyrics. While country music has been 

studied from various scholarly perspectives such as historical, cultural and musicological 

(Malone 2002, Ching 2003, Fox 2004, and Neal 1998), the linguistic study of the poetic 

organization of country lyrics is lacking. In rap, a presentation by Katz (2008) formalizes 

rhyme in contemporary rap lyrics. This dissertation‘s study adds to his work by looking 

at all aspects of poetic organization in the work of one artist. 
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CHAPTER 2: POETIC ORGANIZATION AND POETIC LICENSE 

 

This chapter provides a general background to linguistic prosody, poetic rhythm, and how 

ordinary language norms are subject to rhythmic organization in poetic language. 

Following Lerdahl and Jackendoff‘s (1983) notion of musical rhythm, I consider poetic 

rhythm to consist of two major components: meter and grouping. Poetic meter deals with 

the relationship between a prosodic text and metrical structure, and Poetic grouping 

organizes metrical strings hierarchically with metrical patterning and rhyme. After a 

discussion of linguistic prosody and poetic rhythm, this chapter summarizes the linguistic 

study of poetic rhythm, paying particular attention to the characterization of linguistic 

deviation in poetic language. The tricomponential model of the poetic grammar 

(Kiparsky 1977, Hayes 2009) is described, and the case is made for allowing for meter 

and grouping to interact directly with the linguistic grammar following Rice (1997), 

Golston (1998), Reindl and Franks (2001), Michael (2003), and Fitzgerald (2003, 2007). 

 

2.1 ENGLISH PROSODY 

Linguistic prosody describes the use of the acoustic features of pitch, length and intensity 

to express a variety of functions, from the identification of words, e.g., ―He records his 

songs‖ vs. ―His records sound great,‖ to conveying emotions like anger, e.g., ―He said 

WHAT!‖ This section introduces the basic units of prosody and describes the role of 

stress in English. 



10 

2.1.1 Prosodic Hierarchy 

The rhythm of speech reflects the grouping of prosodic units. A number of authors have 

suggested that patterns of prosodic prominence, including stress, indicate a Prosodic 

Hierarchy as shown in Figure 2, e.g., Selkirk (1981, 1986), Nespor and Vogel (1986), and 

Hayes (1989).  

                         

Utterance (U) 

⎢ 

Intonational Phrase (I) 

⎢ 

Phonological Phrase1 (P) 

⎢ 

Clitic Group2 (C) 

⎢ 

Prosodic Word (ω) 

⎢ 

Foot (ф) 

⎢ 

Syllable (σ) 

⎢ 

Mora (μ)     

 

Figure 2: Prosodic Hierarchy  (Nespor and Vogel 1986) 

 

                                                           
1 Intonational approaches to the prosodic hierarchy that refer to phonetic, not syntactic criteria above the 

word level, have argued for the intermediate phrase and the accentual phrase instead of the phonological 

phrase (Beckman and Pierrehumbert 1986, Jun 1996). 
2 A number of authors, e.g., Selkirk (1986) and Inkelas (1989) have challenged the existence of the clitic 

group proposed by Nespor and Vogel (1986) and Hayes (1989), suggesting that its members are more 

accurately parsed as prosodic words or phonological phrases. 
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Figure 3 illustrates the breakdown of this hierarchy for an utterance. Not all of the 

constituency levels are necessarily distinctive in a given string (Nespor and Vogel 1986). 

For example, in the prosodic structure of Figure 3, the first intonational phrase 

corresponds to a single phonological phrase, most of the prosodic words to feet, etc:3  

 

U (Utterance) 

       I                        I (Intonational Phrase) 

      P                     P                    P (Phonological Phrase) 

      C       C           C             C (Clitic Group)                               

ω      ω             ω  ω       ω     ω         ω (Prosodic Word) 

ф     ф  ф         ф  ф       ф      ф         ф (Foot) 

σ     σ    σ         σ σ         σ    σ   σ    σ   σ (Syllable) 

 μ   μμ   μ μ  μ  μμ      μ    μμ  μμ  μμ μμ (Mora) 

On Tuesdays, he gives the Chinese dishes.  

 

Figure 3: Prosodic Structure of a Sentence (Hayes 1989: 2024) 

 

                                                           
3 In some languages there may be no clear indication of certain levels. For example, Hyman (1985) shows 

that in Gokana, an Ogoni language of Nigeria, there is evidence for the mora, but not for the syllable. 
4 The foot, syllable and mora levels have been added to the original chart.  
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Each level in the prosodic hierarchy is marked by distinctive phonetic and 

syntactic characteristics (Beckman and Pierrehumbert 1986, Wightman, et al. 1992 and 

Selkirk 1986). The utterance is distinguished by a pause at its right edge. The intonational 

phrase is marked by a tonal sequence and often corresponds to a syntactic clause. The 

phonological phrase includes a lexical syntactic head and the material within its maximal 

projection on the non-branching side. The clitic group consists of a content word and 

surrounding function words that are part of the same syntactic phrase. Finally, the foot 

and phonological word constituency levels are indicated with stressed syllable heads, 

which occur at their edges. 

According to the strict layer hypothesis of Selkirk (1984), no prosodic category 

dominates a prosodic category from a higher level in the hierarchy, no prosodic category 

dominates a prosodic category of the same level, every prosodic category has a head, and 

every prosodic category dominates only prosodic categories of the next lower level. 

Selkirk (1986) argues that morphology and syntax are inherently related to the 

hierarchy such that the boundary of a prosodic constituent category corresponds to the 

boundary of morphosyntacic category.  

Although there is much disagreement about the nature of the categories above the 

word level, e.g., the existence of the clitic group (Selkirk 1986 and Inkelas 1989; see 

footnotes 1 and 2), many phonological phenomena have been described with reference to 

these categories, e.g., intonation patterns in Bengali are shown to be controlled by the 

phonological phrase in Hayes and Lahiri (1990).  
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2.1.2 Phonological Stress  

The prosodic hierarchy is assumed to be universal, but languages differ in the prosodic 

features that characterize the different levels (Nespor and Vogel 1986). In English, 

syllables that are perceived as being more prominent (i.e., that are associated with a burst 

of energy, are longer, louder, and exhibit a higher pitch relative to other syllables) are 

said to bear stress (Ladefoged 1982, Lindblom 1990, de Jong 1995). In multisyllabic 

words, syllables that are less prominent than stressed syllables but more prominent than 

other surrounding syllables, are said to bear secondary stress. Monosyllabic content 

words – but not function words – also bear stress. For example, in (9) in- and text bear 

primary stress, -ca- bears secondary stress, and the remaining syllables do not bear stress: 

 

(9) ‗in.di.,ca.ted in the ‗text  

 

Stress groups syllables hierarchically into increasingly larger units, with each 

level hosting one peak (Liberman and Prince 1977).  Stress can be represented with a 

branching tree structure of weak and strong positions, and rhythmic patterns can be 

represented on a metrical grid, where column height corresponds to prosodic prominence 

(Liberman and Prince 1977), or combined in the bracketed grid, where parentheses 

indicate constituency and x‘s indicate prominence (Halle and Vergnaud 1987):  

              

 x      

(x       x    )   

(x  x)(x  x)  

in.di.ca.ted 

 

Figure 4: Bracketed Grid of Halle and Vergnaud (1987)   
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In English, feet are formed from the right-edge of the prosodic word, are left-

headed, i.e., trochaic, and are maximally disyllabic (Hayes 1981). Syllable structure plays 

a role in stress attraction, so that syllables with heavier rimes, i.e., syllables with long 

vowels and coda consonants, attract stress (Hayes 1981). For example, the coda 

consonant /l/ of metrical attracts secondary stress to its syllable, forming a monosyllabic, 

―degenerate‖ foot, -cal. 

Not all syllables in English are footed. Unstressed, light vowels that occur word-

finally do not participate in foot structure, and are said to be ―extrametrical‖ (Hayes 

1982). The final syllable in metricality, for example, is not part of a stress foot. 

 

2.2 POETIC METER 

Poetic meter imposes patterns on ordinary language prosodic units and features. In 

written and spoken poetry the prosodic structure of a text reveals the poetic meter. Some 

meters count syllables or moras. 

The Japanese haiku, for example, fixes the number of moras per line to exactly 

five, seven and five (Poser 1990, Cole and Miyashita 2006). The two lines in (10) taken 

from Fabb and Halle (2009: 169) exemplify syllable-counting verse in the Old 

Testament. Each line has eight syllables:  
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(10) Ki iš ha.rag.ti le.pi.tsi 8 

‗For I have slain a man to my wounding,‘ 

 

We.je.led le.chab.bu.ra.ti 8 

‗And a young man to my hurt‘ 

 

(―The curse of Lemek,‖ Genesis 4, 23) 

 

English accentual verse, by contrast, fixes the number of stresses that can occur in 

a line, but not the number of syllables which occur around these (Fabb 1997). In the 

nursery rhyme ―Georgie Porgie,‖ each line has four stressed syllables indicated with 

underlining, but the number of unstressed syllables varies, with four in the first line and 

three in the second. 

 

(11)  Georgie Porgie pudding and pie,  

 Kissed the girls and made them cry  

 

Prosodic structure does not always match poetic metrical patterns exactly. In 

quantitative meter, lines require a fixed number of feet that are determined by patterns of 

heavy and light syllables. (Heavy syllables end with coda consonants or long vowels; 

light syllables do not.) In Euripedes‘ anapestic poetry, where each line canonically 

consists of four Light-Light-Heavy feet (LLH), three additional foot types occur: HH, 

HLL, and LLLL (Golston 2005:113).  

 

 

 

 



16 

(12) (H   H) (L L H)   (H  L L)(HH) 

pollóon tamías dzeùs e Olímpo: 

‗many dispenser Zeus in Olympus‘ 

 

(H L    L)(H H)   (H  H)(L L H)  

pollà d‘aélpto:s kraínousi t
h
eoí

 

‗many and unexpectedly accomplish gods‘ 

 

Similarly, in English iambic pentameter, where ten syllables fall into five 

bisyllabic weak-strong feet, prosodically unstressed syllables can surface in metrically 

prominent positions. In (13), prosodically unstressed for in line one, in in line two, and 

suffix -ing in line three all occur in a strong metrical position although the word or stem 

to their left (i.e., bound, thoughts, and mak-) is prosodically stronger.  

 

(13) Bound for the prize of (all too precious) you, 

That did my ripe thoughts in my brain inhearse, 

Making their tomb the womb wherein they grew?  

 

(Shakespeare, ―Sonnet 86‖) 

 

The extent to which prosodic structure is permitted to differ from metrical structure has 

been of major concern to metrists (see 2.4). 

English metrical poetry has been represented both with the branching tree 

(Kiparsky 1977) and the metrical grid (Hayes 1983).5 Hayes (1983) provides arguments 

in favor of both. The metrical tree conveys the relative prosodic prominence of syllables 

in great detail and is able to capture extensive differences between ordinary language 

prosody and the metrical pattern of a line. For example, the prosodic tree structure in 

                                                           
5 A third representation coming out of generative metrics, the arboreal grid, is argued for by Hammond 

(1991). The arboreal grid combines the constituency distinctions of the metrical tree with the rhythmic 

patterns of the grid. See Cureton (1992) for a survey of non-generative notations used for poetic scansion. 
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Figure 5 (represented below the text) has numerous discrepancies with the metrical 

pattern (represented above the text), e.g., dreamt is metrically weak, but prosodically 

strong. Kiparsky (1977) details how such lines, despite these discrepancies, can be 

grammatical within a given corpus:  

 

 

       
Figure 5: Hayes (1983: 359); Ham. 1.5.166 

 

 

The metrical grid, on the other hand, represents the rhythmic structure, which is not 

always conveyed by the tree. For example, while the tree structure is the same for a. and 

b. in Figure 6 below, the metrical grid illustrates how tall in b. is relatively stronger than 

a in a. (Hayes 1983: 387):  

 
 

Figure 6: Hayes (1983: 387)  
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2.2.1 Meter of Sung Lyrics 

In sung lyrics there are potentially two relevant meters, one evidenced by the prosodic 

text (as in metrical poetry), and one by the musical metrical melody (Kiparsky 2006). 

In musical notation, the meter signature of a song determines the number of beats 

which occur in a musical measure. A measure of a song in 4/4, for example, has the 

durational equivalent of four quarter-note beats. The first beat, or downbeat, is the most 

prominent, the third is the next most prominent, and the second and fourth are the 

weakest. The durational patterns revealed by note length, e.g., two quarter-notes followed 

by four eighth-notes, determine the metrical melody. 

 

 

 
         1      2      3           4 

Figure 7: Example of a Musical Measure in 4/4 

 

The setting of a prosodic text to a song‘s metrical melody is largely predictable 

within certain traditions (Halle and Lerdahl 1993, Hayes 2005). For example, in the 

setting of the line It was late in the night when the squire came home in the English folk 

verse studied by Hayes and MacEachern (1996, 1998), Hayes and Kaun (1996), and 

Hayes (2009), the prominent beat one- and beat three-stressed syllables late, night, and 

squire, are all content words (and therefore receive stress in English prosody), while the 

two syllables which precede them in non-prominent metrical positions are unstressed 

function words: 
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Figure 8: Karpeles 1932, #33A, from Hayes and MacEachern (1998: 475), ―Gypsey 

Davey‖ 

 

 

As in English metrical poetry, the musical meter of sung lyrics can be represented 

on a metrical grid, which separates the metrical melody of a song from pitch structure. 

The grid makes the prominence patterns of the metrical melody explicit in the use of 

column height (Liberman and Prince 1977). In the example from Figure 8, beats one and 

three correspond to strong positions in the metrical grid with four and three levels of x‘s, 

respectively: 

 
  x        x      

  x    x    x    x  

x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

  1  2  3  4  1  2  3  

It was late  in the night  when the squire  came  home  

 

Figure 9: Metrical Setting for a Sung Line (Hayes 2009: 116) 

 

While the metrical melody of a song is not as simple as a poetic metrical pattern 

like iambic pentameter in that note duration and therefore note quantity varies from 

measure to measure, the distribution of content and function words in sung lyrics 

demonstrates a similar relationship to musical meter so that metrically prominent 
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positions tend to be filled with prosodically strong syllables and metrically weak 

positions with prosodically weak syllables (see 2.4.1). 

  

2.2.2 Meter of Rapped Lyrics 

Rapped lyrics differ from sung lyrics in that syllables do not correspond in a one-to-one 

fashion with the melodic or metrical structure of the musical notes in the instrumental 

background. Instead, rhythmic patterns are conveyed by the complex relationship 

between the prosodic text and the – often multi-layered – instrumental background 

(Walser 1995, Krims 2000, Miyakawa 2005).   

A line of rapped verse typically corresponds to four beats, which in musical 

notation can be represented as the four beats of a musical measure (Walser 1995, Yasin 

1997, Keyes 2004). Lines begin somewhere between the fourth beat of one measure and 

the downbeat of the following measure. For example, the first full line in Figure 10, Now 

who is the man who gets caught in the act, begins on the last sixteenth note of the first 

measure, and the following line, with an… begins on the fourteenth sixteenth note of the 

second measure. The beginnings of each line are indicated with the arrows above the 

musical notation. Dots indicate the drum beats of the instrumental background: 

 

 

 

 

Figure 10: Notation of a Rapped Line (Yasin 1997: 99) 
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In canonical rap lyrics, four syllables correspond to the four quarter-note beats in 

the instrumental background (Anderson 1992, Attridge 1995), but the rap artist can play 

with this predictability, shortening and lengthening lines as well as leaving beat positions 

empty, and producing a syncopated rhythm. In Figure 11, for example, beats two and four 

in the second measure, indicated with the arrows below the musical notation, are 

linguistically empty.  

Previous studies of rap represent lyrics with musical notation (Yasin 1997, Walser 

1995, Keyes 2004), poetic scansion (Attridge 1995), with layers of x‘s organized in 

stacks (Miyakawa 2005) and with the metrical grid (Anderson 1992); (see 4.4.1.2 for 

summary of different types of representation). In the metrical grid, column height 

corresponds to prominence in the background beat. Figure 11 represents the line in Figure 

10 on the metrical grid:  

 
  x    x    x    x  

x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

.x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

  1    2    3    4  

 … mugged up on the ba- sis for a can  of  se- ven 

up Now who is  the  man  Ø  who gets caught in the act Ø with 

an il- …              

 
Figure 11: Metrical Setting of the Line in Figure 10  

  

Not all rapped lyrics correspond to the beats of the musical background in such a 

straightforward fashion (Krims 2000). Lyrics that do not align with the metrical 
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background at the syllable level cannot be represented on the metrical grid (as long as the 

grid refers to the instrumental background). 

 

2.2.3 Meter of Recited Verse 

 

In the country music genre, entire songs, or song parts, are often recited. Recited verse is 

like rap in that syllables do not align with notes in the musical background, but tends to 

resemble speech more closely than rap in that it often exhibits only a loose relationship 

with the background beat (Fox 2004: 274). Recitations typically consist of rhymed verse, 

which is performed over a background melody or beat (Feld, Fox, et al. 2004: 328). The 

distribution of prosodically strong syllables in recited verse looks similar to their 

distribution in sung lyrics. For example, compare George Jones‘ recited verse (14) to the 

first sung verse (15) in ―He Stopped Loving Her Today.‖6  

 

(14) You know she came to see him one last time 

Oh and we all wondered if she would 

And it kept running through my mind 

This time he's over her for good 

 

 

(15) He said I'll love you 'til I die 

She told him you'll forget in time 

As the years went slowly by  

She still preyed upon his mind 

 

                                                           
6 Written by R. V. Braddock and C. Putman, Jr. 
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In both verses there are two syllables in each line associated with prominent metrical 

positions. The first line of the recited verse permits more syllables than the sung lines, but 

otherwise the verses are quite similar.  

 

2.3 POETIC GROUPING 

 

Like prosodic strings in ordinary language, metrical strings in poetic language are 

grouped into hierarchically arranged constituents (Nespor and Vogel 1986, Hayes 1989). 

Metrical constituency can relate to prosodic constituency in a straightforward way. 

Golston (1998), for example, considers these to be one and the same for Middle English 

Alliterative Verse, where lines in the poetic verse correspond to ordinary language 

intonational phrases, half-lines to phonological phrases and verse feet to prosodic words 

(see 2.4.2.3). Hayes (2009) represents this hierarchy for lines in the English folk song 

tradition as the binary branching tree in Figure 12:  

 

                                  Line 

 

Hemistich     Hemistich 

 

Dipod  Dipod 

 

 Foot  Foot 

 

Syllable  Syllable 

 

 

Figure 12: The Metrical Hierarchy (Hayes 2009) 

 

 

As with the prosodic hierarchy, not all lines in this tradition exhibit all of these levels. For 

example, in Figure 13, each metrical foot corresponds to a single syllable: 
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Figure 13: Metrical Structure of a Line (Hayes 2005: 133) 

 

 Lines can be grouped into couplets, triplets, etc., which are in turn grouped into 

verses, stanzas, etc. Two indications of metrical constituency across different genres and 

languages are line-final metrical mapping patterns and systematic end-rhyme.  

   

2.3.1 Metrical Patterning 

 

Patterns in the mapping of a prosodic text to metrical structure reflect metrical 

constituency levels. While left edges of lines tend to be less fixed metrically, right edges 

often have fixed metrical mapping patterns, or cadences. As in constituency marking in 

speech, phrase-final constituency marking involves lengthening and extended silence 

following the unit (Lindblom 1978, Fabb 1997, Hayes and MacEachern 1996, 1998, cf. 

Fitzgerald 1998). Patterns in the distribution of fixed cadences reflect metrical grouping.  

Hayes and MacEachern (1998), for example, find four fixed cadences in English 

folk verse. Fixed cadence 4 ends the line in the final, fourth strong position in the 

metrical grid, G fills this position, but leaves the grid positions between three and four 

empty, 3f leaves the fourth strong grid position empty, but includes an unstressed syllable 

following beat three, and 3 leaves everything after the third strong position empty:  
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London Bridge is falling down, (HM 1998: 479; Ritchie 1965, p. 14) 4 

When boys go a-court------ing,(HM 1998: 479; Karpeles 1932, #269B) G 

My true lover. Ø (HM 1998: 479; Ritchie 1965, p. 14) 3f 

And then they stay all night. Ø (HM 1998: 479; Karpeles 1932, #269B) 3 

 

Table 1: Fixed Cadences of English Folk Verse (Hayes and MacEachern 1998) 

 

 

Hayes and MacEachern show that patterns in the distribution of the cadences 4, G, 3f, 

and 3 mark larger metrical constituency levels distinctively. The larger the amount of 

space on the grid left empty, the more salient the cadence. For example, the alternating 

pattern 4343 in (16) marks the couplet as salient in that it leaves the final beat position 

empty at the end of the second and fourth lines, while the pattern 4443 in (17) marks the 

quatrain level as salient in that it leaves the final beat four position empty: 

 

 

 

 

(16) 4 There‘s two little brothers going to school. 

3 The oldest to the youngest called Ø 

4 Come go with me to the green shady grove 

3 And I‘ll wrestle you a fall. Ø 

 

(Hayes and MacEachern 1998: 478, Karpeles 1932, #121) 

 

 

(17) 4 There was a little ship and she sailed upon the sea, 

4 And she went by the name of the Merry Golden Tree, 

4 As she sailed upon the low and the lonesome low, 

3 As she sailed upon the lonesome sea. Ø 

 

(Hayes and MacEachern 1998: 479, Ritchie 1965, p.80) 

 

 

The use of silence to mark metrical constituency levels (as in the final cadences 

above) has been noted in a number of other poetic genres including the haiku, where 
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shorter lines are argued to entail linguistically-empty moras (Cole and Miyashita 2006), 

and poetic traditions of the indigenous languages of the Americas, where the length of the 

pause following a metrical constituent reflects its level on the metrical hierarchy 

(Woodbury 1989, Michael 2003). 

 

2.3.2 Rhyme 

Metrical constituents can also be marked in the use of systematic end-rhyme (Fabb 1997). 

As with fixed cadences, end-rhyme occurs at the constituent‘s right edge. Through 

phonological similarity, rhyme fellows link metrical constituents into larger groups. In 

Elizabethan sonnets, for example, the first quatrain bears the external couplet-marking 

pattern abab, which is distinguishable from the second and third quatrains in the change 

in rhyme to cdcd and efef, respectively, while the final couplet bears the internal couplet-

marking pattern, gg. Rhyme fellows are in boldface: 

Is it for fear to wet a widow‘s eye,   a 

That thou consum‘st thy self in single life?  b  

Ah! If thou issueless shalt hap to die,   a 

The world will wail thee like a makeless wife; b 

The world will be thy widow and still weep,  c 

That thou no form of thee hast left behind,  d 

When every private widow well may keep  c 

By children‘s eyes, her husband‘s shape in mind: d 

Look what an unthrift in the world doth spend e 

Shifts but his place, for still the world enjoys it; f 

But beauty‘s waste hath in the world an end,  e 

And kept unused the user so destroys it.  f  

No love toward others in that bosom sits  g 

That on himself such murd‘rous shame commits. g 

 

Figure 14: ―Sonnet 9,‖ William Shakespeare               
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When syllables rhyme, it is the vowel and the coda of the syllable that are 

phonologically similar. Together, the vowel and the coda are referred to as the rhyme. 

Onsets (i.e., the consonants that precede the rhyme) of rhyming syllables typically differ.7 

 

      Figure 15: Syllable Structure of Rhyme Fellows 

 

 

The rhymes of rhyme fellows are not necessarily phonologically identical. Non-

identical, imperfect rhymes have been described in terms of phonological features and the 

notion of subsequence (Zwicky 1976, Holtman 1996) and phonetic similarity (Kawahara 

2007).  

Features are the phonological characteristics of phonemes, which are the sounds 

that are minimally distinctive in a language. For consonantal phonemes, phonological 

features characterize the place of articulation (as seen on the x axis in Figure 16 below), 

the manner of articulation (y axis) and voicing (phonemes represented to the left in each 

column are voiceless, those to the right are voiced).  

 

                                                           
7 In some poetic traditions, onsets are permitted to be identical, as is often the case in French, where rhyme 

fellows are said to participate in ―rime riche‖ when they are phonologically identical (Holtman 1996).  
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Figure 16: International Phonetic Association Consonant Chart 

 

 

In ―feature rhyme‖ one of these three features differs. For example, in the rhyme 

set stop~rock (Zwicky 1976: 677), coda consonants [p] and [k] differ in place, but are 

produced in the same manner since they are both stops, and share the feature [- voice]. 

Imperfect rhyme between vowels can also occur. Vocalic features are categorized 

according to place of tongue stricture (x axis on Figure 17), how open the jaw is (y axis), 

whether or not the lips are rounded (rounded vowels are to the right in pairs), and 

whether or not they are lax (not represented on chart8).  

 

 

                                                           
8 Lax vowels in the chart are [], [], [ε], [], [], [], and []. They can vary with tense vowels that share 

the other features, i.e., [] can rhyme with [i], etc. 
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Figure 17: International Phonetic Association Vowel Chart  

 

 

Imperfect vocalic rhymes usually differ in one of these features, e.g., in the rhyme pair 

end~wind (Zwicky 1976: 677) [ε] and [] differ in how open the jaw is. 

In a number of poetic traditions, some feature rhymes have been shown to be 

more common than others (Holtman 1996, Bauschatz 2003, Hanson 2003, Kawahara 

2007, Katz 2008). For example, Holtman (1996) finds that for a number of English poets 

only nasals are allowed to differ in place, and Bauschatz (2003) finds in his survey of 

English poetry from 1600-1900 that imperfect rhymes that involve codas [s] and [z] and 

[] and [] are more common than other homorganic consonants that differ in the feature 

[voice]. Hanson (2003) and Kawahara (2007) suggest that perceptual similarity also plays 

a role in determining which syllables can rhyme (see 2.4.5). 

Another type of imperfect rhyme noted by Zwicky (1976) is ―subsequence 

rhyme.‖ In subsequence rhyme at least one coda consonant is identical, or one rhyme 

fellow has no coda (C1C2~C1, C1~C2C1, C~0, etc.), e.g., pass~fast (Zwicky 1976: 677). 
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Feature and subsequence rhyme can be compounded, e.g., dark~hearts host both 

feature rhyme between [k] and [t] and subsequence rhyme between [rk] and [rts] (Zwicky 

1976: 677).  

Rhyme fellows that do not rhyme can be linked by a rhyme fellow that exhibits 

feature and subsequence rhyme. Night does not rhyme with life, for example, because 

coda consonants [t] and [f] differ in both place and manner, but both night and life rhyme 

with fly through subsequence: 

 

(18) night~fly~life~arise (Zwicky 1976: 678) 

 

2.4 GENERATIVE METRICS 

 

Like generative linguistics, generative metrics seeks to develop a formal system that 

generates all and only the well-formed metrical structures of a given poetic tradition 

using universal principles. It adheres to the notion that poetic language derives from 

ordinary language (Fabb 2010). Generative metrics differs from generative linguistics in 

that grammaticality, or ―metricality,‖ is typically defined not in terms of native speaker 

intuitions, but by the occurrence of a form within a corpus.  

The study of poetic language further differs from the study of ordinary language 

in its emphasis on the notion of complexity. Often poets break with their own norms, 

expanding the differences between prosodic structure and its corresponding metrical 

pattern. A prosodic text that differs from the metrical pattern but remains metrical is said 

to be complex. Much of the work in metrics has dealt with determining the relationship 

between metricality and complexity (Halle and Keyser 1966, Kiparsky 1977, Hayes 
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2009).9 This section first surveys the initial papers in metrics, which establish the goals of 

the field, then summarizes current scholarship as it deals with Optimality Theory, 

Gradient Grammaticality, and Grouping.  

 

2.4.1 Principles and Correspondence Rules  

Halle and Keyser (1966) propose that a metrical grammar be seen as consisting of two 

levels: the abstract metrical template and the actual lines of verse. The mapping between 

these two levels is determined by universal principles and language specific 

correspondence rules which vary from author to author and genre to genre. An author‘s 

unique style is determined by the extent to which s/he adheres to correspondence rules.  

Using data from Chaucer, Halle and Keyser show that although unstressed 

syllables are permitted to occur frequently in metrically strong positions, stressed 

syllables only rarely occur in unstressed positions. This observation leads to the 

development of their Stress Maximum Principle (SMP), which states that stressed 

syllables cannot occur in even (weak) positions in the grid when they are flanked by 

unstressed syllables:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
9 Scholars of metrics had traditionally been concerned with metricality and complexity, but Halle and 

Keyser (1966) and subsequent work in generative metrics differed in its goal of finding universal principles 

and rules that would generate the metrical forms for a corpus (Kiparsky 1975).     
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(19) Principle 3. A stress maximum may only occupy even positions within a 

verse, but not every even position need be so occupied.10  

 

Definition. A stress maximum is constituted by a syllable bearing 

linguistically determined stress that is greater than that of the two syllables 

adjacent to it in the same verse.  

 

Stress Maximum Principle (Halle and Keyser 1966: 197) 

 

For example, in (20) only the even positions 4 and 6 (shown with underlining) are filled 

with stress maxima, while the even positions 2 and 8 (shown with italicization) are not: 

 

(20) And for the trouthe I demed in his herte 

  

(F.Sq.563; Halle and Keyser 1966: 201) 

 

Kiparsky (1975, 1977) accounts for many of the exceptions to the SMP with the 

Monosyllabic Word Constraint (MWC), which prohibits stressed syllables in metrically 

strong positions unless these syllables are monosyllabic words or are preceded by phrase 

boundaries: 

 

(21) Stressed syllables are prohibited in odd positions unless  
a) the stress is on a monosyllabic word, or  

b) it is preceded by a phrase boundary 
   

  Monosyllabic Word Constraint (Kiparsky 1975) 

 

For example in (22), stran- of strangles is prosodically strong, but is permitted to occur 

in a weak metrical position because it follows a phrase boundary:  

                                                           
10 Principle 1. The iambic pentameter verse consists of ten positions to which may be appended one or two 

extra-metrical syllables.  

Principle 2. A position is normally occupied by a single syllable, but under certain conditions it may be 

occupied by more than one syllable or by none. 
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(22) And yet / dark night / strangles / the travel / ling lamp 

 (Macbeth 2.4.7; Kiparsky 1977: 217) 

 

Research that followed these initial papers sought to extend the principles and 

correspondence rules developed by Halle and Keyser (1966) and Kiparsky (1977) to 

other languages and genres. Napoli (1978), for instance, demonstrates the relevance of 

the SMP to Italian nursery rhymes. By looking at the development of quantity-sensitivity 

in a Finnish metrical tradition, Hanson and Kiparsky (1996) suggest how different 

metrical traditions can vary parametrically. 

 

2.4.2 Optimality Theory in Generative Metrics and Rhyme 
 

More recent work in metrics has turned to Optimality Theory (Prince and Smolensky 

1993, McCarthy and Prince 1993, 1994, 1995), where surface forms reflect the 

interaction of hierarchically arranged constraints (Golston and Riad 1997, 2000, 2005, 

Golston 1998, Fitzgerald 1998, 2002, 2005, 2007, Hayes and MacEachern 1998, Hayes 

2005, 2008, Reindl and Franks 2001, Michael 2003). In addition to its relevance to poetic 

meter, Optimality Theory has been applied to model the well-formedness of rhyme 

(Holtman 1996). 

 

2.4.2.1 Optimality Theory 

In Optimality Theory, the interplay of two sets of constraints – faithfulness, which 

requires similarity between input and output, and markedness, which governs the 

harmonic status of linguistic structures on the surface – represent the speaker‘s grammar. 
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Unlike the ordered rules of previous work in generative phonology (e.g., Chomsky and 

Halle‘s (1968) Sound Pattern of English, and the decades of work that followed in that 

tradition), constraints apply in parallel fashion. Following the notion in generative 

grammar of universal principles and language-specific parameters (Chomsky 1981), in 

Optimality Theory, constraints are assumed to be universal, but their ranking is language-

specific.  

Figure 18 (from Kager 1999) illustrates the Optimality-Theoretic grammar. The 

Gen function generates candidates, which are evaluated by a series of ranked constraints 

supplied by Con, C1, etc. that determine the optimal output: 

 

 

Figure 18: Kager (1999: 8)  

 

 In Sinhalese, for example, the relationship between the input plan and output 

päläna is evaluated by a markedness constraint that bans complex onsets – i.e., onsets 

that consist of more than one segment (*COMPLEXONSET) – and faithfulness constraints 

that prohibit segment deletion (MAX-IO) and insertion (DEP-IO).  
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(23) *COMPLEXONSET-violations are incurred by onsets with more than one    

consonant 

 

(24) MAX-IO-bans syllable deletion  

(25) DEP-IO-bans syllable insertion 

 

The fully faithful candidate, plan, is rejected by the grammar because of the complex 

onset pl, which violates *COMPLEXONSET. Pan is also rejected since it violates the 

constraint banning segment deletion, MAX-IO, because the segment l is deleted from the 

output. The optimal candidate, päläna, is grammatical because its onsets, p, l, and n are 

not complex, and the segment l is preserved, even though to avoid complex onsets, two 

vowels, ä and a, are inserted, which violate the constraint banning segment insertion, 

DEP-IO: 

 
/plan/ *COMPLEXONSET MAX-IO DEP-IO 

[plän] *!   

[pan]  *!  

 [päläna]   * 

 

Tableau 1: *COMPLEXONSET >> MAX-IO >> DEP-IO (Boersma, Dekkers and van de 

Weijer 2000: 5) 

 

2.4.2.2 Correspondence Theory 

McCarthy and Prince (1995) argue that all types of grammatical faithfulness are regulated 

by correspondence relations. The Correspondence Theory they develop is particularly 

relevant to the relationship between a reduplicant and its base, since reduplicants must be 

phonologically similar but are not necessarily identical to their bases. Constraints that 

govern faithfulness between reduplicants and bases refer to segments and segment 
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content. MAX favors a larger reduplicant, and IDENTITY constraints ensure that the 

corresponding segments are the same.  

To demonstrate, in the input-output relationship between plan and päläna shown 

in the previous section, the output [päläna] is constrained by faithfulness constraints to be 

similar to input /plan/ even though the first and last vowels of päläna do not have 

correspondents in the input. (The arrows beneath the first and third vowels indicate that 

they do not have a correspondent in the input.) 

  

(26) / p1 l2 a3 n4 / 

(27) p1 ä l2 ä3 n4 a 

     ▲               ▲ 

 

McCarthy and Prince (1995) show that the correspondence relationship between a 

reduplicant and its base is also based on faithfulness. For example, in Balangao, a 

language spoken in the Philippines, reduplicants are prefixed to the beginning of the base. 

In (28) tagtag is reduplicated as tagta-. In the correspondence relation between 

reduplicant and base, the sixth segment of the base, g6, has no correspondent in the 

reduplicant: 

 

(28) t1 a2 g3 t4 a5 - t1 a2 g3 t4 a5 g6 

     ▲ 
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As with the päläna example, this relationship can be modeled using constraints. 

The identity constraint requiring that every segment be copied, MAX-BR, is violated once 

by the optimal candidate tagta-tagtag, since the reduplicant tagta- lacks a correspondent 

to the final coda of the base. The full copy of the base, i.e., tagtag-, however, is ruled out 

by the markedness constraint NO-CODA, which penalizes for every coda in the input: 

 

 

Tableau 2: NO-CODA >> MAX-BR (McCarthy and Prince 1995: 19) 

 

Optimality Theory as well as Correspondence Theory has been applied to the 

study of poetic language. The following sections summarize their use in Generative 

Metrics and Rhyme. 

 

2.4.2.3 Optimality Theory in Generative Metrics  

In poetic language, markedness constraints conspire to determine poetic patterns. For 

some poetic traditions, poetic patterns are created in the re-ranking of ordinary language 

prosodic constraints (Fitzgerald 1998 and 2005, Golston 1998, Golston and Riad 1997, 

2000, 2005). For others, constraints specific to the poetic tradition are ranked over 

linguistic constraints (Rice 1997, Hayes and MacEachern 1998, Hayes 2009, Reindl and 

Franks 2001, Fitzgerald 2007).  
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Golston (1998) and Golston and Riad (1997, 2000, 2005), for example, model 

poetic grammars for the quantitative meters of Middle English, Classical Arabic, and 

Classical Greek. In each of these traditions, the authors argue, ordinary language 

constraints – including those governing rhythm and binarity – conspire to prefer 

particular metrical patterns.  

For example, Golston (1998) uses prosodic branching constraints to generate the 

metrical line for Middle English alliterative verse. Golston suggests that the metrical line 

corresponds to the intonational phase, the half-line to the phonological phrase, and verse 

feet to prosodic words. All of these constituents are ideally binary as stipulated by the 

binarity constraints in (29)-(31), but in this verse tradition, one verse foot must also not 

branch to mark the line as salient.  

 

(29) INTBIN-lines branch once  

 
(30) PHBIN-half-lines branch once 

 
(31) WDBIN-verse feet branch once  

 

In Tableau 3 below, the first and second candidates represent the most commonly 

occurring line types in Middle English alliterative verse. They are metrical since lines and 

half-lines are binary, and one verse foot (the third and fourth words, respectively) does 

not branch. The third candidate does not exhibit non-branching at the word level, i.e. 

―catalexis,‖ and the final two violate PHBIN and INTBIN, respectively:  
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Tableau 3: INTBIN >> PHBIN >> WDBIN (Golston 1998: 22) 

 

Fitzgerald (1998 and 2005) also employ ordinary language prosodic constraints to 

model metricality in the sung lyrics of Tohono O‘odham traditional songs and the Somali 

masafo. In Fitzgerald (1998), for example, an edge constraint and a binary foot constraint 

govern the location of feet and the distribution of stresses in a line. These can together 

account for the lines which occur as well as those that do not occur in this tradition. To 

illustrate, (32a-c) lists those line types that do not occur Tohono O‘odham. (X indicates 

the metrically strong position of a left-headed, trochaic, foot.) The edge constraint rules 

out (32a) as unacceptable since the foot is not aligned with the left edge of the line, and 

the binary foot constraint rules out (32b) and (32c) since both contain monosyllabic feet: 
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(32) a. .X……. 

b. ……..X 

c. ..XX….. 

(Fitzgerald 1998: 29) 

 

Ordinary language markedness constraints may also be violated when they are 

ranked below markedness constraints that create the poetic pattern. For example, 

syntactic constraints that require objects to follow subjects, and adjectives to precede 

nouns can be violated to satisfy metrical constraints (Fitzgerald 2007, see 2.5.3). 

In other poetic traditions, markedness constraints refer to the relationship between 

prosodic structure and the abstract metrical grid (Rice 1997, Hayes and MacEachern 

1998, Hayes 2009, Reindl and Franks 2001, Fitzgerald 2007). 

A markedness constraint violated in poetic grammars that model English metrical 

poetry and folk songs is a reformulation of the Stress Maximum Principle, MATCH 

STRESS (Rice 1997, Hayes and MacEachern 1998, Hayes 2009, Fitzgerald 2007; see 

2.5.3). In the poetic grammar of decasyllabic verse there must be a one-to-one 

correspondence between syllables and grid positions, so that a line has exactly ten 

syllables (Reindl and Franks 2001; see 2.5.3). 

 Ordinary language faithfulness constraints, such as those that govern the insertion 

and deletion of segments and syllables, i.e., DEP and MAX, are often subject to poetic 

markedness constraints in poetic language (Reindl and Franks 2001, see. 2.5.3). 
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Constraints that govern the faithfulness relationship between surface forms are also 

relevant to poetic language, as is described in the following section. 

Correspondence Theory has been applied to the relationship that holds between 

rhyme fellows (Holtman 1996) and between multiple metrical constituents (Michael 

2003). In addition to the correspondence constraints proposed in reduplication theory, 

constraints that require rhyme fellows to be phonologically similar, and onsets to be 

different are necessary to describe the relationship between rhyme fellows (Holtman 

1996).   

 

2.4.4 Gradient Metricality 

It has been suggested that in ordinary language, forms are not always either grammatical 

or ungrammatical, but occur on a continuum of markedness (Hayes 2000). For example, 

in English, /l/ is necessarily light when it is a word-initial onset, e.g., light, and usually 

dark when it is a word-final coda, e.g., bell, but when it occurs intervocalically, e.g., 

Mailer, there is no clear consensus on which /l/ is grammatical, although individual 

speakers have preferences (Hayes 2000: 109). Hayes suggests that constraints governing 

the pronunciation of /l/ apply gradiently, so that for speakers who prefer light [l] in 

Mailer, the constraint PREVOCALIC [l] IS LIGHT exhibits a stricter interpretation than the 

constraint /l/ IS DARK.  

The concept of gradient grammaticality has particular relevance to the field of 

metrics, where metricality has often been thought of not simply in terms of whether or 

not a form occurs in a corpus, but how often. As Tarlinskaya (1973, 1989) notes, the 
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concept of using statistics to establish metricality was employed by Russian linguists 

several decades before the advent of generative metrics. Youmans (1989) is the first in 

generative metrics to argue that metricality should be seen as a statistical tendency rather 

than an absolute requirement to obey principles. Golston (1998), Hayes and MacEachern 

(1998), Hayes (2005, 2009), Golston and Riad (2000), and Fitzgerald (2002, 2007) 

further develop the idea of a gradient typology of metricality in Optimality-Theoretic 

terms. The following summarizes their work. 

Hayes and MacEachern (1998) use factorial typology to predict which quatrain 

types are grammatical in English folk verse. Constraints in their system are either never 

violated or freely ranked, resulting in a number of predicted quatrain types. The quatrain 

types predicted by factorial typology are for the most part those that occur in their corpus. 

For example, there are five possible quatrain types that result from a ranking in which 

FILL STRONG POSITIONS is never violated: 4343, GGGG, 4G4G, 444G, GG4G. Which of 

these five possible outcomes surfaces depends on which constraint is ranked in second 

place: 

 
Ranked First Ranked Second Outcome 

FILL STRONG POSITIONS AVOID LAPSE 4343 

LINES ARE SALIENT GGGG 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 4G4G 

QUATRAINS BELOW 444G 

PREFER LONG LAST GG4G 

 

Table 2: Hayes and MacEachern (1998)  
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Hayes (2005) also uses statistics to show how a constraint-based approach is 

better at predicting the correct text setting of lines in English folk verse than an algorithm 

developed for this purpose by Halle and Lehrdal (1993), and Hayes (2009) further 

develops the notion of metrical complexity using a stochastic grammar and degrees of 

rule adherence. He defines unmetricality as the outranking of a markedness constraint 

over a faithfulness constraint by a wide margin. For example, lexical inversion is 

permitted in his data as a type of complexity, but it is avoided 80% of the time when 

MATCH STRESS (see MATCH in 2.5.3) dominates MAX SYLL.  

Work that deals with quantity-based meters (Fitzgerald 2003, 2005, Golston 1998 

and Golston and Riad 2000, 2003) has adapted ordinary language phonology constraints 

to model gradient grammaticality. Golston (2000), for example, looks at the frequency of 

occurrence of different foot types in the anapestic poetry of Aeschylus, Euripides, 

Sophocles and Aristophanes. While a number of different foot types occur in their poetry, 

all authors employ HH (heavy-heavy) the most frequently, LLH (light-light-heavy) the 

next most frequently, and HLL (heavy-light-light) the least. This falls in line with the 

constraint ranking: FTBIN-μ >> PROKOSCH >> NOCLASH. 

 

(33) FTBIN-μ-phonological feet (metrical positions) contain two moras 

 

(34) PROKOSCH-stressed syllables are heavy11 

 

(35) NOCLASH-stressed syllables are not adjacent 

                                                           
11 This is also the stress-to-weight principle of Prince (1990). 
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None of the most commonly occurring foot types violate FTBIN-μ, since the 

metrical positions in each correspond to H or LL, which contain two moras. The foot 

types HH and HLL violate NOCLASH, since there are two successive stressed syllables, 

and LLH and HLL violate PROKOSCH, since the stressed syllable in LL is not heavy. 

Finally, the most marked, and least frequently occurring foot type, LLLL violates 

Prokosch twice since the stressed syllables of both feet are not heavy:  

 
anapest PROKOSCH NOCLASH 

 (H H) 

       x x 

 * 

 (LL H) 

  x .  x 

*  

 (H LL) 

       x  x. 

* * 

 (LL LL) 

  x .  x . 

**  

Tableau 4: PROKOSCH >> NOCLASH (Golston 2000: 117-118) 

 

As in these studies, in the description of the poetic grammars in chapters 3 and 4 

of this dissertation, for some poetic constraints, tendencies are statistically clear, but not 

all violations are clearly attributable to other constraints.  

 
 

2.4.5 Grouping in Generative Metrics 

 

Generative metrics typically deals with the relationship between a prosodic line and a 

metrical pattern, but the large-scale grouping of metrically mapped strings into metrical 

constituents also plays a role in the metricality of a poetic work. Hayes and MacEachern 

(1996, 1998), Hayes and Kaun (1996), and Hayes (2009) show how metricality in 

English folk verse includes the marking of metrical constituents as salient in the use of 
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fixed amounts of empty positions at the right edge of the metrical grid. In Hayes and 

MacEachern (1998) and Hayes (2009), grouping constraints that mark the line, couplet or 

quatrain constituency levels as salient are ranked above metrical constraints that govern 

the relationship between the prosodic text and metrical string. For example, in a song that 

values the couplet level, the fourth strong metrical position in lines two and four is 

linguistically empty in lines that follow the pattern 4343 (see 2.3.1). 

 

2.4.6 Generative Rhyme 

Much as with the study of meter, the goal of generative rhyme has largely focused on the 

extent to which rhyme fellows can differ from each other phonologically without 

becoming ungrammatical (Zwicky 1976, Holtman 1996, Bauschatz 2003, Hanson 2003, 

Kawahara 2007).  Lehrdal and Jackendoff‘s (1983) musical theoretical concept of 

―prolongation reduction‖ (see below) has also been applied to rhyme patterning in poetic 

language (Lerdahl 2004, Katz 2008).  

Zwicky (1976) defines the different types of imperfect rhyme that occur in pop 

lyrics (see 2.3.2). Holtman (1996) looks at the use of rhyme in ―serious‖ Dutch and 

English poetry across a variety of periods and genres. In her data, imperfect rhyme occurs 

less frequently than in Zwicky‘s rock data and is more likely to occur between vowels 

than between coda consonants:  

 

(36) And life and others‘ joy and pain, 

And love, if love, of happier men  

(Holtman 1996: 209; Matthew Arnold. Isolation ―To Marguerite.‖) 
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Holtman describes complexity in rhyme as a continuum from full rhyme to no 

phonological similarity. Poets that employ more complex rhyme types also employ 

simpler rhyme types. 

 Hanson (2003) shows that the imperfect rhymes in Robert Pinsky‘s translation of 

Dante‘s Inferno relate to ordinary-language phonological phenomena. She looks at 

feature rhymes including [voice] in obstruents, [place] in nasals, vowel height, and 

extrasyllabic s/z.  

Hanson further suggests that rhyme fellows that differ in [voice] may reflect the 

peripheral status of this feature in Sound Pattern of English, the behavior of obstruents 

may be explained by feature geometry, and nasals with different places of articulation 

may reflect their perceptual similarity as demonstrated in their susceptibility to 

assimilation in ordinary language.  

Of the possible types of feature rhyme that can occur in poetic language some 

pairings are more frequent than others in certain languages and genres. Bauschatz (2003), 

for example, notes the prevalence in English poetry from 1600-1900 of consonantal 

feature rhyme pairings between [s] and [z] and [] and []. Berg (1998), on the other 

hand, shows that in the German poetry of Wilhelm Busch, unrounded and rounded front 

vowels occur in rhyme sets at similar rates to identical vowels. Kawahara (2007) looks at 

rhymes in Japanese rap, where rhyming vowels are identical but intervocalic consonants 

differ.  

Lerdahl (2003) applies the musical theoretical concept of ―prolongation 

reduction‖ (Lerdahl and Jackendoff 1986) to sound patterning in poetry. In Lerdahl and 
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Jackendoff (1986), prolongational structure represents hierarchical patterns of sound 

recurrence. The sense of tension and relaxation in a piece of music is captured in the 

description of the relationship between rhythmically prominent notes, which are 

connected in three different types of prolongation: strong prolongation, or repetition; 

weak prolongation or partial repetition; and progression, or nonrepetition. In Figure 19 

below, strong prolongation in the linguistic text is represented by a dashed slur that 

connects gold and hold in full rhyme. Weak prolongation is represented by a dotted slur 

that links green with gold and her with hardest, hue and hold in alliteration. Finally, 

progression, represented with a solid slur that connects syllables that are phonologically 

dissimilar, creates a sense of moving forward. (Note values stand for relative structural 

importance.12) 

 
Figure 19: Prolongation Structure for L1-2 in Robert Frost‘s ―Nothing Gold Can Stay‖ 

(Lerdahl 2003: 425) 

 

Lerdahl suggests that this representation of rhyme is more sophisticated than 

traditional analyses in that it captures the relationship between rhyme patterning and 

rhythmic structure as well as the nuances of sound patterning other than rhyme, such as 

the alliteration between green and gold and hue and hold. 

 Katz (2008) shows that the application of prolongational reduction to poetic 

language is particularly relevant to the analysis of rhyme in rap, where rhyme patterning 

                                                           
12 See Lerdahl (2003) for an explanation of his transcription of prosodic and metrical structure with notes. 
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often challenges rhythmic grouping structure. For example, in the two couplets shown in 

(37), the rhyme fellow mind is conflicts with metrical grouping, since it occurs in the 

second couplet, but rhymes with the first:  

 

(37) Stylist violence with vibrance 

The sign o‘ times with rhyme shit that‘s timeless  

A mind is a terrible thing to spill 

Rap life‘s like a dream it seems surreal 

 

(L3-6, V1; Common, Cold Blooded; Katz 2008: 18) 

 

 

Figure 20 illustrates the prolongational structure of these two couplets above the text, and 

represents rhythmic grouping structure below. Empty circles indicate a strong 

prolongation between the events they join. The rhyme fellow mind is belongs to the 

second couplet in terms of the rhythmic structure, but rhymes with the line-final rhyme 

fellows vibrance and timeless that belong to the first couplet:    

 

 

Figure 20: A Conflict between Prolongational and Grouping Structure (Katz 2008: 18) 

 

Couplet 

Four-line 



49 

In addition to reflecting rhythmic prominence, Hymes (1960) suggests that 

unsystematic sound patterning in English sonnets also relates to themes in such a way 

that thematic key words are more likely to be phonologically similar.13 

 

2.5 POETIC LICENSE 

In poetic language, rhythmic organization imposes patterns on linguistic structure that 

results in deviation from ordinary language norms. This section surveys rhythmically 

motivated linguistic deviation across different languages, and reviews the linguistic 

theoretical approaches to analyzing these data. 

 

2.5.1 Cross-Linguistic Examples 

In the sung lyrics of tonal languages, musical pitch can override lexical tone (List 1961, 

Plan 2000, Wong 2002, Baart 2004). For example, the low and high tones of chàláš, or 

sprayed it, are reversed in their respective height when sung in this excerpt from a rō14 in 

Kalami, a Dardic language of northern Pakistan. The syllable with the low tone, chà (note 

9), occurs on E, and the syllable bearing the high tone, láš, occurs on the lower D (note 

10) (Baart 2004:7):  

 

                                                           
13 Hymes identifies two types of words as occurring in well-formed sonnets: ―summative words‖ contain 

dominant/high ranking sounds, express a theme, and are placed to have a culminating effect, and  

―keywords‖ contain two of these.  
14 Rō is a traditional Kalami poetic form that consists of two seventeen-syllable lines. 
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Figure 21: Tone Reversal in Kalami15 

 

In stress languages, lexical stress distinctions can be lost to metrical prominence 

(Halle and Keyser 1966, Kiparsky 1977, Janda and Morgan 1988, Hayes 2009). In 

Spanish lyrics across various genres and periods, lexically unstressed syllables of 

multisyllabic words are often sung with higher prominence than stressed syllables of the 

same word when musical metrical prominence patterns do not match lexical stress (Janda 

and Morgan 1988). In (38), rhyming -yes, se-, and -res all unnaturally occur in a 

downbeat-stressed position despite their prosodically weak status (Janda and Morgan 

1988: 159). In this example, downbeat-stressed syllables are underlined, and the 

apostrophe marks syllables bearing lexical main stress. 

 

(38) Reyes de la minería 

Señores de la labranza 

 

‗Kings of the mining 

Lords of the farming‘  

 

(L19-20, V5, ―Vientos del Pueblo me Llevan‖ by Miguel Hernández-

Ascher) 

 

Syllables and moras are deleted and inserted in traditions that count these 

prosodic units (Tarlinskaya 1973, Weismiller 1989, Fabb 1997, Fitzgerald 1998, Akesson 

1999, Reindl and Franks 2001, Michael 2003). In Nanti, an Arawak language of Peruvian 

                                                           
15 ‗As a monsoon shower you have sprayed (your cruelties) on the flesh of her body.‘ 
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Amazonia, words are truncated and moras inserted to satisfy moraic patterning (Michael 

2003). In (39), monomoraic a is lengthened to bimoraic aa and vocable -tyoo is suffixed 

to satisfy the six mora requirement of the refrain (Michael 2003: 254-255). 

 

(39) pasiga > paasigatyoo 

‗you.run.from‘ 

 

When lineation imposes unnatural pauses between syntactic constituents in poetic 

language, this is called enjambment (Fabb 2002: 145). Billy (1997) looks at enjambment 

in the poetry of Paul Verlaine, where rhyme and meter govern these unnatural breaks. For 

example, in Verlaine‘s ―A une dame qui partait pour la Colombie,‖ the first two verses 

have the rhyme scheme abba, and all the lines in the poem are alexandrines, i.e., they 

have exactly twelve syllables. The second line, in the second verse ends with the first 

syllable of table, allowing for rhyme with the following line, and preventing an excess of 

twelve syllables: 

 

(40) Si je n‘avais l‘orgueil de vous avoir, à ta- 

Ble d‘hôte, vue ainsi que tel ou tel rasta; 

 

‗If I hadn‘t the pride to have you at ta- 

ble of host, it-would-look as if this or that Congo‘ 

 

 (Lines 3-4, Verse 2, ―A la dame qui partait pour la Colombie,‖ Paul 

Verlaine; Billy 1997: 102) 

 

The distribution of allomorphs can be governed by metrical organization as well 

(Rice 1997). Chaucer, for example, usually employs the null past participle prefix in his 

writings, but he also occasionally employs the increasingly archaic prefix ye- to poetic 
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ends, as in (41), where it allows the prosodically prominent morpheme -drive- to match 

the metrically strong final grid position, even though this results in unstressed -en 

occurring outside of the grid (Rice 1997: 6). In the example below, underlining represents 

metrically strong positions. 

 

(41) That to the deth he almost was ydriven  

 

(Section 8, line 2430 of Legend of Good Women by Geoffrey Chaucer) 

 

To avoid the occurrence of two consecutive stresses, morphemes are reduplicated 

in Tohono O‘odham poetry (Fitzgerald 1998: 9). In (42) there is reduplication of wáw at 

the left edge of the line when sung to avoid stress clash between wáw and gí: 

 

(42)         X    .    X    .    . .      .    .   X   .  . .       .      X    .   .    .    . 

           SONG        Wá-wai gí-wa-lige we-co ná-ha-gio kc in mém-ĕ-li-hi-me. 

                       X    X  .        .   .   X  . . .       .      X   . .  . 

           CIT            Wáw gíwulk weco náhagio kc in mémelihim. 

                   rock cinched below mouse CONJ LOC run to repeatedly 

‗The mouse runs around there below Cinched Rock.‘ (Fitzgerald 1998: 9) 

 

Poetic language often exhibits more flexibility in word order than ordinary 

language, drawing from different pragmatic contexts and historical possibilities 

(Youmans 1983, 1989, Reindl and Franks 2001, Fitzgerald 2003). For example, in (43a) 

the syntactic inversion blunter be allows prosodically strong blun- to occur in a 

metrically strong position, while in the unmarked word order represented in (43b), it 

occurs in a weak metrical position, and prosodically weak -ter occurs in a strong position 

(Youmans 1983: 67):  
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(43) a. Thy edge should blunter be than appetite.  

    (―Sonnet 56,‖ William Shakespeare) 

 

b. *Thy edge should be blunter than appetite. 

       

2.5.2 Poetic License Lit Review 

A number of scholars have noted the violation of linguistic norms in poetic language. The 

earliest work in metrics treats linguistic variation as the optional application of rules 

(Halle and Keyser 1966 and Kiparsky 1977). Youmans (1989) uses statistics to show how 

linguistic norms are violated to satisfy poetic principles. Recent work in Optimality 

Theory posits the ranking of poetic constraints above linguistic constraints in the poetic 

grammar (Rice 1997, Golston 1998, Reindl and Franks 2001, Michael 2003, Fitzgerald 

2003, 2007).  

 

2.5.2.1 Optional Rule Application 

Halle and Keyser (1966: 195) suggest that Chaucer benefited from language variation in 

his use of stress doublets. Chaucer‘s lines resemble iambic pentameter in that they allow 

for five main stresses and are usually decasyllabic.16 Trochaic swérying fits better in 

(44a), where it does not immediately follow a syllable bearing main stress, and iambic 

swerýnge better in (44b), where it does immediately follow a word that bears main stress. 

Halle and Keyser suggest that such variation reflects the optional application of the 

Romance Stress Rule, which applies in (44b), but not in (44a): 

 

(44) a. Gret swerying is a thing abominable,  

b. And fals swerynge is yet moore reprievable.  

 

(The Pardoner’s Tale, Lines 345-6)  

                                                           
16 In Chaucer‘s verse, it is not unusual for a line to have a final unstressed syllable following the tenth 

syllable, as in these two examples. 
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Similarly, Kiparsky (1977: 240-241) argues that the poet has access to 

phonological rules from multiple ordinary language grammars to account for syllabic 

variation like the optional scansion of riot as one or two syllables in Milton‘s Paradise 

Lost:  

 
(45) Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Towrs  

 

(Paradise Lost 1.499) 

 

 

(46) To luxurie and riot, feast and dance  

 

(Paradise Lost 11.715) 

 

While both Halle and Keyser (1966) and Kiparsky (1977) recognize that such 

variation is poetically governed, neither formalizes the role poetic organization plays in 

conditioning it. 

 

2.5.2.2 Youmans (1983, 1989) 

Youmans (1983 and 1989) rewrite syntactically inverted lines to see if they violate 

metrical principles in the poetry of Shakespeare and Milton, respectively. Youmans 

(1989) shows that in Milton‘s three poems: Samson Agonistes, Paradise Lost, and 

Paradise Regained, about 85% of inversions have positive metrical effects (1989: 364). 

For example, in (47a) the adjective-noun inversion touch aetherial allows for lexically 

stressed -the- of aetherial to occur in a metrically strong, even position, while the 

standard non-inverted word order in b. does not (Youmans 1989: 356-7): 
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(47) a. With touch aetherial of Heav‘ns fiery rod (Samson Agonistes 549)                  

                w      s      w  s  w    s     w         s   w  s 

 

b. With aethereal touch of Heav‘ns fiery rod  

                   w    s  w   s       w    s    w          s   w   s 

 

 

Youmans (1983) and (1989) are the first papers to correlate linguistic deviation 

with poetic organization.  

2.5.3 Optimality-Theoretic Studies of Poetically Motivated Deviation 

 

The violation of ordinary language norms by poetic patterning can be modeled as the 

interaction between poetic constraints and ordinary language linguistic constraints (Rice 

1997, Golston 1998, Reindl and Franks 2001, Michael 2003, Fitzgerald 2003, 2007). In 

most of the papers on quantity-based metrical patterns (Golston 1998, Fitzgerald 1998, 

2003, but not Michael 2003), ordinary language prosodic constraints dominate other 

areas of the grammar, while in the analysis of stress-based meters, constraints refer to an 

abstract metrical grid (Rice 1997, Reindl and Franks 2001, Fitzgerald 2007). This section 

summarizes these papers.  

Rice (1997) argues that in poetic language poetic constraints dominate other areas 

of the grammar. He formalizes Youmans‘ (1983, 1989) observation that syntactic 

inversions are metrically motivated as the domination of ―SYNTAX‖ by ―PHONOLOGY.‖ 

(Rice takes the term syntax to mean word order, and phonology to signify the 

correspondence relationship between syllables and the metrical grid.) In Tableau 5 the 

first line violates the SYNTAX since the adjective blunter occurs before the verb be. The 

second line violates the PHONOLOGY, which bans prosodically weak syllables from 



56 

occurring in metrically strong positions when prosodically stressed syllables in the same 

word do not (i.e., Halle and Keyser‘s SMP): 

 
 PHON SYNT 

 Thy edge should blúnter be than áppetite. (―Sonnet 56‖) 

      w  s          w       s    w     s   w    s   w s 

 * 

Thy edge should be blúnter than áppetite. 

      w  s          w      s    w    s    w    s    w s 

*!  

Tableau 5: PHON >> SYNT (Rice 1997: 333) 

Rice additionally shows how PHONOLOGY outranks MORPHOLOGY in Chaucer‘s use of 

the past participle prefix ye-. A morphological constraint, which says that roots must be 

aligned with the left edge of the prosodic word, PP: [Align: Root, L, PrWd, L], is violated 

whenever the prefix surfaces. In the first candidate in Tableau 6, the presence of ye-

allows for the prosodically strong driv- to occur in a strong metrical position, satisfying 

the SMP, and in so doing incurs a violation of the morphological alignment constraint 

PP.17  

 
 PHON MORPH (PP) 

 That to the deth he almost was ydríven 

    w  s   w   s     w   s   w     s   w s 

(line 2430, ―Legend of Good Women‖) 

 * 

That to the deth he almost was driven 

   w   s   w   s     w   s   w     s    w  s 

*!  

Tableau 6: PHON >> MORPH (PP) (Rice 1997: 338)  

 

Fitzgerald (2007) also formalizes Youmans‘ work on syntactic inversion. In her 

paper, inversion reflects the interaction between MATCH, which, like the SMP requires 

prosodic prominence patterns to match metrical patterns, and ordinary language syntactic 

constraints banning inversion, HDLFT and ADJ-N. Other syntactic constraints, e.g., 

                                                           
17 See previous footnote. 



57 

SPECLFT – which requires specifiers to precede the phrase they specify – are never 

violated in Shakespeare‘s poetry. In Tableau 7, the first candidate includes the inversion 

rocks impregnable and therefore violates ADJ-N. The permutation in the second candidate 

violates MATCH since the prosodically strong -preg- falls in a metrically weak odd 

position, and the third candidate violates SPECLFT since when does not precede the phrase 

it specifies: 

 

 
 SPECLFT MATCH ADJ-N 

      .     x      .      x    .    .   .      .    .    x 

When rócks imprégnable are not so stout 

(―Sonnet 65.7‖) 

  * 

      .   .      x    .    .    x       .     .     .     x 

When imprégnable rócks are not so stout 

 *!  

.      x    .    .   x       .         .      .    .     x 

Imprégnable rócks are when not so stout 

*!   

Tableau 7: SPECLFT >> MATCH >> ADJ-N (Fitzgerald 2007: 16)  

Reindl and Franks (2001) similarly analyze clitic shape in Serbian folk songs as 

reflecting the domination of PHONOLOGY by METRICS. In Tableau 8, clitic bi and pronoun 

njega surface without -i and -e-, respectively, so that the line retains its ten-syllable 

count. The constraint violated in the phonology is MAX-IO, which bans syllable deletion, 

and the poetic constraint that is satisfied is one that requires a one-to-one mapping 

between the ten positions in the poetic meter and the syllables: 

 
 METRICS PHON 

 dala b’ za njga l iljadu dukata18 

(Karadažić 1841/1964: 426) 

 ** 

dala bi za njega l iljadu dukata *!*  

Tableau 8: METRICS >> PHON (Reindl and Franks 2001: 332: Karadažić 1841/1964: 426) 

                                                           
18 ‗I would give a thousand ducats for him.‘ 
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Fitzgerald (1998) shows that to avoid stress clash and line-final stress, vacuous 

reduplication and vowel insertion occur in Tohono O‘odham poetry (see 2.5.1).  

Golston (1998) and Fitzgerald (2003) show how ordinary language prosodic 

constraints can outrank syntactic constraints in poetic language. Golston (1998) 

demonstrates the importance of constraints governing weight, alignment, and branching 

over syntactic constraints in Middle English alliterative verse, and Fitzgerald (2003) 

shows how in Tohono O‘odham poetry line-initial sequences are more likely to be 

trochaic than in prose, even when this entails the violation of syntactic constraints AUX 

(align auxiliary left, complementizer left) and STAY (economy of movement trace is not 

allowed).  

In the Karintaa chants studied by Michael (2003), syllables are lengthened, words 

are truncated, and vocables are inserted in lines so that they match the moraic count of 

the refrain. The input refrain kaapiroriia in Tableau 9, for example, has seven moras, and 

determines that the number of moras in the line (listed under it) must also equal seven. 

FAITH-RF(μ), which requires faithfulness in mora count between the input and output of 

the refrain, is not violated. The correspondence constraint OO-RFLN(μ), which stipulates 

that lines must match the refrain in moraic count dominates FAITH-LN(μ), which  requires 

that the moraic count in lines remain faithful between the input and output. This results in 

mora insertion in hanki and naro and the addition of suffix -tyoo on hanki in the optimal 

candidate haankityo naaro: 
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input refrain: kaapiroriia 

input line: hanki naro 

FAITH-RF(μ) OO-RFLN(μ) FAITH-LN(μ) 

Kaapiroriira 

hanki naro 

 *!**  

Kapirori 

hanki naro 

*!**   

Kaapiroriira 

haanki naaro 

 *! ** 

 Kaapiroriira 

haankityo naaro 

  *** 

Tableau 9: FAITH-RF(μ) >> OO-RFLN(μ) >> FAITH-LN(μ) (Michael 2003: 261) 

 

 

2.5.4 Kiparsky’s (1977) Tricomponential Grammar 

In the articles summarized in the previous section, poetic constraints were shown to 

interact directly with linguistic constraints, e.g., MATCH dominates ADJ-N in Fitzgerald 

(2007). However, according to the tricomponential model of the poetic grammar of 

Kiparsky (1977), further developed in Hayes (2009), such interaction is impossible. In 

Kiparsky‘s model, the Pattern Generator determines abstract metrical patterns, the 

Paraphonology produces phonological strings including their prosodic structure, and the 

Comparator matches these strings with the metrical patterns. To illustrate, for the line 

represented in example (46) above, the Pattern Generator determines the pattern 

wswswswsws; the Paraphonology produces the string Of riot ascends above thir loftiest 

Towrs, and the Comparator maps the syllable structure of the Paraphonology to the 

pattern of the Pattern Generator: Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Towrs: 

 

Pattern Generator wswswswsws 

Paraphonology Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Towrs 

Comparator Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Towrs  

  w s     w   s      w  s      w   s    w      s 

 

Table 3: An Illustration of the Tricomponential Grammar 
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According to Kiparsky‘s model, poetically motivated linguistic variation is 

limited to minor phonological differences, such as the riot~ri.ot alternation, and there is 

no direct interaction between the Pattern Generator and the Paraphonology.  

Following Kiparsky (1977), Hayes (2009) formalizes the ―felicitous‖ distribution 

of riot~ri.ot as reflecting the free ranking between ONSET and MAX([+syllabic, -stress]) 

in the ordinary language. ONSET, which requires that syllables have onsets, dominates 

MAX([+syllabic, -stress]), which requires that syllables in the input have a correspondent 

in the output, when bisyllabic ri.ot surfaces, and the ranking reverses, reflecting ordinary 

language variation, when the monosyllabic form occurs. Both rankings of ONSET and 

MAX allow for the satisfaction of the comparator function of Milton‘s poetic grammar, 

which requires a one-to-one mapping between syllables and grid positions. In the first 

excerpt, presented in Tableau 10 below, the Comparator is satisfied by a ranking in which 

ONSET dominates MAX([+syllabic, -stress]) and monosyllabic riot surfaces. The first 

candidate violates MAX([+syllabic, -stress]) since riot is monosyllabic. The second 

candidate with bisyllabic ri.ot violates ONSET since the second syllable of ri.ot does not 

have an onset. The second candidate is not sanctioned by the comparator since there is 

one syllable more than available grid positions: 

 
 ONSET MAX([+syllabic, -stress]) 

 Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Towrs  

 w   s    w   s     w  s      w   s    w     s 

(Paradise Lost 1.499) 

  

* 

Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Towrs  

 w s w  s  w       s  w     s    w    s 

*!  

 

Tableau 10: ONSET >> MAX([+syllabic, -stress])   
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In the second excerpt, represented in Tableau 11, the Comparator is satisfied by the 

reverse ranking in the linguistic grammar so that bisyllabic ri.ot surfaces. The second 

candidate has one position more than syllables: 

 
 MAX([+syllabic, 

-stress]) 

ONSET 

 To luxurie and riot, feast and dance  

w   s   w  s  w   s w    s      w     s 

(Paradise Lost 11.715) 

 * 

To luxurie and riot, feast and dance  

 w   s w s    w    s      w     s      w     s 

*!  

 

Tableau 11: MAX([+syllabic, -stress]) >> ONSET 

 

While a free variation analysis can be employed in the formalization of linguistic 

deviation that derives from ordinary language variation, it does not account for the role 

poetic constraints play in the distribution of alternating forms, and is problematic when 

more marked forms are clearly motivated by poetic constraints, as in the examples 

illustrated in 2.5.3. For example, the lengthening of both /a/‘s and the insertion of the 

vocable tyo in the line haankityo naaro in Nanti illustrated in Tableau 9 only occur when 

poetically motivated. Such instances of non-paraphonological syllable insertion are 

unattested in the linguistic study of English poetic language (Hayes 2009) but do occur 

occasionally in English poetic language, especially in children‘s poetry, and will be 

shown in this dissertation to occur in the rapped lyrics of Snoop Dogg.19  

 

 

                                                           
19 An example of non-paraphonological syllable insertion can be found in Shel Silverstein‘s ―Noise Day,‖ 

where -es is added to boys to rhyme with noises. Such isolated instances of syllable insertion could be 

accounted for as the author proposing a new lexical entry rather than reflecting constraint interaction 

(Hayes, personal communication). 



62 

2.6 TOWARDS A MODEL OF THE POETIC GRAMMAR 

Poetic language, like any art form, distinguishes itself from non-artistic use of its medium 

by imposing a superadded order upon it. This chapter has described in general terms one 

major type of order in poetic language, rhythm, which was shown to be manifested in 

poetic verse in the well-formedness of the mapping of a text to the metrical grid, in the 

marking of metrical constituencies in this mapping, and in the reflection of constituencies 

with systematic end-rhyme. 

In the previous section, we saw how poetic language is further characterized by 

the submission of linguistic structure to poetic organization, and two formally distinctive 

Optimality-Theoretic analyses were reviewed. In Hayes (2009), following Kiparsky 

(1977), poetic and linguistic components in the poetic grammar do not directly interact, 

and linguistic alternations represent free variation. The assumption of Rice (1997), 

Golston (1998), Reindl and Franks (2001), Michael (2003), and Fitzgerald (2003, 2007), 

on the other hand, is that poetic constraints directly drive the occurrence of more marked 

forms.  

In this dissertation, I suggest that the poetic grammar has two major components: 

a Poetic Component and a Linguistic Component. The Poetic Component entails all of 

the constraints that characterize the poetic order of a given genre as well as the 

constraints that govern the well-formedness of the mapping of these patterns to the 

linguistic text. The Linguistic Component does not represent the grammar of a single 

language variety, but represents the linguistic grammar to which the author has access in 

a given genre, and may entail forms from multiple speech registers. In contrast to the 
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componential grammar of Kiparsky (1977) and Hayes (2009), and following the work of 

Rice (1997), Golston (1998), Reindl and Franks (2001), Michael (2003), and Fitzgerald 

(2003, 2007), this grammar allows for the direct interaction between poetic and linguistic 

constraints. Sometimes, poetically motivated alternations derive from ordinary language 

variation. These are still modeled as being motivated by poetic constraints, and one form 

is taken to be more marked than the other. In a bicomponential model, for example, a 

poetic constraint SYLL~GRID, which requires a one-to-one mapping between syllables 

and metrical positions, dominates the linguistic constraints that govern syllabification. In 

Tableau 12, SYLL~GRID dominates MAX([+syllabic, -stress]) resulting in bisyllabic ri.ot: 

  SYLL~GRID MAX([+syllabic, -stress]) 

 Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Towrs  

 w   s    w   s     w  s      w   s    w     s 

(Paradise Lost 1.499) 

  

* 

Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Towrs  

 w s w  s  w       s  w     s    w    s 

*!  

 

Tableau 12: SYLL~GRID >> MAX([+syllabic, -stress])   

 

2.7 CHAPTER SUMMARY 

 

This chapter has shown how poetic language imposes rhythmic patterns on ordinary 

language prosodic structure in its mapping of a prosodic text to a metrical pattern and in 

the use of metrical patterning and rhyme to mark groups. Generative metrics accounts for 

metricality by formalizing the well-formedness relation between the prosodic structure 

and the metrical pattern (e.g., Halle and Keyser 1966, Kiparsky 1977). The generative 

study of rhyme has analogously focused on the correspondence relationship between 

rhyme fellows (e.g., Zwicky 1976, Holtman 1996, Kawahara 2007).   
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The constraints that govern the mapping of a prosodic text to a metrical pattern 

are shown to interact with linguistic constraints resulting in the violation of linguistic 

norms in Rice (1997), Golston (1998), Reindl and Franks (2001), Michael (2003), 

Fitzgerald (2003, 2007), but the poetic grammar of Kiparsky (1977) and Hayes (2009) 

does not allow for such interaction. 

Finally, I proposed a bi-componential model of the poetic grammar that allows for 

poetic constraints to directly interact with linguistic constraints. 

 

2.8 DISSERTATION OVERVIEW 

This dissertation extends the Optimality-Theoretic analysis of poetic language to the 

study of the sung lyrics of Hank Williams, Sr. and the rapped lyrics of Snoop Dogg. In 

addition to accounting for metricality in both corpora, metrical grouping, rhyme 

patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence are detailed, and all are shown to also 

contribute to linguistic deviation. Linguistic deviation is shown to be characteristic of the 

poetic grammar of each artist and to serve to help distinguish the artists‘ unique styles. 

The study of how linguistic grammar submits to poetic organization in any large 

corpus of poetic language would undoubtedly yield interesting results. The two corpora 

selected for this dissertation were chosen for a number of reasons. Firstly, the composers 

and performers of the two genres represented by Hank Williams, Sr. and Snoop Dogg, 

i.e., country music and rap, have access to non-standard varieties of English as well as 

General American English. In both corpora, variation between non-standard and standard 

forms that is typically attributed to social factors is shown to also be subject to poetic 
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organization. Secondly, the poetic structure of country music and rap differ markedly 

from each other, which is manifested in different types of linguistic deviation. Finally, 

both Hank Williams, Sr. and Snoop Dogg are known for their skill as composers as well 

as performers, and although other artists play a role in the composition and production of 

their lyrics, they each have their own characteristic style which provides for cohesion 

between all of the songs in each corpus.  

The next two chapters introduce the corpora, illustrating the role of Meter and 

Grouping in each. Chapters 5-7 provide examples of poetic organization trumping 

ordinary language phonological, morphological and syntactic norms, and analyzes this as 

the domination of linguistic constraints by poetic constraints in the poetic grammar. 

Chapter 8 summarizes the poetic grammars of each corpus. Chapter 9 provides further 

discussion and suggests potential areas for further research.  
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CHAPTER 3: HANK WILLIAMS CORPUS 

 

3.1 INTRODUCTION 

This chapter introduces the Hank Williams corpus and provides an outline of the 

rhythmic component of Williams‘ poetic grammar, which will be shown to govern 

linguistic deviation in chapters 5-7. The following three sections provide a brief 

biography, corpus description and characterization of the language of Williams‘ lyrics. 

The rest of the chapter is devoted to the manifestation of musical rhythm in his lyrics. 

Section 3.5.1 describes the musical metrical grid and well-formedness in the mapping of 

the prosodic text. Section 3.5.2 identifies the metrical grouping structure of Williams‘ 

lyrics and illustrates how this is reflected by constituent-final metrical patterns, which are 

shown to be similar to those in the English folk verse studied by Hayes and MacEachern 

(1998), but are more numerous and therefore allow for more constituents to be marked as 

salient at the same time. Sections 3.5.3 and 3.5.4 correlate patterns in end-rhyme and in 

refrain repetition to metrical grouping structure. 3.5.5 considers how patterns in end-

rhyme and in refrain repetition interact with each other and with patterns in final 

cadences. Finally, 3.5.6 defines the correspondence relationship between rhyme fellows 

in the corpus. Imperfect feature rhyme between codas is shown to be largely limited to 

nasals that differ in place, as has been found for some English poets (Holtman 1996).  
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3.2 HANK WILLIAMS, SR. 

Hank Williams, born Hiram King Williams in 1923, grew up in a single-parent household 

in Mount Olivet, Alabama, and began singing on the street at an early age to earn money 

for his family. Williams‘ musical influences include church hymns, introduced to him at 

his home church, where his mother was organist, and the blues, which he learned from 

his mentor, Rufus Payne. 

Williams developed a style characterized by simple lyrics sung earnestly in a light 

baritone to a background beat set by a bass fiddle and bass guitar; a rhythm, electric, and 

echoing steel guitar; and a fiddle. Like country music in general, his songs are highly 

coded in that chord progressions and chord sequencing are predictable, often borrowed 

from pre-existing tunes (Middleton 1990: 270, Escott 1995: 112).20 He described his 

music as ―plain vanilla‖ and discouraged his band from musical embellishments (Escott 

1995: 37). 

 Williams‘ talent for writing and performing along with his producer Fred Rose‘s 

eye for editing and arranging resulted in a string of billboard hits, and eventually led to 

Williams being invited to join the Grand Ole Opry, generally considered the most 

influential live music performance venue for country music in the United States.  

His early death in 1953 reinforced his legendary status in country music. Artists 

of various genres continue to cover his songs, and successive generations of country 

music artists continue to pay reverence to him, often referencing him in their lyrics, or 

even recording songs in his remembrance like Waylon Jennings‘ ―Are You Sure Hank 

Done It This Way‖ and ―Hank Williams Syndrome,‖ Alan Jackson‘s ―Midnight in 

                                                           
20 Escott (1995) identifies a number of Williams‘ songs for which he received credit of authorship, but for 

which he borrowed or slightly adapted a pre-existing tune, often from public domain, e.g., ―Moanin‘ the 

Blues.‖  
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Montgomery,‖ Tim McGraw‘s ―The Ride,‖ and Keith Urban‘s ―Hank, Don‘t Fail Me 

Now.‖  

 

3.3 CORPUS DESCRIPTION  

The data for the Hank Williams corpus analyzed in this work consist of the songs that 

were collected on the ten-compact disc compilation album The Complete Hank Williams. 

The album contains 224 tracks including songs, recitations, banter with disc jockeys as 

well as with fellow performers at the Grand Ole Opry, and a speech. Of these tracks, 

there are 16421 different songs Williams performed live for an audience or recorded in a 

studio. Ninety-eight of these Williams wrote or co-wrote himself. The remaining songs 

were written by a number of different artists, including Fred Rose, Mel Foree, Ernest 

Tubb, and Leon Payne.  

Most of Williams‘ songs are sentimental ballads about lost love, belonging to 

either the hurtin’ love or cheatin’ love thematic categories in country music identified by 

Rodgers (1989), e.g., ―Why Should We Try Anymore‖ and ―Your Cheating Heart.‖ 

There are also a number of upbeat, happy love songs, e.g., ―I Want to Live and Love,‖ 

and religious hymns, e.g., ―Wealth Won‘t Save Your Soul.‖22   

The lyrics for each song in The Complete Hank Williams, including repeats, were 

collected in four Microsoft Word documents. The metrical structure of each song was 

recorded in metrical shorthand (see 3.5.1.2) in a separate document, and a database was 

                                                           
21 One additional song, ―Happy Rovin‘ Cowboy,‖ is not consistently audible and has therefore been 

excluded from analysis. 
22 Additional themes include ―mama‖ and ―trains.‖ One major way in which Williams‘ themes differ from 

those of more contemporary country artists, as identified by Rodgers (1989), is his large number of songs 

that center on Christian themes. Many of his recited morality tales were performed under his alter ego 

―Luke the Drifter,‖ an identity which arose under Fred Rose‘s influence to distinguish Williams‘ honky 

tonk songs from his religious recitations for the jukebox industry (Escott 1995: 137).  
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created for the rhyme sets in the corpus, which were coded for full or imperfect rhyme 

(see 3.5.6). 

  

3.4 LANGUAGE 

The language of country music tends to be informal, making use of everyday speech (Fox 

1995, 2004). As country music singers have traditionally come from the South, Southern 

American English (SAE) forms are featured prominently in their lyrics. An artist‘s 

authenticity is judged according to his/her sound (Malone 2002:15), and ―verbal accent, 

vocabulary and grammar‖ compound to affirm a country identity (Peterson 1997: 225). 

Williams‘ use of SAE vowels and grammatical features reflects the everyman image that 

allowed for a stronger connection with his audience and certified his ―authenticity‖ 

(Brackett 1995:76). 

 

3.4.1 SAE Phonology 

Williams‘ Alabaman origins are evidenced in his phonology. His vowels reflect the 

Southern Shift, a shift in the vowel space of speakers of Southern American English that 

continues to occur in the Southern United States. In this shift, short front vowels raise and 

undergo diphthongization, long front vowels move back and lower, and back vowels 

front (Labov, Ash and Boberg 2006). Three examples of words that clearly reflect the 

Southern Shift in their pronunciation in Williams‘ lyrics are illustrated next to the shift 

they represent. Hill is pronounced [hiyl], reflecting the third stage; can’t is pronounced 

[keynt] reflecting the fourth stage; and along is pronounced [lowη] reflecting the eighth 

stage. In Figure 22 and throughout the dissertation, song references are indicated in the 

following way: line number, verse number; album number: track number. 

 



70 

  

Figure 22: Southern Shift (Labov, Ash and  Boberg 2006) 

 

Most rhyme sets in the HW corpus share vowels that belong to the same stage of 

the shift, so that although Williams‘ pronunciation may differ from General American, 

rhyme fellows nonetheless rhyme for all speakers. For example, thing and ring are 

pronounced in [θη] and [ɹη] in GAE, and [θyη] and [ɹyη] in SAE: 

 

(48) Oh, the woman on our party line‘s a nosy thing[yη]   

She picks up her receiver when she knows it‘s my ring[yη]   

(L1-2, V2; 2:11) 

 

Some rhyme sets in the Williams corpus, however, when sung with GAE 

phonology, do not share vowel quality. Particularly frequent in the corpus are rhyme sets 

in which GAE [a] is realized as [ow] in Williams‘ production and rhymes with words that 

have [ow] in both varieties, reflecting the eighth stage of the Southern Shift. For example, 

in (49), along[ow] shares an identical vowel nucleus with own in Williams‘ production, 

but would not for a speaker of GAE. 

 

 

 

hill[iy] (L2 and 4, V1; 1:22) 

along[ow] (L1-2, V2; 1:10) 

can’t[ey] (R; 3:10) 
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(49) Just like a blind man I wandered along[ow]  

Worries and fears I claimed for my own (L1-2, V2; 1:10) 

 

 

In (50), GAE [ɪ] of hill rhymes with [i] in feel:  

 

 

(50) Tonight down here in the valley    

I‘m lonesome and oh how I feel   

As I sit here alone in my cabin   

I can see your mansion on the hill[il] (V1; 1:22) 

 

 

The ―pin~pen merger‖ in which GAE [ɪ] and [ε] merge in [ε] in front of nasals is 

also a characteristic of Southern American English. The merger is reflected in rhyme sets 

like those in (51), where both ten and in are realized as [ε]: 

(51) Came in last night at half past ten  

That baby of mine wouldn‘t let me in[εn] (L1-2, V1; 1:9) 

 

 Another characteristic of many varieties of non-standard English, but particularly 

common in the South, is the use of alveolar [n] in place of GAE [η] in the unstressed 

syllable [in] (Houston 1985). This will be represented by omitting g from the 

orthographic representations of Williams‘ lyrics. 

 

(52) I could tell the world you're doin wrong (L1, V2; 4:1) 

 

 

Other SAE phonological features found in the corpus include the extension of [ε] 

to [εj], the reduction of final unstressed vowels, the intrusion of /r/ word-finally, the 

reduction of consonant clusters, and the retention of [wh]: 
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SAE Phonological Feature Example 

 /ε/→[εj] c[j]are (L4, V1; 6:13) 

Final Unstressed Vowel Reduction Cincinnati[] (L1, V2; 1:8) 

Intrusive /r/ 

(/r/ is inserted following vowels word-finally) 

California[r] Zephyr  (R; 8:1) 

Consonant Cluster Reduction 

(Consonant clusters in the input are avoided in 

the output) 

 

pretty~[pɹti] (L1, V5; 1:16) 

pictured~[ptšɹd] (L2, V2; 2:24)  

every~[εvɹ] (L4, B2; 3:16) 

against~[gen] (L1, V3; 4:13) 

[wh] Retention wh[wh]ine (L2, V2; 1:8) 

 

Table 4: Other SAE Phonological Features in the HW Corpus23 

 

Producer Fred Rose made some attempt early on to correct Williams‘ 

pronunciation. In one instance after Williams was unable to produce poor as [pr] instead 

of [pr] during a recording session, Rose finally instructed the back-up singers to modify 

their pronunciation to match his (Escott 1995: 52). Escott (1995: 196) also suggests that 

Williams must have undergone training with Rose in order to pronounce window with an 

[o] instead of [ɹ].  

While the phonology of Williams‘ lyrics for the most part derives from regional 

dialectal norms, his pronunciation of Armageddon as [armigadn] (L1, C and L2, V2; 

6:14), gnashing as grashing (L3, V3; 6:14) and grotesque as grotest (L2, V3; 3:3) 

appears to reflect his own idiolect.  

 

3.4.2 SAE Grammar 

Williams‘ lyrics also exhibit grammatical features associated with the speech of the 

South. Although characteristic of the region, these features can be found in many 

varieties of English (Wolfram and Schilling-Estes 1998: 332).  

                                                           
23 For an overview of SAE phonology see Dorrill (2003). 
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Some forms occur much more frequently than others. Williams employs ain’t, 

don’t, gonna, and got largely to the exclusion of standard isn’t/haven’t, doesn’t going to 

and have: 

 

(53) Cause my sweet love ain’t around (R; 1:20)  

 

 

(54) You ain't never known to be wrong  

And I ain't never been right (L3-4, B1; 2:18) 

 

 

(55) It just don’t matter now (R; 6:11)24 

 

 

(56) She‘s got purty eyes of blue (L1, V5; 1:16) 

 

The only examples of the No Concord Copula and Null Copula, on the other 

hand, are listed below: 

 

(57) These shabby shoes I‘m wearing all the time is full of holes and nails.  

(L1-2, B2; 4:13) 

 

 

(58) The first three months was all okay. (L3, V1; 7:4) 

 

 

(59) You Ø gonna change your way of livin (L1, C; 2:12) 

 

 

The remaining non-standard features listed in Table 5 are employed alongside 

their General American English equivalent in Williams‘ lyrics: 

 

 

                                                           
24 There is one instance of zero-morphology on a third-person singular present-tense verb in the corpus: 

and it never stop-Ø (1:18). 
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SAE Feature Examples 

a-prefixing (see 6.1) I‘m walkin and a-talkin for the Lord (R; 9:12) 

Completive done 

(Indicates the completion of an 

action.) 

But your wife has done been in. (L4, V5; 3:11) 

Your daddy‘s mad; He‘s done got pee-eeved  (L1, R; 2:12) 

Demonstrative pronoun them  I mean them low down blues (L4, V2; 8:5)  

Future gonna I‘m gonna find me a river, one that‘s cold as ice. (L1, V2; 2:21) 

Multiple Negation Cause I ain’t got no way of knowin (L2, V2; 2:18) 

Past Participles~Standard Preterite This letter that I have wrote to you. (L2, V1; 5:4) 

Personal Datives 

(Personal oblique pronouns me and 

you surface as dative objects) 

If I ever lose her I'll lay me down and die (L1, B1; 9:8) 

I had me a woman who couldn‘t be true. (L1, B1; 2:21) 

Preterite~Standard Past Participles Why should I cry, I never done you wrong. (L1, V1; 5:7) 

Table 5: Other Non-Standard Grammatical Forms in the Hank Williams Corpus 

 

3.4.3 Other Linguistic Features 

Although Williams‘ lyrics are known for their colloquial flavor, they also contain archaic 

and poetic terms that Williams did not employ in his speech, but that are associated with 

the religious poetic language found in the hymns he sang as a child, which constituted, 

according to Escott (1995), his single most important musical influence. In what is 

reported to have been Williams‘ favorite song, the hymn ―Death Is Only a Dream‖ 

(Escott 1995: 8), for example, there are several examples of syntactic inversion, e.g., 

Though it frightfully dismal may seem, archaic verbal forms doth and shall, and 

contraction tis. The lyrics Williams penned himself—as well as to a lesser extent the 

lyrics of the songs he performed that were written by another author—contain numerous 

archaic terms and syntactic structures. He employs contractions e’er, ne’er, and o’er, 

pronouns thou and thee, and other terms associated with English poetic language, e.g., 

slain and nigh, as well as a freer word order, e.g., And it matters not what we go through 
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(8:16).25 The association between these forms and religious hymns can be seen in his one 

use of thee in the line I worship thee (R; 2:7) and the high concentration of syntactic 

inversions in songs with a religious theme. (See 7.1 for examples of syntactic inversion in 

the corpus.)  

In addition to his use of SAE and archaic forms, Williams‘ lyrics are known for 

their simplicity and poignancy, earning him the title ―hillbilly Shakespeare‖ (Williams 

1993). He was unable to read notes, and instead stored the melodies in his head. He only 

published the words to his songs in his 1945 self-produced folio The Original Songs of 

Hank Williams. The melodies, described by Escott (1995: 112) as ―the least original 

element in his craft,‖ were often taken from preexisting songs, which contributed to their 

popularity, resulting in instant recognition. According to Hemphill (2005: 116), Williams 

caught on to what seemed to make a song popular, and in ―Long Gone Lonesome Blues‖ 

tried to calculate a hit by using key words and phrases from his previous successes like 

lonesome and cold as ice.26  

Williams‘ vocal productions on The Complete Hank Williams range from 

speaking to singing. Even Williams‘ sung lyrics, however, more closely resemble speech 

than they resemble operatic singing acoustically, as is indicative of the genre generally.27 

                                                           
25 Escott (1995: 113) suggests that Rose probably discouraged Williams from using the older contracted 

forms in his lyrics. 
26 A manual on songwriting, Hank Williams Tells How to Write Folk and Western Music to Sell, was 

published under his name, but it was actually written by a math teacher in Nashville, and Williams did not 

contribute to it at all (Escott 1995:141). 
27 A number of acoustical studies demonstrate the close relationship between sung country music lyrics and 

speech in terms of breathing patterns, voice source properties and formant frequencies (Cleveland, 

Sundberg, et al. 2001, Hoit, Jenks, et al. 1996, Cleveland, Stone, et al. 1997, Sundberg, Cleveland, et al. 

1999, Stone, Cleveland, et al. 1999, and Burns 1986) 
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This dissertation deals exclusively with Williams‘ sung lyrics; however, the poetic 

structure of his recitations is also addressed cursorily in this chapter (3.3.5). 

3.5 POETIC ORGANIZATION 

 

The musical rhythm of a Hank Williams‘ song is manifested in his lyrics. This section 

considers how the two major components of musical rhythm as identified by Lerdahl and 

Jackendoff (1983), meter and grouping, are realized linguistically.  

The following section introduces musical meter and metricality in the Williams‘ 

corpus. Next, in 3.5.2, metrical grouping is shown to mark constituency structure with 

line- and half-line-final cadences as in English folk songs (Hayes and MacEachern 1998). 

Sections 3.5.3 and 3.5.4 show how systematic end rhyme as well as refrain repetition 

reflect metrical constituency structure in their patterning. Finally, following Holtman 

(1996), the relationship between rhyme fellows in the corpus is formalized with 

correspondence constraints in 3.5.6. 

3.5.1  Meter 

The musical meter for the majority of Williams‘ songs, 115, is duple, 2/2, with two half-

note beats per measure. The remaining 49 songs are in triple meter, 3/4, with three 

quarter-note beats per measure. In each song, the downbeat, the first beat of each 

measure, is acoustically prominent, often realized instrumentally as the thumping bass 

guitar. The first line from ―Calling You,‖ for example, which is in duple meter, 

corresponds to two pick-up quarter notes, two full measures, and the first half-note of a 

third measure, and therefore contains two syllables that occur in a downbeat-stressed 

position, strayed and fold:  
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Figure 23: Sheet Music for L1, V1; 1:1 

3.5.1.1 Metrical Grid 

The metrical structure of Williams‘ sung lyrics can be represented with the metrical grid 

(Lerdahl and Jackendoff 1983, Hayes 1989). The metrical grid makes prominence 

distinctions explicit and separates the metrical melody from pitch structure. It has been 

employed extensively in the linguistic study of sung lyrics, e.g., Halle and Lerdahl 

(1993), Hayes and Kaun (1996), Hayes and MacEachern (1996, 1998), Hayes (2005, 

2009).  

In the metrical grid, x‘s represent beats in time, and column height represents beat 

strength. The bottom row of x‘s corresponds to the eighth-note beat level for songs in 

both duple and triple meter. For songs in duple meter there are four levels of metrical 

prominence. The top row of x‘s represents the musical downbeat, the three-x level 

represents beat-three, the two-x level represents beats two and four, and the one-x 

represents a beat at the base level: 

 
 
4     x        x        x        x    

3 x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 When   you‘ve  strayed     from  the  fold    and  there‘s                                                                                                                                                                                                       trou-  ble  in  your  soul    

Figure 24: L1, V1; 1:1 
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The ratio of syllables per measure varies from song to song. For about half of the 

songs in duple meter, (80/119), three or fewer syllables occur between downbeats. In 

these songs, as in ―Callin You‖ illustrated in Figure 24 above, no syllables align with the 

lowest level of beats on the grid. Downbeat-stressed strayed and fold correspond to half-

notes, the other syllables to quarter-notes, and there are no eighth-notes. 

The rest of the songs in duple meter in the corpus allow for more syllables to 

occur between downbeat stresses. In the line represented in Figure 25, all syllables 

correspond to eighth-notes except downbeat-stressed kin- of kinda, which corresponds to 

a quarter-note:  

 

4   x        x      

3   x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 Now you‘re loo- kin at a man that‘s get- tin kin-  da mad   

Figure 25: L1, V1; 4:13 

 

Songs in triple, or waltz, meter have three levels of metrical prominence. In the 

grid for these songs, columns with three x‘s correspond to the musical downbeat, and 

columns with two x‘s correspond to beats two and three:28 

 
3   x       x       x      x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 I‘ve  tried    and  tried    to  run    and  hide    

 

Figure 26: L1, V1; 3:10 

                                                           
28 Although there is space in the grid of a song in triple meter for five syllables to occur between beat-

stressed syllables, it is uncommon for more than three syllables to occur in this position. (Only two songs 

have instances of a fourth syllable, and no waltz has five successive non-downbeat stressed syllables). This 

follows from Hayes‘ (1984) observation that usually no more than three syllables occur between prominent 

syllables in a eurhythmic text. Songs in quadruple meter allow for more syllables because the beat-three-

stressed syllable is metrically prominent.  
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As in Figure 24, in Figure 26, there are no syllables that occur at the eighth-note level, 

which is the case for just less than half of the waltzes in the corpus (21/45). 

 Lines vary from song to song in length and in where they begin on the grid. (Note 

the different starting points in Figures 24 and 25 above.) For the majority of songs in the 

corpus, (142/164), the line begins somewhere between the first downbeat stress and three 

positions leftwards.  

 

3.5.1.2 Metrical Shorthand 

The metrical setting of a text will also be represented on the text itself. In written-out 

texts, underlining represents downbeat stress, Ø indicates linguistically empty downbeats, 

and the colon represents the extension of a syllable or a linguistically empty beat through 

successive downbeats. The written-out metrical setting of the line in Figure 24 is When 

you’ve strayed from the fold, where strayed and fold are downbeat-stressed, and there are 

no linguistically empty beats or extended syllables line-finally. 

The metrical shorthand of a text does not specify the location of non-downbeat-

stressed syllables on the grid. Their location, however, is implied by the metrical 

tradition, and parsing should be for the most part intuitive. Generally, stronger positions 

are filled before weaker ones, and notes that begin in prominent positions exhibit longer 

durations than notes that begin in weaker positions, as illustrated in Figure 26 above.29   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
29 See Hayes (2005) for a discussion of textsetting. 
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3.5.1.3 Prosodic Mapping Constraints  

 

In an Optimality-Theoretic description of a poetic grammar, the well-formedness of a 

metrically mapped text is formalized with markedness constraints that regulate the 

mapping of prosodic structure to metrical structure and determine the distribution of 

syllables on the metrical grid, e.g., Hayes and MacEachern (1998), Hayes (2005, 2009), 

Fitzgerald (1998, 2003, 2007).  

In metrically well-formed lyrics, prosodic constituency structure reflects metrical 

grouping patterns (Halle 2004). Although prosodic constituency relates to syntactic 

structure, it is not invariable given a linguistic string, and depends upon prosodic cues in 

its production to indicate its levels (see 2.1). Typically in Williams‘ lyrics, sung lines 

coincide with prosodic constituents, usually the intonational phrase, but not necessarily a 

sentence, as is common in other genres (Halle 2004). The first line in (60), for example, 

constitutes a subject and the second the predicate of a sentence, but each corresponds to 

an independent intonational phrase. The couplet level is also reflected by prosodic 

structure in that the first two lines and the second two lines form independent intonational 

phrases reflected by their independent clause structure.  

 

(60) [[The silence of a falling star]IP    

[Lights up a purple sky Ø] IP]IP 

[[And as I wonder where you are]IP    

[I‘m so lonesome I could cry Ø]IP]IP (V4; 2:16) 

  

In some songs in the HW corpus, lines correspond to the phonological phrase 

level (see 5.2), but as in the English folk songs studied by Hayes and MacEachern (1998), 
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none of the songs exhibits examples of prosodic constituents being split unnaturally 

between lines so that the constraint ALIGN-L (Line, L, intonational (or phonological) 

phrase, L) is not violated: 

 

(61) ALIGN-L (Line, L, intonational/phonological phrase, L)-lines align with 

intonational/phonological phrases (Hayes 2009: 139) 

 

 

Figure 27 illustrates a hypothetical violation of ALIGN-L (Line, L, intonational (or 

phonological) phrase, L). In the starred text setting falling is separated from star, thus 

disrupting the phonological phrase level. 

 
4    x        x        x        x      

3    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1  x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
(a)  The  si-    lence    of    a    fal-    ling    star      

(b) * The  si-    lence    of    a    fal-    ling          

  star  lights     up  a  pur-    ple    sky              

 

Figure 27: Hypothetical Violation of ALIGN-L (L3, V1; 1:8) 

 

As illustrated in Figure 27, not all positions in the metrical grid correspond to 

syllables. Syllables, however, always correspond to grid positions:  

 

(62) SYLL~GRID-penalize for every syllable that does not align with a grid 

position.30 

 

                                                           
30 SYLL~GRID is like Anderson‘s (1992: 5) syllable satisfaction rule: ―every syllable must be associated 

with at least one full beat at the terminal level of the grid.‖ It is also similar to the phonological constraint 

that requires syllables to be footed, PARSE-SYLL (Liberman and Prince 1977).  
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SYLL~GRID could be violated by syllables crowding into single grid positions, and going 

to the sixteenth-note level as illustrated by the sequence is the in (a), or by occurring to 

the left of the beginning of the grid as she does in (b). The corpus does not allow for such 

violations, which is evidenced by the lack of songs in duple meter with more than seven 

syllables between downbeat stresses, and songs in triple meter with more than five 

syllables between downbeat stresses.31 

 
4     x        x        x        x      

3     x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2   x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1   x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

   She‘s the beau-  Ty  of   the  south-  land  lis-  ten   to  that  whis-  tle  scream      

(a) *  She is the beau-  Ty  of   the  south-  land  lis-  ten   to  that  whis-  tle  scream      

(b) * She  is the beau-  Ty  of   the  south-  land  lis-  ten   to  that  whis-  tle  scream      

 

Figure 28: Hypothetical Violations of SYLL~GRID (L3, V1; 1:8) 

 

Although lexically stressed syllables can occur in metrically weak positions, and 

lexically unstressed syllables can occur in metrically strong positions, it is particularly 

marked for a lexically unstressed syllable to occur in a metrically strong position when 

the syllable that bears lexical main stress within the same word does not (Halle and 

Keyser 1966, Kiparsky 1977). Hayes (2009) formalizes this as the constraint MATCH 

STRESS.32 

 
 
 

                                                           
31 There are songs that have an occasional additional note that disrupts a pattern, like 7:12, (see  

Figure 32 below), where there is usually one syllable between downbeats, but one place has two. If the grid 

were modified to have fewer grid positions for this song, then the outlier could be seen as a SYLL~GRID 

violation. 
32 I have adapted the constraint here to apply to my data in the use of the term ―downbeat.‖ 
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(63) MATCH STRESS-one star is assessed for words in which the syllable that 

bears lexical main stress does not occur in a downbeat-stressed metrical 

position, and a syllable that is prosodically weaker, i.e., that does not 

receive lexical main stress does. 

 

 

In the excerpt represented in Figure 29, for example, the final syllable of -ny of 

company receives more emphasis than com-, which bears lexical main stress: 

 
4   x        x        x        x      

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x X x x x x x x x x x x 
   How‘s a- bout  keep-  In  stea-  dy  com-  pa-  -ny        Ø      

 

Figure 29: L6, V2; 3:16 

 

MATCH STRESS is only violated in the corpus to avoid violation of more highly ranked 

grouping constraints (see 5.1). 

 

3.5.1.4 Rhythmic Constraints 

As in speech, in a rhythmic string of notes metrically prominent notes are equally spaced 

with neither too few nor too many intervening weak notes (Lerdahl and Jackendoff 

1983). Since the melody of a Williams‘ song is realized with his voice, the constraints in 

this section determine the rhythmic well-formedness of notes as well as syllables.  

 The most highly ranked constraint that contributes to a rhythmic balance in the 

HW corpus is FILL DOWNBEAT, which requires downbeat-stressed strong metrical 

positions to be linguistically filled: 
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(64) FILL DOWNBEAT-penalize for every empty downbeat-stressed position in 

the metrical grid.33 

 

 

FILL DOWNBEAT is only violated at the right edge of lines and half-lines, where 

grouping constraints override it (see 3.5.2). In Figure 30, for example, the final 

downbeat-stressed, level-three grid position is left empty:  

 
3   x       x       x      x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 To  find    a  life    that‘s  new      Ø    

 

Figure 30: L2, V1; 9:10 

 

 It is also marked in the Hank Williams corpus for rhythmically prominent 

syllables to occur in succession: 

 

(65) NO CLASH-penalize for consecutive downbeat-stressed syllables. (see 

Kager 1999) 

 

 

NO CLASH is only violated in eleven songs in the corpus (seven songs in duple meter, 

four songs in triple meter) in order to satisfy more highly ranked grouping and metricality 

constraints.  In the line represented in Figure 31, for example, stress clash occurs between 

half-line-final ride and half-line initial just reflecting a half-line marking grouping 

structure: 

 

                                                           
33 FILL DOWNBEAT is similar to Hayes and MacEachern‘s (1998) FILL STRONG, which requires the four 

strong metrical positions in the line to be filled. It is necessary for my analysis, however, that I distinguish 

FILL DOWNBEAT from the FILL constraints FILL 2 and 3, which are also shown to be motivated. See 3.5.7 

for a discussion of how the FILL constraints employed in this dissertation relate to those found in Hayes and 

MacEachern (1998) and Hayes (2005). 
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4       x        x        x        x      

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
   One    night  I   took  a  ride        just  ac-  ross  the  line      

 
Figure 31: L2, C; 7:3 

 

In addition to pressure to fill the strongest position in the grid, there is also 

pressure to fill the metrically prominent three-x grid position: 

 

(66) FILL 3-penalize for every empty three-x grid position. 

 

FILL 3 is violated when NO CLASH is violated for songs in duple meter, and by FILL 

DOWNBEAT for songs in triple meter because these also entail leaving a three-x grid 

position. It would additionally be violated in songs in duple meter by empty three-x grid 

positions that precede the first downbeat stress. This, however, does not occur in the 

corpus. 

 There is the opposite effect for weaker positions in the metrical grid to be left 

empty: 

 

(67) *FILL 1- penalize for every one-x grid position filled. 

 

*FILL 1 is not violated in 101 songs in the corpus between downbeats. For songs in duple 

meter, *FILL 1 is violated in songs that have more than three syllables between 

downbeats. In the line in Figure 32, it is violated once by and and twice by a: 
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4     x        x        

3 x    x    x    x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 Now  if  you  go  out and start a- play-  in a- round    

 
Figure 32: L1, V1; 8:3 

 

For songs in triple meter, *FILL 1 is violated by songs that have more than two syllables 

between downbeats. In Figure 33 it is violated by -ving, you and un-: 

3   x       x       x      x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 Lo- ving you    and  know-  ing you were un- true      Ø    

 

Figure 33: L2, V3; 8:18 

 

For most songs in the corpus, two-x grid positions are sometimes filled and 

sometimes empty. There is a weak preference that they be filled:  

 

(68) FILL 2-penalize for every empty two-x grid position. 

 

FILL 2 is violated in the majority of the songs in the corpus. Songs in duple meter that 

violate FILL 2 have less than three syllables between downbeats, and songs in triple meter 

have less than two syllables between downbeats. In Figures 35 and 36, FILL 2 is violated 

a total of six and five times, respectively: 

  
4   x        x        x        x    

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x X 
   You    are    on  my  lone-  ly  mind        Ø    

 

Figure 35: L4, V1; 9:1 
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3   x       x       x      x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 Je- sus died    for  me    long a- go      Ø    

 
Figure 36: L6, V1; 9:3 

 

In 35 songs, FILL 2 is not violated, except for at the right edge, where grouping 

constraints outrank it (see 3.4.1). Figure 37 illustrates the metrical structure of a verse in a 

song with no FILL 2 violations: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Figure 37: V1; 2:22 

 

  Pressure to fill the two-x grid position is clearly weak, and one song, ―The 

Devil‘s Train,‖ leaves this position empty throughout (with one exception, i.e., with a, in 

L2, V1) demonstrating a reverse pressure to keep it empty:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4  x        x       

3  x    x    x    x   

2  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x 

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 Well why  don‘t you love me like you used  to  do  Ø 

  How  come you treat me like a worn  out  shoe  Ø 
 My hair‘s  still  cur- ly and my eyes are still  blue  Ø 
 So why  don‘t you love me like you used  to  do  Ø 
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4   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

3 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

2 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

 The  de-  vil‘s  train  is  long  and  black,  it  rides  on  rails  of  tears    Ø  

 It‘s  hea-  ding  for  de-  struc-  tion  now  with a drun-  ken  en-  gi-  neer    Ø  

 Oh  see  the  great-  ness  of  the  crowd  that  waits  be-  side  the  track    Ø  

 They‗re  lea-  ving  on  that  de‘  vil‘s  train  and  ne-  ver  co-  ming  back    Ø  

 Oh  Lord  please  stop  that  de‘  vil‘s  train  be-  fore  it  is  too  late    Ø  

 And  teach  them  how  to  bow  their  heads  be-  fore  they  seal  their  fate    Ø  

 

Figure 38: V1; 7:1234  

 

 

 In addition to MATCH STRESS, which bans discrepancies between prosodic and 

metrical structure at the word level, a more general constraint, STRESSED-TO-STRONG 

accounts for discrepancies between these at the line level. STRESSED-TO-STRONG requires 

that syllables that bear lexical main stress occur in downbeat-stressed positions in the 

metrical grid: 

 

(69) STRESSED-TO-STRONG-map the prosodically strongest syllables of a line to 

the strongest positions in the metrical line (Anderson 1992: 8). Stars are 

assessed for every syllable that bears lexical main stress that does not 

occur in a downbeat-stressed position. 

 

STRESSED-TO-STRONG is violated with relative frequency in the corpus since syllables 

that bear lexical main stress can exceed four, and are not always evenly spaced in the 

line. For example, the text setting in (70) violates STRESSED-TO-STRONG once since the 

first syllable of loving does not occur in a downbeat-stressed position despite its prosodic 

strength: 

 

(70) Loving you and knowing you were untrue, Ø (L2, V3; 8:18) 

                                                           
34 Level one grid positions were omitted from the grid for reasons of space. 



89 

3.5.1.5 Songs with Fixed Patterns  

Songs that never violate *FILL 1 or FILL 2, except to satisfy more highly ranked grouping 

constraints, have a fixed number of syllables between downbeats. There are nine songs in 

duple meter with exactly three syllables between downbeats, and eight songs in triple 

meter with exactly two syllables between downbeats. In (71), two-, three- and four-x grid 

positions are filled except for at the left and right edges of lines, and all one-x positions 

are empty: 

 

(71) I have the invitation that you sent me Ø 

You wanted me to see you change your name Ø 

I couldn‘t stand to see you wed another  Ø 

But dear I hope you‘re happy just the same Ø   

 

(V1; 7:14) 

 

 In the song represented with the excerpt in (72), all two- and three-x positions are 

filled except for at the right edge, and all level-one positions are left empty: 

 

(72) We met in the springtime when blossoms unfold 

The pastures were green and the meadows were gold Ø 

Our love was in flower as summer grew on 

Her love like the leaves now have withered and gone Ø 

 

(V1; 2:14) 

 
 

3.5.1.6 Meter Constraint Summary and Discussion 

 

All songs in the Hank Williams corpus are governed by the metricality constraints in 

3.5.1.3-4. Table 6 lists them in the order of their violations in the corpus:  
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Metricality Constraint Number of Songs with Violations 

ALIGN-L,  SYLL~GRID 0 

MATCH STRESS, FILL DOWNBEAT only when motivated by grouping constraints 

NO CLASH, FILL 3 11, and when motivated by grouping constraints 

*FILL 1 63 

FILL 2 129, and when motivated by grouping constraints 

STRESSED-TO-STRONG all songs 

 

Table 6: List of Metricality Constraints in Terms of Violations 

Any song is unmetrical if it violates ALIGN-L or SYLL~GRID, MATCH STRESS when not 

required by other metricality or grouping constraints (see 5.1), or FILL DOWNBEAT where 

not required by grouping constraints (see 3.5.2.1.8). Songs vary in whether they permit 

violations of the remaining metricality constraints. The more constraint violations there 

are in a song, the more metrically complex it is (Hayes 2009). The songs with a fixed 

number of syllables between downbeat stresses illustrated in the previous section, for 

example, possess a demonstrably simpler meter than songs that allow for *FILL 1 and 

FILL 2 violations between downbeats. Figure 39 illustrates the first verse of the metrically 

simple song, ―Cold, Cold Heart.‖ (The third line has one more musical measure than lines 

one, two and four, which is indicated with Ø to the right of the text.) In this song, no one-

x grid position between downbeat-stressed syllables is filled, while all two-, three- and 

four-x grid positions are: 

 

 
 4   x        x        x        x  

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

 I  tried  so  hard  my  dear  to  show  that  you‘re  my  e-  vry  dream  

 Yet  you‘re  a-  fraid  each  thing  I  do  is  just  some  e-  vil  scheme  

 A  mem-  ry  from  your  lone-  some  past  keeps  us  so  far  a-  part Ø 

 Why  can‘t  I  free  your  doubt-  ful  mind  and  melt  your  cold  cold  heart  

Figure 39: V1; 10:16 
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The metrical structure of Figure 40, on the other hand, is more metrically 

complex. There are fifteen violations of *FILL 1 and three violations of FILL 2 between 

downbeat-stressed syllables. The lines in the refrain start earlier on the grid than the first 

four lines.  

 

 
4   x        x      

3   x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

 Now  Jo- nah got a- long  in the bel- ly of the whale  

   Da- niel in the li- on‘s   den      

  But  I  know a guy that did- n‘t try to get a- long  

 And he won‘t  get a chance  a-  gain / And that’s all  

 she  wrote    Dear    John /       I’ve 

 fetched your sad-  dle  home    Ø      

 

Figure 40: V2; 3:11 

 

In addition to the complexity created by the violation of the constraints listed in 

3.5.1, Williams‘ lyrics also host ―cry breaks,‖ which disrupt the one-to-one mapping 

between syllables and notes. In cry-breaking, a single syllable corresponds to multiple 

notes so that the melodic line is ―deformed‖ with ―intermittent falsetto or nasalization, 

pulsing articulations achieved through glottal stops or diaphragmatic tensing, or the 

addition of articulatory vocal ‗noise‘ to an otherwise ‗smooth‘ tone‖ (Feld, Fox, et al. 

2004: 329-30). Cry-breaking is represented in the Williams corpus with a hyphen 

separating register shifts:  

 

(73) And we‘ll go ho-onky tonkin, honky tonkin  

Ho-onky to-onkin, honey baby (R; 1:7) 
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3.5.1.7 Meter of Recitations 

 

There are fifteen recitations in The Complete Hank Williams. Eight of these include sung 

portions. Recited texts consist of rhymed verse, which is read over a background bass 

pattern or melody (see 2.2.3).  

 Recitations vary in the relationship of the text to the musical background, so that 

some texts are more tightly constrained by the musical background than others. This 

variation is reflected in the sheet notes of Hank Williams Complete (1999). For example, 

in this volume ―The Funeral‖ (3:3) has a melody, but the text is not aligned with it and 

instead printed off to the side (1999: 50-51). Williams‘ performance of this recitation 

closely resembles speech. ―Everything‘s Okay‖ (3:4) has a background beat and no 

melody. In the sheet notes, the text is squeezed under the measure during which it is 

recited, but often extends into the next measure slightly because of the length of the text 

(1999: 40-41). Williams‘ production of it is more sing-songy than that of ―The Funeral.‖ 

―A Picture From Life‘s Other Side‖ (3:21) comes closest to being sung. The recited 

verses correspond to a melody, and syllable prominence and length correspond directly to 

the musical notation, but the verses remains recited in that syllables do not fully align 

with the pitches of the musical melody (1999: 230-231).   

While most recitations were written by Williams or another author to be read, the 

text of recitations and sung lyrics is often quite similar, with the only major difference 

being that recitations usually have more syllables per measure. The fact that Williams 

originally wrote the classic song ―I‘m So Lonesome I Could Cry‖ to be recited (Escott 

1995: 114) further illustrates this point.  
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3.5.2 GROUPING  

In sung lyrics, metrically mapped strings fall into hierarchically arranged groups that 

reflect the musical rhythm of the song (Hayes and MacEachern 1998). The metrical 

grouping structure of each song in the Williams‘ corpus is unique. All songs minimally 

consist of lines that form verses, but verse-internal constituency structure is variable with 

anywhere from two to eight lines per verse and anywhere from one to eight measures per 

line. As in the prototypical sixteen-bar country verse (Neal 1998: 324), the most common 

line length in the corpus is four measures (93 out of 164 songs), and the most common 

verse length is four lines (126 out of 164 songs) as illustrated in (74): 

 

(74) I travelled from Texas to old Louisanne   

Through valleys, o‘er mountains and plains Ø 

Both footsore and weary I rested awhile   

On the banks of the old Pontchartrain. Ø 

 

(V1; 1:15) 

 

Songs also vary in the number of verses, the presence and number of repetitions 

of the chorus and the bridge, and in the order of these units in the song.35 Parentheses in 

Figure 41 indicate optional constituents. Ellipses indicate that the song components at 

that level can be repeated. 

 

 

                                                           
35 Choruses and bridges are musically distinctive from verses, but exhibit similar metrical and rhyming 

patterns, and can also contain the song-level refrain. Choruses repeat throughout a song, and bridges, which 

 are indicated by an upward key shift, occur often only once between verses. In songs without choruses, 

lines, refrains and verses are sometimes repeated at the end of a song to indicate its closure. Different 

performances of the same song can also have different numbers of song components and their repetitions. 
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Figure 41: Metrical Constituency Structure for a Hank Williams Song36 

 

A number of musical and linguistic cues indicate metrical constituency. In the 

pitch structure of a song, chord changes occur on metrically prominent syllables, usually 

downbeats, and in some songs on beat three. They mark the beginning or end of a line 

and fall into predictable patterns that reflect verse structure. For example, the two 

couplets that form the verses of ―Dear Brother‖ have identical chord changes. The first F 

chord aligns with the first downbeat of each couplet; C7 aligns with the first downbeat of 

the second line of each couplet, and the final chord change to F aligns with the final 

downbeat of each couplet. In (75) the chord change associated with each downbeat is 

represented above the syllable on which it occurs.  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
36 Although within a song verses, bridges and choruses may differ in their metrical patterning, they exhibit 

similar structures in the corpus as a whole (7:12), and generalizations made about verses should be 

understood as applying to bridges and choruses as well.  
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(75)    F 

Dear Brother, Mama left us this morning    

             C7         F   

Death‘s angels took her away  

           (F)   

She‘s gone to meet Daddy up there in heaven   

        C7                       F 

But we‘ll meet again someday.    

 

(V1; 2:8)  

 

 Instrumental interludes occur between song sections marking the beginning, 

middle, and end of a song, as in ―Little Paper Boy‖ (6:12), where an instrumental line 

(~IL) follows the first instance of the chorus, and the final sung line of the song, 

indicating the beginning and end of the song, respectively, i.e., V-C-IL-V-C-V-V-IL. 

Metrical constituency is further evidenced by prosodic structure in that lines 

generally correspond to intonational phrases or phonological phrases and couplets often 

correspond to intonational phrases (see 3.5.1.3).  

Three other major indicators of metrical constituency are line-final metrical 

patterns, rhyme, and refrain repetition. Each of these is discussed in turn below. 

3.5.2.1 Metrical Patterns 

As in speech, where prosodic constituents are marked as salient in the emphasis and 

lengthening of elements at their right edge, lines in metrical verse often leave a fixed 

amount of grid positions empty at their right edge and lengthen line-final constituents 

(Fabb 1997, Hayes and MacEachern 1998). For example, in the metrical setting of the 

verse represented in Figure 42, lines one and three leave a four-x and three-x grid 
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position empty at their right edge, and lines two and four leave the final two three-x and 

four-x grid positions empty, although otherwise these positions are filled: 

 
  

4   x        x        x        x      

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 While  strol-    ing    through   a  love-  ly  gard-    den    Ø      

 As   day    was    draw-  ing  to  a  close        Ø      

 My  eyes    be-    held  a  tra-  gic  sto-    ry    Ø      

 I  saw    a    tear-  drop  on  the  rose        Ø      

 

Figure 42: V1; 9:4 

Lines one and three, and two and four in this verse exhibit the same endings or 

cadences (-SB and -S1B) throughout the song. Cadences can be considered more or less 

salient depending on the number of grid positions left empty at the right edge (Hayes and 

MacEachern 1998), i.e., the cadence that ends in a downbeat-stressed syllable followed 

by a linguistically empty beat (-SB) is more salient than a line that ends in a downbeat 

stressed syllable (-S), which is more salient than a line that ends in a downbeat-stressed 

syllable followed by a non-dowbeat-stressed syllables (-S1).  

In addition to the cadences found in the English folk verse studied by Hayes and 

MacEachern, e.g., -S, -SS, -S1, and -SB, (see 2.3.1), final cadences in the Williams 

corpus additionally include extended syllables which can be employed distinctively from 

empty downbeats, and combinations of empty downbeats and extended syllables that 

allow for longer cadences, e.g., -SBB, -S::, -S:B. 

Williams sometimes employs extended syllables and empty downbeats 

interchangeably, e.g., in ―Thy Burdens are Greater than Mine‖ (8:7) the first half-line is 

marked sometimes with an empty downbeat and sometimes with an extended syllable. 
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When extended syllables and empty downbeats are employed distinctively, empty 

downbeats are more marked than extended syllables, since they leave more of the grid 

empty. Table 7 lists the most common final cadences in the HW corpus in order of 

increasing saliency: 
 
 
Cadence Example 

-S1 

 

There‘s a road that‘s straight and narrow.  

2S3S1 

(L1, V1; 6:17) 

-S There‘s a mighty battle comin, and it‘s well now on its way. 

2S3S3S3S 

(L1, V1; 6:14) 

-S1B Her eyes were blue, her hair was auburn. Ø 

1S1S3S1B 

(L1, V1; 7:3) 

-S: 

 

 

 

-SB 

 

 

 

 

-SS, -SB 

Wait for the light to shine:  

S2S1S:  

(L2, V1; 7:6) 

 

With tears in my eyes, dear, Ø / I begged you to stay. Ø  

4S1B/4SB 

(L1, V1; 6:16) 

 

 

I talked with a stran-ger / so sad and forlorn Ø  

1S2SS/1S2SB 

(L1, V1; 6:7) 

-S:S, -SBB 

 

 

 

-S::, -S:B 

 

Listen poor sin:-ner; / you‘re driftin away Ø: 

S2S:S/1S2SBB 

(L1, V1; 3:18) 

 

As we journey along::, / on life‘s wicked road: Ø 

2S2S::/1S2S:B 

(L1, V1; 5:16) 

 

Table 7: Fixed Cadences in Order of Increasing Saliency 

 

In addition to marking the constituent they occur on as salient, final cadences fall 

into patterns that reflect metrical constituency above the line-level (Hayes and 

MacEachern 1998). The following sections provide a typology of cadential patterns in the 

corpus that mark the half-line, line, couplet, triplet, quadruplet, and verse as salient.   
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3.5.2.1.1 Line-Marking and Line- and Half-Line-Marking Verses 

 

There are 39 songs in the HW corpus in which verses mark the line- and line- and half-

line-levels, and none others, as salient. For the patterns listed in this and successive 

sections, the numbers in parentheses to the right of the pattern indicate how many songs 

demonstrate this pattern in the corpus. In the most common line-marking pattern, S-S-S-S 

(11), all lines in a verse end in a final downbeat-stressed syllable: 

 

(76) I can settle dow-own and be doin just fine   

Till I hear an old freight rollin down the line  

Then I hurry strai-aight home and pack  

And if I didn‘t go, I believe I‘d blow-ow my stack   

I love you ba-aby, but you gotta understand    

When the Lord made me he made a rambelin man   

 

(V1; 3:20) 

 

In the second most common line-marking pattern, the final downbeat-stressed position is 

left empty, SB-SB-SB-SB (7): 

 

(77) If you love me half as much as I love you Ø 

You wouldn‘t worry me half as much as you do Ø 

You‘re nice to me when there‘s no one else around Ø 

You only build me up to let me down Ø  

 

(V1; 4:4) 

 

 

When half-lines in addition to lines are marked as salient, their cadence is 

relatively less salient. There are twelve different patterns in thirteen different songs in the 

corpus that mark both half-lines and lines, and no other constituent as salient. In (78), 
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half-lines end in an extended downbeat-stressed syllable and lines end in a linguistically 

empty downbeat: 

 

(78) In the great book of John: / you‘re warned of the day Ø 

When you‘ll be laid: / beneath the cold clay Ø 

The angel of death: / will come from the sky Ø 

And claim your poor soul: / when the time comes to die Ø  

 

(V1; 8:17) 

 

 

Lines that end in one of the final cadences listed in Table 7 satisfy the constraint LINES 

ARE SALIENT: 

 

(79) LINES ARE SALIENT-penalize for every line that does not end in a final 

cadence.  

 

(Hayes and MacEachern 1998) 

 

 

LINES ARE SALIENT is rarely violated in the corpus, but there are songs in which there is 

variation in some lines in what occurs following the final downbeat stress. For example 

in the verses to ―Swing Wide Your Gate of Love‖ (7:9), the cadences of lines 2, 4, 6 and 

7 are fixed, but between one and three syllables can occur following the final downbeat 

stress in the other lines: 
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(80) Swing wide your gate of love 

Open wide your heart 

 I knew when I first met you 

That you‘d be my sweetheart 

 Swing wide your gate of love 

And please don‘t let me fall 

I know you‘re gonna love me after all Ø 

   

(V1; 7:9) 

 

 

When final cadences occur at the half-line level, they satisfy HALF-LINES ARE 

SALIENT: 

 

(81) HALF-LINES ARE SALIENT-penalize for every half-line that does not end in 

a final cadence. 

 

 

Half-lines are not as commonly marked as salient as lines. Only 48 songs mark 

the half-line level as salient. For example, in (80) above, the half-line level is not 

discernable in the metrical setting of the text. 

Within a verse, cadences must be parallel so that in a verse that marks lines as 

salient, all lines must end in an identical fixed cadence:  

 

(82) PARALLELISM-the cadences ending the units of the maximal analysis of a 

verse must be identical.  

 

(Hayes and MacEachern 1998: 488) 

 

 

PARALLELISM is violated by constituents at the highest level that do not end in a cadence 

that is parallel to other constituents of this type in the verse. For example, the cadential 

pattern S-S-S-S1 violates PARALLELISM in a verse that is line-marking since the final line 
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does not end in a cadence that is parallel to other lines. Similarly, at the song level, verses 

must exhibit parallel patterning: 

 

(83) VERSE CORRESPONDENCE-in a song, the set of salient domains must be 

invariant across verses (Hayes and MacEachern‘s (1998:492) ―STANZA 

CORRESPONDENCE‖). 

 

 

VERSE CORRESPONDENCE is violated when verses within a song differ in what they mark 

as salient. For example, if a song is couplet-marking throughout, e.g., S-B-S-B except for 

one verse that is line-marking, e.g., S-S-S-S, VERSE CORRESPONDENCE is violated. 

PARALLELISM and VERSE CORRESPONDENCE are not violated in the corpus. 

 

3.5.2.1.2 Couplet-, Triplet-, and Quadruplet-Marking Verses 

 

The most common type of constituency-marking for verses in the corpus marks the 

couplet as salient. Fifty-one, about 30 percent of the songs in the corpus, are couplet-

marking verses in which couplets are externally parallel. The most commonly occurring 

patterns are S1B-SB-S1B-SB (16) and S-SB-S-SB (14). Example (84) illustrates the 

latter. The first line of every couplet ends with the cadence -S and the second with the 

more salient -SB: 

  

(84) Setting alone in my  prison cell 

Watching the setting  sun Ø 

My  trial on earth is over now 

But my main trial is yet to come Ø 

 

(V1; 7:5)37 

 

                                                           
37 The chorus is repeated a second time after the third verse. 



102 

Four songs mark couplets as salient with couplet-internal parallelism. For each 

verse in (85), the lines of the first couplet end in the cadence -S2, and the lines in the 

second couplet end in -S: 

 

(85) I could shame you ‗til you hide your face 

And drag you right down in disgrace 

But what good would it do 

I know I‘d still want you 

 

(V1; 4:1) 
 

 

In songs longer than four lines, the triplet, quadruplet, and quintuplet constituency 

levels are marked with constituent-final external parallelism and non-final lines are 

usually internally parallel. There are fourteen songs of this type. In (86), the first two 

lines of each triplet end in -S, and the last line ends in the more salient -SB:  

 

(86) When everything goes wrong  

 And it seems all hope is gone  

I remember how my Savior died Ø  

He died there on the cross  

So this world would not be lost  

Jesus died for me long ago Ø  
 

(V1; 9:3) 

 

These verses satisfy constraints requiring couplets, triplets, quadruplets and quintuplets to 

be metrically salient: 

 

(87) COUPLETS /TRIPLETS/QUADRUPLETS/QUINTUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Metrically)-penalize for every couplet/triplet/quadruplet/quintuplet that 

does not end in a cadence that is more salient than non-final lines. 
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3.5.2.1.3 The Long-Last Verse 

 

Some verses in the corpus exhibit a ―Long-Last‖ structure, in which the first, second and 

fourth lines of a four-line verse end in a fixed cadence that is more salient than the 

cadence in the third line. For example, in (88), lines 1, 2 and 4 end in a downbeat-stressed 

syllable followed by a linguistically empty downbeat, and line 3 ends in a downbeat-

stressed syllable: 

(88) Darling, let‘s turn back the years Ø  

And go back to yesterday Ø  

Let‘s pretend that time has stopped 

And I didn‘t go away Ø  

 

(V1; 4:9) 

 
 

The Long-Last construction is perceived as two lines followed by a couplet, so that the 

longest constituent occurs in the last position (Hayes and MacEachern 1998: 480).  

There are seven songs in the corpus with verses that exhibit the prototypical 

Long-Last construction illustrated in (88), e.g., SB-SB-S-SB. There are five additional 

songs that have verse patterns that could be considered Long-Last. Three of these, SB-

SB-S1-SB, S1B-SB-S1-SB and SBB-SBB-S-SBB, resemble the common type, with the 

less salient cadence occurring at the end of the third line. Two other patterns, SB-SB-S-S-

SB and S1B-S1B-S2-S2-S1B consist of two salient lines followed by a triplet. All of 

these verses satisfy a constraint that prefers Long-Last constructions: 
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(89) PREFER LONG-LAST-avoid any quatrain that is not a Long-Last 

construction.  

 

(Hayes and MacEachern 1998: 493) 

 

 

3.5.2.1.4 Verse-Marking Verses 

 

Verses are marked as salient when the final verse-internal constituent is more salient than 

previous constituents. In most cases this is achieved in the Williams corpus by extending 

the final line by one musical measure with a linguistically empty downbeat. Five songs in 

the corpus mark verses but not couplets as salient. In (90) the first three lines end in the 

same final cadence, -S, and the final line with the more salient -SB. 

 

(90) I wandered so aimless life filled with sin   

I wouldn‘t let my dear savior in   

Then Jesus came like a stranger in the night   

Praise the lord I saw the light Ø  

 

(V1; 1:10) 

 

In ten songs in the corpus, verses exhibit couplet or triplet marking as well as 

verse marking. In (91), the first line of each couplet ends in -S1B. The first couplet ends 

in the relatively more salient -S: and the second couplet ends with the most salient -SB: 

 

(91) Oh the rain: / is slowly fallin Ø     

And my heart: / is so sore:     

Six more miles: / and leave my darlin Ø     

Never on this earth: / to meet no more Ø   

 

(V1; 1:12) 

 

 

These songs satisfy a constraint which requires that verses be marked as salient: 
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(92) VERSES ARE SALIENT-penalize for every verse that does not end in a line 

with a final cadence that is more salient than the cadences of non-final 

lines. 

 

Songs with verses that only mark below the verse level violate VERSES ARE SALIENT. 

 

3.5.2.1.5 Free Variation and Outliers 

 

Nine songs exhibit final cadences that do not mark any constituency level as salient. 

Three of these could be seen as allowing a variable number of non-downbeat stressed 

syllables to follow the final downbeat-stressed syllable: S-S-S1-S3-S3, S2-S2-S3-S2, S2-

S2-S-S2. 

The verses of six songs exhibit exceptional patterning that does not clearly 

highlight any constituency level, and even runs counter to the common types of 

constituency-marking. In these examples, X indicates variation between verses. S1B-S1-

S-SB, SB-S-SB-SB, SB-S1S-S1B-SB-S1B-SB, SB-S-SB-S1, S1B-SB-S1B-S1B, S1-S-

SX-S-SB-SX. 

3.5.2.1.6 Metrical Patterns in Choruses and Bridges 

Choruses and bridges in the HW corpus generally exhibit similar metrical patterns to 

those found in verses in the corpus as a whole, but often differ from the verses of the 

song in which they occur. For example, in ―The Blues Come Around,‖ the final line of 

the four verses ends in a linguistically empty downbeat that marks the verse as salient, 

while the chorus exhibits a Long-Last structure in which lines one, two and four end in a 

linguistically empty downbeat: 
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(93) Once I was happy as I could be,  

But I let a gal make a fool of me,   

And ever since she let me down,   

The blues come around when the sun goes down. Ø 

 

Oh, the blues come around, Ø 

Oh the blues come around, Ø 

Lawd, the blues come around,  

Ev‘ry evenin when the sun goes down. Ø   

 

(V1 and C, 1:21)  

 

3.5.2.1.7 Song-Marking 

The song level can also be marked as salient when the song ends before the final 

linguistically empty downbeat. This contrasts to the other types of metrical constituency 

marking in that it is the absence of an empty downbeat that indicates this constituency 

level: 

 

(94) Everbody says you let me down Ø 

I should be ashamed to take you 'round Ø 

Makes no difference what you used to do; Ø 
Darling, I could never be ashamed of you. Ø 

 

Maybe you've been cheated in the past, Ø 

And perhaps those memories will always last Ø 

Even though you prove to be untrue Ø 

Darling, I could never be ashamed of you. 

 

(V1 and 4; 4:18) 
 

Whereas other types of metrical constituency marking occur in all performances 

of a song, song-marking can vary, e.g., ―Lost Highway‖ exhibits song-marking in (9:15), 

but not in (2:6).  
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3.5.2.1.8 Non-Line-Final Metrical Patterns 

 

Although less common, systematic metrical parallelism can extend beyond patterns in 

(half-)line-final cadences. In ―My Heart Would Know‖ (3:17), for example, entire lines 

are metrically parallel throughout the song. The first and second lines of the verses have 

the pattern S1S3SB (except for the second line of the first verse); the third lines have the 

pattern S1S3S1S1, and the fourth lines the pattern 1S3S4SB: 

 

(95) I could say it`s over now Ø 

That I was glad to see you go Ø 

I could hate you for the way I`m feelin 

My lips could tell a lie, but my heart would know. Ø 

 

It`s a sin to make me cry Ø 

When you know I love you so Ø  

I could tell my heart that I don`t miss you 

My lips could tell a lie, but my heart would know. Ø 

  

(V1-2; 3:17)   

 

This parallelism between verses can be formalized by a modification of VERSE 

CORRESPONDENCE (see 3.4.1.1), where ―salient domains‖ entails the entire verse rather 

than just final cadences. 

 

3.5.2.1.9 Grouping Constraint Summary 

 

This section has introduced a number of markedness constraints, which govern the 

different constituents of a song: HALF-LINES ARE SALIENT, LINES ARE SALIENT, 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT, VERSES ARE SALIENT, and LONG-LAST. While not all of these 

constraints are relevant to the verses of all songs, a song can satisfy several 
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simultaneously with cadences that convey varying degrees of saliency.  Constituents are 

required by PARALLELISM and VERSE CORRESPONDENCE to be marked by the same 

cadence at the highest level.  

 In terms of constraint interaction, PARALLELISM and VERSE CORRESPONDENCE are 

always satisfied, and saliency constraints are variably relevant depending on the song, 

i.e., COUPLETS ARE SALIENT is relevant to some songs but not to others, and the 

satisfaction of one saliency constraint does not exclude the satisfaction of another. For 

example, a verse can satisfy both HALF-LINES ARE SALIENT and LINES ARE SALIENT. It is, 

however, impossible for a verse to be both couplet-marking and exhibit a Long-Last 

structure. The first candidate in Tableau 13 is optimal in a song in which verses exhibit 

the long-last structure, since the third line ends in a less salient cadence than lines 1, 2, 

and 4. The second candidate would not occur in a song that prefers long last because it 

marks the couplet level as salient with a more salient cadence on lines 2 and 4: 

 
 PREFER LONG-LAST COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (METRICALLY) 

 SB-SB-S1-SB 

(3:17) 

 * 

S1-SB-S1-SB *!  

 

Tableau 13: PREFER LONG-LAST >> COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (METRICALLY) 

 

Grouping constraints that require saliency marking dominate the metricality constraints 

FILL 2, FILL 3 and FILL DOWNBEAT, since final cadences leave grid positions empty. For 

example, the final cadence -S1 violates FILL 2, -S violates FILL 2 and FILL 3, -SB violates 

FILL 2, FILL 3, and FILL DOWNBEAT, and so on. To illustrate, the first couplet in the first 

verse of ―My Main Trial is Yet to Come‖ satisfies COUPLETS ARE SALIENT since the 
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second line ends in the final cadence SB, which is more marked than the final cadence of 

the first line, S. The final cadence SB, however, entails the violation of FILL DOWNBEAT. 

The second candidate is less marked metrically since it does not leave the final downbeat-

stressed position empty, but is not preferred by the poetic grammar since it does not mark 

the second line as more salient than the first: 

 
 COUPLETS ARE SALIENT FILL DOWNBEAT 

 Setting alone in my  prison cell 

Watching the setting  sun Ø  

(L1-2, V1; 7:5) 

 * 

Setting alone in my prison cell 

Watching the setting sun 

*!  

 

Tableau 14: COUPLETS ARE SALIENT >> FILL DOWNBEAT 

 

 There is also an example of a song in the corpus where NO CLASH is violated in 

the half-line final cadence -SS: 

 

(96) I talked with a stran-ger so sad and forlorn Ø  

His garments were sack-cloth all tattered and torn Ø  

He told me a sto-ry of sorrow and woe Ø   

His heart went to hea-ven at the first fall of snow Ø  

 

(V1; 6:7) 

 

 

It should be noted that saliency constraints are often satisfied by patterns of final 

cadences that involve more than the minimal violation of metricality constraints. For 

example, in the Long-Last verse in (97), lines 1, 2, and 3 end in the final cadence -SB, 

although they would only need to end in -S to be more salient than the third line‘s -S1 

cadence:  
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(97) I could say it`s over now Ø 

That I was glad to see you go Ø 

I could hate you for the way I`m feelin 

My lips could tell a lie, but my heart would know. Ø 

 

(V1; 3:17) 

 

Saliency constraints like PREFER LONG-LAST do not determine how many violations of 

FILL 2, FILL 3, and FILL DOWNBEAT are incurred, but in no song are there more than four 

successive linguistically-emtpy downbeats.  

 

3.5.3 Rhyme Patterning  

 

Systematic end rhyme, both half-line- and line-final, occurs throughout the HW corpus 

on the same metrically prominent, downbeat-stressed syllables that participate in metrical 

grouping.38 Rhyme only links verse-internally, so the constituents it marks as salient are 

the half-line, line-, couplet-/triplet-/quadruplet-/quintuplet-, and verse-levels. When 

identical refrains are repeated verse-internally, this is also considered part of the rhyme 

pattern (see 3.5.4 for discussion of refrain structure).  

In this section I suggest that as with patterns in final cadences, both the presence 

of a rhyme fellow constituent-finally and patterns in the linking of rhyme fellows mark 

                                                           
38 There is one song in the corpus, ―Waltz of the Wind‖ (6:6), that has a verse that ends in a refrain, but no 

rhyme: 

  

The stars up above you look down in your eyes  

And there in the moonlight I knew  

So I'll say goodbye dear till tomorrow 

Till we dance to the Waltz of the Wind 

 

In the other verse to this song the refrain occurs as lines two and four. 
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metrical constituents as salient, and constraints analagous to those that govern final 

cadences are proposed accordingly. 

 

3.5.3.1 Line-Marking Rhyme 

Rhyme marks lines as salient when a rhyme fellow occurs at their right edge: 

 

(98) LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme)-lines must end in a rhyme fellow 

 

In seven songs in the HW corpus, all lines within a verse are linked with rhyme, marking 

the line level, and no other, as salient: aaaa (3), aa (4). In these songs, metrical 

constituency marking is limited to line- and half-line-marking. For example, in (99), all 

lines are linked with end rhyme, and all lines end in a downbeat-stressed syllable: 

 

(99) I begged you to be true, dear, time after time  

  The way you tried to treat me my darling was a crime  

But now I‘ve found a new love, one that‘s true and kind  

You broke your own heart when you tried to break mine  

 

(V2; 5:19) 

 

 Half-line-final rhyme also occurs in the corpus, but only as part of larger-level 

constituency marking (see 3.5.3.4). 

 

3.5.3.2 Internal Couplet/Triplet/Quadruplet-Marking  

Fifty-eight songs in the corpus exhibit internally parallel constituency-marking rhyme 

patterns, in which lines within a constituent rhyme with each other, but not with other 

constituents: aabb (54), aabbbb, aabbcc, aabbb, aaabb. Internal constituency-marking 
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rhyme patterns typically occur on verses with a line-marking metrical pattern. In (100), 

for example, rhyme links couplets with internal parallelism in the pattern aabb, while 

metrical grouping marks all lines as salient with an extended downbeat-stressed syllable 

followed by an empty downbeat: 

 

(100) The rich man like all::, will be judged at that time:, Ø a 

But all of his wealth::, will be left behind:. Ø a 

For no matter how much:: earthly wealth you get hold:, Ø b 

Well my friend it won‘t save::, your poor wicked soul:. Ø  b 

 

(V3; 1:3) 

 

The aabb rhyme pattern also occurs on verses that exhibit an internal metrical 

constituency-marking pattern. For example, in (101) the two lines of the first rhyming 

couplet end in a downbeat-stressed syllable followed by two non-downbeat-stressed 

syllables, and the second two rhyming lines end in a downbeat-stressed syllable: 

 

(101) I could shame you ‗til you hide your face    a 

And drag you right down in disgrace    a 

But what good would it do      b 

I know I‘d still want you. Ø      b 

 

(V1; 4:1) 

 

 

Whether internal rhyme is within couplets, triplets, or quadruplets is determined 

by the metrical structure of the song. Although six-line verses could be parsed as three 

successive couplets in the rhyme patterning, for example, they typically exhibit a triplet + 

triplet metrical structure, which is reflected in the distribution of musical measures per 
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line and in final cadences. Six-line verses, therefore, do not exhibit the couplet-marking 

rhyme pattern aabbcc.  

 

3.5.3.3 External Couplet/Triplet/Quadruplet/Quintuplet-Marking 

There are 73 songs in the corpus in which end rhyme links constituent-final lines. The 

most common patterns mark the couplet constituency level: abcb (39) and abab (11). In 

the verse in (102), couplet-final rhyme fellows -day and -way mark the couplet level as 

salient with external parallelism: 

 

(102) Darling, let‘s turn back the years     a 

And go back to yesterday Ø     b 

Let‘s pretend that time has stopped     c 

And I didn‘t go away Ø     b 

 

(V1; 4:9) 

  

There are five songs in the corpus that exhibit both couplet-final end rhyme and 

internal, half-line-final rhyme. Half-line-final rhyme is indicated with parentheses in the 

abbreviation of the rhyme pattern. The pattern (aa)b(cc)b illustrated in (103), for 

example, exhibits half-line final rhyme in the first line of each couplet: 

 

 

(103) There's coming a day when the world shall melt away a a  

And Jesus shall come to claim his own Ø b 

No more tears no pain no woe in this wicked world below c c 

Then will you be ready to go home Ø b 

 

(V1; 8:14) 
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Rhyme also marks triplets, quadruplets and quintuplets in verses with more than 

four lines. The most common pattern for verses with more than four lines is aabccb (5), 

in which there is internal parallelism between the first two lines of each triplet, and 

external parallelism between the final lines.39  

 

(104) Just a kid actin smart a  

I went and broke my darlin‘s heart a  

I guess I was too young to know Ø b  

They took me off the Georgia main c  

Locked me to a ball and chain c  

I heard that lone-o-one some whistle blow. Ø  b 

 

(V2; 4:2) 

 

 

Other verse patterns that use external parallelism but also entail internal 

parallelism for non-final constituents include: aabccb (5), (aa)b(cc)b (5), aab(cc)b, 

ababaab, aaabcccb, (aa)b(cc)b(dd)e(ff)e.  

External-marking rhyme tends to mark the same constituents as salient as final 

cadences do. In (105), for example, both rhyme and final cadences mark the end of each 

couplet as more salient than the ends of lines one and three. Rhyme fellows lost and 

Waltz and the final linguistically empty downbeat both serve to mark lines two and four 

as more salient than lines one and three: 

 

 

 

                                                           
39 The example verse in (106) has the same metrical length of the verse in (105), i.e., sixteen measures, but 

Williams‘ phrasing, the rhyme scheme, and other cues indicate different patterns in line length. 
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(105) I was sad and blue, I was down-hearted too  a 

It seemed like the whole world was lost. Ø  b 

And I took a chance, and we happened to dance. c 

To the tune of the Alabama Waltz. Ø   b 

 

(V1; 9:2)  

 

Songs that mark constituents as salient with internal or external parallelism satisfy 

the constraint COUPLETS/TRIPLETS/QUADRUPLETS/QUINTUPLETS ARE SALIENT: 

 

(106) COUPLETS/TRIPLETS/QUADRUPLETS/QUINTUPLETS ARE SALIENT-

Couplets/Triplets/Quadruplets/Quintuplets are linked with line-final end 

rhyme. 

 
3.5.3.4 Long-Last Marking  
 

Although Long-Last metrical structures also bear the rhyme pattern abcb, the patterns 

ab(cc)b (2), ab(cc)d (2), aa(bb)a, and aaba reflect this metrical structure more uniquely 

in that the third line stands out either with half-line-final internal rhyme or no rhyme, 

correlating to its differing, i.e., less salient, metrical cadence. The patterns aa(bb)a and 

aaba additionally mirror the Long-Last structure in that the first, second, and fourth lines 

are linked. In (107), for example, the linguistically empty downbeat marks lines one, two 

and four as salient creating the Long-Last metrical structure, which is reflected in the 

linking of these three lines in rhyme, and the distinctive internal rhyme in the third line: 

 

(107) Didn‘t think you would leave me behind Ø   a 

But I guess you‘re the two-timin kind  Ø   a 

Do you think that it‘s smart to jump from heart to heart bb   

When I can’t get you off of my mind. Ø    a 
 

(V1; 1:17) 
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Verses with Long-Last rhyme patterns satisfy the constraint PREFER LONG-LAST 

(Rhyme): 

 

(108) PREFER LONG-LAST (Rhyme)-prefer Long-Last rhyme patterns. A 

violation is incurred for any four-line verse in which the third line is not 

distinguished from lines 1, 2, and 4 in the rhyme pattern. 

 

 

3.5.3.5 Verse-Marking 

Rhyme patterns in the HW corpus reflect the verse level insofar as rhyme fellow 

correspondence only occurs verse-internally. For example, a verse with the rhyme 

scheme abcb is typically followed by a verse that has dcec, etc. Five songs, however, 

additionally distinguish the verse as salient with verse-final lines that do not participate in 

the rhyme scheme: aabbc (3), aaab (2). In these verses, the final line is a refrain (see 

3.4.4 for refrain patterning). 

 
(109) Why meet a terrible fate Ø   a 

 When mercies so abundantly wait Ø   a 

Turn back before it‘s too late Ø   a 

 For you’re drifting too far from the shore Ø  b 

 

 (V3; 9:26) 

 

 

These verses satisfy the constraint VERSES ARE SALIENT: 

 

(110) VERSES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme)-mark the verse-final constituent as salient 
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3.5.3.6 Other Rhyme Patterns 

 

A number of other rhyme patterns occur in the corpus that do not fall into one of the 

constituency-marking categories identified above: aabc, abac, abaa, abcbde (2), 

aa(bb)a(cc)d(ee)d, (aa)b(cc)a(dd)e(ff)e, aabcd, aabba, (aa)b, aa(bb)c, aabccd, abcbdee. 

As described in the previous section, unrhymed final lines in these patterns also usually 

reflect the presence of refrains. For example, in (111), the final three lines do not rhyme 

but constitute a refrain, which is repeated in every verse: 

 

(111) When you are sad and lonely and have no place to go  

Come to see me baby, and bring along some dough  

And we’ll go ho-onky tonkin, honky tonkin  

Ho-onky to-onkin, honey baby  

We’ll go honky tonkin around this town.  

 

(V1; 1:7) 

 

3.5.3.7 Rhyme Patterns in Bridges and Choruses 

As with metrical patterns, the rhyming patterns of bridges and choruses exhibit roughly 

the same rhyme patterns as those in verses, but within a song they often differ.40 In 

―When God Comes and Gathers his Jewels,‖ for example, the verses exhibit the couplet-

marking end rhyme pattern abcb, while the chorus has the Long-Last pattern ab(cc)a, 

although both exhibit the Long-Last metrical pattern SB-SB-S-SB: 

 

 

                                                           
40 Typically, verses, bridges, and choruses differ from each other in terms of metrical patterning, rhyme 

and chord progressions. This helps to distinguish these sections from each other; in songwriting guides, 

e.g., Cupit (1995), this practice is suggested as being desirable. 
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V1 The ceremony was over Ø                  a 

A lad stood alone in tears Ø                           b 

For he had just said goodbye                          c 

To the one he had loved through the years.Ø b 

C When God comes and gathers his jewels Ø        a 

All his treasures of diamonds and gold  Ø          b 

You‘ll meet her up there up in heaven so fair cc 

When God comes and gathers his jewels. Ø       a 

 

Figure 43: A Song with Different Rhyme Patterns for Verses and Chorus (V1-2, C; 1:4) 

 

 

3.5.3.8 Rhyme Patterning Constraint Interaction 

 

Although varying degrees of saliency are not manifested in rhyme patterning, rhyme can 

mark both the constituent it occurs on as well as larger constituents as salient through 

linking patterns.  For example, in (112), a repeat of (100), both lines and couplets are 

marked as salient in the rhyme pattern aabb: 

 

(112) The rich man like all::, will be judged at that time:, Ø a 

But all of his wealth::, will be left behind:. Ø a 

For no matter how much:: earthly wealth you get hold:, Ø b 

Well my friend it won’t save::, your poor wicked soul:. Ø  b 

 

(V3; 1:3) 

 

 

As with metrical grouping constraints, rhyme patterning constraints either do or 

do not apply to the verse of a song. A verse cannot satisfy both COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme) and PREFER LONG-LAST (Rhyme), for example, since no rhyme patterns reflect 

both structures. The verse in the first row in Tableau 15 exhibits the long-last pattern 

aa(bb)a, and therefore violates COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme). The second candidate 

exhibits the couplet-marking pattern abcb and therefore violates PREFER LONG-LAST 

(Rhyme):  
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 PREFER LONG-

LAST (Rhyme) 

COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT (Rhyme) 

 Didn‘t think you would leave me behind Ø                a 

But I guess you‘re the two-timin kind  Ø                a 

Do you think that it‘s smart to jump from heart to heart  bb 

When I can‘t get you off of my mind. Ø                      a 

        

(V1; 1:17) 

 * 

Didn‘t think you would leave me alone Ø                a 

But I guess you‘re the two-timin kind  Ø                b 

Do you think that it‘s nice to jump from heart to heart        c 

When I can‘t get you off of my mind. Ø                 b 

*!  

 

Tableau 15: PREFER LONG-LAST (Rhyme) >> COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) 

  

The rather unusual rhyme patterns that end in unrhymed final lines, e.g., aaab, 

entail the violation of LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme). In Tableau 16, the first candidate 

marks the verse level by not rhyming the verse-final line with the first three lines. All 

lines in the second candidate rhyme, satisfying LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme), but since 

the verse is not distinguished by this pattern, the verse violates VERSES ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme): 

 
 VERSES ARE 

SALIENT (Rhyme) 

LINES ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

 Why meet a terrible fate Ø            a 

When mercies so abundantly wait Ø          a 

Turn back before it‘s too late Ø         a 

For you’re drifting too far from the shore Ø   b 

 

(V3; 9:26) 

 * 

Why meet a terrible fate Ø    a  

When mercies so abundantly wait Ø    a  

Turn back before it‘s too late Ø         a  

For you’re drifting too far from the lake Ø     a 

*!  

 

Tableau 16: VERSES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) >> LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) 
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The rhyme pattern of verses longer than four lines corresponds to patterns in 

metrical structure so that the triplet-marking pattern in (113), for example, does not 

violate COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme), as it corresponds to a triplet-marking metrical 

structure (in which two lines correspond to one measure followed by a line that 

corresponds to two measures): 

 

(113) No need for you to s[ε]t alone,    a 

Just waiting by your telephone    a 

Cause I ain‘t a-gonna call you anymore. Ø   b 

Oh I gave you love and you broke my heart,  c 

And you cheated on me from the start.   c 

And now I ain‘t a-gonna love you anymore. Ø b 

 

(V1; 5:5) 
  

Rhyme patterning further reflects metrical grouping structure in that a number of 

rhyme patterns tend to occur on verses with specific patterns in final cadences. Two 

rhyme patterns that mark all lines as salient, aabb and aaaa, surface on texts that have 

final cadence patterns that are exclusively line-marking, while metrical patterns that are 

external couplet marking, e.g., S-SB-S-SB, are more likely to have the rhyme pattern 

abcb, which also marks the second lines of couplets as more salient. Finally, rhyme 

patterns with a Long-Last structure, e.g., aaba, exclusively occur on verses with a Long-

Last metrical structure.  

 

3.5.3.9 Unsystematic Poetic Patterning 

 

In addition to systematic patterns of final cadences and end rhyme, there are also 

examples of unsystematic poetic patterning in the corpus. Rhyme occasionally occurs 



121 

where it is not required. For example, half-lines mark the line and couplet levels in (114) 

and (115), respectively, but not throughout the songs in which they occur: 

 

(114) When I'm lonely, I want you only  (L1, V4; 6:3) 

 

(115) I made a mistake, Ø dear, by tellin you lies Ø  

 Now I lay awake, Ø dear, with tears in my eyes Ø  (L3-4, V1; 6:16) 

 

 Alliteration also surfaces in Williams‘ lyrics, and while it exhibits the 

tendencies outlined below, it never forms systematic patterns, as is typical of this sound 

patterning device (Fabb 1997).  

Syllables that alliterate are often downbeat-stressed like the italicized words in 

(116)-(118): 

 
(116) Watching the setting sun Ø   (L2, V1; 7:5)  

 

(117) I'm sentenced to die at dawn Ø   (L2, C; 7:5 ) 

 

(118) The sun is slowly sinking on this life of mine   (L1, V3; 5:13) 

 

 In (119) beat-one-stressed and beat-three-stressed syllables of the first musical 

measure in lines two and three alliterate: 

(119) We‘ll put aside a little time  

To fix a flat or two  

My tires and tubes are doing fine  

But the air is showing through  

 

(B2; 4:12) 
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 The song with the most examples of alliteration in the corpus is ―Won‘t You 

Sometimes Think of Me‖ (5:6). In this song, the first two verses and bridge have six 

different lines with alliteration. Alliteration here usually involves syllables in 

rhythmically prominent positions, but its distribution does not fall into a systematic 

pattern: 

 

(120) Though our paths in life have parted (L1, V1) 

When the evenin sun is sinking (L1, V2) 

It means so much to me (L2, B) 

Think of days that are gone dear (L5, B) 

Days we could recall if you would only try dear (L6, B) 

But still you blame me for all (L7, B) 

 

 
 Since alliteration is not systematic, its distribution cannot be captured with 

constraints. However, as suggested by Lerdahl (2004), it can be represented along with 

rhyme and other types of sound patterning in the prolongation reduction structure of a 

song (see 2.4.5). 

 

3.5.4 Refrains 

 

In this dissertation, verse-internal lines that repeat throughout a song are called refrains. 

Refrains occur in the majority of songs in the corpus (116/164), a proportion that is much 

larger than in the lyrics of contemporary country music artists.41 Most refrains are single, 

verse-final lines that participate in the metrical and rhyme patterns described above. In 

the song presented in (121), for example, the refrain I told a lie to my heart ends in the 

                                                           
41 In a survey of the songs recorded by contemporary country music artist Tim McGraw, for example, only 

16 out of 117 songs have a refrain. 
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rhyme fellow heart that links the second couplet with the first, and exhibits the final 

cadence -SB, which marks the second couplet as salient. Italicization indicates refrains.  

 

(121) I told my heart I didn‘t love you Ø a 

That I‘d be happy if we‘d part Ø b 

But now I know I was mistaken Ø c 

I told a lie to my heart Ø   b 

   

   (V1; 5:9) 

 

 Whereas rhyme occurs at the end of lines and half-lines and marks constituents as 

parallel verse-internally, refrains occur at the end of couplets, triplets, quadruplets, and 

verses and mark these higher-level constituents as salient. Table 8 illustrates the different 

locations of refrains in verses in the corpus. Asterisks indicate non-refrain lines and R 

refers to lines in the refrain: 

 
 ***R 68 

**RR 10 

*R*R 8 

**R**R 5 

****R 4 

*******R, ****RR , **RRR 3 

*****R, **R 2 

********RR, *****RR, ***R***R, ***RR, **R**, *R 1 

 

Table 8: Refrain Location in Verses 

 

The most common refrain type in the corpus is a single line that occurs line-

finally in quatrains, as in (121) above. The second-most-common type is a two-line 

refrain that forms the second couplet of a quatrain, **RR. Most verses that exhibit this 

type of a refrain have couplet-internal end rhyme: 
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(122) Now you‘re lookin at a man that‘s kinda mad  a 

I had a lot of luck but it‘s all been bad    a 

No matter how I struggle and strive    b  

I’ll never get out of this world alive.     b 

 

(V1; 4:13) 

 

The couplet and triplet levels are marked with a single-line refrain in the next two 

most-frequently-occurring patterns, *R*R and **R**R: 

  

(123) You don‘t dress up in satin, you don‘t wear diamond rings,  a 

But I’m satisfied with you. Ø      b 

You look just like an angel but you haven‘t got wings,   a 

But I’m satisfied with you. Ø      b 

 

(V1; 1:14) 

 

 

(124) When you‘ve strayed from the fold     a 

And there‘s trouble in your soul     a 

Can’t you hear the blessed savior callin’ you? Ø   b 

When your soul is lost in sin      a 

And you‘re at your journey‘s end     a 

Can’t you hear the blessed  savior callin’ you? Ø   b 

 

(V1; 10:18) 

 

Refrains do not necessarily participate in rhyme patterns. In (125) the three lines 

that constitute the refrain rhyme neither with each other nor with the rest of the verse: 

 

(125) When you are sad and lonely and have no place to go   a 

Come to see me baby, and bring along some dough    a 

And we’ll go ho-onky tonkin, honky tonkin     b 

Ho-onky to-onkin, honey baby      c 

We’ll go honky tonkin around this town.     d 

 

(V1; 1:7) 
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As with final cadences and end rhyme, the presence of a refrain marks the 

constituent it occurs on as salient, satisfying COUPLETS/TRIPLETS/QUADRUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT (Refrain) and VERSES ARE SALIENT (Refrain): 

 

(126) COUPLETS/TRIPLETS/QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Refrain)-

couplets/triplets/quadruplets must end in a refrain. 

 

(127) VERSES ARE SALIENT (Refrain)-verses must end in a refrain. 

 

 

Although all refrains entail repetition of some sort, they are not always fully 

identical. Sometimes a refrain will vary slightly, particularly at its left edge. For example, 

in the second verse of ―I‘m Satisfied with You,‖ so and but alternate line-initially: 

 

(128) You‘re not made out of candy but you‘re sweet as you can be  a 

So I’m satisfied with you. Ø    b 

I just can‘t see no reason why you bother with me,   a  

But I’m satisfied with you. Ø    b  

 

(V2; 1:14) 

 

Some refrains are also variable in that certain sections are modified in different 

repetitions. In ―Move It on Over,‖ the verb in the first half-line of the first two lines of the 

refrain, e.g., move~get and scoot~ease and drag, and the adjectives in the final line, e.g., 

little and big~skinny and fat~old and new, change from verse to verse. 
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(129) Came in last night at half past ten     

That baby of mine wouldn‘t let me in     

So move it on over (move it on over)      

Move it on over (move it on over)   

Move over little dog cause the big dog’s moving in Ø 

 

She‘s changed the lock on our front door  

And my door key don‘t fit no more  

So get it on over (move it on over)   

Scoot it on over (move it on over)   

Move over skinny dog cause the fat dog’s moving in Ø  

 

This dog house here is mighty small  

But it‘s better than no house at all  

So ease it on over (move it on over)   

Drag it on over (move it on over) 

Move over old dog cause a new dog’s moving in Ø 

 

(V1-3; 1:9) 

 

 Refrains cannot mark multiple constituents as salient verse-internally. For 

example, a verse that marks couplets as salient cannot also mark the verse as salient. In 

Tableau 17, the first candidate marks the couplet level since the refrain is repeated in 

lines 2 and 4 of the verse. The second candidate marks the verse level as salient since the 

refrain only occurs once at the end of the verse:  
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 COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT (Refrain) 

VERSES ARE 

SALIENT 

(Refrain) 

 You‘re not made out of candy but you‘re sweet as you can be 

So I’m satisfied with you. Ø   

I just can‘t see no reason why you bother with me,    

But I’m satisfied with you. Ø  

 

(V2, 1:14)    

 * 

You‘re not made out of candy but you‘re sweet as you can be 

I just can‘t see no reason why you bother with me,    

But I’m satisfied with you. Ø 

*!  

 

Tableau 17: COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Refrain) >> VERSES ARE SALIENT (Refrain) 

  

Refrain patterning constraints do not interact with other areas of the poetic 

grammar.  

 

3.5.5 Grouping Summary and Discussion  

Final cadences, end rhyme, and refrain repetition form systematic patterns that mark 

metrical constituents as salient in the HW corpus. While there is overlap among the 

constituents that each of these types of patterning can mark as salient, each has a unique 

scope.  

Final cadences mark the largest number of constituents as salient both verse-

internally and externally since – unlike rhyme and refrain repetition – they occur on a 

continuum of saliency so that they can mark several degrees of saliency at one time. The 

grouping constraints that govern metrical constituency marking (e.g., HALF-LINES ARE 

SALIENT (Metrically)) were shown to dominate rhythmic constraints FILL 2, FILL 3 and 

FILL DOWNBEAT. Although multiple constituency-marking constraints can be satisfied in 
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the same song, verses cannot satisfy both COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Metrically) and 

PREFER LONG-LAST (Metrically). 

End rhyme is a linguistic reflection of musical metrical grouping. It marks 

constituents within a verse as salient, and less commonly the verse itself. Saliency in 

rhyme is limited to a binary distinction, i.e., syllables either rhyme or do not rhyme, but it 

marks both the constituent it occurs on as well as larger constituents with linking 

patterns.  

Systematic end rhyme was shown to reflect metrical grouping patterns, so that a 

number of rhyming patterns are associated with metrical structures and governed by the 

constraint RHYME (Faith).  As with metrical patterns, a verse‘s rhyme pattern cannot 

satisfy both couplet-marking and Long-Last saliency constraints.  

Refrains constitute a linguistic repetition similar to rhyme that marks constituents 

as salient above the line-level and often participate in rhyme patterns. As with rhyme, 

refrain repetition only makes a binary distinction of saliency. Refrain patterning 

constraints interact insofar as different constituencies within the verse cannot be marked 

simultaneously, i.e., a verse cannot satisfy both TRIPLETS/COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Refrain) and VERSES ARE SALIENT (Refrain). 

Table 9 summarizes the different types of constituency marking in the corpus and 

their frequency. (Note that songs with half-line-marking are not listed separately because 

no song features half-line marking exclusively.) The marking of a larger constituent as 

salient does not exclude the marking of a smaller constituent within the same song as 
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salient so that songs that exhibit song-marking may also include verse-marking, which in 

turn may include couplet-marking, etc.: 

 
 Final Cadences End Rhyme Refrain Repetition 

Line-Marking (only) 

 

 

Total 

S-S-S-S, SB-SB-SB-

SB, etc. 

 

28 

aaaa, aa 

 

 

7 

 

Couplet/Triplet/ 

Quadruplet/Quintuplet-

Marking  

 

Total 

S1B-SB-S1B-SB, S-

SB-S-SB, etc. 

 

 

69 

aabb, abcb, etc. 

 

 

 

131 

*R*R, **R**R 

 

 

 

14 

Long-Last  

 

 

Total 

SB-SB-S-SB, SB-SB-

SS-SB, etc. 

 

12 

ab(cc)b, ab(cc)d, etc 

 

 

6 

 

Verse-Marking 

 

 

Total 

S-S-S-SB, S2-S2-S2-

S3-S3-SB, etc.  

 

15 

aabbc, aaab 

 

 

5 

***R, ****R, etc. 

 

 

91 

Song-Marking 

 

 

 

 

Total 

V1-3: SB-SB-SB-SB 

V4: SB-SB-SB-S, etc. 

 

 

 

32 

 V1: ***R α 

V2: ***R α 

V3: ***R α 

V4: ***R α, etc. 

 

10642 

 

Table 9: Grouping Patterns in the HW Corpus 

  

Table 9 illustrates which constituency levels are most commonly marked as salient with 

final cadences, end rhyme, and refrain repetition. Final cadence marking has the widest 

scope, marking all of the levels as salient. End rhyme overwhelmingly serves to mark the 

couplet, rarely marks the verse, and does not mark the song. Refrain repetition does not 

mark the line, and always marks the song level as salient. Along with more purely 

musical cues like chord patterning, instrumental sections, and prosodic cues in the 

                                                           
42 One refrain type, **R** is neither clearly triplet- or verse-marking. 
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language, patterns in final cadences, end rhyme, and refrain repetition coalesce to 

indicate metrical grouping structure to the listener, and contribute to the predictable, 

highly-coded nature of the Hank Williams‘ song as noted by Middleton (1990: 270). 

 

3.5.6 Rhyme Fellow Correspondence 

 

Rhyme fellows in the HW corpus tend to be phonologically identical. Of the 922 rhyme 

sets in the HW corpus, 738 have phonologically identical rhymes.43 The remaining rhyme 

sets exhibit both feature and subsequence rhyme as described by Zwicky (1976). When 

rhyme fellows participate in feature rhyme, they differ in terms of one phonological 

feature, but share other features. For example, the rhyme pair stop~rock exhibits feature 

rhyme because codas [p] and [k] are both voiceless stops, but differ in terms of place of 

articulation (see 2.3.2).  

 Although there are examples of feature rhyme between non-nasals in the corpus, 

the vast majority of rhyme sets that participate in feature rhyme have nasal codas that 

differ in place. For example, in (130), rhyme fellow claim ends in the labial nasal [m] and 

rhyme fellow pain ends in alveolar [n]: 

(130) No one was there his body to claim  

There he was lying but he felt no pain  

(L1-2, V4; 6:12) [α place] 

 

 Table 10 illustrates the distribution of feature rhyme in the HW corpus. 40 out of 

the 50 rhyme sets with feature rhyme have nasal codas that differ in place as in (130): 

                                                           
43 295 end in an identical vowel, and 443 in an identical vowel and coda 
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Rhyme Fellow Coda Number44 

Nasal~Nasal [α place] 40 

t~p [α place] 3 

d~z [α manner] 3 

t~f [α manner, α place] 2 

z~v [α manner, α place] 1 

~t [α manner, α place] 1 

 
Table 10: Consonantal Feature Rhyme between Codas in the HW Corpus 
 

A preference for nasal obstruents to differ in place over oral obstruents in rhyme 

fellows has been found in other genres of English poetic language (Holtman 1996, 

Hanson 2003, Katz 2008). While in terms of features nasal consonants are no more 

similar to one another than oral consonants are, Hanson (2003) and Kawahara (2007) 

suggest that their tendency to occur more frequently in rhyming codas reflects a greater 

phonetic and perceptual similarity than that between oral consonants, as is demonstrated 

in ordinary language phonological phenomena such as place assimilation.  

As Holtman (1996) notes to be the case for rhyme fellow correspondence in 

English poetry, the feature rhyme permitted in songs in the HW corpus reflects an 

implicational hierarchy so that songs that exhibit feature rhyme between non-nasals also 

exhibit feature rhyme between nasals as well as full rhyme, and songs that exhibit feature 

rhyme between nasals also exhibit full rhyme.45 For example, in ―Last Night I Dreamed 

of Heaven,‖ in addition to feature rhyme between non-nasals in the pair sweet~weep, 

                                                           
44 Frequency counts do not include the repetition of a rhyme set within song or in multiple versions of the 

same song.  
45 While all songs exhibit full rhyme, not all songs that exhibit non-nasal feature rhyme have an example of 

nasal feature rhyme, e.g., 6:5. This, however, is likely a reflection of the limited number of rhyme sets per 

song, not of a contrary pattern. 
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there is also feature rhyme between nasals in throne~home, as well as full rhyme in the 

pairs rest~west, strife~life:   

 

(131) I heard the angels singing songs of peace and rest 

 And then there was a silence Each eye looked toward the west  

 There sat my Saviour on his golden throne  

Last night I dreamed of heaven my eternal home sweet home  

 

Last night I dreamed of heaven that land so pure and sweet  

And the joy within me made my glad heart weep  

I was there with my Saviour free from grief and strife  

Last night I dreamed of heaven the land of eternal life 

 

(V2-3; 8:8) 

 

In ―Your Cheatin‘ Heart,‖ rhyme is limited to feature rhyme between nasals, e.g., 

rain~name and full rhyme, e.g., do~you: 

 

(132) When tears come down like falling rain   

You'll toss around and call my name  

You'll walk the floor the way I do    

Your cheatin heart will tell on you 

 

(V2; 4:19) 

 

Subsequence rhyme also occurs in the HW corpus. Rhyme sets participate in 

subsequence rhyme when at least one segment of the rhyming codas is phonologically 

similar and one is dissimilar or has no correlate, or when one fellow lacks a coda entirely, 

i.e., C1C2~C1C3, C1C2~C1, C~Ø, etc. (Zwicky 1976). In (133) and (134), for example, the 

sets wealth~death and cry~fire participate in subsequence rhyme since the coda 

consonant [l] of wealth has no correlate in death, and the coda [ɹ] of fire has no correlate 

in cry:  
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(133) Around me many are building 

Homes of beauty and wealth[lθ]  

But what of a home in heaven  

Where will you live after death[θ]  

 

(V1; 5:18) 

 

(134) It makes me laugh and it makes me cry[Ø]  

It sets my sinful soul on fire[ɹ]  

 

(L4-5, V1; 9:19) 

 

Subsequence rhymes can include feature rhymes (Zwicky 1976). In the rhyme set 

week~streets, coda consonants [k] and [t] participate in feature rhyme since they are both 

voiceless stops but differ in place of articulation, and since the [s] of streets has no 

correlate in week, the set also participates in subsequence rhyme: 

 

(135) If the judge says pay her forty dollars a week[k]  

You‘ll dig up the money or you‘ll work the streets[ts]  

 

(L1-2, V5; 8:3) 

 

 
Rhyme Fellow Coda Number of Instances 

C1C2~C1, C1C2~C2~C1C2, C1C2~C3C1C4, etc. 64 

Coda~Ø 12 

Feature Subsequence: (k~ts, ks~p, n~ld, nd~m, 

m~ns, k~ts)  

8 

 

Table 11:  Subsequence Rhyme in the HW Corpus46 

 

                                                           
46 Most subsequence rhyme sets include nasals and coronals. It has been suggested that these features are 

permitted to vary because of their peripheral status in feature geometry (Golston 1997, cited by Hanson 

1997: 320).  
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For the most part, the vowels of rhyme fellows in the HW corpus are 

phonologically identical, although they can vary allophonically and thus reflect ordinary 

language variation (see 3.2).47 There are two rhyme pairs in the corpus that have rhyme 

fellows that differ phonemically in terms of laxness, roundness, and backness, 

respectively: pain~ten (V3; 8:6), -bam~-town (V1; 8:20).48 

Most rhyme fellows in the corpus are monosyllables, but there are 44 rhyme sets 

with two syllables, and two with three. Of these, 40 have fellows that are phonologically 

identical. The remaining rhyme sets have identical vowels but not consonants: 

open~broken, older~over, b[a]rder~want her and b[a]rder~daughter.  

There are also three rhyme sets that exhibit ―mosaic rhyme,‖ where at least one 

fellow corresponds to multiple words. As with the examples of feminine rhyme, in these 

sets the first syllable of the rhyme fellow is more rhythmically prominent than the 

syllables that follow and fellows begin with the final downbeat-stressed syllable: 

 

(136) You don‘t feel love 

You don‘t want real love (L4-5, V2; 4:10) 

 

(137) Lord I never knew a man could feel so bad,   

I never knew livin could be so sad (L1-2, V2; 8:5) 

 

(138) If the things I said was to break your heart  

I‘d be the first to take your part (L1-2, C3; 4:1) 

                                                           
47 Two examples of rhyme pairs not mentioned in 3.2 that do not share identical vowels in careful, 

mainstream English, but that do in Williams‘ language variety, are in~can (V2; 9:25) and care~here (V2; 

7:1). 
48 In addition to these examples there is also the rhyme pair -gain~-train (V5; 1:15). Although Williams 

does not pronounce again as [geyn], this rhyming pronunciation is an acceptable alternative to the more 

common [gεn] for some speakers of English.  
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The correspondence relationship between rhyme fellows in the HW corpus can be 

accounted for with two constraints. One requires full rhyme between vowels, 

PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels), and one governs coda correspondence, 

PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas). Both constraints comes from Holtman (1996):  

 

(139) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels)-rhyming vowels must be 

phonologically identical. A star is assessed for any phonemic difference 

between rhyming vowels (Holtman 1996). 

 

The second constraint, PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas), also comes from 

Holtman (1996), but differs from her constraint in two respects. First, it specifies coda 

consonants, instead of the more general consonants since evidence from the Snoop Dogg 

corpus as well as Kawahara (2007) and Katz (2008) suggest that intervocalic consonants 

can behave differently from coda consonants, requiring less phonological similarity. 

A second difference from Holtman (1996) is that I do not separate phonological 

identity and phonological similarity into two separate constraints. As suggested in a 

review of Holtman by Buckley (1997), identity and similarity are combined into a single 

constraint PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas), which can be violated gradiently. In the 

Williams corpus, where codas are not required to be identical, only similar, rhyme sets 

can incur a single violation of PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas): 

 

(140) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas)-rhyming codas must be phonologically 

identical. A single star is incurred for nasal codas that differ in place 

and/or subsequence. A second star is incurred for further phonological 

difference. 
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Only PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) is regularly violated in the corpus by 

rhyme sets like those shown in (133)-(135). Rhyme fellow correspondence constraints do 

not interact directly with the rhythmic constraints described in this chapter, and do not 

play a major role in deviation in the HW corpus. 

3.5.7 Constraint Summary and Discussion 

 

This chapter has described the manifestation of musical rhythm in the HW corpus in the 

distribution of downbeat- and non-downbeat-stressed syllables, extended syllables, and 

linguistically empty downbeats as well as the reflection of the musical rhythm in 

systematic end rhyme. As is generally the case for sung lyrics (see, e.g., Hayes 2005), 

metrically well-formed lyrics were shown to be governed by constraints that match 

prosodic structure to metrical structure, and that require an even distribution of metrically 

prominent syllables. This chapter has also shown how in addition to patterns in final 

cadences, systematic rhyme and refrain repetition reflect rhythmic grouping structure. 

Rhyme fellow correspondence was shown to be relatively conservative — for the most 

part restricted to imperfect rhyme between codas that differ in terms of subsequence and 

nasals that differ in place. Figure 44 illustrates the rhythmic constraints introduced in 3.5.  
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Figure 44: The Poetic Component of the Poetic Grammar of Hank Williams 

 

While the metrical grouping constraints introduced in this chapter come directly 

from Hayes and MacEachern (1998), the FILL constraints do not.  Pressure to fill strong 

metrical positions is formalized in Hayes and MacEachern (1998) as FILL STRONG, which 

can be seen as the same as FILL DOWNBEAT in the HW corpus, but evidence for a 

distinctive, less pronounced pressure to fill the three and two level grid positions 

respectively is also evidenced in Williams‘ lyrics. Pressure to keep weak metrical 

positions empty and to fill strong positions is articulated in Hayes (2005), but this is 

combined with the prosodic status of the syllables that fill them.49   

As in Hayes and MacEachern (1998), grouping constraints outrank metricality 

constraints in the HW corpus, so that NO CLASH, FILL 2, FILL 3, and FILL DB are violated 

by grouping patterns that leave prominent grid positions empty. Poetic constraints are 

                                                           
49 For example, stressed syllables are dispreferred in weak metrical positions, and stressless syllables are 

dispreferred in strong metrical positions. 
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ranked in a stochastic grammar, with the combination of grouping and metricality 

constraints resulting in patterns that differ from song section to song section. For 

example, the verse pattern S-SB-S-SB reflects the domination of COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

and LINES ARE SALIENT over FILL DOWNBEAT, FILL 3 and FILL 2. Unlike in the English 

folk songs studied in Hayes and MacEachern (1998), this ranking is manifested by a 

number of different cadencial patterns since downbeats and extended downbeat-stressed 

syllables can occur in succession and distinctively in Williams‘ lyrics, e.g. SB-SBB-SB-

SBB, S:-SB-S:-SB, etc. 

 Patterns in systematic end rhyme were shown to reflect metrical grouping 

structure in the Williams corpus. While the study of rhyme in linguistics has largely 

focused on the correspondence relationship between rhyme fellows (e.g., Zwicky 1976, 

Holtman 1996, Hanson 2003, Bauschatz 2003, Kawahara 2007), this data shows how 

linking patterns between rhyme fellows correlate to patterns in final cadences such as 

whether the verse is line-marking, couplet-marking, or exhibits a Long-Last structure. 

Constraints that formalize these different patterns were proposed. 

 Unlike in contemporary country music lyrics, refrain repetition occurs in the 

majority of songs in the HW corpus and was shown to mark constituents above the line-

level as salient. Refrains can vary slightly in their repetitions but must have predictably 

fixed sections.  

 Finally, feature rhyme in the HW corpus was shown in the vast majority of songs 

to be restricted to nasal coda consonants that differ in place, which reflects tendencies 

shown in several other poetic traditions, including Victorian poetry (Holtman 1996).  
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The beginning of this chapter also characterized the linguistic component of 

Williams‘ lyrics by showing his use of SAE and archaic forms. Chapters 5-7 will further 

illustrate this component by showing how constraints in the linguistic grammar are 

ranked with respect to the rhythmic constraints introduced in this section. These rankings 

are assumed to apply to the entire corpus and are important to providing a complete 

picture of Williams‘ poetic style, which will be shown to contrast with Snoop Dogg‘s in 

several respects. 
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CHAPTER 4: SD CORPUS  

 

4.1 INTRODUCTION  

 

This chapter introduces the SD corpus. It begins with a brief biography and corpus 

description, and then characterizes the language of Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics, including his use 

of African American English, hip hop slang, and the lyrics‘ representation with 

nonstandard orthography in this dissertation. Most of the chapter is devoted to a 

description of rhythm in the corpus.  Sections 4.6.1 and 4.6.2 describe meter and 

grouping, respectively. Section 4.6.3 details the structural characteristics of rhyme in the 

corpus. As in the contemporary rap lyrics studied by Alim (2003) and Katz (2008), and 

unlike in the Williams corpus, non-canonical, unsystematic rhyme occurs throughout the 

SD corpus. Finally, 4.6.4 addresses the correspondence relationship between rhyme 

fellows. As in other contemporary rap lyrics (Katz 2008), consonantal feature rhyme 

between coda consonants is shown to be frequent and to primarily occur between stops 

and nasals that differ in place. The occasional lack of similarity between intervocalic 

consonants, the use of multisyllabic rhyme, and the continuation of rhyme sets past the 

couplet level contrast with rhyme fellow correspondence in other genres of English poetic 

language, e.g., Bauschatz (2003). 

The poetic constraints introduced in this chapter – primarily those dealing with 

rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence – will be shown in chapters 5-7 to 



141 

drive several different types of linguistic deviation, including enjambment, the insertion 

and deletion of syllables, and allomorphy.  

4.2 SNOOP DOGG 

Snoop Dogg, also known as Snoop Doggy Dogg and Bigg Snoop Dogg, was born Calvin 

Broadus, Jr. in 1971 in Long Beach, California. Snoop Dogg claims as his influences in 

childhood the music of his Baptist church choir, Rhythm and Blues artists like Al Greene, 

the early raps of Slick Rick, and Dr. Dre and The Wreckin‘ Cru. According to his own 

account, Snoop Dogg began rapping for fun with his friend Warren G as a teenager, but 

did not take it up seriously as a career until after a stint in prison for dealing drugs (Snoop 

Dogg 2000).  

Snoop Dogg‘s sound typifies the slurring laid-back West Coast gangsta rap style 

and contrasts with the hard-edged fast-paced style of the East Coast rappers, a difference 

he attributes to West Coast artists‘ heavy use of marijuana (Snoop Dogg 2000: 124).50  

The West Coast came to be associated with, and eventually to dominate, the gangsta rap 

scene beginning in the 1990‘s, although its origins can be traced to the political rivalry of 

1960‘s Jamaica, where a ―rude-boy‖ youth culture ―adopted an aggressive pose‖ that 

manifested itself by carrying knives and handguns, and belonging to gangs (Keyes 2002: 

90). Gangsta rap culture emphasizes being ―down with the street‖ (i.e., connected to 

one‘s roots in urban street life), and themes like gang violence, drug use, and prostitution 

reflect the real-life experiences of many gangsta rap artists (Keyes 2002: 125), as 

exemplified in the untimely death of Tupac Shakur.51 As a gangsta rap artist Snoop Dogg 

                                                           
50 Krims (2000) suggests that the songs of Snoop Dogg belong to a slightly different genre, ―don rap,‖ 

which is narrated from the perspective of the kingpins and more fantastical than gangsta rap.  
51 Tupac Shakur was killed in a drive-by shooting, a type of murder particularly associated with the gang 

milieu, in 1996 at the height of his career.  
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most readily identifies with the ―mack,‖ or pimp, an archetype whose role he assumes in 

the film Boss’n Up. His real-life experience with drug-dealing and prison in his youth as 

well as more recent run-ins with the law confirm that his gansta image, while exaggerated 

and cultivated in his lyrics, is not entirely fictive.52 

Snoop Dogg made his first recording in 1992 with Dr. Dre at Death Row Records 

for the album accompanying the film Deep Cover, The Chronic. Subsequent to The 

Chronic Snoop Dogg recorded two more albums with Death Row Records, Doggystyle 

(1993) and Tha Doggfather (1996). After falling out with the label, Snoop Dogg recorded 

three albums with No Limit Records: Da Game Is To Be Sold Not To Be Told (1998), No 

Limit Top Dogg (1999), and Tha Last Meal (2000). Paid Tha Cost to Be Da Boss (2002), 

R&G: The Masterpiece (2004), Tha Blue Carpet Treatment (2006), and Ego Trippin’ 

(2008) were recorded by his own record label. In addition to making albums and videos, 

Snoop Dogg has appeared or starred in a number of films, including Boss’n Up (2005), 

The Tenants (2006), and Hood of Horror (2006). In addition, he has starred in several 

television series, including the music entertainment show Doggy Fizzle Televizzle (2002-

2003) on MTV and Snoop Dogg’s Father Hood (2007-2008), a reality show revolving 

around his family‘s life that aired on E!. 

 

4.3 SD CORPUS DESCRIPTION 

 

The data for the SD corpus come from the seven albums that Snoop Dogg recorded 

between 1993 and 2004: Doggystyle, Tha Doggfather, Da Game Is To Be Sold Not To Be 

Told, No Limit Topp Dogg, Tha Last Meal, Paid Tha Cost to Be Da Boss, and R&G: The 

                                                           
52 The most notorious crime Snoop Dogg has been charged with was to have been an accomplice in the 

murder of Phillip Woldermarian, of which he was acquitted in 1995. More recent incidents include a melee 

with police officers at London‘s Heathrow Airport in April 2006, and felony weapon and drug possession 

charges on two separate occasions later that year. 
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Masterpiece. Of the 135 tracks on these albums, 119 contain verses rapped by Snoop 

Dogg.  The remaining tracks include songs that are exclusively rapped by other artists, 

entirely sung, or featuring only speech. The SD corpus consists of the verses in these 

seven albums that Snoop Dogg raps. Although producers and fellow artists play a 

significant role in the creation of his songs, Snoop Dogg, a.k.a. Calvin Broadus, is 

credited as an author on all of the songs.53  

Rhyme fellows in the corpus were marked with boldface, entered into a separate 

document, and coded for feature and subsequence rhyme (see 2.3.2). Present-tense verbs 

in the corpus were also entered into a separate document where they were coded for 

person. 

For the most part, the themes of Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics, like those of rap generally, 

follow African American traditional oral practices of ―toasting‖ (i.e., the speaker 

performing a heroic narrative) and ―playing the dozens‖ (i.e., a verbal duel, often in jest) 

in that they focus on the narrator‘s larger-than-life prowess and superiority (Keyes 2002: 

137, Green 2002: 156, Rickford and Rickford 2000: 83-85). Snoop Dogg boasts about his 

abilities as a rapper, gangsta, and lover. Tracks often have narrative sections within a 

verse, but only four tracks feature a story-like narrative: ―Doggz Gonna Get Ya,‖ ―In 

Love with a Thug,‖ and the two covers ―Lodi Dodi‖ and ―Snoopafella.‖54  

                                                           
53 Three songs in the corpus, ―Lodi Dodi,‖ ―Snoopafella,‖ and ―Gangsta Gangsta‖ are covers of songs by 

Slick Rick and Doug E. Fresh, Dana Dane and NWA, respectively. Calvin Broadus, is still listed as an 

author for these, since he modified the original lyrics. 
54 In ―Lodi Dodi‖ (1:5) Snoop Dogg describes his daily grooming routine followed by him going out to sell 

crack. On the street he encounters a mother and daughter who beg him for some crack. In ―Doggz Gonna 

Get Ya‖ (3:19) a poor black youth turns to drug dealing to provide for his family, ―now there was steak 

with the beans and rice.‖ ―Snoopafella‖ (4:6) relates a gangsta version of Cinderella with gender-reversal in 
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4.4 LANGUAGE 

 

The language of Snoop Dogg‘s cultural milieu that is reflected in his lyrics breaks with 

mainstream culture, a fact that the artist himself has commented on: ―Hell, you live in the 

ghetto long enough, you‘ll be talking a language most people on the outside don‘t 

understand‖ (Snoop Dogg 2000: 4). In addition to the use of African American English 

(AAE), the language of hip hop entails the reinvention of and variation in new 

terminologies (Keyes 2001: 123). In this section I describe Snoop Dogg‘s use of AAE 

Phonology and Grammar, gangsta slang, and other features that characterize the language 

of his lyrics.  

 

4.4.1 AAE Phonology 

AAE is the dominant language variety of American hip hop lyrics, and AAE forms have 

been shown to be more prominent in hip hop lyrics than in the non-artistic speech of its 

artists (Alim 2002).  

 For some speakers of AAE, GAE dental fricatives [] and [] correspond to [t] 

and [d], and [f] and [v], respectively (Green 2002). Word-initially, Snoop Dogg more 

commonly employs the GAE fricatives but does sometimes employ [t] and [d], as in 

(143), where the is pronounced with [d]: 

(141) And keep a set of new hos and floatin and tie da bow (L16, V1; 5:16) 
 

                                                                                                                                                                             
which a young Snoop struggles with his two step-brothers and step-father, has a fairy godfather, and 

impresses the princess when he ―rocks the mic.‖  In ―In Love with a Thug‖ (4:7), a gangsta goes to prison 

and leaves his girl, who then turns to someone else.  
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The dental fricatives [] and [] sometimes correspond to [t] and [d] intervocalically and 

word-finally in Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics, as in wit in (142): 

 

(142) Just because you got on Stars wit some khakis (L8, V1; 4:4) 

 

The dental fricatives more commonly correspond to [f] and [v]: 

 

(143) I‘m still doggystylin on Death[f] Row (L4, V1; 2:16) 

 

As in the HW corpus, Snoop Dogg‘s vowels reflect the Southern Shift (Labov, 

Ash and Boberg 2006) and similarly allow for rhyme between words that do not rhyme in 

GAE. In (146), GAE [a] is pronounced [ow] allowing for rhyme between gone, on and 

home. Rhyme fellows are in boldface:  

 

(144) Just when you thought I was gone, I‘m back on 

Knick-knack-paddy-wack give the Dogg a home (L1-2, V3; 5:19) 

 

In (145), GAE [i] is pronounced [] allowing for rhyme between feel me and kill me: 

  

(145) Cause I‘m a motherfuckin shinin star, you feel[] me 

And fuck who wanna kill me (L11-13, V3; 4:16) 

 

Finally, the pronunciation of man as [mayn] in (146) allows for rhyme with rain: 

 

(146) See me I‘m all about my money man[ay] 

I stay fly and dry I don't get caught up in the rain (L3-4, V2; 2:16) 
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 Vowel lowering in front of velar nasals, a characteristic of both SAE and AAE 

(Labov, Ash and Boberg 2006) is also relevant to Snoop Dogg‘s phonology and 

evidenced in rhyme pairs.  In (147), thing is pronounced [η] and allows for rhyme 

with games: 

 

(147) Stop playin games, let's do this damn thang (L4, V1; 4:11) 
 

Other non-standard features in Snoop Dogg‘s phonology listed in Table 12 include 

consonant cluster reduction, e.g., [ndz] > [nz], /n/-deletion in the article an, postvocalic 

/r/-deletion and alveolar -in: 

 

Consonant Cluster Reduction55 

(Green 2002: 108-115)  

winds~[wainz] (L1, V2; 7:19) 

a~an a alcoholic (L8, V1; 2:5) 

-r~Ø/__(C)# 

(Green 2002: 120) 

I'm not a, holy rolla, but I pray so h[a:]d 

Help me, I‘m sendin these bitch niggas straight to God 

(L15, V2; 7:6) 

in~i 

(Green 2002: 122) 

As long as you gettin what you paid for (L15, V1; 5:3) 

Table 12: Other AAE Phonological Features in the SD Corpus 

 

 

4.4.2 AAE Grammar 

Snoop Dogg‘s grammar differs markedly from GAE in its use of AAE verbal inflection.56 

In AAE, verbal -s occurs variably on verbs with third-person singular animate subjects 

(see 6.3.1): 

 

                                                           
55 Consonant clusters that share voice/sonority are more likely to reduce, except for functions words like 

ain’t, don’t, etc., which also reduce despite the voice/sonority similarity of their consonant clusters Green 

(2002: 108-115) and Rickford and Rickford (2000: 105). 
56 All of the features discussed in this section are addressed in Green (2002). 
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(148) Cause she know that Snoop Dogg got that white Rolls Royce  

(L26, V1; 2:5) 

 

(149) And the homie knows (L11, V1; 5:18) 

 

Another major difference from GAE is the use of the null copula with all subjects except 

the first person singular and dummy subject it (see 6.3.2): 

 

(150) And Lucky Luciano Ø bout to sing soprano. (L2, V1; 2:2) 

 

For the emphatic affirmative in AAE, is is the preferred form for all persons except the 

first-person singular:  

 

(151) But everybody know who girl that you is. (L16, V1; 6:8) 

 

In the past tense, was is employed for all subjects with all persons: 

 

(152) I gave, new niggas a chance, to see what they was sayin (L6, V3; 6:13) 

 

As in the Williams‘ corpus, the preferred negation of the copula in AAE is ain’t, and 

multiple negated elements commonly occur in the same sentence: 

 

(153) I ain’t holdin nothin back (L7, V1; 1:10) 

 

The future is expressed with a for the first person in the contraction I’ma and gonna or 

gon for all other persons: 

 

(154) Cause I’ma be on the lookout for the sell of them pigs ( L34, V1; 2:9) 

 

(155) But it‘s cool, cause niggas gonna miss this (L15, V1; 5:6) 
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(156) Times get hard my homies gon be there I know you there for me  

(L8, V2; 3:12) 

 

The immediate future is expressed with finna: 

 

(157) Snoop and Quik comin through we finna take you to the island  

(L2, V3; 4:17) 

 

Some other grammatical features of AAE found in the SD corpus and listed in 

Table 13 are the omission of auxiliaries in questions, aspectual be, consistent marker 

steady, expletive it, negative inversion, and possessive they:  
 

AAE Form Example 

Auxiliary Omission in Questions 

(Green 2002: 42) 

What I like to do? (C; 3:6) 

 

Aspectual be 

(Green 2002: 47-51) 

She be beggin please. (L20, V1; 2:11) 

Consistent Marker steady 

(Green 2002: 71-72) 

The way they do my life and I‘m steady tryin to do more right 

(L3, V1; 4:4) 

Expletive it 

(Green 2002: 80-83) 

But it ain‘t no stoppin, I‘m still poppin. (L7, V3; 1:3) 

Negative Inversion 

(Green 2002: 78) 

Ain't no penitentiaries, so ain't nobody doin time. (L8, V3; 2:19) 

 

Possessive they 

(Green 2002: 103) 

They pointin they guns at my four-man crew. (L20, V3; 3:19) 

 

Table 13: Other AAE Grammatical Features in the SD corpus 

 

4.4.3 Other Linguistic Features 

According to Snoop Dogg himself, what distinguishes hip hop from other music genres 

and accounts for its success is its ability to ―keep it real‖ (Snoop Dogg 2000: 45). As a 

gangsta rapper, Snoop Dogg employs terms associated with the gangsta lifestyle, a 

lifestyle he has experienced himself as a drug dealer and Crips gang member. Table 14 

lists some of the slang terms featured in the corpus: 
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Slang Term Meaning 

ball, roll to hang out 

break off to bring someone to sexual 

climax 

cap to shoot dead 

C-notes, cheddar, cheese, chips, dead presidents, doe-doe, ends, fetty, 

green, papers, rolo, scrilla 

money 

bud, Buddah, chronic, cessweed, dank, dub, indo, sack, spliff, wheezy marijuana 

Cutty, Nav Cutlass Supreme and 

Navigator57 

C-walk Crip-walk58 

deff cool 

dogg, loc, flic, cuz terms for close friends 

floss to show off 

FUBU, Stacy Adams brands of clothing 

gank to hurt (trans.), or to steal 

from 

gat, heata gun 

get ghost to disappear, to leave 

grille mouth 

-izzle, -izz- (e.g., televizzle, bizzack) -- (see 6.5) 

J joint 

ki[i]  kilogram 

level fo‘ maximum security prison 

loop PCP59 

low-low lowrider car 

pop coochie to have sex 

wig head 

Zig-Zags rolling papers 

 

Table 14: Gangsta Slang in the SD corpus60 
 

The language of Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics has often provoked controversy. His use of 

violence, profanity, and a misogynistic tone, notably in his prolific use of terms like 

nigga, ho, and bitch, was brought to public attention in the censorship battles over CD 

labeling in the 1990‘s (Keyes 2002: 4). Table 15 provides three excerpts from the corpus 

that demonstrate this controversial tone:  

                                                           
57 Types of cars. 
58 Name of dance that originated among members of the Crip gang. 
59 Phencyclidine, a common street drug. 
60 Snoop Dogg employs the AAE term saditty (Green 2002: 15), to refer to an upper-class, African 

American woman: Have you ever had a pretty, young saditty, / Black female with chips, from the city? (L1, 

V1; 4:7) 
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Violence He ran up out of bullets so I shot him in his chest 

He fell to the floor with his hands in the air 

His vision gettin blurry but you know I didn't care 

Peck, peck, he tried to stay on deck 

So I ran up on this nigga and I shot him in his neck 

Shootin like a motherfuckin Vietnam vet 

Ridin on this nigga disrepectin my set (L2, V1; 4:8) 

Profanity Not knowin who you fuckin wit, niggas be on bitch shit 

Nigga we be fuckin quick, nigga we ain't talkin shit (L9-10, V1; 5:6) 

Explicit Sexual 

Content 

And baby girl steady takin dick to the brain 

Left no stain, cause she swallowed it up (L13-14, V2; 3:4) 

 

Table 15: Controversial Characteristics of Snoop Dogg‘s Lyrics  

 

In what may appear to be an ironic contrast to the violent, adult nature of his 

lyrics, Snoop Dogg frequently alludes to popular children‘s stories and rhymes. In his 

remake of Dana Dane‘s ―Cinderfella,‖ ―Snoopafella,‖ he identifies with Cinderella, and 

in his remake of Slick Rick and Doug E. Fresh‘s ―Lodi Dodi,‖ he identifies with the evil 

stepmother of ―Snow White.‖ Excerpts that allude to children‘s stories and rhymes are 

listed in Table 16: 
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Mirror, mirror, on the wall / Who is the top dogg of them all? (L15, V1; 1:5) 

Then I dilly (dally) I ran through a (alley) / I bumped into this smoker named (Sally) from the 

(Valley)61 (L33, V1; 1:5) 

Yeah, uh, tic toc you don't stop (L9, V3; 1:5) 

Now I lay me down to sleep / I pray the Lord my soul to keep / If I should die before I wake / I 

pray the Lord my soul to take (I; 1:6) 

It's the nick nack paddy wack / I still got the bigger sack (L8, V1; 1:11) 

 

Nick nack patty wack big happy sack, the dealer is back (L9, V1; 3:21) 

 

Nick nack patty wack give the Dogg a home (L2, V3; 5:19) 

They say once upon a time in the land of the locs (L1, V3; 2:13) 

Roses are red, violets are blue (L9, V1; 3:5) 

Once upon a time, in the LBC / On the Eastside, off of two-one Street / There lived a young 

man, Cinderfella's his name / To make it interestin it's me, peep game / I lived in a house with 

my cruel step-dad / And two step-brothers who treated me bad / I cooked, I cleaned, I scrubbed 

the floor / And I was like an errand boy runnin to the store (4:6) 

Liar, liar, pants on fire / Smoke so much dope they call me Snoopy Pryor (L1, V2; 5:4) 

The homies in the hood call me Lil Bo Peep (L2, V2; 5:16) 

And go to the Wizard of Oz 

And tell em that you‘re tryin to get yourself a brand new heart (L7, V2; 6:11) 

Mary, Mary, Mary, quite contrary (O; 6:14) 

Ricky, ticky, timble, C is the symbol (L1, V1; 7:14) 

 

Table 16: Allusions to Children‘s Rhymes and Stories in the SD corpus 

 

More so than with the lyrics of other genres of popular music, rap lyrics refer to 

specific cities and neighborhoods, evoking local meaning (Krims 2000, Warren 2001, 

Forman 2002, Keyes 2004). Stylistic characteristics like Chicano cholo dress and car 

culture are reflected in the clothing of West Coast rappers and in the booming bass of 

their music (Keyes 2004: 147). Snoop Dogg refers to the Oakland Raiders, their coach, 

Al Davis, The Staples Arena, the Los Angeles Lakers and Shaquille O‘Neal, and employs 

a number of regionally specific acronyms and abbreviations like LBC (Long Beach, 

California) and three-two-one, the area code for Southern California:  

 

 

 

                                                           
61 Parentheses indicate words uttered by artists other than Snoop Dogg. 



152 

(158) No disrespect to them other hoods.  

But this is where I‘m from.  

Three-two-one. I can‘t come  

No other way, no way, no how 

You know the bow-wow do it Long Beach style (L3-7, V1; 4:20)  

 

Table 17 lists acronyms employed throughout the corpus: 

 
LBC Long Beach, California 

OG Original Gangster 

DPG Dogg Pound Gangstas (Snoop Dogg, Nate Dogg, Daz and Kurupt) 

KLC, ETG, HCG, etc.  Initials of Individuals 

BG Baby Gangsta 

Ds Dayton rims (a type of hubcap) 

321  Area code for Southern California 

7-4 Gangster Disciples (a gang that originated in Chicago) 

954 Broward County, Florida (refers to area coda for much of the county) 

 

Table 17: Common Acronyms and Numerical Abbreviations in the SD Corpus 
 

Collaboration is valued in the hip hop industry where fellow artists often perform 

in each other‘s audio recordings and videos. It is not uncommon for the number of 

individuals attributed to having written a Snoop Dogg song to exceed six, and in ―The 

One and Only‖ (6:13), nineteen authors are cited. The ―shout outs‖ in liner notes, where 

Snoop Dogg thanks those who have helped him, reach the hundreds for some albums, 

e.g., No Limit Topp Dogg. Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics further convey the interconnectedness of 

hip hop culture in his frequent allusions to fellow rap artists and their songs. In the 

examples of allusions in Table 18, Snoop Dogg integrates song titles and artists into his 

lyrics. Allusions to song titles are italicized. 
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They say game don’t wait huh Warren G? (L1, V1; 5:15) 

Follow Rakim cause I ain’t no jokin (L6, V3; 6:4) 

I'm not Xzibit, you can't pull my ho card (L28, V1; 6:20) 

That I would be bigger the Kurtis Blow  

I guess he was right, these are the breaks (L6-7, V2; 7:5) 

Yeah yeah, it‘s all to the real 

We can do it like Guy, c'mon girl let’s chill (L10, V1; 7:8) 

Pharrell got the Babyface and Dogg got the whip appeal, so name the place (L5, V3; 7:8) 

I'm not Keith Murray but I’ll get ya lifted (L8, V1; 7:18) 

 

Table 18: Allusions to Artists and Their Songs in the SD corpus 

 

At the same time that the genre emphasizes collaboration, great value is also 

placed on the originality of individual artists, who are expected to have their own unique 

sound (Keyes 2002: 123). Snoop Dogg is known for his slurred, slow style, and further 

differentiates himself from other artists in his use of the vocable affixes -izzle and -iz- as 

well as his propensity for word coinage. Late night TV show host Conan O‘Brien 

remarks upon the latter in this excerpt from an interview with him on Late Night with 

Conan O’Brien62:   

O‘Brien: You invent these fantastic words. You, this man, has added more to the 

English language than anybody I think in the last ten years....Are you working on 

some new words for us? 

Snoop Dogg: I mean, you know, they tend to particulate and trickalate out of my 

mouth when I get the time. (O‘Brien 2007) 

                                                           
62 In a similar encounter, when Snoop Dogg visits the Martha Stewart show, Stewart comments on Snoop 

Dogg‘s unique way of speaking, which Snoop Dogg refers to as ―Snoopuistics‖ (Stewart 2008). 
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Although there are many examples of morpheme insertion in the corpus (see 6.5), actual 

word coinage occurs quite rarely in the corpus:  

 

(159) I'm realizin, justizin, visualizin, (L30, V2; 5:16) 

 

(160) So I celebrated, teledated, innovated, dominated 

Orchestrated, situated, petuated, reinstated (L9-10, V3; 7:18) 
 

Snoop Dogg makes the originality of his lyrics and style a point of pride, which, 

he claims, other rap artists try to imitate:  

 

(161) Every day of my life I take a glimpse in the mirror  

And I see motherfuckers tryin to be like me (L2-3, V1; 1:2) 

 

(162) It's like everywhere I look, and everywhere I go 

I'm hearin motherfuckers tryin to steal my flow 

... 

You know, some of these niggas is so deceptive 

Usin my styles like a contraceptive (L1-2 and 5-6, V1; 1:11) 

 

(163) Shit, I can‘t be duplicated (L3, V1; 3:13) 

 

4.5 ORTHOGRAPHY  

The use of non-standard orthography predominates in the liner notes, song titles and 

names of hip hop artists. This orthography does not represent an ignorance of standard 

spelling, nor does it solely reflect AAE features. Hip hop‘s use of non-standard spelling 

can be seen as aiding in the construction of an alternative identity that serves as a critique 

against standard English linguistic domination (Warren 2001). In this section I look at 
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non-standard orthography that occurs in Snoop Dogg‘s album and song titles,63 and then 

explain which forms I chose to use in the corpus and excerpts provided throughout the 

dissertation. 

Non-standard spellings in the titles of Snoop Dogg‘s CDs and songs that reflect 

AAE phonological features are illustrated in Table 19. The letter d corresponds to th in 

standard orthography in da, for example, reflecting this feature of AAE phonology: 

 
AAE Phonological Feature Non-Standard Orthography 

in Title 

[]~[d]/#__, __# 

[]~ [t]/__#, #__ 

(Green 2002: 118) 

da (CD 2, CD 6, 6:2, 6:4), nut‘in (2:13) 

[s]~[d]/__C bidness (4:11) 

Consonant Cluster Reduction 

(Green 2002: 108-115)  

N (~and) (6:16) 

[ey]~[]/__nasals thang (3:10, 7:20) 

-r deletion 

(Green 2002: 120) 

chuuuch (6:4), yo (~your) (4:11, 5:13, 7:9, 

7:15), gangsta (2:!4, 4:14), killa (1:9)  

in~i 

(Green 2002: 122) 

ballin‘ (6:7), dippin‘ (4:18), doin‘ (4:13), 

something (4:11), nut‘in (2:13) 

 

Table 19: Non-Standard Orthography That Represents AAE Phonological Features in 

Snoop Dogg CD and Track Titles  

 

Non-standard spellings that do not reflect AAE phonology can be seen as 

representing an ―inversion,‖ or break with mainstream ideology, particularly when they 

reveal the arbitrariness of English orthography (Warren 2001). Some common ways 

Snoop Dogg‘s song and CD titles do this is in consonant doubling, the deletion of silent 

letters, the use of numerals to represent non-numeric homophones, and -z as a plural 

marker: 

 

                                                           
63 Lyrics do not accompany the liner notes of the Snoop Dogg CDs studied in this dissertation. For 

additional examples of non-standard spellings, see Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics in on-line websites. 
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Snoop Dogg Spelling Standard Spelling 

dogg (CD 4, 1:14), sixx (2:14) dog, six 

flicc (7:4) - 

tha (CD 2, CD 5, CD 6, 1:5, 2:2, 2:4, 6:4) the 

tru (3:8) true 

-z as plural marker, e.g., doggz (2:9, 2:19), gz (1:15) -s 

ryde (5:14) ride 

bo$$ (6:2, 6:11) boss 

paper‘d up (6:9) slapp‘d (6:20) papered, slapped 

threw (7:17) through 

2 (2:12), 4 (4:19)  too, to, for 

U (1:17, 7:15, 7:19) you 

 

Table 20: Non-Standard Orthography That Does Not Represent AAE Phonology in 

Snoop Dogg CD and Track Titles 

 

Words that occur frequently in the hip hop genre and are associated with the 

gangsta lifestyle are more likely to host a non-standard spelling that those that are not, 

e.g., niggaz, doggz, and Gz vs. stories, days, and lies:     

 
 
-z -s 

―WBallz‖ (1:4) 

―For All My Niggaz & Bitches‖ (1:11) 

―Gz and Hustlas‖ (1:16) 

―Doggz Gonna Get Ya‖( 3:19) 

 

―For All My Niggaz & Bitches‖ 1:11) 

―Gz and Hustlas‖ (1:16) 

―Hoes, Money, And Clout‖ (3:20) 

―G Bedtime Stories‖ (4:8)  

―Down 4 My Niggas‖ (4:9) 

―Betta Days‖ (4:10) 

―True Lies‖ (5:4) 

―Fresh Pair of Panties On‖ (7:12) 

―Signs‖ (7:16) 

Table 21: Plural Markers in Snoop Dogg CD and Song Titles 

 

4.5.1 ORTHOGRAPHY OF CORPUS 

Since Snoop Dogg‘s albums do not provide liner notes, and there is no one standard for 

representing AAE phonology (Green 2002: 238), it proved difficult to determine the best 
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orthographic representation for his lyrics. For words that belong to the hip hop lexicon, 

the spelling accepted in the genre is employed, e.g., cuz, dogg, flic, and loc. 

Norms for representing phonological differences from standard English determine 

the spelling of non-standard phonological forms when relevant. As in the HW corpus, 

velar -g is omitted from the representation of the unstressed suffix -ing. The following 

modifications to standard orthography are employed only to represent non-standard 

phonology in rhyme fellows or words in which the pronunciation is relevant to the 

discussion at hand.64 For these tokens, r-lessness is represented with -a replacing the r-

colored vowel for multisyllabic words ending in -er, and -or, e.g., never~neva, with an 

apostrophe in monosyllabic words, e.g., for~fo’, or with IPA symbols replacing the non-

standard sound(s) in brackets, e.g., controversi[o]. Other consonantal differences from 

standard pronunciations are represented in their spelling, e.g., bidness~business, 

wit~with. Letters are omitted from the spelling when there is no corresponding phoneme 

in the pronunciation where there is one in standard English, e.g., lil vs. little. Vocalic 

differences from standard English are also represented. Reduced to and you are spelled ta 

and ya, respectively, and syllables that are realized as [ey] in Snoop Dogg‘s 

pronunciation and that correspond to [] in GAE are spelled with a, e.g., thing~thang.  

 

 

 

 

                                                           
64 This is not an entirely satisfactory choice, as Snoop Dogg exhibits relatively consistent pronunciations 

for some of the AAE phonological features described in 4.4.1, such as word-final fricative stopping and r-

lessness. The problem with representing these features throughout the lyrics, however, is that although 

there is an accepted spelling for these features in some words, e.g., wit~with, the spelling of other words 

would lead to confusion for the reader. Words that exhibit these features that do not have an accepted 

orthography, then, would have to be represented with IPA symbols, which becomes cumbersome for the 

reader. 
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Corpus Spelling~Standard Spelling Examples in Corpus 

-in~-ing ballin, ridin, locin, etc. 

-a~-er neva, nigga, killa, etc. 

o‘~or fo‘, do‘, sho‘ (~sure), yo‘ (~your) 

her[]~her her[] 

-al[o]~-al controversial[o], serial[o], etc. 

-lil~little, wit~with, an~and lil, wit, an 

aks~ask 

bidness~business 

aks 

bidness 

ta~to 

ya~you 

ta  

ya 

ang/k~ing/k thang, rang, kang 

 

Table 22: Spellings for Phonological Differences from Standard English in Rhyming 

Words in the SD Corpus 
 

Spellings for non-standard morphology are those commonly used in the 

representation of colloquial English and AAE, e.g., gonna, wanna, gimme, I’ma, etc. 

 

4.6 POETIC ORGANIZATION 

The rhythmic structure of a rap song is comprised of two major components: the 

instrumental background and the rapped lyrics. The instrumental background sets the beat 

to which the rap artist raps and marks grouping structure. Rapped lyrics constitute their 

own rhythm, which is organized by the background but often challenges its metrical and 

grouping structures (Walser 1995, Krims 2000, Miyakawa 2005). 

The following section introduces meter in the SD corpus. The metrical structure 

of the instrumental background, rapped lyrics, their representation and well-formedness 

in the mapping of the lyrics to the background is addressed in this section.  

Section 4.6.2 introduces metrical grouping in the corpus. Constituency groups are 

indicated by regularly recurring musical motives in the instrumental background and in 
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the distribution of beat- and non-beat-stressed syllables and linguistically-empty grid 

positions in the rapped lyrics.  

 Systematic rhyme also serves to mark regular grouping in the instrumental 

background, but unsystematic rhyme is unpredictable in its distribution. Section 4.6.3, 

following Katz (2008), formalizes rhyme patterning with a hierarchical, ―prolongational‖ 

structure, which is independent of the rhythmic structure of the instrumental background.  

 Finally, section 4.6.4 describes the correspondence relationship between rhyme 

fellows in the corpus. As is the case for rap generally, as described in Alim (2003) and 

Katz (2008), rhyme fellows in the SD corpus are often multisyllabic, consist of multiple 

words, and can differ in syllable count. 

 

4.6.1 Meter 

The musical meter of a rap song is determined by percussive and melodic motives in the 

instrumental background (Walser 1995, Krims 2000, Miyakawa 2005). Like other 

contemporary rap artists, Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics weave in and out of the background beats 

in an often unpredictable fashion.  

The following two sections introduce the meter of the instrumental background 

and Snoop Dogg‘s rapped lyrics as they relate to this background. Next, formal 

representations of the metrical structure of rapped lyrics are reviewed, and following 

Anderson (1992), the metrical grid is proposed for the representation of my data. Finally, 

the well-formedness of the mapping of Snoop Dogg‘s prosodic text to the beats of the 

instrumental background is shown to be governed by a series of metricality constraints. 
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4.6.1.1 Instrumental Background 

 

The producer of a rap song establishes the beat for the rap artist by playing recurring, and 

often overlapping, percussive and melodic motives usually with a synthesizer or sampler.  

In ―Gold Rush‖ (2:8) for example, producers Rakim and Flair employ a 

percussive motive to mark the four quarter-note beats of each measure, and further 

reinforce the beats with a two-measure melodic motive. Measures one and two in the 

melodic motive correspond to lines one and two of each couplet. In Figure 45 underlined 

syllables in the rapped text correspond to the four beat positions of each musical measure, 

rhyme fellows are in boldface, and lines link beat-stressed-syllables to beats. 

 

 

     Josey Wales was known for robbin trains and thangs  / Layin everybody down for diamond rangs and chains 

 

Figure 45: Couplet-Level Musical Motive in ―Gold Rush‖ (L1-2, V1; 2:8) 

 

The instrumental background in rap, particularly in gangsta and other so-called 

―reality rap,‖ can be rhythmically quite complex, with multiple layers of musical tracks 

that do not relate in a straightforward way (Walser 1995, Krims 2000, 2003, Miyakawa 

2005). While the layers of the instrumental background may be dissonant and separated 

by time intervals that are difficult to measure, together they reinforce the beats of the 

quadruple meter around which the rap lyrics weave (Krims 2003). 
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4.6.1.2 Rapped Text 

 

Snoop Dogg raps over the instrumental background set by the producer. Although he is 

known for having a slow style, like most rap artists, the rate of words per second in his 

lyrics is significantly higher than that of his speech.65  

A line of rapped verse prototypically corresponds to a musical measure; four 

syllables are associated with beats one through four; and up to three syllables occur 

between beat-stressed syllables (Anderson 1992, Attridge 1995). Lines fall into rhyming 

couplets, and grouping structure is indicated by patterns in the musical background 

(Walser 1995, Krims 2000, Miyakawa 2005). Example (166) illustrates a canonical 

couplet in rap. Each line corresponds to a musical measure. The four syllables that are 

underlined align with the four quarter-note beats of each measure, and between one and 

three syllables occur between each beat-stressed syllable. Rhyme links the final beat-

stressed syllables. 

 

(164) Once upon a time in the LBC  

On the Eastside off of two-one street (L1-2, V1; 4:6) 

 

 Krims (2000) identifies this predictable type of rhythmic delivery in rap as ―sung‖ 

flow style, as it resembles sung lyrics with on-beat accents, strict grouping structure and 

regular on-beat pauses. The sung style is indicative of rap of the early eighties and can be 

seen in the work of Grandmaster Flash and the Beastie Boys. The sung style is limited to 

                                                           
65 Sample Snoop Dogg verses have between four and five syllables per second, much higher than normal 

speaking rates, which have been estimated as averaging 2.4 (Venkatagiri 1999). For some rap artists, speed 

is important. The Guinness Book of World Records even has ―fastest rap MC‖ as a category. The winner 

for 2008 was the Spanish rapper, Chojin, who uttered on average 15.4 syllables per second in his 

performance, over three times as many as Snoop Dogg‘s average.  
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song sections in lyrics that Snoop Dogg wrote himself, which contrasts with his 

production of the two remakes in the corpus, ―Lodi Dodi‖ and ―Snoopafella,‖ the 

originals of which were released in 1985 and 1987, respectively. 

The rhythmic flow of more contemporary rap artists often deviates from such a 

predictable mapping (Walser 1995, Krims 2000, Miyakawa 2005). In contemporary rap, 

lines spill over quadruple groupings at the one, two, and four measure levels; there are 

off-beat accents, internal rhyme, and rhythms that play against rhythms of the 

instrumental background creating polyrhythms. Krims (2000) suggests that this 

complexity is manifested in two flow styles: ―percussion effusive‖ and ―speech effusive.‖ 

Lyrics rapped in the percussion-effusive style exhibit their own rhythmic patterns, 

which are not predictable given the musical background. Beats in the metrical structure of 

the rapped text may not align with the beat of the instrumental background, but are sharp 

and clear. There are ―focused points of staccato and pointed articulation, often followed 

by brief caesuras that punctuate the musical texture and subdivide regular rhythmic units‖ 

(Krims 2000: 50).  

Lyrics performed with the ―speech-effusive‖ style do not have a straightforward 

connection with the musical metrical background. There is sometimes no relationship 

with beats at the syllable level, and prosodic structure comes closer to that of speech. 

Speech-effusive style typically features a larger number of syllables per line, and rhyme 

sets often contain numerous rhyme fellows.  

Percussion- and speech-effusive styles are not exclusive of one another, and 

Snoop Dogg exhibits characteristics of both throughout the corpus. For example, Snoop 
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Dogg‘s performance of ―Up Jump tha Boogie‖ (2:4) is more illustrative of the percussion 

effusive style. In (165), the linguistically-empty downbeat (represented with Ø) in the 

third line is not predicted by the metrical structure of surrounding lines. Following the 

first two lines, syllables that Snoop Dogg emphasizes in his production are less clearly 

beat-aligned but still associated with beats: 

 

(165) Some do the things that they do cause they dumb 

And some do the things that they do for crumbs 

Ø I do mine for me you see?  

Not the big homie double O-G  

 

(L1-4, V1; 2:4) 

 

Snoop Dogg‘s performance of the line in (166), on the other hand, is more 

indicative of the speech-effusive flow style. There is a profusion of syllables, none of 

which is clearly beat-aligned, and the prosodic style approaches that of speech:  

 

(166) I got more niggas tryin to get at me than the president do sometimes  

 

(L1, V1; 2:5) 

 

The relationship between syllables and beats in the SD corpus can be seen as 

occurring on the continuum represented in Figure 46, which reflects these different flow 

types. In a third flow style described by Krims (2000), the sung style, syllables are clearly 

aligned with beats. Impressionistically, these lyrics sound ―sing-songy.‖ 

Beat-associated syllables and empty beats can occur in lyrics performed in the 

sung style when they follow systematic patterns, but are more indicative of the 
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percussion-effusive style in which there is a loose relationship between the text and the 

metrical grid. 

Finally, in some songs and song-sections performed in the speech-effusive style, 

there is no relationship at the syllable level between the lyrics and the musical metrical 

background.  

 
Metrical Beat (a) X (b)  x (c) X (d) x 

  

 

   

Syllable         σ         Ø σ         Ø       σ           σ 

 Sung Style Beat Association 

“Percussion Effusive”  

Syncopation 

“Percussion Effusive” 

No Relationship 

“Speech Effusive” 

 

Figure 46: Continuum of Syllable-Beat Alignment 

 

4.6.1.3 Metrical Representation 

Previous studies of rap represent lyrics with musical notation (Yasin 1997, Walser 1995, 

Keyes 2004), poetic scansion (Attridge 1995), layers of x‘s organized in stacks 

(Miyakawa 2005) and the metrical grid (Anderson 1992). This section considers these 

four methods in turn and explains why I choose to use the metrical grid in this 

dissertation. 

In the representation of rapped lyrics with musical notes, notes correspond to 

syllables, and musical measures are determined by the instrumental background (Walser 

1995, Yasin 1997, Keyes 2004). For example, Figure 47 illustrates the percussive 

patterns of Chuck D‘s rapping (Walser 1995). Syllables are at the eighth- and sixteenth-

note levels and rests are at the fourth- and eighth-note levels: 
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Figure 47: Measures 5-12, V1; Public Enemy, ―Fight the Power‖ (Walser 1995: 203) 

 

Musical notes allow for a precise representation of syllable duration and silence. 

Musical metrical prominence, however, is not as straightforward, since it is implied by 

location, i.e., beat one is the most prominent beat musically, followed by beat three, and 

beats two and four.  

 Attridge (1995) adapts the scansion system he uses for other (non-rapped) poetic 

texts to the metrical structure of rapped lyrics. In his representation, double-underlined 

accents correspond to beats one through four, single-underlined accents to ―secondary 

beats,‖ and x‘s to all other syllables:  

 

 

Figure 48: L3-4, V1; EMPD, ―It‘s My Thing‖ (Attridge 1995: 91) 
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Attridge‘s scansion provides an explicit representation of prominence in terms of 

the rapped syllables themselves, but their relationship with the musical background is not 

clear since not all background beats are represented when they are linguistically empty.  

 Miyakawa (2005) presents the metrical structure of rapped lyrics for her data in 

vertical stacks. Rows represent successive measures; columns represent beats one 

through four and three intervening positions; x‘s represent syllables, and the text is 

written to the right of the stacks: 

 
 

Figure 49: Measures 88-92, V3; Poor Righteous Teachers, ―Ghetto We Love‖ (Miyakawa 

2005: 74) 

 

Miyakawa‘s vertical stacks make explicit both prominence (the numbers are the 

most prominent position, followed by the dot, followed by the two dashes), as well as 

duration (x‘s correspond to sixteenth notes), although it does not allow for as precise a 

representation as musical notes, since it does not specify the length of syllables or rests. 

 Anderson (1992) employs the metrical grid (Liberman and Prince 1977, Hayes 

1984) to represent the metrical structure of the rap lyrics of Young M.C. In Anderson‘s 

grid, columns with three x‘s refer to beats one through four in the musical meter. As in 

Hayes (1984), three positions occur between prominent positions, with the middle one 

being more prominent. Dashes in the text correspond to empty grid positions: 
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  x     x     x     x  

x  x   x  x   x  x   x  x  

x x x x  x x x x  x x x x  x x x x 

I get raw -   like - Ed- dy  - - rough -  like - Fred- dy 

 

Figure 50: Young M. C. ―I Come Off‖ L5, V1; Anderson (1992: 11) 

 

Anderson‘s grid contains largely the same information as Miyakawa‘s vertical 

stacks. Like the vertical stacks, the metrical grid represents syllables in terms of the 

musical meter, and allows for the same prominence distinctions. Anderson‘s grid differs 

from the vertical stacks in that the text is written directly under the position where it 

occurs, it represents lines (which she calls ―couplets‖) not musical measures, and the 

absence of a syllable in a beat position is represented with a dash. 

For the representation of rapped lyrics in this dissertation I will also employ the 

metrical grid. As in Anderson‘s grid, the bottom row of x‘s are at the sixteenth-note level, 

and beats one through four are all equally prominent. Although beat one of most lines in 

the corpus usually corresponds to the musical downbeat, which is most prominent in 

terms of intensity in the musical background, the beat-four position is usually most 

prominent in the rapped lyrics themselves, i.e., it corresponds to nuclear stress, is often 

lengthened, and participates in rhyme patterning. 

 
3   x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 It‘s like e- vry- where I look   and   e- vry- where I go  

 

Figure 51: L1, V1; 1:14 
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The grid for this dissertation, however, will not represent breaks between quarter-

lines (see 4.6.2) since groupings at this level are not always clear, and the spacing 

between quarter-lines implies constituency marking in their production. 

Syllables are represented as beat-stressed if they are associated with a beat, 

whether or not they are clearly aligned.66 In Snoop Dogg‘s production of the line in 

Figure 52, for example, there are four prosodically prominent syllables that loosely align 

with the four beat positions, but they are not fully in sync as in a sung-style production: 

 
3   x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 She  ac- tin like that hair‘s  hers  but you know what‘s up  

 

Figure 52: Example of Beat Association (L5, V1; 4:13) 

  

When beats are linguistically empty, and perceived by the listener as such, they 

are represented with Ø. In Figure 53, there is a noticeable pause between listens and to: 

 
3   x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 Who   lis-   tens   Ø   to the words   that I speak  

 

Figure 53: Example of Syncopation (L7, V2; 1:3) 

 

Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics that exhibit a speech-effusive flow style in which syllables 

are not consistently matched to the grid cannot be represented on a metrical grid that 

                                                           
66 Anderson refers to the occurrence of a syllable one grid position to the right of the beat position with 

which it is associated as ―syncopation,‖ but agrees that for the listener these syllables are associated with 

the final position.  
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refers to the instrumental background. Lines in this flow style still usually correspond to a 

musical measure, although it is characteristic of both styles to challenge this level as well.  

Rapped lyrics that are not aligned to the grid at the syllable level also convey 

rhythmic patterns. For a close analysis of the metrical structure of Snoop Dogg‘s rap 

lyrics it would be necessary to represent that structure separately from the metrical 

structure of the instrumental background; however, for my study such is not necessary, as 

the examples of linguistic deviation do not require it, for they are primarily motivated by 

rhyme fellow correspondence and rhyme patterning. For example, in (166) above, 

repeated below as (167), Snoop Dogg speeds up his production towards the center of the 

line, and slows down considerably at the end, with president receiving the greatest 

emphasis, or nuclear stress. This line has three more syllables than there is room for in 

the metrical grid.  

 

(167) I got more niggas tryin to get at me than the president do sometimes  

 

(L1, V1; 2:5) 
 

 

4.6.1.4 Metricality  

The matching of the prosodic structure of the rapped lyrics to the metrical grid of the 

instrumental background is governed by a number of metrical mapping constraints that 

aim towards the eurhythmic metrical structure described at the beginning of 4.6.1.2. 

Violations of these constraints contribute to a song‘s metrical complexity. 

 Most lines in rap correspond to the intonational phrase level of the prosodic 

hierarchy (Anderson 1992), but in contemporary rap lyrics, lines often split this and 
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lower-level prosodic constituents (Katz 2008). In (168), for example, the phonological 

phrase make me take straddles two lines: 
 
 

(168) Half-steppin with your weapon on safety 

Now break yourself motherfucker fore you [make me  

Take] this two-eleven to another level  

 

(L13-15, V1; 1:7) 

 

In Optimality-Theoretic terms, the splitting up of make me take violates a constraint that 

requires lines to align with intonational phrases: 

 
 

(169) ALIGN-L(Line, L, intonational phrase, L)-the left edge of every line must 

coincide with the left edge of an intonational phrase67 (Hayes 2009: 139). 

 

 

ALIGN-L is violated by lines that are not left-aligned with an intonational phrase 

boundary. ALIGN-L will be shown to be violated with relative frequency in the SD corpus 

in 5.2. 

For Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics that have a clear relationship with the metrical grid, there 

is a correspondence between prosodic prominence and metrical prominence, so that there 

is a general preference for metrically prominent positions to be filled by prosodically 

prominent syllables. 

Typically, beat positions are filled with syllables that are stress-bearing, and the 

three intervening positions are often filled by unstressed syllables and function words. 

                                                           
67 In Anderson (1992: 7) enjambment violates an anchoring rule: ―associate the nuclear stress of the last 

Intonational Phrase in the [line] with the final [beat] in the metrical grid.‖ Since not all lines end in the final 

beat position in my data, this would be violated by lines that do not exhibit enjambment, as well as those 

that do. 
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Given the string, Poppin, stoppin, hoppin like a rabbit, for example, the most eurhythmic 

setting aligns the four syllables that bear main lexical stress with the four metrically 

prominent positions: 

 

(170) Poppin, stoppin, hoppin like a rabbit (L1, V1; 1:5) 

 

Such a mapping satisfies the constraint MATCH STRESS that introduced in chapter 

3: 

 

(171) MATCH STRESS-a star is assessed by words in which the syllable that bears 

lexical main stress does not occur in a beat-stressed metrical position, and 

a syllable that is prosodically weaker, i.e., that does not receive lexical 

main stress does. (Hayes 2009) 

 

MATCH STRESS violations are rare in the corpus and are more likely to occur in 

lyrics performed in the sung style, where the text aligns more closely with the grid. In 

Figure 54, for example, -cess occurs in a beat-stressed position, although it is 

prosodically weaker than prin-, violating both constraints: 

 

3   x    x    x    x  

2 x   x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 If  you   can  rap   al-  so  dress  fresh  

 You  might  win a date  with the sweet  prin-  cess  

 

Figure 54: Violations of MATCH STRESS (L19-20, V1; 4:6) 

 

 There are many more examples in the corpus of line-final rhyming words that 

have final syllables that rhyme and are prosodically weaker than another syllable but that 
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do not violate MATCH STRESS due to the fact that the prosodically weak syllable is not 

beat-aligned. For example, the second syllable of baby is prosodically weak in (174), and 

although it participates in rhyme, it does not occur in beat-four position: 

 

(172) Ø Put the G in the P, Ø flipped the G to a ki 

Put the West Coast back on the map baby  

 

(L7-8, V1; 5:19) 

 

 In contemporary, effusive-style lyrics, the relationship between syllables and 

beats is often fluid.  

For text that has a clear relationship with the metrical grid, beat positions can also 

be left empty. Empty beats are perceived by the listener as empty, and can convey an 

unpredictable, syncopated effect, characteristic of the percussion-effusive style as in lines 

seven and thirteen in (173) where the second beat is linguistically-empty.  

 

(173) Now that I got me some Seagram‘s gin    1 

Everybody got they cups, but they ain‘t chipped in   2 

Now this types of shit happens all the time    3 

You got to get yours but fool I gotta get mine   4 

Everything is fine when you listenin to the D-O-G   5 

I got the cultivatin music that be captivatin he   6 

Who listens Ø to the words that I speak    7 

As I take me a drink to the middle of the street   8 

And get to mackin to this bitch named Sadie (Sadie?)  9 

She used to be the homeboys lady (Oh, that bitch)   10 

Eighty degrees, when I tell that bitch please    11 

Raise up off these N-U-Ts, cause you gets none of these  13 

At ease Ø         14 

As I mob with the dogg pound, feel the breeze   15 

Bee-iatch, I‘m just [chorus]       16 

 

(V2; 1:3) 
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When beats are linguistically empty, they violate FILL BEAT:  

 

(174) FILL BEAT-penalize per beat position not linguistically filled.68 

 

Whether or not the text relates to the grid at the syllable level, most lines in the 

corpus correspond to the four beats of a musical measure, usually beats 1-4. As shown in 

Figure 55 repeated below as Figure 55 however, the four beats of a line do not 

necessarily begin on a downbeat.  The lines in these measures begin on beat four and end 

on beat three. The first couplet, for example, is Then they give us a church, a trick to try 

to ease this, / thought I’d check it out, had to learn about Jesus. 

 

 
 

Figure 55: Measures 88-92, V3; Poor Righteous Teachers, ―Ghetto We Love‖ (Miyakawa 

2005: 74); repeat of Figure 49 

 

 

Although these lines correspond to beats 4-3 instead of 1-4, they also satisfy ALIGN 

(Line, Measure):  

 

(175) ALIGN (Line, Measure)-a rapped line corresponds to four continuous beats 

in the instrumental measure. It is violated by lines that have more or less 

beats.69 

 

                                                           
68 FILL BEAT is the same as Hayes and MacEachern‘s (1998) FILL STRONG.  
69 This constraint is original to this dissertation, but the concept is outlined in metrical studies of rap (see 

Krims 2000). 
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ALIGN (Line, Measure) is violated when lines are either shorter or longer than the 

musical measure. Often violations allow for line-final rhyme and prevent the violation of 

ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational Phrase, L) as they affect what occurs line-finally. For 

example, dressa ends the second line on (176) even though it occurs in the downbeat 

position of the following measure. The extension of the line to include the additional beat 

allows for line-final couplet-marking rhyme with pressure[] and avoid the violation of 

ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational Phrase, L) by not splitting the intonational phrase chips 

off the dressa. Numbers in subscript indicate the corresponding beat in the instrumental 

background: 

 

(176) An that's on lust1, an I trust2 that you won‘t bust3 unda pre4ssure[]  

An I ain't1 even trip2, when you dip3 wit them chips4 off the dre1ssa  

Ø2 And you didn't even have3 to fess4 up 

 

(L1-3, V2; 3:5) 

 

 

Tableau 18 represents the ranking for the second line in (178), which satisfies 

ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational Phrase, L) but violates ALIGN (Line, Measure).70 The 

first candidate violates ALIGN (Line, Measure) since the line continues into the first beat 

of the following musical measure. The second candidate violates ALIGN-L (Line, L, 

Intonational Phrase, L) since chips is separated from the prepositional phrase that 

modifies it, off the dressa: 

 

 

 
                                                           
70 Such examples also allow for line-final couplet rhyme (see 4.6.3). 
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 ALIGN-L  

(Line, L, 

Intonational 

Phrase, L) 

ALIGN 

(Line, 

Measure) 

 An I ain't1 even trip2, when you dip3 wit them chips4 off the dressa1  

Ø2 And you didn't even have3 to fess4 up 

(L1-3, V2; 3:5) 

 * 

An I ain't1 even trip2, when you dip3 wit them chips4 

off the dre1ssa Ø2 And you didn't even have3 to fess4 up 

*!  

 

Tableau 18: ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational Phrase, L) >> ALIGN (Line, Measure) 

 

As in all rap lyrics, the number of syllables that occur around prominent syllables 

in the SD corpus is not fixed in any systematic way. The regularly recurring beats in the 

musical background, however, do limit the number of syllables that can occur in a line. In 

rap lyrics that have a clear mapping to the metrical grid, no more than three syllables 

occur between beat-stressed positions, i.e., no more than allowed by the metrical grid 

(Anderson 1992, Attridge 1995): 

 

(177) SYLL~GRID-penalize for every syllable not associated with a position in 

the grid. (See 3.5.1.3.) 

 

SYLL~GRID is rarely violated when the text has a clear relationship with the metrical grid. 

It is more likely to be violated at the left edge of a line, as in (178) where the string this is 

just a fits into the space of three sixteenth-notes: 

 

(178) This is just a small introduction to the G-funk era (L1, V1; 1:2) 

 

 

  Usually at least one syllable occurs between beat-stressed syllables, but it is not 

uncommon for two beat-stressed syllables to occur in a row as in the first line in (179):  
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(179) Now I‘m fresh, dressed, like a million bucks 

Threw on my white socks, with my all blue Chucks 

Stepped out the house, stopped short, oh no 

I went back in, I forgot my indo (L30-33, V1; 1:5) 

 

The succession of beat-stressed fresh and dressed violates NO CLASH, introduced in 

chapter 3: 

 

(180) NO CLASH-penalize for the occurrence of two consecutive beat-stressed 

syllables. (See 3.5.1.4.) 

 

 

This section has introduced the constraints that govern the relationship between 

the prosodic text and musical metrical background in Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics. Two 

constraints, ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational Phrase, L) and ALIGN (Line, Measure) apply 

to all of Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics. FILL BEAT and SYLL~GRID apply to lyrics in which 

syllables either align precisely with or are associated with beats, but MATCH STRESS 

violations are only possible in sung-style lyrics.  

The violation of metricality constraints cannot always be correlated with other 

poetic constraints in rap lyrics performed in the effusive flow style, but metricality 

constraints were shown to interact in the relationship: ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational 

Phrase, L) >> ALIGN (Line, Measure). In the following sections, grouping constraints will 

be shown to dominate metricality constraints as in the Williams corpus. Most of the 

linguistic deviation presented in chapters 5-7, however, will be shown to be motivated 

not by metricality or metrical grouping constraints, but by rhyme patterning and rhyme 

fellow correspondence constraints. 
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4.6.2 Grouping 

A rap song minimally consists of rhyming couplets that form verses of no prescribed 

length, but most songs in the SD corpus also include intros, choruses, and outros  (i.e., 

final sections), which can be sung, rapped, or spoken.71  

Songs contain anywhere from one to seven verses, averaging three verses, and 

verses contain anywhere from five to 73 lines, averaging twenty lines. The quadruplet, or 

four-line level, is usually reflected by patterns in the instrumental background, but is only 

sometimes evident in the rapped lyrics. In Figure 56, ellipses indicate that the song 

components at that level can be repeated: 

 

 

           

Figure 56: Metrical Song Structure of a Snoop Dogg Song72,
 73 

 

                                                           
71 84% of songs have an intro; 78.2% have a chorus; and 52.9% have an outro. 
72 Grouping can also be seen at the album level. For example, CD 2, Tha Doggfather, has for its first and 

last tracks an intro and an outro, respectively. 
73 Typically, only verses and choruses are repeated. 
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A number of cues in both the instrumental background and the prosodic text 

indicate constituency structure. Verse-internal constituents are marked as salient in the 

distribution of musical motives in the instrumental background, beat- and non-beat-

stressed syllables and linguistically-empty beats in the metrical grid. End rhyme, 

discussed in 4.6.3, also serves to mark constituents as salient.  

 

4.6.2.1 Bracketing 

 

In written-out examples, brackets will be employed to indicate metrical constituency 

when necessary. For these, letter(s) in subscript to the right of the brackets specify the 

grouping level: QL=quarter-line, HL=half-line, L=line, C=couplet. For example, in (181) 

the outer set of brackets indicates the couplet, and the inside set indicates the line: 

 

(181) [[Homeboy, she taken, just move it]L 

[I asked you nicely, don't make the Dogg lose it]L]C 

(L2-4, V2; 6:8) 

 

 

4.6.2.2 Instrumental Background 

 

While the melodic and percussive layers of the instrumental background can be quite 

complex in rap lyrics, typically the line-, couplet-, and often the quadruplet-levels are 

indicated with recurring musical motives (Krims 2000, Miyakawa 2005). For example, 

we saw in 4.6.1 that the musical motive represented in Figure 57, a repeat of Figure 45, 

indicates the line and couplet levels in its recurrence since each line corresponds to a 

different musical measure, and the motive is repeated for each new couplet: 
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           Josey Wales was known for robbin trains and thangs  / Layin everybody down for diamond rangs and chains 
 

Figure 57: Couplet-Level Musical Motive in ―Gold Rush‖ (L1-2, V1; 2:8); Repeat of 

Figure 45 

 

As well as predictably marking the line and couplet levels, the addition and 

suspension of motives in the instrumental background can form patterns at the quadruplet 

level and indicate larger level breaks like the end of a verse or song (Miyakawa 2005). 

For example, in ―Freestyle Conversation‖ (2:5), all lines share the same melodic motive 

(M1), while a second vibrating vocalic motive occurs on beat three of some lines (M2). 

Table 23 illustrates the patterning in the distribution of M2 across the three verses of the 

song. The verses are represented horizontally, columns correspond to quadruplets, and 

each box corresponds to a line. For example, the first four lines of the first verse 

correspond to musical motives M1, M2, M1, M2. 
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V1 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 Q8 Q9 Q10 Q11 

- - M2 - - M2 - - - M2 - 

M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 

- - M2 - - M2 - - - M2 - 

M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 

V2 Q1 Q2 Q3 Q4 Q5 Q6 Q7 

- - M2 - - - - 

- M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 - 

- - M2 - M2 M2 - 

- M2 M2 M2 M2 M2 - 

V3 Q1 Q2 Q3 

- - M2 

- - M2 

- M2 

- M2 

 

Table 23: The Distribution of M2 in ―Freestyle Conversation‖ (2:5) 

 

The distribution of M1 and M2 in ―Freestyle Conversation‖ can be analyzed as 

reflecting the interaction of grouping constraints modeled after those in Hayes and 

MacEachern (1998) that require that the line, couplet, quadruplet, verse, and song 

constituents be marked as salient in the instrumental background. 

The presence of the recurring musical motive M1 at the line level satisfies a 

constraint requiring that lines be marked as salient: 

 

(182) LINES ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background)-penalize for lines that are 

not indicated in the instrumental background. (See 3.5.2.1.1.) 

 

Lines are consistently marked as salient with musical motives in the instrumental 

background throughout the SD corpus, much as lines end in final cadences in the HW 

corpus. LINES ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background) is not violated in ―Freestyle 

Conversation.‖  
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 The distribution of the vocalic motive M2, illustrated in Table 23, is less 

predictable, but also reflects grouping structure. The pattern M1-M2-M1-M2, as in the 

first quadruplet of the first verse, and M1-M1-M2-M2, as in the second quadruplet of the 

third verse, mark the couplet level as salient through external and internal parallelism, 

respectively, satisfying COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background): 

   

(183) COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background)-penalize for couplets 

that are not indicated in the instrumental background. (See 3.5.2.1.2.) 

 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background) is violated by the quadruplet-

level motive patterns in the corpus, i.e., M2-M2-M2-M2, M1-M1-M1-M1, and M1-M2-

M2-M2. 

The quadruplet level is marked as salient in two different ways. The pattern  

M1-M2-M2-M2 marks the quadruplet level as salient by distinguishing the first line with 

the suspension of M2, e.g., the sixth quadruplet in the second verse. Interestingly, this is 

the reverse of verse-marking in the HW corpus and in the English folk songs examined 

by Hayes and MacEachern (1998) in that it distinguishes the first, not the last, 

constituent.  

The other way musical motives mark the quadruplet level in the corpus is by 

changing constituency-marking patterns from quadruplet to quadruplet. For example, the 

second quadruplet in the first verse is not distinguishable from the first, because it 

continues the same couplet-marking pattern. The third quadruplet, however, exhibits a 

different, line-marking pattern, that therefore does distinguish the verse. The second 
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quadruplet violates and the third quadruplet satisfies QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Instrumental Background):  

 

(184) QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background)-penalize for 

quadruplets that are not indicated in the instrumental background. (See 

3.5.2.1.2.) 

 

 

Musical motives can also mark constituency above the quadruplet level when they 

exhibit ―ruptures‖ (Miyakawa 2005).74 Ruptures are not as predictable as the other types 

of constituency-marking, but involve a structural change around the boundary that they 

are marking as salient.  

For example, the use of the line-marking quadruplet M1-M1-M1-M1 at the 

beginning and end of the second verse, and beginning of the third verse, considering its 

absence in the first verse, indicates a rupture in the song. Table 24 provides the same 

information in Table 23, but at the quadruplet level to facilitate observations above this 

level. Letters correspond to the different motive patterns: M1-M2-M1-M1=A; M2-M2-

M2-M2=B; M1-M1-M1-M1=C; M1-M1-M2-M2=D; M1-M2-M2-M2=E. 

 
V1 A-A-B-A-A-B-A-A-A-B-A 

V2 C-A-B-A-D-D-C 

V3 C-E-X 

 

Table 24: Quadruplet Patterns in 2:5 
 

While there appears to be a pattern at the beginning of V1 with the repetition of 

A-A-B, there is no clear indication of grouping structure between the quadruplet and 

                                                           
74 Miyakawa‘s concept of ―rupture‖ in rap is based on Rose (1994).  
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verse levels. This is consistent with the variable length of verses in the corpus as well as 

observations by Krims (2000) and Miyakawa (2005) that grouping in rap does not usually 

occur above the quadruplet level. Although there is no constituency between the 

quadruplet and verse, the verse and the song do appear to be reflected in the use of the 

line-marking pattern C (M1-M1-M1-M1) at the beginning and end of the second verse 

and beginning of the third verse, the use of the couplet-marking pattern D (M1-M1-M2-

M2) and the quadruplet-marking pattern E (M1-M2-M2-M2). The end of the song is 

further indicated by the length of the final verse, which ends only halfway through the 

third quadruplet, and by Snoop Dogg‘s performance, which segues into a more speech-

like production, as he closes many of his songs. (The third verse is marginally classified 

as rap because of the lineation and occasional internal rhyme.) 

The constraints that govern the distribution of musical motives in the instrumental 

background, i.e., LINES ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background), COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Instrumental Background), and QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background), 

do not necessarily interact since multiple layers of motives can be employed to mark 

multiple levels at the same time. However, sometimes motives that mark lower 

constituency levels are suspended to mark larger levels. For example, in the third 

quadruplet in Table 23, the couplet level motive M2 is suspended to mark the quadruplet 

level. In this case QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT dominates COUPLETS ARE SALIENT.  

In Tableau 19, the first candidate marks the quadruplet level since the quadruplet-

initial line is marked as distinctive with the absence of the M2. The second candidate 

marks the couplet level since the second line of each couplet is marked with M2: 
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 QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Instrumental Background) 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Instrumental Background) 

 M1-M2-M2-M2 

(Q3; 2:5) 

 * 

M1-M2-M1-M2 *!  

 

Tableau 19: QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT >> COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

 

In the HW corpus, saliency constraints that mark different levels do not interact 

because cadences can make multiple distinctions, so that a verse-marking verse can also 

be couplet- and line-marking. This is also possible in rap when multiple motives co-

occur, but not possible above the couplet level in this quadruplet since there are only two 

motives. 

Musical motive patterning serves to mark metrical constituency in the 

instrumental background only, and does not therefore, interact with other poetic 

constraints or the linguistic grammar, much as chord progressions and other melodic 

patterning do in the HW corpus.  

 

4.6.2.3 Rapped Text 

Rapped lyrics also reflect metrical constituency structure in their mapping to the metrical 

grid in the use of linguistically-empty grid positions and in patterns in the distribution of 

beat-stressed and non-beat-stressed syllables. 

In contemporary rap lyrics performed in the effusive styles, the line-level is often 

blurred, with little or no space in the metrical grid between lines. The metrical mapping 

of lines minimally marks saliency when the final sixteenth-note beat position is left 
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empty, and the following line begins two grid positions (or less) left of the next downbeat 

stress: 

 
3    x     x    x    x  

2 x   x   x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 It‘s like e- vry- where I look   and   e- vry- where I go Ø 

 I‘m  hea- rin mo- tha- fuc- kers try- na steal  my  flow Ø 

 But it ain‘t no   thing cause see  my nig- ga Coo- li- o Ø 

 Put me  up on the  game  when I step  through the do‘ Ø 

 

Figure 58: L1-4, V1; 1:11 

 

A more salient marker of line-constituency is the linguistically-empty beat (Krims 

2000). Snoop Dogg does not employ empty beats consistently throughout verses, unlike 

the sung style rap lyrics described by Krims (2000) where in some songs they occur in 

every downbeat position; empty beats do, however, serve to mark grouping structure in 

Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics. In the first verse of ―Murder Was the Case‖ (1:6), represented in 

Figure 59, for example, empty beats form patterns that reflect the line, couplet, verse, and 

quadruplet constituency levels:  
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3   x     x    x    x  

2 x   x   x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

C1, Q1    Ø  As I look up  at the sky    Ø  

 My  mind  starts  trip-  pin a tear  drops my eye  

C2   Ø  My  bo- dy tem- per- ture  falls  Ø  

 I‘m  sha-  kin  and they brea- kin Ø  try- na save the 

C3, Q2 dogg  Ø    Pum- pin on my chest  and I‘m screa- min 

   Ø  I stop brea-  thin  damn  I see dea- mons 

C4   Ø  Dear  God  I  won- der can ya save me 

   Ø  I can‘t die my Boo- boo‘s bout ta have my ba- by 

C5, Q3   Ø I think it‘s too  late for pra-  yin  hold up 

 A  voice   spoke  to me and it slow- ly star- ted say- in 

C6   Ø  (Bring your life-  style to me I‘ll make it bet- ta 

   How long will I live? (E- ter- nal life  and fo- re- va)75 

C7, Q4   Ø And will I be  the  G  that I was? /(I‘ll 

 make your life bet- ta than you can i-  ma- gine or even dreamed of 

C8   Ø  So re- lax your soul  Ø  let me take con- 

 trol)  Ø  Close your eyes  my son Ø  my  eyes are 

 closed                

 

Figure 59: V1; 1:6 

 

In the first quadruplet, the couplet level is marked as salient by leaving the first 

and fourth beat positions linguistically empty. In the second quadruplet, linguistically 

empty downbeats mark all lines as salient. In the third quadruplet, linguistically empty 

downbeats in the first line of each couplet mark the couplet level as salient. Finally, the 

fourth quadruplet exhibits the most irregular pattern, featuring an empty downbeat in the 

first line and an empty downbeat and an empty beat three in lines three and four. The use 

of linguistically-empty initial beats to mark metrical constituency contrasts with the 

constituency marking we saw in the HW corpus and in English folk songs (Hayes and 

MacEachern 1998), which leave the final beat position empty. 

                                                           
75 Text in parentheses is not rapped by Snoop Dogg. 
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Although not as consistent as the distribution of motives in the instrumental 

background, the distribution of linguistically-empty beats in Figure 59 does reflect 

grouping structure as in the HW corpus. The presence of empty beats on all lines or on 

every other line in a quadruplet marks the line and couplet levels, respectively, satisfying 

LINES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics) and COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics): 

 

(185) LINES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics)-lines begin or end with a 

linguistically-empty beat. (See 3.5.2.1.1.) 

 

(186) COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics)-couplets begin or end with a 

linguistically-empty beat. (See 3.5.2.1.2.) 

 

The alternation between different constituency-marking patterns at the quadruplet 

level also reflects grouping structure at this level: 

 

(187) QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics)-quadruplets begin or end 

with a linguistically empty beat. (See 3.5.2.1.2.) 

 

Finally, the fourth quadruplet exhibits a different pattern of linguistically empty 

beats, and satisfies VERSES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics): 

 

(188) VERSES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics): verses are marked as salient in 

their metrical mapping. (See 3.5.2.1.4.) 

 

 

LINES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics), COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics), 

QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics), and VERSES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics) 

apply much less frequently than their equivalent constraints in the instrumental 
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background. They do, however, clearly play a similar role in songs like ―Murder was the 

Case.‖  As in the HW corpus, the satisfaction of these constraints entails the violation of 

metricality constraints that require strong positions to be filled. In the SD corpus, this 

requirement is represented by the constraint FILL BEAT.76 

In Tableau 20 below, the first candidate satisfies LINES ARE SALIENT since the first 

beat position is linguistically empty, but violates FILL BEAT. The second candidate 

violates LINES ARE SALIENT since it does not mark this constituency level as salient in the 

mapping of the text: 

 
 LINES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics) FILL BEAT 

 Ø And will I be the G that I was? 

(L13, V1; 1:6) 

 * 

And will I be the G that I was? *!  

 

Tableau 20: LINES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics) >> FILL BEAT 

 

Beat-stressed syllables also form patterns that reflect and conflict with the 

metrical grouping structure of the instrumental background. In Figure 60 the first three 

beat-stressed syllables of three successive lines, i.e., may I kick; Gs, And make; and 

breeze through two, occur next to one another without intervening unstressed syllables, 

thus violating NO CLASH. Backslashes indicate line-boundaries: 

 

 

                                                           
76 Although the examples of empty beats in ―Murder was the Case‖ are perceived as empty, syllables that 

are not aligned but still associated with empty beat positions and therefore violate ALIGN (Syllables, 

Musical Beats) can also form patterns that reflect constituency. In the sung-style lyrics of Young M.C. in 

Anderson (1992), for example, prominent syllables that are realized one position to the left of the beat with 

which they are associated could be seen as indicating the line level since they typically occur at the right 

edge of lines.  
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3   x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
   May    I    kick a lit- tle some- thing 

 for the Gs  /  And,    make a few  ends  

 as I breeze  /  Through    two  in the mornin  

 and the par- ty‘s still  jum- pin cause my mom- ma ain‘t  home  

 

Figure 60: L5-6, V1; 1:3 

 

The metrical mapping of the lines in Figure 60 both blurs the line-level by 

beginning the second and third lines on beat two, and links the first three measures with 

parallel metrical structure. The final run-on line is uttered without pause at the end of the 

first musical measure.  

 

4.6.3 Rhyme 

 

Now I kick up my feet like I kick a rhyme to a beat (L7, V1; 3:20) 

 

Rhyme plays a fundamental role in the poetic structure of rap lyrics, and Snoop Dogg 

employs the term rhyme eleven times in addition to the opening quote above to refer to 

rap composition itself.77 In addition to systematic line-final couplet-marking rhyme, 

rhyme fellows can link in an unpredictable, unsystematic fashion that challenges regular 

grouping structure and—like metrical mapping and grouping structure in the rapped 

                                                           
77 And say a few rhymes to make your girl wanna dance (L4, V2; 2:2) 

I'd rather give a nigga a mic and write him a rhyme (L16, V2; 2:4) 

Niggas be tryin to get at me cause I be droppin funky rhymes (L2, V1; 2:5) 

I sat and wrote some Dogg doodle rhymes at my rest (L8, V4; 2:11) 

For the D-O-double G with the solid gold rhyme (L16, V3; 2:13) 

Let me slide into this OG rhyme (L2, V1; 2:14) 

That thought I wasn't comin, out with some exquisite, rhymes (L2, V1; 4:15) 

Time and time again, I'm a spit this rhyme again (L9, V1; 4:21) 

I'm spendin my time while I‘m writin these rhymes (L3, V1; 5:15) 

So I dig into the books of the rhymes that I've made (L22, V1; 6:9) 

Stop, pause, rewind before you put your rhyme out (L6, V2; 6:11) 
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lyrics—contributes to the complexity of a song. In what follows I first describe canonical 

line-final couplet rhyme, then introduce the ways rhyme deviates from this pattern in the 

corpus. Following Lerdahl (2003) and Katz (2008), rhyme in the SD corpus is shown to 

constitute a hierarchical ―prolongation‖ structure, which is independent of metrical 

grouping structure.  

 

4.6.3.1 Line- and Couplet-Marking Rhyme 

All rap lyrics follow traditional African American poetic forms, like the blues and toasts, 

by forming rhyming couplets, and the lines in the SD corpus are no different in that 

regard:  

 

(189) Mm.. I'm caught up in the middle and I don't know what to do 

I caught eight months in the joint, behind my crew (L1-2, V2; 4:7) 

 

The vast majority of lines in the SD corpus end in a line-final rhyme fellow 

(96%). Line-final rhyme is a major indicator of the line constituency level in rap, where 

there is often no indication in the metrical structure of the end of a line. As in the HW 

corpus, the constraint LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) is satisfied by a rhyme fellow 

occurring at the right edge of a line: 

 

(190) LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme)-penalize for every line that does not end in a 

rhyme fellow. (See 3.5.3.1.) 

 

Line-final rhyme fellows are usually monosyllables that occur in or around the final beat-

stressed position of the instrumental background. Although the first beat usually 

corresponds to downbeat stress in the instrumental background, the final beat-stressed 
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position is the most rhythmically prominent in lyrics that are rapped, as it corresponds to 

nuclear stress (Katz 2008). Rhyme helps to reinforce this rhythmic prominence and 

serves to indicate the line constituency level. 

Line-final rhyme fellows participate in couplet-marking rhyme that satisfies 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme): 

 

(191) COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme)-penalize for every couplet that does not 

participate in line-final end rhyme. (See 3.5.3.2.) 

 

In (192), COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) is violated once, since the second 

couplet does not rhyme, and LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) is violated once (by line 3) 

since it does not end in a rhyme fellow: 

 

(192) [You can bet your bottom biscuit]L 1 

[You get twisted]QL [if you‘re dwellin]QL [in my felon]QL intuition  2   

[Tha Doggfatha is a household name] 3 

[[From basketball]QL [to alcohol,]QL [everybody love the Dogg]HL]   4 

[[I‘m sure Billy King probably got a Doggystyle tape]L 5 

[Somewhere hidden in his briefcase]L]C  6 

(L3-8, V2; 3:20) 

 

Rhyme patterning saliency constraints can dominate ALIGN-L (Line, L, 

Intonational Phrase, L), resulting in enjambment (see 5.2) and ALIGN (Line, Measure) 

resulting in lines that are shorter or longer than the musical measure. For example, the 

first candidate in Tableau 21 violates ALIGN (Line, Measure), since the first line 

correspond to five beats in the instrumental background – i.e., a musical measure plus the 

first quarter of a second musical measure – but satisfies LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) 
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since the extended line ends in dressa, which rhymes with fess up in addition to in 

addition to satisfying ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational Phrase, L). The second candidate 

does not extend the line into the next measure, but in so doing prevents the line from 

rhyming and respecting ordinary language prosody:  

 
 LINES 

ARE 

SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

ALIGN-L 

(Line, L, 

Intonational 

Phrase, L) 

ALIGN 

(Line, 

Measure) 

 And I ain't1 even trip2, when you dip3 wit them chips4 off the 

dressa1  

Ø2 And you didn't even have3 to fess4 up 

(L1-3, V2; 3:5) 

  * 

And I ain't1 even trip2, when you dip3 wit them chips4 off the 

dressa1 Ø2 And you didn't even have3 to fess4 up 

*! *!  

 

Tableau 21: LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme), ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational Phrase, L) >> 

ALIGN-L (Line, Measure) 

 

Reflecting the spontaneous nature of rap, which is often composed in an oral, 

impromptu fashion, rhyme sets frequently continue past the couplet level in Snoop 

Dogg‘s lyrics (see 4.6.4.6 for chart). When this happens, rhyming couplets still satisfy 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme), but each couplet that continues with the same rhyme 

of the previous couplet violate a constraint COUPLETS ARE DIFFERENT: 

 

(193) COUPLETS ARE DIFFERENT-rhyme fellows of successive couplets cannot 

rhyme. 

 

In (194) COUPLETS ARE DIFFERENT is violated by the rhyme sets in the second and third 

couplets: 
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(194) I‘m caught up in the middle and I don't know what to do  C1 

I caught eight months in the joint, behind my crew   

That I gotta do and I‘ma miss you Boo      C2 

But I‘ma write you every night and call you on the phone too   

What you gon do? You know I‘m gon stay true     C3 

But I‘ma go ahead to college like my father want me to  

 

(L1-6, V2; 4:7) 

 

  

In canonical, sung-style lyrics, rhyme fellows usually occur in the final beat-

stressed position on the metrical grid. In more contemporary lyrics, where syllables are 

not as clearly aligned with beats, rhyme fellows also typically align with the right edge of 

the constituent they mark as salient; however, they are not necessarily beat-stressed. 

When rhyming words do not align with the right edge of the constituent they are marking, 

they violate ALIGN-RIGHT (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge): 

 

(195) ALIGN-RIGHT (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge)-for every rhyme fellow there 

must exist a metrical constituent edge associated with it. 

 

In the second line of (196) and (197), ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge) is violated 

since the rhyming syllables crossin and Coupe are not aligned with the right edge of the 

line: 

 

(196) Niggas got too flossy78 from all the sex they tossin 

But guess what it cost em, they crossin me (L13-14, V1; 2:4) 

 

(197) I come creepin through the fog with my saggin Dukes 

Eastside, Long Beach, in a seven-eight Coupe DeVille (L1-2, V3; 1:15) 

 

                                                           
78 Proud. 
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4.6.3.2 Non-Couplet-Marking Rhyme 

 

While most rhyme fellows in the corpus occur line-finally and link the lines of a couplet, 

line-internal constituents can also be marked with rhyme according to the unpredictable 

push and pull of Snoop Dogg‘s effusive flow style. The linking of constituencies other 

than the couplet is common in contemporary rap (Krims 2000, Alim 2003, Katz 2008) 

and occurs in 36.7% of the lines in the SD corpus. The most frequent non-couplet-

marking rhyme is half-line-final internal, which usually occurs alongside couplet rhyme. 

In (198), for example, there is internal half-line-final rhyme between do me and loopi and 

Snoopy and -cuzzi, as well as line-final rhyme between loopi and -cuzzi: 

  

(198) But before she do me, I blaze up a loopi  

Then turn on some Snoopy and, uh, heat up Jacuzzi (L12-13,V1; 2:12) 

 

Another common rhyme pattern, identified by Alim (2003: 70-71) as compound 

internal rhyme, occurs when quarter-lines, or a half-line and a quarter-line rhyme within 

a rhyming couplet. For example, in (199), the first half-line of the second line, I told em, 

Hit the side, rhymes with the first quarter-line of the second half-line, and slide within the 

larger rhyming couplet: 

 

(199) [[I gave my kinfolk the keys to my Suburb]L 

[[I told em, Ø ―Hit the side]HL [and slide]QL and get the herb‖]L]C  

(L1-2, V1; 4:13) 

 

Rhyme fellows at the quarter-line level occur in succession in what Alim (2003: 

73) calls back-to-back chain rhyme: 
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(200) I gets my hair whipped on Friday, my day, why they (L1, V2; 2:14) 

 

(201) Indeed, agreed proceed to smoke weed  

Never have a want, never have a need (L13-14, V2; 1:6) 

 

Rhyming non-final-beat-stressed syllables of successive lines also rarely occur: 

 

(202) Heated in the seat cup fulla drank 

Beatin up the block in the dark blue tank (L3-4, V1; 3:4) 

 

In bridge rhyming (Alim 2003: 75-76), the first rhyme fellow of the bridge line 

rhymes with the previous line, and the second with the following line. In the bridge line 

in (203), star rhymes with harm, from the previous line, and feel me rhymes with kill me 

of the following line: 

 

(203) From my head to my feet I‘m protected from harm 

Cause I‘m a motherfuckin shinin star, you feel me 

And fuck who wanna kill me (L10-13, V3; 4:16)79 

 

Unsystematic rhyme is characteristic of rap lyrics performed in the effusive style, 

and contributes to the blurring of quadruple groupings (Krims 2000, Katz 2008). For 

example, in Table 25, in addition to compound internal rhyme between my granny and 

my daddy within the couplet in lines 6 and 7, the linking between G with the previous two 

lines, thang in the fourth line with the previous couplet, and corn in the seventh line with 

the previous couplet particularly challenge grouping structure as the rhyme sets, i.e., 

                                                           
79 There is also an example in the corpus where a bridge line implies rhyme. L17, V1; 4:18, And when the 

goin get tough, the tough get a strap rhymes with the succeeding line, ...map, but implies rhyme with the 

previous line, …rougha since the string when the going get tough, the tough get implies tougher. (This 

sequence of lines ends the verse, and the penultimate couplet serves to break with the couplet-marking 

pattern.) 
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key~we~be~G~-ly~G, game~name~game~thang, and motha~corna cross the couplet and 

quadruplet boundaries, respectively.   

 

L1 C1, Q1 Let the motion of your body be the key, cause we 

L2  Be the mothafuckin G Funk family 

L3 C2            → Now, I'll play the G in this deadly game 

L4  Snoop Dogg is the name Dogg Pound's the game  

L4 C3, Q2     → If it ain't one thang it's a mothafuckin notha 

L6  Word to my granny and my daddy, and my motha  

L7 C4 Whether standin on the corna, or bouncin in the six-deuce 

L8  When I was locked up, I couldn't wait to get loose 

 

Table 25: Rhyme That Straddles Quadruplet Grouping (L1-8, V1; 1:13) 

 

The lack of rhyme at the beginning and end of verses mirror ―ruptures‖ (see 

4.6.2.2 above) in the instrumental background, which similarly indicate constituency 

marking with rhythmic changes such as motive suspension (Miyakawa 2005) as well as 

reflect a tendency to employ ordinary language speech at the beginning and ends of songs 

and verses. The first line of ―From Long Beach 2 Brick City‖ and the last line of the third 

verse of ―Let‘s Get Blown,‖ for example, do not participate in rhyme although the lines 

which succeed and precede them, respectively, do: 

 

(204) I gots to do it 

Yes, yes loc, we keep the best smoke 

Me and my nigga, my nerve, my kinfolk 

I kick a bitch in the ass, and then smoke 

I'm a mothafuckin fool in the pool doin the breaststroke 

… 

(L1-5, V1; 6:15) 
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(205) … 

Tell on you, nah I won't squeal 

You with Da Big Boss Dogg, so seal the deal 

Pharrell got the Babyface and Dogg got the ―Whip Appeal,‖ so name the 

place 
This love I bring to you, on the real baby girl 

Won't you do me a favor and sing for Snoop 

 

(L3-7, V3; 7:8) 

 

4.6.3.3 Other Patterning 

The push and pull of a rapped text as it progresses along the instrumental background is 

further conveyed by other types of repetition, including alliteration, syntactic parallelism, 

and echo reduplication. As with rhyme, these types of patterning both reinforce 

systematic patterning in the instrumental background and conflict with it. 

Alliteration marks constituents as salient in the repetition of phonologically 

similar onsets. In (206) the last beat-stressed syllables of the last two quarter-lines are 

linked with the onset [b], and in (207), all beat-stressed words, as well as the first word in 

the line, begin with [k]: 

 

(206) Toast till we all die, [till we burst]QL [and break]QL (L12, V1; 2:20) 

 

(207) Cause it's cool when you cause a cozy conditionin (L7, V1; 1:7) 

 

 

Metrical constituents that are grouped together also often exhibit parallel syntactic 

structure, which can be accompanied by the repetition of certain elements. The syntactic 

parallelism and repetition in the couplet in (208), for example, links the non-rhyming 

lines: 
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(208) Cause they know about the shit that we be goin through  

And they know about the shit that I be puttin up  

 

(L13-14, V3; 1:5) 

 

Half-lines in the corpus also sometimes mirror each other with inverted 

parallelism or ―chiasmus.‖ In the examples in Table 26, the arguments of the first clause 

reverse in the second. In most cases the object of the first clause corresponds to the 

subject in the second. For example, in 1., game is the object of the preposition with in the 

first half-line, and subject of ain’t in the second half-line. Brackets indicate parallel 

constituents: 

 
1. [Cause if you ain't with the game,]HL [the game ain't gonna be with you]HL 

And I can put that on everything, includin you (L27-8, V1; 2:5) 

2. [Respect the game] HL [and the game will respect you back] HL 

[Game is life,]QL [life is struggle]QL [With obstacles to juggle] (L17-18, V1; 2:13) 

3. Ain't no set trippin, everybody just dippin  

[Bitches gettin with niggas]HL [and niggas gettin bitches]HL (L11-12, V3; 2:14) 

4. And she done suffered[fd], the shit's gettin rougha 

[And when the goin get tough]HL, [the tough get a strap]HL (L17-18, V1; 4:18) 

5. [Hmm, I love this game]HL [cause this game love me back]HL 

I'm pushin a lac, smokin sacs like a mad mac (L1-2, V1; 6:7) 

6. [There it is]HL [cause it is there]HL  

Now have a seat and come peep the game from a player[eyɹ] (L1-2, V3; 6:7) 

7. [They say time brings change]HL [and change brings time]HL 

It‘s so genuine and so divine (L3-4, V3; 6:7) 

8. [Hootin, hollerin]HL, [hollerin, hootin]HL 

Black and beautiful, you the one I‘m choosin (L9-10, V2; 6:8) 

 

Table 26: Chiasmus in the SD corpus 

 

 

Another way constituents can be marked as salient is with echo reduplication. All 

of the cases of echo reduplication in Table 27, except dig it-dug in 4., are ―ablaut 

combinations‖ where a syllable is reduplicated as a prefix and the root vowel is replaced 
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with [] (Mortensen 2006: 193-194). Reduplicant-base pairs parallel each other and mark 

the constituent they occur on as salient. All of the examples in Table 27, except the first, 

participate in internal rhyme. Two of them, 2. drip-drop and 3. tip-top, are commonly 

used in English. Echo-reduplicated words are in italics: 

 

1. Then I dilly (dally),80 I ran through a (alley)   

I bumped into this smoker named (Sally) from the (Valley) (L34-35, V1; 1:7) 

2. [Mash ya]QL, [gat ya]QL, [drip-drop]QL [the hatchet]QL (L7, V1; 4:14) 

3. [On top]QL [tip-top]QL, [non-stop]QL, [dogg not]QL (L14, V3; 4:16) 

4. [Thuggin]QL, [dig it-dug in]HL (L8, V1; 5:14) 

5. [Mackin actin]QL, [rip-rackin]QL, [gun-clappin]QL [and chip-stackin]QL (L13 ,V1; 5:18) 

6. [This is that unexpected]QL, [miSnoop Doggirected]QL, [sprayed, covered and protected]HL 

[Strip you butt naked]HL, [chicky-check-check-it]HL (L19-20, V2; 6:20) 

 

Table 27: Echo Reduplication in the SD Corpus 

 

Often several different types of parallelism coalesce to convey emphasis. The 

half-lines in Figure 61 exhibit parallel prosodic and syntactic structure, i.e., semantically 

related nouns followed by becomes and a color, and half-line-final black and blue 

alliterate: 

 
3   x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 The  cloud  be- comes black  and the sky  be- comes blue  

 

Figure 61: Parallelism between Half-lines (L1, V1; 1:9) 
 

Just as with unsystematic rhyme, these types of patterning can conflict with 

systematic grouping in the instrumental background. For example, in (209), syntactic 

                                                           
80 Parentheses indicate sections performed by background artists. 
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parallelism and repetition groups lines 10-11 and 12-13 (indicated in brackets to the left 

of the text), while metrical constituency structure in the instrumental background and its 

reflection in line-final couplet-marking rhyme groups lines 9-10 and 11-12 (indicated in 

brackets to the right of the text): 

 

(209) How could you rap over ―be said what‖    9  

You ain't reachin the crowd, you ain’t makin your fact  10 

You ain't droppin lines that hit the top    11 

You can't make the party go hip-hop     12 

You can't do your thing without usin mine    13 

But yet and still, I see you on the grind    14  

 

(L9-14, V1; 2:14) 

 

 

4.6.3.4 Prolongational Reduction 

As shown in the previous section, in the SD corpus, not all rhyme patterning is predicted 

by constraints that refer to constituency structure. Following Lerdahl (2003) and Katz 

(2008), in this section I turn to the musical theoretical concept of ―prolongational 

reduction‖ (see 2.4.6) to describe rhyme patterning in the SD corpus.  

Prolongational reduction is employed in Lerdahl and Jackendoff (1983) to 

describe the hierarchical relationship between rhythmically prominent pitches in music. 

In prolongational reduction there are three types of relationship between prominent 

sounds: strong prolongation, or repetition; weak prolongation, or partial repetition; and 

progression, or nonrepetition.  
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Line 

Couplet 

Katz (2008) shows how prolongational reduction is particularly helpful for the 

analysis of rhyme in rap lyrics, where rhyme patterning can be quite complex, and often 

acts independently of metrical grouping. 

Prolongational structure relates to metrical grouping in the systematic line-final 

rhyme introduced in 4.5.4.1, since line-final stressed syllables correspond to the most 

rhythmically prominent position in the rapped string. In the first two lines of the verse 

presented in Figure 62, for example, do and crew occur in the rhythmically prominent 

final beat-stressed position of the line, and head the rhyme structure by forming a strong 

prolongation, since they rhyme. The strong prolongation is represented above the text 

with an empty circle. The rhythmic grouping structure of the couplet is represented with 

brackets below the text.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Mm, I'm caught up in the middle and I don't know what to do   /        I caught eight months in the joint, behind my crew 
 

 
 
 

Figure 62: Prolongational Structure and Metrical Grouping of a Couplet with Line-Final 

Rhyme (L1-2, V2; 4:7) 

 

 

Half-line final internal rhyme also links sounds in rhythmically prominent 

positions, but does not distinguish the half-line level from the line-level, and therefore 

differs from metrical grouping structure. In Figure 63 a strong prolongation is formed 



202 

first between loopi and -cuzzi at the couplet level and then between do me and loopi and 

Snoopy and -cuzzi at the line level: 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
But before she do me, I blaze up a loopi / Then turn on some Snoopy and, uh, heat up Jacuzzi  
 

 

 

 

Figure 63: Metrical Grouping and Prolongational Structure of a Couple with Half-Line 

Final Rhyme (L12-13, V1; 2:12) 

 

 As Katz (2008) shows, in contemporary rap lyrics, rhyme patterning can also 

conflict with metrical grouping. In the couplet represented in Figure 63, for example, 

beat-four stressed -burb and herb form a strong prolongation with canonical line-final 

couplet rhyme, but beat one- and two-stressed kin- and keys form a weak prolongation 

with alliteration in the first line (indicated with the filled circle), and beat two- and three-

stressed side and slide form a strong prolongation in the second line, even though they 

belong to two different half-lines:  

 

 

 

 

Couplet 

Half-Line  Line 
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I gave my kinfolk the keys to my Suburb / I told em, Ø "Hit the side and slide and get the herb"  
 

 
 
 

Figure 64: Prolongational Structure and Metrical Grouping of a Couplet with Compound 

Internal Rhyme (L1-2, V1; 4:13) 

 

Although all linked syllables in Figure 63 occur in beat positions, there is nothing 

in the instrumental background to suggest the particularities of this linking structure, i.e., 

the rhythmic structure does not suggest that beats one and two in the first line are more 

prominent than three and four, or that the first half-line and first quarter-line of the 

second line are linked. In fact, the internal rhyme between side and slide conflicts with 

grouping structure, linking constituents that straddle the half-line border. 

 Katz (2008) represents rhyme fellows that entail multiple rhyme domains, or 

―multis,‖ with ―R-incorporation,‖ which says that rhyme fellows can be linked if they 

occur in parallel positions in the metrical grid. For example, in (210) there are two rhyme 

domains in each fellow: 

 

 

 Line 

Quarter-Line 

Half-Line 

Couplet 
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(210) Just what we need, bangin on wax another trip 

What you gon do nigga, jack the mothaship? 

 

(L1-2, V2; 2:4) 

 

For the prolongational reduction structure of the couplet in (210), first the line-final, most 

rhythmically prominent syllables trip and -ship are joined through strong prolongation, 

and then the rhyme fellow domains that precede them, -notha and motha-, are joined 

through R-incorporation since they rhyme and occur in parallel positions in the grid. R-

incorporation is indicated with squares. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                           motha-     ship             -notha    trip 

 

 

 

Figure 65: R-Incorporation between Multis (L1-2, V2; 2:4) 

 

 

 While prolongational reduction serves to illustrate the well-formedness of rhyme 

patterning the corpus, it cannot predict when rhyme fellows participate in unsystematic 

rhyme. The next section will show, however, that the relationship between all rhyme 

fellows in the SD corpus, including those that are not governed by systematic rhyme 

patterning constraints are governed by the same correspondence constraints.  

 

 

Couplet 

Line 
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4.6.4 Rhyme Fellow Correspondence 

 

As in the lyrics of other contemporary rap artists (Katz 2008), rhyme fellows in the SD 

corpus tend to have phonologically identical vowels, phonologically similar codas, and 

are often multisyllabic, with intervocalic consonants that are usually phonologically 

similar. This section describes the correspondence relationship between vowels, codas 

and intervocalic consonants in the SD corpus, and then looks at changes in the rhyme 

template within and between rhyme sets. 

  

4.6.4.1 Vocalic Correspondence 

 

The vowels of rhyme fellows in the SD corpus are – with very few exceptions – 

phonologically identical. Rhyming vowels do differ phonetically due to allophonic 

variation in Snoop Dogg‘s variety of English (see 4.2.1); however, less than 1% of the 

rhyme sets in the corpus have phonemically different vowels. Non-identical vowels 

exhibit feature rhyme, as in (211)-(213), where vowels differ in height: 

 

(211) I remember when we first started to rap 

He tried to get this job at Calvin‘s record shop (L5-6, V2; 2:11) 

 

(212) I got a show to do in Europe and one in Japan 

So when you see me on stage Snoop Dogg is the name  

(L13-14, V2; 3:9) 

 

(213) Like K-Dub, Top Cat, B-Reel, E-Rock, Boo-Lay Face 

And the homie Har'ron rest in peace (L15-16, V1; 6:20) 
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These examples violate the constraint introduced in chapter 3 that requires that vowels be 

identical, PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels). 

 

(214) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels)-penalize for each rhyme set with 

rhyming vowels that are not phonologically identical. (Holtman 1996) 

  

The lack of vocalic feature rhyme in Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics, as in American rock 

lyrics (Zwicky 1976), contrasts with rhyme in written English poetic language, which is 

more likely to host it (Holtman 1996).  

 

4.6.4.2 Coda Correspondence 

 

The majority of rhyme sets in the SD corpus (56.7%) bear identical (or open) codas: 

(215) Is money all that makes you move? 

You ain't doin what you‘re supposed to so you gots to prove 

Something to the ones you love but you needs to know 

If you ain't doin it for yourself it don't matter though  

 

(L5-8, V1; 2:15) 

 

While identical codas are preferred in the SD corpus, they occur much less 

frequently than in the Williams corpus, where 80% of codas are identical (see 3.5.6). 

 The preferences for feature rhyme between coda consonants in Snoop Dogg‘s 

lyrics are less restrictive than in the HW corpus, and generally the same as those in the 

rap lyrics studied by Katz (2008). Non-identical codas are most likely to be voiceless 

obstruents or nasals that differ in place. Example (218) illustrates a typical example of 

feature rhyme, where rhyming clock and drop end in voiceless obstruents [k] and [p]:  
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(216) Two heatas, one street, one clock  

And when it strike twelve one of y'all gon drop 

 

(L7-8, V1; 2:8) 

 

In (217), mine ends in alveolar nasal [n] and time ends in labial nasal [m]: 

 

(217) You got your thing, and I got mine 

You see, I can give it to you like all the time 

 

(L1-2, V1; 4:11) 

 

Although other types of feature rhyme do occur in the corpus, such as that between 

voiced consonants that differ in place (218), these are significantly less common.  

 

(218) No he didn't, yes he did 

Bank your chin in her crib 

 

(L10-11, V1; 4:20) 

 

Of the first 700 lines of the corpus, there are 28 rhyme sets that exhibit feature rhyme 

between voiceless obstruents; 15 rhyme sets that are nasals that differ in place; and 22 

rhyme sets that involve other types of feature rhyme, i.e., [+/-continuant], non-nasal 

continuants that differ in [place], [+/-voice], and [+/-nasal].  

Interestingly, this differs from tendencies found in Bauschatz‘s (2003) study of 

English poetry between 1600 and 1900, where fricatives [s]~[z] and []~[] are the most 

likely to participate in feature rhyme.81 

                                                           
81 Inflectional changes in English undoubtedly account for this difference at least partially. 
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As in the Williams corpus, rhyming codas also differ in terms of subsequence, 

where fellows share at least one element, but not others (or one syllable is open), at about 

the same rate as they differ in features. There are 454 rhyme sets with feature rhyme and 

472 with subsequence rhyme, and of each of these 156 rhyme sets have both types.  

Example (221) illustrates subsequence rhyme. The codas of boat and notes share 

[t] but differ in that notes has the additional segment [s]:  

 

(219) On my boat...thumbin through C-notes (L11, V1; 5:2) 

 

There are 48 rhyme fellows in the corpus, or 2%, that have dissimilar codas.82 

For example, in the set tight~life, codas [t] and [f] differ both in place and manner, and 

are therefore phonologically dissimilar: 

 

(220) Shit, bitches is cold on a nigga who ain't got his game tight 

Gettin eighteen-point-five percent, half your life (L35-36, V1; 2:5) 
 

As shown in chapter 3, codas that are phonologically identical satisfy 

PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas). Codas that participate in feature and/or subsequence 

rhyme incur a single violation of PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas), and codas that are 

differ with respect to more than one feature and/or subsequence incur two violations: 

 

(221) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas)-rhyming codas must be phonologically 

identical. A single star is incurred for codas that differ with respect to one 

feature and/or subsequence. A second star is incurred for further 

phonological difference. 
                                                           
82 According to a strict definition of rhyme, these rhyme fellows do not rhyme, but exhibit assonance. 

However, a number of cues including phonological similarity, structural position, and Snoop Dogg‘s 

phrasing imply that these fellows are intended to participate in rhyme patterning.   
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4.6.4.3  Intervocalic Correspondence 

 

Rhyme fellows in rap are often multisyllabic and cross word boundaries (Alim 2003, 

Katz 2008):  

 

(222) So we gonna smoke a ounce to this 

Gs up, hoes down, while you motherfuckers bounce to this 

 

(L13-14, V1; 1:3) 

 

 According to Katz (2008), strings such as those in (222) contain two separate 

rhyme domains that each consists of a stressed syllable and any unstressed syllables that 

precede it: ounce~bounce and to this~to this. 

Including intervocalic consonants that belong to different rhyme domains, e.g., 

[]~[] in to this~to this and those that do not, e.g., [nst]~[nst] in the string ounce 

to~bounce to, half are phonologically identical, satisfying PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Intervocalic Consonants), 43% are phonologically similar, and 6% are dissimilar, 

violating both.83   

 

(223) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Intervocalic Consonants)-corresponding 

intervocalic consonants of rhyming strings must be phonologically 

identical. A single star is incurred for intervocalic consonants that differ 

with respect to one feature and/or subsequence. A second star is incurred 

for further phonological difference. 

 

While there is a lower similarity rate between intervocalic consonants than 

between codas, there is also pressure for intervening consonants to be phonologically 

                                                           
83 See footnote 18. 
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similar. In (224), for example, the intervocalic consonants that occur between the two 

rhyme domains in Cadillac and Battlecat, i.e., -l- and -tlk- are phonologically similar 

through subsequence. In (224) underlining indicates stress-bearing syllables, not metrical 

prominence: 

 

(224) What she do, I gave her the keys to my seven-four Cadillac 

Say it ain‘t true, she let a nigga drive it, ask the homie Battlecat 

 

(L6-7, V2; 6:10) 

 

While phonological similarity constraints do appear to hold between intervocalic 

consonants in such strings, it does appear, as suggested by Katz (2008), that the farther 

left in the line a rhyme domain, the less phonologically similar the pairing. For example, 

in (225), talk and walk exhibit full rhyme, while -tentiary and Hennessy exhibit 

subsequence rhyme between intervocalic consonants [nš] and [n] and feature rhyme 

between intervocalic consonants [r] and [s]: 

 

(225) With penitentiary talk 

Coke and a Hennessy walk 

 

(Common, ―Cold Blooded‖ (2000), Katz 2008:5) 

 

The fact that coda consonants are more likely to be phonologically similar than 

intervocalic consonants in the SD corpus further supports this notion. 

 

 

 

 

 



211 

4.6.4.4  Rime Riche 

 

Rhyme fellows in the SD corpus exhibit different onsets, as is the case for most rhyming 

traditions in English (Holtman 1996).84 There are a handful of rhyme fellows, however, 

that do have identical onsets: 

 

(226) And even worse than that, to make me feel low 

They gave me a skateboard, while they had low-lows (L11-12, V1; 4:6) 

 

 

Although low and -lows have identical onsets, they are different parts of speech. The first 

low is an adjective and the second part of a noun.  

 

(227) ONSETS (Different)-penalize for identical onsets between rhyme fellows. 

(Holtman 1996) 

 

In order to satisfy ONSETS (Different), onsets of only one rhyming stress-bearing pair in a 

rhyme set must differ (see 4.6.4.5 below). 

 

4.6.4.5 Prosodic Correspondence 

Rhyme fellows in the corpus usually share the same syllable count, but there are 

exceptions. Syllables that do not have a correspondent in the paired rhyme fellow are 

prosodically weak and do not occur in a beat position, such as a and on in (228)-(230): 

 

(228) Since I was a youth I smoked weed out 

Now I‘m that motherfucker y'all read about (L5-6, V1; 3:14) 

 

 

                                                           
84 Katz‘s (2008) study of rhyme in rap indicates not only that rhyme fellows must have different onsets, but 

that they are maximally different in terms of phonetic features. 
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(229) You used to have a hold on me 

Sometimes to the point that they said you controlled me  

 

(L13-14, V1; 6:14) 

 

(230) You see, first things first when you’re a grown man 

You gotta get up, get out and get your own man (L17-18, V2; 4:20) 

 

When rhyme fellows differ in syllable count they violate a correspondence constraint 

requiring prosodic identity between corresponding domains: 

 

(231) PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme fellows)-rhyming domains must have an 

identical number of syllables.85 

 

An analysis that posits separate rhyme fellow correspondence for the three stress-bearing 

paired vowels in (230), i.e., you’re~your, a grown~own, and man~man cannot account 

for the markedness of a in the second domain of the first line. Another problem with an 

analysis that treats the stress-bearing domains separately is that it makes no distinction 

between domains that occur in a string and ones that occur in isolation. Distinction is 

called for, however, since domains in a string are more likely to have homophonous 

pairings (e.g.,  you’re~your and man~man) than isolated ones are. 

 

 

 

                                                           
85 Holtman (1996) allows for variation between feminine and masculine rhyme with a templatic constraint 

that defines the rhyme template as containing a beat but which does not specify syllable count. Templatic 

constraints do not work for the SD corpus since the number of beats in rhyme fellows is variable within a 

song. 
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4.6.4.6 Syllable Mutations and Phonemic Segues  
 

The majority of rhyme fellows in the SD corpus are monosyllabic, but as has been found 

in the rap lyrics of other contemporary rap artists (Katz 2008), multisyllabic rhyme also 

occurs, including bi-, tri-, tetra- and even penta-syllabic fellows: 

 
1 syllable 2 syllables 3 syllables 4 syllables 5 syllables 

1,160 573 71 15 4 

 

Table 28: Rhyme Fellow Syllable Count per Set 

 

In addition to the sets listed in Table 28, there are 129 rhyme sets in the corpus 

where a rhyme set continues but the size of the rhyme fellow changes. For example, in 

(232), monosyllabic m[ai]ne rhymes with time, linking lines seven and eight in couplet 

rhyme, but time also occurs in the bisyllabic, two-domain fellow same time, which 

rhymes with mainline, grouping line eight with the first half-line of line nine. The 

morpheme -line is then repeated in line ten linking the line of phone line with the -line of 

mainline: 

 

(232) Well um, off to my cell with your body on my mind[ain] 

And I'ma call you back tomorrow round the same time 

I'm on the mainline, ninety-five hundred for sure[šo] 

On another phone line, hollarin at my other ho (L7-10, V2; 4:7) 

 

Pressure to extend rhyme leftwards can be seen as being driven by a rhyme 

faithfulness constraint version of the reduplication constraint MAX-BR (Holtman 1996). 

 

(233) MAX-BR (Rhyme)-all syllables of the rhyme base must have a 

correspondent in the rhyming string (Holtman 1996) 
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MAX-BR (Rhyme) is usually violated since its satisfaction would constrain the 

composition process greatly and lead to a monotonous production; however, the frequent 

extension of rhyme leftwards reflects its power, and there are instances in the corpus of 

lines in which all constituents rhyme as in (234), where half-lines rhyme: 

 

(234) Harassin a nigga /  a-blastin a nigga (L7, V1; 3:4) 
 

 Most rhyme sets involve two rhyme fellows, but there are examples in the corpus 

of rhyme sets that include up to eighteen fellows. The continuation of a rhyme beyond the 

typical two member pair is a characteristic of contemporary rap lyrics performed in the 

effusive style (Krims 2000: 51). This contributes to a challenging of the canonical couplet 

structure:86 

 
Number of Rhyme Fellows 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 

Number of Sets 1,122 406 221 86 53 26 13 12 4 4 4 1 3 0 3 0 1 

 

Table 29: Rhyme Fellow Number per Set 
 

When rhyme sets contain more than two fellows, fellows in close proximity to 

one another are often phonologically more similar than those farther away. 

Phonologically dissimilar rhyme fellows can belong to the same set when an intervening 

fellow exhibits characteristics of each (Zwicky 1976). In (235) a single rhyme fellow,      

-tenant, rhymes with limit since both intervocalic consonants are nasals, and with did it 

                                                           
86 Rhyme sets that contain more than three fellows do not necessarily mark groups above the couplet. 

There are no songs in the corpus with rhyme patterns that consistently mark quadruplets, for example. If 

four successive lines do end in rhyming fellows, this satisfies COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) but 

violates ONSETS ARE DIFFERENT (4.6.4.4).  
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since both intervocalic consonants are voiced alveolars; however, the intervocalic 

consonant of limit, [m], is phonologically dissimilar to the intervocalic consonants in did 

it and -mitted, [d]:87 

 

(235) No Limit Lieutenant, yeah I did it  

I‘m committed like a motherfucker‘s supposed to be (L7-8, V3; 4:16) 
 

4.6.4.7 Discussion of Rhyme Fellow Correspondence 

 

Rhyme in the SD corpus resembles rhyme in other contemporary rap lyrics (Katz 2008), 

and it differs from rhyme in other genres of English poetry (Holtman 1996, Hanson 2003, 

Bauschatz 2003) and in sung lyrics (Zwicky 1976 and chapter 3) in several respects. 

Rhyme fellows in the SD corpus often exceed two syllables and cross word boundaries. 

Rhyme sets continue far beyond the couplet level, and do not fall into predictable patterns 

beyond the couplet in their distribution. Corresponding codas are not required to be as 

phonologically similar, fellows can differ in syllable count, and intervocalic consonants 

can be dissimilar. Because of the different distribution of phonological similarity between 

rhyming codas and intervocalic consonants, Holtman‘s (1996) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Consonants) was expanded to make this distinction. 

 Although the identity constraints introduced in this section can account for most 

of the alternations between rhyming phonemes addressed in chapters 5-7, it should be 

noted that the description of similarity between rhyming codas and intervocalic 

consonants cannot be fully captured by a binary distinction between forms that differ in 

                                                           
87 As mentioned in 4.6.4.3, however, the corpus does allow for intervocalic consonants to be 

phonologically dissimilar 6% of the time. 
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one feature and/or subsequence, and those that do not. In addition to certain types of 

feature rhyme being more common than others, there are also degrees of phonological 

similarity within sets that are classified as phonologically similar. For example, a set that 

differs only in terms of subsequence, such [z]~[nz] in -lizin~mines in appears to be more 

preferable than a set that differs in features, e.g., [z]~[n] -lizin~mine in. 

4.6.5 CONSTRAINT SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter has provided an overview of the poetic component in the poetic grammar of 

SD. Meter was described as the relationship of the text with the metrical grid as 

determined by the instrumental background. Grouping was shown to be manifested in the 

rapped text, the distribution of musical motives in the instrumental background and in 

rhyme patterning. Figure 66 illustrates this structure: 

 

 

Figure 66: The Poetic Component of the Poetic Grammar of Snoop Dogg 
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Unlike in the HW corpus, the relevancy and ranking of metrical and metrical 

grouping constraints do not apply on a song-to-song basis but are variable from song 

section to song section and even line-to-line. For example, empty beats one or four may 

occur in certain lines to mark the line as salient, but this never holds as a pattern 

consistently throughout a verse or song. 

The constraints that govern grouping in the instrumental background, on the other 

hand, apply more generally, but also unlike in the HW corpus, they can be violated within 

a song. For example, the constraints LINES ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background) and 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background) apply to every song in the corpus, but 

can be violated without being motivated by a more highly ranked grouping constraint. 

 Although the violation of metrical and metrical grouping constraints is 

characteristic of the challenging nature of rap lyrics composed and performed in the 

effusive flow style and is not necessarily motivated by other constraints in the poetic 

grammar, metricality constraints do interact with each other in Snoop Dogg‘s poetic 

grammar. ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational Phrase, L) dominates ALIGN (Line, Measure), 

which results in lines that fall short or exceed a musical measure (see Tableau 18). Some 

metrical grouping and rhyme patterning constraints also dominate metrical mapping 

constraints, i.e., LINES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics) >> FILL BEAT and LINES ARE 

SALIENT (Rhyme), ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational Phrase, L) >> ALIGN-L (Line, 

Measure). (See Tableaux 20-21).  

As has been noted for contemporary rap lyrics generally (Krims 2000, Miyakawa 

2005, Katz 2008), poetic organization in Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics often challenges the 
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metrical and grouping structure of the instrumental background. This was formalized as 

the violation of metrical mapping and grouping constraints, and illustrated with respect to 

rhyme patterning, following Katz (2008), with prolongational reduction. In addition to 

phonological identity constraints for vowels and codas, first introduced for the HW 

corpus, intervocalic consonants were also shown to be regulated by faithfulness.  

All rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence constraints apply to the 

entire corpus, do not interact with other poetic constraints, and are the only constraints 

which will be shown to play a significant role in the linguistic deviation presented in 

chapters 5-7. 

This chapter also described the language of SD‘s lyrics, illustrating his use of 

AAE, gangsta slang and other features such as the use of acronyms and allusions to 

children‘s rhymes and stories. Chapters 5-7 provide a more complete picture of the 

linguistic component of SDs poetic grammar by showing how linguistic constraints are 

subject to domination by rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence constraints.  

 As in the HW corpus, the rankings described in chapters 5-7 apply to the SD 

corpus as a whole, and the types of deviation that occur will be shown to fall on a 

continuum of markedness. 
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CHAPTER 5: PHONOLOGICAL DEVIATION 

 

This chapter examines three significant ways in which phonology in the HW and SD 

corpora yields to the poetic constraints introduced in chapters 3 and 4: stress shift, 

enjambment and syllabic variation.  

Stress shift occurs in the HW corpus when metrical mapping and grouping 

constraints force prosodically weak syllables to occur in metrically prominent positions, 

much as in the English folk verse studied by Hayes and MacEachern (1998). Stress shift 

does not occur in the SD corpus, however, which is attributed to SD‘s effusive flow style. 

In the SD corpus, the well-formedness of the mapping of the prosodic text to the metrical 

grid is disrupted when rhyme patterning constraints drive prosodic constituents to be split 

between lines in enjambment, a phenomenon which does not occur in the Williams‘ 

corpus.  

Metrically motivated syllabic variation like that typically found in English poetic 

language, e.g. Tarlinskaya (1973) and Weismiller (1989), also occurs in both corpora, but 

unlike the syllabic variation found in other genres of English poetic language, in the SD 

corpus, syllabic variation is shown to be motivated by rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow 

correspondence constraints rather than metrical constraints. Syllable insertion and 

deletion that does not derive from ordinary language, such as that found in Nanti poetry 

(Michael 2003), is largely unattested in English (Hayes 2009). It is, however, also shown 

to occur in the SD corpus.  

Stress shift, enjambment and syllabic variation are described and then analyzed in 

Optimality-Theoretic terms following Rice (1997), Golston (1998), Reindl and Franks 
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(2001), Michael (2003), and Fitzgerald (2003, 2007) as the domination of linguistic 

constraints by poetic constraints.  

 

5.1 STRESS SHIFT 

Weak positions in metrical verse do not always correspond to prosodically unstressed 

syllables (e.g. came in (238) below) and strong positions do not always correspond to 

prosodically stressed syllables (e.g. from in (238)). Nevertheless, it is particularly marked 

for strong metrical positions to be filled by unstressed syllables when stressed syllables of 

the same word occur in metrically weak positions (Halle and Keyser 1966 and Kiparsky 

1975, 1977). For example, the position of never line-initially corresponds to a weak and 

strong position in the meter; it is marked since the first syllable of never bears lexical 

stress and occurs in a weak position, and the prosodically weak syllable -ver occurs in a 

strong metrical position:  

 

(236)  Never came poison from so sweet a place  

  w  s     w       s  w      s     w    s     w   s 

(Richard III, Act 1, Scene 2, L 331; Kiparsky 1975: 578) 

 

The distribution of lexical inversions like ‗never is highly restricted in English verse. In 

most metrical verse, lexical inversion occurs at the left-edge of lines, as in the above 

example, reflecting the ―left edges looser, right edges stricter‖ generalization of Hayes 

(1989). In the English folk songs studied by Hayes and Kaun (1996), however, lexical 

inversions tend to occur at the right edge of lines, where words with falling stress are 

realized with rising stress. In Figure 67, for example, the second syllable of clothing falls 

into a more prominent position than the syllable that bears lexical stress: 
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3        x    x    x    x         

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x         

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 She    soon   ran   through   her   gay   cloth-   ing   

Figure 67: Right Edge Stress Shift (Hayes and Kaun 1996: 42) 

 

Hayes and Kaun (1998) analyze this as the violation of the constraint MATCH STRESS, 

introduced in 3.5.1.3: 

 

(237) MATCH STRESS-a star is assessed by words in which the syllable that bears 

lexical main stress does not occur in a downbeat-stressed metrical 

position, and a syllable that is prosodically weaker, i.e. that does not 

receive lexical main stress, does. 

 

The difference in the location of lexical inversions in metrical and sung verse can 

be accounted for by the fact that in text set lyrics, the metrical grid is determined by the 

musical meter, not by the text itself, and the text has more leeway than in verse as to how 

it aligns with the grid (Hayes and Kaun 1998). If clothing were at the left-edge of the line 

in Figure 68, for example, the second syllable, -thing could fill the second grid position, 

or the first syllable could occur in the first downbeat stressed position in order to preserve 

a faithful matching between lexical stress and metrical prominence: 

 
3        x    x    x    x         

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x         

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 Clo-  thing                             

   Clo-  thing            

Figure 68: Left-Edge Scansions of Clothing 

 

In English folk songs, lexical inversions occur instead at the right edge of lines, 

where they are motivated by metrical mapping constraints (Hayes 2009). For example, in 

Figure 69 below, the scansion in (a) violates NO CLASH since two consecutive syllables 
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(la- and dy) are metrically strong, i.e., they occur in columns with 3 or 4 exes (see FILL 

DOWNBEAT and FILL 3  in 3.5.1.4); (b) violates FILL STRONG by leaving the final two-x 

grid position empty (see FILL 2 in 3.5.1.4); (c) violates the constraint MATCH DURATION, 

which requires that musical duration correspond to prosodic duration, since it compacts 

lady, which would normally be lengthened line-finally; and finally, (d) violates ALIGN-L 

since the line splits a prosodic word between two lines (see 3.5.1.3).  

  

 

Figure 69: Alternative Scansions to Avoid a MATCH STRESS Violation (Hayes 2009: 136) 

 

In addition to satisfying metrical mapping constraints, lexical inversions such as 

‗lady also satisfy grouping constraints, which require that lines end in final cadences, i.e. 

LINES ARE SALIENT (Metrically) and that cadences be parallel, i.e. PARALLELISM (see 

3.5.2.1.1).   

 

5.1.1 Stress Shift in the Hank Williams Corpus 

Lexical inversions like those in English folk songs illustrated in Figure 69 also occur in 

the HW corpus. In the list presented in Table 30 below, the apostrophe precedes syllables 

bearing primary lexical stress, the comma precedes syllables bearing secondary stress, 
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and downbeat-stressed syllables are underlined. For words that occur in multiple songs, 

the number of songs is indicated in parentheses: 

 

ˌa.li.ˈbi (L2, V4; 4:15) 

ˈal.,ways (R; 10:21) 

ˌCa.li.ˈfor.nia (R; 8:1) 

ˈca.,ress (L3, V3; 3:5) 

ˈcom.pa.ny (L6, V2; 3:16) 

ˈev.ry.ˌbo.dy (L3, V4; 9:25) 

ˈev.ry.ˌthing (L2, V1; 7:20) 

ˈha.ppi.,ness (L1, V3; 3:5) 

ˈhea.,ven (L2, V4; 9:7) 

ˈin.to (L1, V4; 2:5) 

ˈli.ber.ty (L1, V4; 2:1) 

ˈme.mo.ry (3) (L1, V1; 6:2; L1, C; 10:18; L2, V4; 3:10) 

ˈmoun.ˌtains (L3, V3; 3:20) 

ˈno.ˌwhere (L1, V3; 4:20) 

ˈre.ci.,pe (L6, V1; 3:16) 

ˌre.su.ˈrrec.tion (L1, V1; 10:20) 

ˈsym.pa.thy (2) (L2, V2; 3:5; L1, V3; 4:21) 

ˌun.der.ˈstand (L2, V2; 2:1) 

Table 30: Words with Stress Shift in the HW Corpus 

 

 

Seven of the eighteen inverted words, in ten different songs, exhibit line-final 

lexical inversion of the type analyzed in the English folk songs, i.e. where a syllable not 

bearing lexical main stress at the right edge of the word occurs in a downbeat position, 

and the lexical main stress at the left edge does not: ˈalways, ˈcompany, ˈcaress, 

ˈhappiness, ˈliberty, ˈmemory, and ˈsympathy.  

Each of these inverted words occurs line-finally in a song with a metrical 

grouping pattern in which all or certain lines end in a downbeat-stressed position. 

Alternative scansions that preserve the lexical stress pattern violate metrical mapping and 

grouping constraints introduced in 3.5.  

For example, in the first line of the first verse to ―I Wish I Had a Nickel‖ line-

final inverted happiness maintains the song‘s metrical patterning. All lines in the song 

end with a downbeat-stressed syllable, and 23 of the 24 intervals between downbeats are 
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filled with exactly three syllables, e.g., the three syllables dropped by to intervene 

between downbeat-stressed just and tell in the first line of the first verse in (238): 

  

(238) I just dropped by to tell you that I wish you happiness,  

I hope that you'll forgive me for intruding like this,  

I hope my dear your happiness will follow through the years,  

I'll just set back and watch you, while you shed those bitter tears.  

(V1; 6:5) 

 

 

In this song, the rhythmic constraint FILL 2, which requires that grid positions 

with columns containing two x‘s be linguistically filled (see 3.5.1.4), is only violated at 

the right edge of lines, where the metrical grouping constraint LINES ARE SALIENT, which 

requires lines to end in final cadences (see 3.5.2.1.1), outranks it. *FILL 1, which bans the 

occurrence of syllables in grid positions with columns with one x (see 3.5.1.4), is not 

violated in this song. 

Alternative scansions that do not violate MATCH STRESS, and therefore preserve 

ordinary language lexical stress, violate PARALLELISM, *FILL 1 and FILL DB resulting in 

unmetricality. In the first alternative scansion in Figure 70 below, PARALLELISM is 

violated since the line does not end in a downbeat-stressed syllable (as do other lines at 

this constituency level in the song). In the second starred scansion, *FILL 1 and FILL DB 

are violated since a level one position is filled, and the final downbeat position is left 

empty, respectively:  
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4   x        x        x        x      

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

 I  just  dropped  by  to  tell  you  that  I   wish  you  hap-  pi-  ness      

* I  just  dropped  by  to  tell  you  that  I   wish  you      hap-  pi-  ness  

* I  just  dropped  by  to  tell  you  that  I   wish  you  hap- pi- ness        

Figure 70: Alternative Scansions of L1, V2; 6:5 

The one example of primary stress shift that does not occur line-finally, ’in.to, is 

also metrically motivated. ‗Into conforms to the weak-strong iambic metrical pattern of ―I 

Heard My Mother Praying for Me,‖ in which every line except for the first two variations 

of the refrain, I heard my mother praying for me, have exactly one syllable intervening 

between downbeat-stressed syllables as in iambic verse:  

 

(239) I read it on into the night  ←  

And soon began to see the light      

And now at last my soul is free     

Thank God my mother prayed for me Ø    

(V4, 2:5) 

 

Alternative scansions for the first line in (239) that satisfy MATCH STRESS by having -to 

in a weaker position relative to in- leave grid positions with columns with either three or 

four x‘s empty, thus violating (a) FILL 3 (see 3.5.1.4) or (b) FILL DOWNBEAT (see 3.5.1.4): 

 

 
4     x        x        x        x    

3 x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

 I    read    it    on    in-    to    the    night    

(a)_ I    read    it    on    Ø    in-  to  the    night    

(b) I    read    it    on    in-  to  Ø    the    night    

Figure 71: Alternative Scansions of L1, V4; 2:5 
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The remaining eight instances of stress shift in the HW corpus involve lexical 

secondary stress. Of these, four words, in five different songs, also occur line-finally or 

half-line-finally: ‗ali,bi, ‗every,thing, ‗no,where, and ‗souve,nirs. Stress shift in these 

examples is motivated by the same metrical constraints that govern primary stress 

inversion.           

The four examples of stress shift that involve lexical secondary stress that do not 

occur line-finally (,Cali’fornia, ‗everybody, .resur’rection, and ,under’stand) are also 

governed by metrical constraints. To illustrate, an alternative scansion in which the 

syllable bearing primary lexical stress in California, i.e. -for-, occurs in a downbeat-

stressed position results in two violations of *FILL 1 since the and -li- occur in one-x grid 

positions:  

 
4     x        x        x        x    

3 x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

 It‘s  the  Ca-  li-  for-  nia  Ze-  phyr     the  U-  nion  Pa-  ci- fic Queen    

* I‘ts the Ca- li- for-  nia      Ze-  phyr     the  U-  nion  Pa-  ci- fic Queen    

Figure 72: Alternative Scansions of R; 8:1 

 

5.1.2 Stress Shift in the Snoop Dogg Corpus 

Stress shift is rare in the SD corpus, where lyrics are not as closely related to the metrical 

grid. There are, however, two examples in SD‘s sung-style remake of the 1987 

―Cinderfella.‖ Line-final syllables -cess and -pose, which bear lexical secondary stress, 

are beat-stressed and rhyme with beat-stressed fresh and wish, while the syllables that 

bear main stress, prin- and pur- do not:   
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(240) If you can rap, also dress fresh 

You might win a date with the sweet princess (L18-19, V1; 4:6) 

 

(241) Now I came here with the main purpose 

Of grantin you your fondest wish (L7-8, V2; 4:6) 

 

As with the examples of stress shift in the HW corpus, a scansion that respects prosodic 

prominence violates metrical constraints. As the second candidate in Tableau 22 shows, if 

pur- in the line in (241) occurs in a beat position instead of -pose, this results in a stress 

clash with the preceding beat-stressed syllable, violating NO CLASH (see 3.5.1.4), and 

since the first line does not end in the final beat-stressed position in this scansion, it 

violates ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Rightmost Beat), see 4.6.3.1: 

 

 
 NO CLASH ALIGN-R 

(Rhyme Fellow, 

Rightmost Beat) 

MATCH 

STRESS 

 Now I came here with the main purpose 

Of grantin you your fondest wish  

(L7-8, V2; 4:6) 

  * 

Now I came here with the main purpose 

Of grantin you your fondest wish  

*! *!  

 

Tableau 22: NO CLASH, ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Rightmost Beat) >> MATCH STRESS 

 

5.2 ENJAMBMENT 

In addition to matching prosodic prominence with metrical prominence, in well-formed 

text set lyrics, prosodic constituents are grouped together so that musical cues indicate 

prosodic as well as metrical constituency (Halle 1997, 2004). For example, in Table 31 

below, the musical settings in the left-hand column conform to the prosodic structure of 

their text, while the settings in the right-hand column do not. In the well-formed ―in-

phase‖ settings, metrical constituency is indicated at the right edge with the relatively 



228 

long eighth note and dotted eighth note, which correspond to the final syllables of the 

prosodic constituents we needed and we needed a cantor in the first row and we need and 

we need a decanter in the second row. In the ―out-of-phase‖ settings, prosodic 

constituency is not reflected in the musical notes. Instead, the constituent-internal syllable 

need in the first row and constituent-initial syllable a in the second row correspond to the 

relatively longer eighth notes: 

 

 

―In-Phase‖ Settings ―Out-of-Phase‖ Settings 

  

 
 

Table 31: In- and Out-of-Phase Settings for an Oronym (Halle 2004: 6) 

 

In poetic language one common way in which prosodic constituency does not 

match metrical constituency is enjambment, where a prosodic constituent straddles two 

metrical lines. For example, we saw the following couplet from Verlaine in chapter 2 in 

which the prosodic word table is split between two lines:  

(242) Si je n‘avais l‘orgueil de vous avoir, à ta- 

Ble d‘hôte, vue ainsi que tel ou tel rasta; 

 

‗If I hadn‘t the pride to have you at ta- 

ble of host, it-would-look as if this or that Congo‘ 

 

(L3-4, V2, ―A la dame qui partait pour la Colombie,‖ Paul Verlaine; Billy 

1997: 102) 
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Enjambment often allows for the satisfaction of poetic constraints. In the above example, 

the addition of the final syllable -ble to the first line would both exceed the required 

twelve-syllable count and disrupt line final rhyme between à ta- and rasta. 

When prosodic constituents at the intonational phrase level and below straddle 

metrical lines they violate the constraint ALIGN-L introduced in 3.5.1.3: 

(243) ALIGN-L (Line, L, Intonational phrase, L)-lines align with intonational 

phrases (Hayes 2009: 139) 

 

 

Poetic genres differ in the extent to which they allow violations of ALIGN-L. In the SD 

corpus, as is true of contemporary effusive rap generally, enjambment frequently occurs, 

whereas in the HW corpus, as in English folk songs (Hayes and Kaun 1998), it never 

occurs. 

 

5.2.1 Enjambment in the Snoop Dogg Corpus  

In SD‘s lyrics as in contemporary rap generally (see Katz 2008), prosodic constituents 

often straddle lines, challenging the metrical grouping structure of the instrumental 

background. As in the example from Verlaine above, in SD‘s lyrics, lines that exhibit 

enjambment usually participate in rhyme. There are 24 examples of enjambment that split 

constituents at the phonological phrase level and below as in (244), where to prove 

something is split to allow for rhyme between prove and move: 
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(244) Is money all that makes you move? 

You ain't doin what'cha supposed to so you gots to prove 

Somethin to the ones you love but you needs to know  

(L5-7, V1; 2:15) 

 

 In (245) the determiner phrase a few and the noun nymphomaniac straddle two 

lines: 

 

(245) Johnny Rockafella went to jail[εl] a 

few times too many and became a tella (L11-12, V1; 2:4) 

 

(246) It‘s off the limbo with Timbo, you mothafuckin bimbo 

So quit knockin at my window, you nympho  

Maniac, bring it back, now shake it up (L9-11, V1; 5:3) 

 

In all of the examples of enjambment in the corpus except one, the first part of the 

split constituent participates in line-final rhyme. In Optimality-Theoretic terms, each of 

these examples violates ALIGN-L and satisfies rhyme patterning and/or rhyme fellow 

correspondence constraints. For example, the second candidate in Tableau 23 

demonstrates how when article a occurs next to few on the second line of the couplet, 

ALIGN-L is not violated, but the rhyme fellow jail does not match in syllable count to -

feller and tella, fatally violating PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme Fellows) (see 4.6.3.1): 

  
 PROSODIC IDENTITY  

(Rhyme Fellows) 

ALIGN-L (Line, L, 

Intonational Phrase, L) 

 Johnny Rockafeller went to jail a 

Few many times too many and became a tella 

(L11-12, V1; 2:4) 

 * 

Johnny Rockafeller went to jail   

A few many times too many and became a tella 

*!  

 

Tableau 23:  PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme Fellows) >> ALIGN (Line, L, Intonational 

Phrase, L) 
 



231 

The one example of enjambment in the corpus that does not violate rhyme 

patterning or correspondence constraints allows for parallelism between line-final this 

and that splitting the phonological phrase that shit:  

  

(247) Like I said, niggas can't fuck with this 

And niggas can't fuck with [that  

Shit] that I drop cause ya know it don't stop (L5-7, V2; 1:8) 

 

Internal rhyme also drives conflicts with prosodic constituency within the line. 

For example, in (248)-(250), articles a and the are realized in SD‘s production closer to 

the noun that precedes them than to the noun that succeeds them. Italicization indicates 

prosodic constituency, and brackets under the text indicate the half-line constituency 

level: 

 

(248) Heata88 in the seat a cup full a drink (L3, V1; 3:4) 

 

 

(249) And I can't tame her and I can't blame her 

That's why I had to name her the top Dogg gama 

Man, it's a shame a nigga got love for y'all (L45-47, V1; 2:9) 

 

(250) Markie, spark the chronic bud real quick (L3, V2; 1:4) 

 

 

 

Similarly, in (251), a pause separates quarter-line-final able from to compete to 

emphasize the rhyme with table of the previous line: 

 

 

                                                           
88 A gun. 
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(251) And them other niggas just crumbs off my table 

You're not able, to compete with the heat that I drop  

 

(L40-41, V1; 6:20) 

 

The prosodic breaks in (248)-(251) allow for prosodic identity between fellows that align 

with the right edge of the quarter-, half- and line-levels. These lines violate alignment 

norms below the line level, which prefer the alignment of quarter- and half-lines with the 

right edges of prosodic constituents, i.e. ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge), see 

4.6.3.1. Scansions that parse a, the, and to with the word that follows them are marked 

because they separate phonological phrase between two different metrical constituencies.  

 

5.2.2 Enjambment in the Hank Williams Corpus 

In the HW corpus, lines are often shorter than in the SD corpus and can correspond to the 

phonological phrase; within a song, however, lines consistently correspond to one level, 

and constituents do not split between lines to satisfy poetic constraints. For example, in 

(252) lines correspond to the phonological phrase level:  

 

(252) All day I face  

The barren waste  

Without the taste  

Of water.  

Cool Water.  

 

(V1; 7:2) 

 

In such examples, metrical constituency levels above the line correspond to the 

intonational phrase level. In (252), for example, the first two couplets and the final line 

each correspond to an intonational phrase. Such examples do not defy the expectations of 

the listener as the examples of enjambment in the SD corpus.  
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So few syllables are located between downbeat-stressed syllables in some HW 

songs that pauses between half-lines separate clitic phrases and even prosodic words. In 

these examples, metrical breaks differ from prosodic constituency breaks, but are also not 

particularly marked: 

  

(253) Packin and un- / packin your junk (L2, V1; 2:12) 

 

(254) Mother dea-: / rest, darlin mother Ø  

Rock my cra: / dle, once again Ø (L1 and 4, V3; 6:18) 

 

Such prosodic disruptions are usually metrically necessary. All of the lines in the 

song of the second example, ―Rock My Cradle Once Again‖ (6:18), for example, fill the 

first two positions in the grid and extend the third through a second downbeat. Figure 73 

illustrates the setting of the third verse. Alternative scansions that do not separate dearest 

and cradle between half-lines would disrupt this pattern. 

 

 
4   x        x        x        x      

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

 Moth- er dear-        : / est  dar-  lin  mo-  ther      Ø      

  It would ease        : / this  aw-  ful  pain        Ø      

 If she‘d sing        : / un-  til  I‘m  slee-  pin      Ø      

 Rock my cra-        : / dle  once  a-  gain        Ø      

Figure 73: Metrical Setting for V3; 6:18  

 

 

5.3 SYLLABIC VARIATION 

Poetic rhythm often governs syllabic variation in poetic language (Tarlinskaya 1973, 

Kiparsky 1977, Napoli 1978, Weismiller 1989, Fabb 1997, Reindl and Franks 2001, 

Michael 2003). Syllabic variation in poetic language can loosely be grouped into two 
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types: ―paraphonological‖ variation that derives from different language varieties 

(Kiparsky 1977), and ―non-paraphonological‖ variation that does not.  

Kiparsky (1977) suggests that a poet has access to multiple language phonologies 

in his poetic ―paraphonology.‖ Both Williams‘ and SD‘s paraphonologies, for example, 

include GAE and different speech registers, while Williams‘ additionally includes SAE 

and SD‘s AAE. In ordinary language, sociolinguistic factors play a role in the distribution 

of these different varieties, but in poetic language, poetic constraints additionally 

contribute to patterns in the distribution of forms derivative of different phonologies. 

For example, as we saw in 2.5.3, when Milton employs both mono- and bisyllabic 

riot he is exhibiting paraphonological variation, as both can occur in ordinary language: 

 

(255) Of riot ascends above thir loftiest Towrs (Paradise Lost 1.499) 

 

(256) To luxurie and riot, feast and dance (Paradise Lost 11.715)  

 

(Kiparsky 1977: 240-241) 

 

 

Sometimes the insertion or deletion of syllables does not derive from variation 

found in ordinary language. The form hanki naro, for example, is extended to haankityo 

naaro in Nanti to achieve the same moraic count with the input refrain kaapiroriia even 

though the extended form does not occur in ordinary language (see 2.5.3): 

 
Input Output 

hanki naro haankityo naaro 

Table 32: Non-Paraphonological Mora and Syllable Insertion (Michael 2003: 261) 
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Studies of syllabic variation in English poetic language have dealt with 

paraphonological syllabic variation, like riot~ri.ot (Tarlinskaya 1973, Kiparsky 1977, 

Weismiller 1989), and Hayes (2009) suggests this is the only kind of variation found in 

English poetic language. While paraphonological variation is shown to occur in both 

corpora, in SD‘s lyrics, there are also examples of the insertion and deletion of syllables 

that do not derive from ordinary language phonology, as in Nanti. Syllabic variation in 

the SD corpus also differs from previously studied genres in that rhyme patterning and 

rhyme fellow correspondence constraints play a major role in the distribution of 

alternants.  

 

5.3.1 SYLLABIC VARIATION IN THE HANK WILLIAMS CORPUS 

Table 33 illustrates the percentages of words in the HW corpus that alternate in the 

presence of an unstressed syllable. The forms in the right-hand column contain one 

syllable less than their alternant in the left-hand column: 
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Full Form N %  Reduced Form N %  

about 14 74  bout 5 26  

across 4 80  cross 1 20  

Alabama 1 33  Alabam 2 67  

alone 42 98  lone 1 2 

around 60 61  round 38 39  

because 13 10  cause 115 90  

beneath 5 63  neath 3 37  

company 1 50  comp‘ny 1 50  

ever 79 99  e‘er 1 1  

flowers [flau.wərs] 

/flower [flau.wər] 

4 80  

 

flow‘rs [flaurs] 1 20   

hour [au.wər]  1 25  hour [aur] 3 75  

memories/memory 8 62  mem‘ries/mem‘ry 5 38   

never 175 97  ne‘er 6 3  

over 124 95 o‘er 7 5  

tired [tay.ərd]  2 22  tired [tayrd] 7 78  

 

Table 33: Syllabic Variation in the HW Corpus 

 

 

All of the alternations in Table 33 represent variation much as has historically been found 

in English poetry, in that each pair differs in the presence of an unstressed syllable and 

reflects ordinary language variation derivative of different speech types or historical 

periods (Weismiller 1989 and Tarlinskaya 1977). With most pairs, the full form in the 

left-hand column occurs more frequently than its truncated alternant in the right-hand 

column. For four pairs, the preferred form is shorter: Alabam,89 cause, flow’r and t[ay]rd. 

Of these, cause is the only alternant clearly preferred given its frequency. 

The examples of syllabic variation in Table 33 reflect either the historical or 

synchronic deletion of a reduced vowel, so that the form in the column on the left violates 

the linguistic constraint banning the deletion of a syllable, i.e. MAX-IO (Syllable), and the 

                                                           
89 Both of the examples of Alabam occur in rhyming position, and Alabama does not. 
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form in the column on the right violates a constraint that says that unstressed syllables 

must be deleted, REDUCE: 

 

(257) MAX-IO (Syllable)-penalize for every syllable in the input that does not 

have a corresponding syllable in the output.  

 

 

(258) REDUCE-vowels lack quality90 (Kager 1999: 406). 

 

 

 There is also one pair in the corpus that differs in the presence of an unstressed 

syllable, where the unstressed syllable is inserted, rather than deleted: ramblin (1), 

rambelin (1). For this pair, a constraint banning syllable insertion, DEP-IO (Syllable), is 

violated in the longer form rambelin: 

 

(259) DEP-IO (Syllable)-penalize for every syllable in the output that does not 

have a correspondent in the input.  

 

 

The less faithful alternant rambelin is less marked since it does not have the consonant 

cluster [bl] and therefore has one less violation of *CC than ramblin: 

 

(260) *CC-codas are simple. (Prince and Smolensky 1993) 

 

While all of the forms in Table 33 are grammatical according to one language 

variety, and the examples in neither column can be entirely attributed to poetic 

constraints, one of the factors that govern the distribution of alternants is metricality. For 

example, in ―Cold, Cold Heart,‖ where exactly three syllables occur between downbeat-

                                                           
90 Kager uses REDUCE to account for the optional deletion of schwa for some speakers of English. 
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stressed syllables, mem’ry is preferred in the third line of the first verse and memory in 

the second line of the fourth verse: 

 

(261) I tried so hard my dear to show that you‘re my every dream. 

Yet you‘re afraid each thing I do is just some evil scheme 

 → A mem’ry from your lonesome past keeps us so far apart Ø 

Why can‘t I free your doubtful mind and melt your cold, cold heart 

 

There was a time when I believed that you belonged to me 

 → But now I know your heart is shackled to a memory 

The more I learn to care for you, the more we drift apart 

Why can‘t I free your doubtful mind and melt your cold, cold heart  

  

   (V1 and 4; 3:10) 

 

 

A scansion that replaces mem’ry with memory in the first verse violates *FILL 1, since -

mo- occurs in a grid position with one x:  

 

Figure 74: An Alternative Scansion of L3, V1; 3:10  

 

 A scansion that replaces memory with mem’ry in the fourth verse has the opposite 

effect, so that too few grid positions are filled.  Alternative scansions that replace 

bisyllabic mem’ry with memory violate FILL DOWNBEAT by leaving the final downbeat-

stressed position empty (a), FILL 3 by leaving a three-x position empty (b), or FILL 2 by 

leaving a two-x position empty (c): 

 

 

4   x        x        x        x      

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 A  mem-  ry  from  your  lone-  some  past  keeps  us  so  far  a-  part  Ø  Ø  

* A  me- mo- ry  from  your  lone-  some  past  keeps  us  so  far  a-  part  Ø  Ø  
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4    x        x        x        x      

3    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1  x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
  But  now  I  know  your  heart  is  shack-  led  to  a  me-  mo-  ry  Ø  Ø  

(a) * But  now  I  know  your  heart  is  shack-  led  to  a  me-  mry  Ø  Ø  Ø  

(b) * But  now  I  know  your  heart  is  shack-  led  to  a  Ø  me-  mry  Ø  Ø  

(c) * But  now  I  know  your  heart  is  shack-  led  to  a  mem-  Ø  ry  Ø  Ø  

Figure 75: Alternative Scansions of L2, V4; 2:10  

 

*FILL 1 and FILL DOWNBEAT are never violated in the song, and FILL 3 and FILL 2 

are only violated at the right edge of lines when dominated by more highly ranked 

grouping constraints that require line-final cadences. The distribution of mem’ry and 

memory, then, satisfies the poetic grammar, and their reversal would result in 

unmetricality.  

Tableau 24 illustrates how the reduced form mem’ry in the first verse reflects the 

ranking in the poetic grammar *FILL 1 >> MAX-IO.91 Mem’ry violates the linguistic 

constraint MAX-IO (Syll) in its vowel reduction, and memory violates *FILL 1 since a 

one-x position in the metrical grid is filled: 

 

 
/… memory…/ *FILL 1 MAX-IO 

(Syll) 

 A mem’ry from your lonesome past keeps us so far apart Ø 

(L3, V1; 3:10) 

 * 

A memory from your lonesome past keeps us so far apart Ø *!  

Tableau 24: *FILL 1 >> MAX-IO (Syll) 

 

                                                           
91 Schwa deletion is common in post-stress position in American English (Patterson et al. 2003), and 

mem’ry may be in fact the less marked of the two alternating forms. In either case, in Cold, Cold Heart 

both mem’ry and memory are required by the poetic grammar, and their reversal results in violations of 

constraints that are not otherwise violated in the song. 
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 The optional syllabification of liquids in flower(s), hour, rambelin, and tired is 

similarly tied to rhythmic constraints. In the first candidate in Tableau 25 below, False 

love like ours fades with the flowers, the deletion of the final schwa in flowers violates 

MAX-IO (Syll), but satisfies the poetic constraint that requires constituents to be marked 

by the same cadences throughout, PARALLELISM, since half-lines and lines end in the 

final cadence -S in this song. The second candidate violates PARALLELISM with the S1 

scansion [flau.wərz]: 

/… flauwərz/ PARALLELISM  MAX-IO 

(Syll)  

 False love like ours / fades with the [flawrz]  

(L3, V3; 2:23) 

 * 

False love like ours / fades with the [flau.wərz]  *!  

Tableau 25: PARALLELISM >> MAX-IO (Syll) 

 

In the HW corpus there is only one song that exhibits syllable insertion that does 

not derive from ordinary language variation. In ―Jambalaya‖ Williams approximates 

Cajun English, inserting -oh word-finally to achieve rhyme between non-rhyming words 

amis, gay, and need; gumbo, bayou, and pirogue; and me oh my and bayou: 
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(262) Jambalay and a crawfish pie and a file gumbo  

Cause tonight I‘m gonna see my mes cheres amis-oh  

Pick guitar, fill fruit jar and be gay-oh  

Son of a gun, we‘ll have big fun on the bayou  

 

Settle down far from town get me a pirogue  

And I‘ll catch all the fish in the bayou  

Swap them in to buy Yvonne what she need-oh  

Son of gun we have big fun on the bayou  

 

Thibodeaux, Fontainbleau, the place is buzzin 

Kinfolk come to see Yvonne by the dozen 

Dress in style, go hog wild, me oh my-oh 

Son of a gun, well have big fun on the bayou (8:13) 

 

 

The insertion of oh in ―Jambalaya‖ resembles the poetic practice in English folk 

forms, in which the vocable O also occurs line-finally, allowing for rhyme. 92 (See 5.5 for 

a discussion of vocables.)  

In this song, oh-insertion allows for the satisfaction of COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme), which requires that the lines of the couplet participate in a couplet-marking 

rhyme pattern (see 3.5.3.3). COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) would be fatally violated in 

its absence, but since this is an isolated example, and syllables are not otherwise inserted 

in the corpus where they do not derive from ordinary language variation. 

 

5.3.2 Syllabic Variation in the Snoop Dogg Corpus 

 

Syllabic variation that derives from ordinary language also occurs throughout the SD 

corpus. When alternating or more marked forms occur in constituent-final, rhyming 

                                                           
92 For example, in the first verse of the traditional English counting song, ―Green Grow the Rushes, O,‖ O 

allows non-rhyming lines to rhyme with each other and with the line that ends in so: I'll sing you one, O / 

Green grow the rushes, O / What is your one, O? / One is one and all alone / And evermore shall be so. 
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positions, one form can either enable rhyme between non-rhyming fellows or increase 

their phonological similarity.  

SD pronounces Corleone, for example, in three different ways: [korlion], 

[korlioni], and [korlionei]. Table 34 illustrates the eight instances of Corleone in the 

corpus in context: 

 
Alternating Forms Examples 

[korlion] 

 

In my zone, don Corleone (L5, V1; 2:20) 

 

But you know it's all a part of the Corleone team  

Now they've got Michael Corleone (L6 and 13, V1; 2:9) 

 

The Dogg is the don like killer Corleone (L15, V3; 2:13) 

[korlioni] The one and only  

Don Corleone 

The big homey  (L4, Intro; 2:14) 

 

Cold name, cold game you got to get down 

I came Scarface, Corleone killers, baby boy OG (L36-37, V1; 2:9) 

 

Even trippin on me? Yeah, the big homie 

Gamey Gamey says, "Snoop Corleone 

listen to me man, stay away from them phonies‖ (L2-3, V1;  2:14) 

[korlionei] It's a cold thang but it's a cold game 

But when you with a Corleone it's a cold thang (L25-6, V1; 2:9) 

 

Table 34: Different Pronunciations of Corleone in the SD Corpus 

 

Rhyme plays an important role in the distribution of the three pronunciations of 

Corleone, with four of the eight instances participating in an already-established rhyme 

pattern. 

While the final stressed syllable [on] is the same for all three alternations, 

replacing any of the three forms with another form violates ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, 

Right Edge) or PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels), which requires rhyming vowels to be 

phonologically identical (see 3.5.6).  
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For example, the alternations Corle[oni] and Corle[onei] in the second and third 

starred lines in (263) violate ALIGN-R since the part of the word that rhymes, i.e. -

one[on] is not aligned with the right edge of the line: 

 

(263) In my zone, don Corle[on] (L5, V1; 2:20) 

*In my zone, don Corle[oni] (ALIGN-R) 

*In my zone, don Corle[onei] (ALIGN-R) 

 

 

In the first starred example in (264) below, the final syllable of homie violates ALIGN-R 

when it rhymes with Corle[on], and in the second starred example, the alternation 

Corle[onei] violates PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels), see 3.5.6, since the second 

vowel of homie, and of -onei, i.e. [i] and [ei] are not phonologically identical: 

 

(264) Even trippin on me? Yeah, the big homie 

Gamey Gamey says, "Snoop Corle[oni] (L2-3, V1;  2:14) 

 

*Gamey Gamey says, "Snoop Corle[on] (ALIGN-R) 
 

*Gamey Gamey says, "Snoop Corle[onei] (PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Vowels)) 
 

 There are also three examples in the SD corpus where syllable insertion satisfies a 

linguistic markedness constraint much as Alim (2003: 64) notes in Busta Rhymes‘ 

pronunciation of schedule as [skε.ʒu.wəl]on Pharoahe‘s song ―The Next Shit.‖ In Alim‘s 

example, schwa insertion between the consonants in the cluster [ʒw] allows for prosodic 

identity with rhyme fellows credible, federals, and pedestal, where the bisyllabic 

alternant would not: 
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(265) Now that we credible I require a busy schedule[ʒu.wəl] 

Collectin federals being put on a pedestal 

 

In the SD corpus a vowel is inserted between the consonants of the complex 

onsets in the final syllables of compa[nj]on and cog[nj]ac:  

 

(266) I got another bitch, and she worked at the convalescent home 

She said she needed a compa[ni.jon] (L6-7, V3; 5:13) 

 

(267) Come on in and bring a friend and you can come on back 

Cause when you do, we gon be sippin on some co[ni.ak]  

(L29-30, V1; 2:5) 

 

 

In (266)-(267), syllable insertion allows for rhyme fellows to be more phonologically 

similar to the rhyme established in the previous line than the unmarked alternant without 

insertion. In (266), [jon] rhymes with home satisfying PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Vowels), whereas the unmarked alternant [jn] would not. In (267), the insertion of [i] 

allows for cognac to match in syllable count to its rhyme fellow come on back, satisfying 

PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme Fellows), see 4.6.4.5. The inserted syllable satisfies *CC 

because it breaks up a consonant cluster, but violates DEP-IO (Syllable) since there is no 

syllable in the input.  

Tableau 26 illustrates the domination of PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme Fellows) 

over DEP-IO (Syll) for co[ni.ak]. The first candidate violates DEP-IO (Syll) because of 

the addition of [i] between [kon] and [ak], but satisfies PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme 

Fellows) since the rhyme fellows share syllable count. The second candidate fails 



245 

because bisyllabic co[njak] is faithful to the input, but not to its trisyllabic base, come on 

back: 

 
 PROSODIC IDENTITY 

(Rhyme Fellows) 

DEP-IO 

(Syll) 

  come on back ~ co[ni.ak] 
       (L29-30, V1; 2:5) 

 * 

come on back ~ co[njak] *!  

 

Tableau 26: PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme Fellows) >> DEP-IO (Syll) 

Alternations between words that differ in the presence of an unstressed syllable 

like bout and about that do not occur in rhyming position also surface in the SD corpus. 

Unlike in the HW corpus, however, in the SD corpus, metrical mapping constraints 

cannot systematically account for the distribution of such alternations, since there is not 

always as straightforward a relationship at the syllable level between prosody and meter. 

This differs from the sing-songy rap lyrics of Young M. C. studied by Anderson (1992), 

in which she suggests syllables are deleted when there is no corresponding position in the 

metrical grid. 

There is a similar example of trisyllabic shortening in the SD corpus, but it is 

rhyme fellow correspondence and grouping constraints that drive its occurrence. 

Dangerous is realized with three syllables in ―D.O.G.'s Get Lonely 2‖ and ―Lay Low,‖ 

where it does not occur line-finally, but as bisyllabic dang’ous in ―Tha Doggfather,‖ 

where it matches in syllable count to its rhyme fellow -mazement: 

 

 

(268) Just to get you caught up in amazement 

We puffin on Cubans so it might get dang’ous 

(L5-6, V1; 2:2) 
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5.3.4 Syllable Insertion in the Snoop Dogg Corpus 

Syllabic variation in English poetic language is largely limited to variation between 

reduced and full forms (Tarlinskaya 1973, Kiparsky 1977, Weismiller 1989, Hayes 

2009), but syllable insertion, and to a lesser extent, syllable deletion, that do not reflect 

ordinary language variation do, however, occur in the SD corpus.  

Table 35 lists ten instances of nine different words in the SD corpus, where a 

syllable surfaces word-finally that does not have a correspondent in the input. Insertions 

include [i], [ə], [tə], and [o]: 

 
Example Example in Context 

1. regroup-[i] And later on I just might turn on a movie 

So you can regroupy and redo me just for Snoopy (L13-14, V1; 2:12) 

2. reall-[ə]   So when you see me on stage Snoop Dogg is the name 

Nigga, yeah, that's realla (L14-15, V2; 3:9) 

3. niggar-[o] 

 

 

4. niggar-[o] 

Boy you done put all your trust in that hoe 

Didn't you see what happened to the president niggaro (L1-2, V2; 3:10) 

 

To the fullest young niggaro 

With my steal I cap on, I‘m feelin like a O (L8-9, V1; 4:20) 

5. skid-[ə] 

6. hit-[ə] 

But I try to keep my head to the skitta 

Slice my piece of hitta93 (L4-5, V1; 5:12) 

7. hood-a[ə] We can do things that you never, thought you coulda 

Up out the hooda, is where I took ya, never overlooked ya (L11-12, V1; 5:15) 

8. trees-a[ə] They say its cheaper to keep her, now baby ease up 

Kick back and blaze some of these trees up 

Now sit your ass in the treesa 

And do me a favor and turn the music up (L7-10, V1; 6:11)  

9. insist-[ə] Well if you insista, I guessed I'll twist her, 

But give me a minute while I freak your sista (L1-2, V1; 7:4) 

10. offens-[tə] Push the pista up against her[], 

No offensta, but this pimpin mista. (L4-5, V1; 7:4) 

11. Mr. Big-sta Say that I dissed her, Cause I wouldn‘t kiss her, 

But I got her a picture and said I'd holla back wit ya, 

Hey, they say I‘m like Mr. Bigsta, 

All these bullshit moves that missed us (L3-6, V2; 7:4) 

 

Table 35: Syllable Insertion in the SD Corpus 

 

                                                           
93 The first line alludes to the phrase ―keep my head to the sky.‖ Hitta probably refers to a female. 
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Eight of the ten examples occur half-line or line-finally and achieve bisyllabic 

rhyme. The word with which they rhyme precedes them, and determines the syllable that 

surfaces. For example, no offense is realized as no offensta in 9, allowing for rhyme with 

the preceding rhyme fellows pista and -gainst her[] and the succeeding fellow mista. 

All but three of the words with the inserted vowel in Table 35, insista, niggaro (4:20), 

and skidda succeed the word(s) initiating the rhyme set.  

In all of these examples, pressure for rhyme fellows be right-aligned, i.e. ALIGN-R 

(Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge), dominates the constraint banning the insertion of 

unstressed syllables, DEP-IO (Syllable). Tableau 27 illustrates the ranking that results in 

insista. In the first candidate rhyme fellows are aligned with right edge of the metrical 

constituent they are marking as salient, but DEP –IO is violated since schwa is inserted on 

insist. The second candidate is more faithful to the input, but the rhyme fellow twist is not 

aligned with the right edge of the line, and thus violates ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Right 

Edge).94  Note that even though insist differs in syllable count from twist her and sista, it 

still rhymes since the stressed vowels are identical. It is therefore an alignment and not a 

rhyme patterning constraint that is violated. 

 

 
/…insist…/ ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, 

Right Edge) 

DEP-IO (Syllable) 

 Well if you insista, I guessed I'll twist her, 

But give me a minute while I freak your sista 

(L1-2, V1; 7:4) 

 * 

Well if you insist, I guessed I'll twist her, 

But give me a minute while I freak your sista 

*!  

Tableau 27: ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge) >> DEP-IO (Syllable) 

                                                           
94 In this hypothetical candidate, the rhyme template mutates from monosyllabic -sist~twist to bisyllabic 

twist her~sista. (See 4.6.4.6 for an explanation of rhyme mutations.)  Sista, therefore, does not violate 

ALIGN-R. 
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 There are also four examples in the corpus where a word surfaces with one fewer 

syllable. In examples (269)-(272), shortened words are italicized: 

 

(269) Flash in my playa's car cause I'm a Don 

Sippin Moët, smokin chron (L4-5, V3; 6:3) 

 

 

(270) On my feet was some white tube socks 

And a fresh pair of Chucks from the Footlock (L13 -14,V2; 4:6) 

 

 

(271) I gave my kinfolk the keys to my suburb 

I told em hit the side and slide and get the herb (L1-2, V2; 4:13) 

 

 

(272) Roll your fist up, or hold your Crist95 up,  

Light that bitch up, and blow your syst up (L7-8, V1; 7:4) 

 

 Chronic, which denotes marijuana, occurs in its full form eighteen times in the 

corpus, while chron only occurs once. System occurs twice in the corpus, and syst once. 

Footlocker and suburban do not occur in the corpus in their full form. For each truncated 

form, the absence of the final syllable allows for rhyme fellows to be aligned with the 

right edge of the line and prosodically identical. As with the insertion data in the previous 

section, three of the four examples of syllable deletion follow the already established 

rhyme. Tableau 28 illustrates the occurrence of the truncated chron as reflecting the 

domination of ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge) over MAX-IO (Syllable). The 

optimal candidate violates MAX-IO (Syllable) since [ik] does not surface, but allows for 

the rhyme fellows chron and on to be aligned with the right edge of the line. The second 

candidate fails since chron is not right-aligned: 

                                                           
95 Crist also represents a shortening of Cristal from Cristal champagne, but unlike syst, Crist is used 

elsewhere in SD‘s lyrics and in the lyrics of other gangsta rap artists. 
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/…chronic…/ ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Right 

Edge) 

MAX-IO (Syll) 

 Sippin Moet, smokin chron 

Doggy wanna see that dress my locks are on 

(L4-5, V3; 6:3)  

 * 

Sippin Moet, smokin chronic 

Doggy wanna see that dress my locks are on  

*!  

Tableau 28: ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge) >> MAX-IO (Syll) 

 

 

There are examples where deletion would improve rhyme rhyme fellow-medially, 

but it does not occur. For example, in (273), the deletion of a- of about allows for the 

satisfaction of PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme Fellows), which is rarely violated in the 

corpus: 

 

(273) Since I was a youth I smoked weed out 

Now I‘m that motherfucker y'all read about (L5-6, V1; 3:14) 

 

 

The offending syllable a in this example is not as marked as in the above examples since 

it occurs to the left of the final stressed rhyming syllable from the right edge. Although 

syllable counts are more likely to differ before the final syllable than after, such instances 

are also marked in the corpus (see 4.6.4.5).  

 

5.4 VOCALIC AND CONSONANTAL VARIATION 

Like syllabic variation, phonemic variation in poetic language is both paraphonological 

and non-paraphonological, and poetic constraints play a role in the distribution of 

alternations.  

In both corpora, the artists‘ non-standard variety of English allows for rhyme 

fellow correspondence that GAE would not. For example, the rhyme fellows in (274)-
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(276) reflect the neutralization of lax and tense vowels before [l]. In the Williams‘ 

corpus, the vowels of feel and hill are realized laxer and tenser, respectively, than their 

GAE pronunciation, thus allowing for full rhyme: 

 

(274) Tonight down here in the valley    

I‘m lonesome and oh how I feel   

As I sit here alone in my cabin   

I can see your mansion on the hill  (HW L2 and 4, V1; 1:22) 

 

 

In the SD corpus, GAE [i] is realized as [ɪ] in (275), and GAE [] is raised allowing for 

full rhyme in (276), reflecting the fourth stage of the Southern Shift, ([]→[e]/__ 

[+nasal]): 

 

(275) Cause I‘m a mothafuckin shinin star, you feel[] me 

And fuck who wanna kill me (SD L11-13, V3; 4:16) 

 

 

(276) See me I‘m all about my money man[e] 

I stay fly and dry I don't get caught up in the rain (SD L3-4, V2; 2:16) 

 

 

Stage 8 in the Southern Shift ([a]→[o]/__[+nasal]) also allows for rhyme in both corpora 

where GAE vowels would not: 

 

(277) Just like a blind man I wandered along[oη]  

Worries and fears I claimed for my own (HW L1-2, V2; 1:10) 

 

 

(278) Just when you thought I was gone[on], I‘m back on[on] 

Knick-knack-paddy-wack give the Dogg a home (SD L1-2, V3; 5:19) 
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In the SD corpus, AAE phonology also enables rhyming codas to be more 

phonologically similar than in GAE. In (279) and (280), for example, GAE [] is realized 

as [f], which allows for full rhyme between -self and wealth, and improves the rhyme 

between left and breath: 

  

(279) I lay back in the cut retain myself 

Think about the shit, and I think of wealth[f] (SD L3-4, V1; 1:4) 

 

(280) Two strikes none left, out of breath[f] (SD L5, V1; 1:19) 

 

In AAE, liquids can be deleted and color the vowel that precedes them (Green 

2002) allowing for rhyme between vowels that do not rhyme in GAE. In (281), for 

example, the deletion of -l allows for imperfect rhyme with off and full rhyme with blow. 

 

(281) Shootin off rhymes like a pistol[ow]  

Fuckin your click off with this blow (SD L3-4, V1; 4:2) 

 

 While these non-standard phonemic qualities differ from GAE phonology, they 

are relatively consistent throughout each corpus, and do not appear to vary in order to 

satisfy rhyme.96 The following sections look at cases where rhyme fellow correspondence 

constraints play a role in the distribution of phonemes.  

 

                                                           
96 It should be noted that whether or not the realization of a phoneme rhymes in the artist‘s production, if 

an allophone that is part of the performers‘ paraphonology does rhyme, that is enough to satisfy identity 

constraints in the poetic grammar. That the interpretation of a text may differ from its actual production has 

been noted by other linguists including Napoli (1978), where she shows that in synalepha, a practice 

commonly found in Spanish and Italian poetic language where two successive vowels count as one in the 

poetic grammar, both vowels are realized in the production. 
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5.4.1 Vocalic Variation in the SD Corpus 

Both Keyes (2002) and Alim (2003) note the use of vocalic variation to achieve rhyme in 

rap lyrics. Keyes observes that MCLyte pronounces protected as pretected in ―I Am 

Woman‖ to rhyme with respected:  

 

(282) That‘s right, I‘m well respected.  

Don‘t get stupid, I‘m well pretected. (Keyes 2002: 126-127) 

 

Alim remarks on how Pharoahe pronounces me as may to rhyme with -braes of 

vertebraes in ―Right Here‖: 

 

(283) Y‘all heard of m[ey], I pack macks and crack vertebraes  

(Alim 2003: 64)  

 

There are similar instances of poetically motivated vocalic variation in the SD 

corpus. In the following two examples, party is pronounced [partei] to rhyme with say, 

and baby is pronounced [beibei] to rhyme with nae:  

 

(284) Go home and say Snoop rocked the partay (L6, V3; 2:16) 

 

(285) Get a nigga smoked though, no-no, na-na, nae-nae 

She got a whole bunch of kids like baby[ei] (L15-16, V1; 6:12) 

 

 

Both party and baby occur throughout the corpus with their unmarked pronunciations, 

and these examples are the only instances of the marked pronunciation. 

Similar to partay and babay is the pronunciation of the final syllable of Kennedy 

as day to rhyme with hit a day: 
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(286) I‘m gonna need a hit a day 

I live my life like I was John F. Kenneday (L14-15, V2; 7:2) 

 

In (287) and (288), the final syllables of San Francisco and Los Angeles are 

realized as [ə] and [iz], respectively, which allows them to participate in rhyme 

patterning: 

 

(287) Well Lyssa Brisna, in San Francisca, 

The cute little sista with the fever blista, 

Said that I dissed her, 

Cause I wouldn‘t kiss her[ə], 

But I got her a picture[ə] and said I'd holla back wit ya, 

Hey, they say I'm like Mr. Bigsta (L1-6, V2; 7:4) 

 

(288) Now you steppin wit a G, from Los Angeles[iz] (L1, V2; 7:16) 
 

Finally, in (289), song on surfaces as sang on to rhyme with bang on: 

 

(289) Pimp pimp parade, my nigga get your bang on 

Cause my uncles about to get their sang on (L16-17, V2; 6:7) 

  

 

While sang on is marked since the idiom get your __ on requires nouns, not verbs, 

other nouns in the corpus in this idiom are homophonous with their verbal counterpart, 

e.g. get your blast on (2:9), get your hustle on (3:15), get your drank on (7:7). The use of 

sang, therefore, in get your sang on can also be analyzed as violating a grammatical, not 

phonological constraint. 

The pronunciations partay, babay, San Francisca and Los Angeles[iz] represent 

variation found in ordinary language. The pronunciation of Kennedy as Kenneday, on the 
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other hand, although analogous to partay and babay, does not. In this example, Kenneday 

violates the linguistic constraint requiring faithfulness between inputs and output vowels, 

IDENT (Vowels). This is an isolated example, however, and the corpus does not generally 

allow for vowel quality changes that do not derive from ordinary language.97 

5.4.2 Consonantal Variation in the SD Corpus 

Alternations between AAE and GAE consonantal qualities also occur throughout the SD 

corpus, but consonantal variation is usually not governed by systematic poetic 

constraints. AAE /d/, for example, occurs less frequently than GAE //, and proximity to 

other AAE or hip hop forms appears to contribute to its presence, as in the following 

example, where dat and da surface near gangsta and Big Boss Dogg in the first two lines, 

but not otherwise in the excerpt: 

 

(290) I'm a gangsta, but y'all knew dat 

Da Big Boss Dogg, yeah I had to do that 

I keep a blue flag hangin out my backside 

But only on the left side, yeah that's the Crip side 

Ain't no other way to play the game the way I play 

See I specialize in making all the girls get naked 

So don't change the dizzle, turn it up a little 

I got a livin room full of fine dime brizzles 

Waitin on the Pizzle, the Dizzle and the Shizzle 

G's to the bizzack, now ladies here we gizzo (L1-10, V1; 7:3) 

 

There are a handful of examples where consonants surface in words where they 

do not otherwise in the corpus, and their occurrence satisfies rhyme fellow 

                                                           
97 There are several instances of vocables exhibiting vowel quality changes. (See 5.5.1.3). 
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correspondence constraints. In (291), for example, GAE [s] surfaces as [d] in bidness, 

which is more phonologically similar to witness than the more common form business: 

  

(291) Now that‘s the bidness, and God is my witness 

LBC two-one-three hell yeah, we in this 

It‘s so relentless, and all my dogs up against the life sentence  

 

(L10-13; 7:5) 

 

 

 Similarly, aksin (~askin) surfaces as assin in (292), where it improves phonological 

similarity with harassin and blastin: 

 

(292) Harrassin a nigga, a blastin a nigga 

I ain't seen shit, so why y‘all [asən] a nigga (L7-8, V1; 3:4) 

 

 

The more common askin is employed in (293), on the other hand, where it improves 

phonological similarity with maxin, relaxin and action: 

 

(293) A lot of maxin and relaxin 

C'mon baby girl, give a playa some action, I‘m askin (L15-16, V1; 7:10) 

 

The immediate future, which usually surfaces as AAE contraction finna, surfaces 

as fin to in (294), where it rhymes with into.  

 

(294) To the hood now we was fin to   

Find somethin else to get into (L17-18, V2; 3:14) 

 

 

 The distribution of the alternations in the pairs bidness~business, assing~aksin, 

and finna~fin can be attributed to the ranking of rhyme fellow correspondence constraints 
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over input-output faithfulness in the linguistic component of the poetic grammar. The 

fuller forms business and fin to are motivated by rhyme fellow correspondence constraint 

PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Intervocalic Consonants), but violate the faithfulness 

constraints MAX-IO (Syllable), and MAX-IO (Segment), respectively.  

Tableau 29 illustrates the constraint ranking that generates assin in (292). The 

rhyme fellow correspondence constraint PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Intervocalic 

Consonants), which requires rhyming intervocalic consonants to be phonologically 

identical (see 3.5.6), dominates MAX-IO (Segments) since the segment /k/ is deleted from 

the output. In the optimal candidate, PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Intervocalic Consonants) 

is violated only once by the [t] in the intervocalic cluster [st] of a-blastin.  

The starred candidate with the more common alternant aksin is not identical to either -

rassin or blastin so PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY is violated twice: 

 
 … /askin/ … PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Intervocalic Consonants) 

MAX-IO 

(Segments) 

 Harrassin a nigga, a-blastin a nigga 

I ain't seen shit, so why y‘all assin a nigga 

(L7, V1; 3:4) 

* * 

Harrassin a nigga, a-blastin a nigga 

I ain't seen shit, so why y‘all aksin a nigga 

**!  

 

Tableau 29: IDENTITY (Intervocalic Consonants) >> MAX-IO (Segments) 

 

5.4.3 Vocalic and Consonantal Variation in the HW Corpus 

Although HW‘s use of SAE phonology allows for rhyme where GAE phonology would 

not, phonemes in his lyrics do not readily vary in either their presence or quality to satisfy 

rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence constraints as in the SD corpus. For 

example, although paraphonological alternations between reduced and non-reduced 
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consonant clusters, e.g. -ing~-in could improve phonological similarity, MAX-IO 

(Segments) prevents this. To illustrate, around in the line represented in Tableau 30 does 

not surface as aroun to rhyme with town (8:18), even though it would improve the rhyme, 

and represents variation found in the corpus. In Tableau 32, the first candidate violates 

PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY(Codas) since codas nd and n are not identical. The second 

candidate violates MAX-IO (Segment) since aroun surfaces without d.  

 

 

 

MAX-IO (Segment) PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY(Codas) 

 You‘d leave me alone and run around, Ø 

You were the talk of the town, Ø 

(L1-2, V2; 8:18) 
 * 

You‘d leave me alone and run aroun, Ø  

You were the talk of the town, Ø *!  

Tableau 30: MAX-IO (Segment) >> PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) 

 

 

5.5 INTERJECTIONS AND VOCABLES  

One obvious manifestation of the interaction between phonology and poetic organization 

is the poetically motivated use of non-lexical vocables like la. Keyes (2002: 130), for 

example, notes the use of ―mnemonic syllables or syllable sound carriers‖ in rap lyrics 

that serve ―to fill the gaps between words.‖ She cites the frequent use of ha-ha-ha-ha-ha-

ha-ha! by Grandmaster Melle Mel, iggedy-diggedy by Das EFX, and HA! by Juvenile, 

which ―become essential to the musical idea and rhyme.‖  

The vocables most commomly employed by Snoop Dogg are -izz- and -izzle (see 

5.5.1), but some other non-lexical vocables occur in sung sections and sometimes during 

a verse between metrical lines, e.g. (3:3). There are only two examples in the SD corpus 

where SD employs non-lexical vocables in his rapped lines like the artists referenced by 

Keyes (2002): 
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(295) La di da di, we likes to party  

We don't cause trouble, we don't bother nobody (L1-2, V1; 1:7) 

 

 

(296) Fuckin with a broke ho 

Get a nigga smoked though, no-no, na-na, nae-nae 

She got a whole bunch of kids like baby[ey] 

Listen what the pimpa say (L14-17, V1; 6:12) 

 

 

Of these two, la di da di is not original to SD, but is part of the remake of the song of the 

same name by Doug E. Fresh and Slick Rick. Both la di da di and no-no-na-na-nae-nae 

participate in rhyme, but only the latter satisfies the rhyme patterning constraint 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme).  

The distribution of ordinary language interjections like oh can also be poetically 

motivated. Interjections serve to mark pragmatic meaning and tend to represent ―shifts in 

cognitive states‖ in English (Norrick 2009). The poet Mary Oliver (1998: 65) comments 

on the temptation that poets have to employ interjections to satisfy metrical patterns:  

 

Use oh, and ah, and use them with care. Use them when the feeling of the 

moment is deep, or exalted; when the poem made an arrival, or has come to a 

pitch of longing—when what you want to express needs it, and never when it 

merely suits the marching orders of the meter (Oliver 1998: 66). 

 

SD also employs interjections oooh, jeez, booyow, bam and blam in his lyrics: 

 

(297) Ain't no clue, on why the fuck we do what we do 

Leave you in a state of paranoia, oooh (L3, V1; 1:7) 

 

 

(298) Damn, now what was I to do (L1, V2; 1:7) 
 
 

(299) Lil Gs keep heat so big Gs freeze, jeez! (L11, V1; 2:4) 
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(300) I‘m ready to do now, who now, you now 

Eddie wasn't ready when they drew that, booyow (L38-39, V1; 4:10) 

 

 

(301) You and your fam, bam, gon hear the blam, blam (L9, V2; 7:14) 

 

All of the constituent-final interjections in the above examples are essential to the 

rhyme pattern of the lines in which they occur. Although their presence appears to be 

motivated by rhyme, the use of interjections does not in itself clearly violate the linguistic 

grammar.  

 

5.5.1 Affixes -Izz- and -Izzle  

The vocable infix -izz- and vocable suffix -izzle do not originate with SD, but he is often 

credited for introducing them to American popular culture (e.g. Tannenbaum 2005). 98 In 

the SD corpus both -izz- and -izzle tend to occur in beat positions, pattern in clusters and 

participate in rhyme. The stems they attach to are usually nouns, but verbs, adjectives and 

prepositions also bear them. They do not alter the meaning of the stems that bear them. In 

this section we will see how in addition to marking constituents as salient, rhyme 

patterning contributes to the distribution and well-formedness of the vocables. 

 

                                                           
98In a guest appearance on the Martha Stewart Show (Stewart 2008), Snoop Dogg describes the affixes: 

―The izzles is just words that we add to the end to connect so that we can have our own way of talking 

without people knowing what we‘re talking about.‖ 
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5.5.1.1 -Izz- 

The infix vocable -izz- is inserted between the onset, when there is one, and rime of the 

syllable that bears primary stress in the stem.99 The infix is generally restricted from 

occurring on stems with [ɪ] as the primary stressed vowel. In (302) back and go bear -izz-: 

 

 

(302) G's to the bizzack, now ladies here we gizzo (L16, V1; 7:3). 

 

 

The vocable infix -izz- is the more common of the two vocables in SD‘s lyrics, 

occurring 45 times in verses SD rapped in CDs 1, 2, 5, 6, and 7. Thirty-seven of the -izz-

infixed words occur in clusters, and forty participate in rhyme. Although it can allow for 

parallelism between non-rhyming words as in (303), -izz- infixation usually occurs on 

clusters of stems that rhyme, and thus extends the rhyme fellow leftwards. For example, 

in (303), stems team and dream rhyme as monosyllables without the infix, and with the 

infix participate in bisyllabic rhyme:  

 

(303) Bad lil bitches on my tizzeam 

Nigga, that‘s the American drizzeam (L7-8, V1; 5:2) 

 

5.5.1.2 -Izzle 

The -izzle vocable suffix usually attaches to the onset of the final syllable of the stem.100 

There are nine instances of -izzle suffixation in SD‘s verses on CDs 1, 2, 6, and 7. In 

                                                           
99 There is one example of vowel-initial -izz- infixation, izz-L, and one example of a bisyllabic -izz- infixed 

word in the SD corpus, behizzind. For more examples of -izz-infixation, see the lyrics to Frankie Smith‘s 

―Double Dutch Bus.‖ 
100 An exception to this rule is nizzle for nigga instead of niggizzle, which implies a ban similar to that on    

-izz-infixation that does not allow the stem and suffix to share identical vowels. 
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Table 36, the stem is written to the left of the arrow and the suffixed form to the right. 

The suffixed form is italicized and shown in context in the right hand column:  

 
L (~life) > izzle Shackled from head to toe 

Twenty-five with a izzle, with nowhere to gizzo, I know 

Them niggas from the other side recognize my face  (L3-5, V3; 1:6) 

D > dizzle And kept a spot on hot, West Coast on lock 

Big Dizzle knockin down your block (L7-8,V3; 6:13) 

dial > dizzle 

bricks > brizzles 

P > Pizzle, D > Dizzle, 

shit > shizzle 

So don't change the dizzle, turn it up a little 

I got a livin room full of fine dime brizzles 

Waitin on the Pizzle, the Dizzle and the Shizzle 

Gs to the bizzack, now ladies here we gizzo (L13-16, V1; 7:3) 

sho > shizzle For shizzle. Where was I? (L3, V3; 7:4) 

G > Gizzel I know you lovin it, likin it, are you feelin it 

D-O-double Gizzel, oh yeah, cuz be killin it (L3-4, V2; 7:7) 

 

Table 36: -Izzle Suffixation 

Most of the examples of -izzle-suffixation (7/9) occur on stems where the vowel 

to be replaced is [ɪ] or [i]. Shizzle with stem sho can also be analyzed as -izz-infixation 

since /l/ and /o/ are allophones word-finally for some speakers of AAE (Green 2002: 

120). 

The vowel and coda following the final onset do not surface in -izzle suffixation, 

so that non-rhyming -izzle-suffixed stems such as sho, dude, Neptune, and G rhyme:  

 

(304) Fo shizzle dizzle, it‘s the big Neptizzle 

With the Snoopy D-O-Double Gizzle (Intro; 6:4) 

 

‗For sure dogg, it‘s the big Neptune 

With the Snoopy D-O-Double G‘ 

 

The suffixation of -izzle can result in homophony, especially for monosyllabic 

stems. The stem dizzle in (304) above, for example, is dogg, but dizzle can refer to any 

monosyllabic word that begins with d. Other stems that dizzle refers to in the corpus are 

D, dial, and days:  
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(305) So don't change the dizzle, turn it up a little (L13, V1; 7:3) 

 

 

(306) Waiting on the Pizzle (~P), the Dizzle and the Shizzle (~S) (L15, V1; 7:3) 

 

 

(307) Seven dizzles a wizzle (Outro; 6:16)  

‗Seven days a week.‘ 

 

 

Six of the -izzle suffixed words occur in clusters, and five participate in rhyme. Although 

poetic constraints contribute to their distribution, -izz- and -izzle affixation are not in 

themselves marked and often do not enable or improve rhyme. In the following section, 

however, the violation of affixation rules will be shown to be motivated by rhyme fellow 

correspondence constraints. 

 

5.5.1.3 Irregular Affixation 

There are six examples of irregular -izz- and -izzle affixation in the SD corpus. These are 

illustrated in Table 37. 
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G > Gizzay 

Is Dr. Drizze[ei], so lizzay, and plizzay 

With D-O-double-Gizzay the fly human bein seein (L17-18, V3; 1:5) 

shit > sheezit But somebody gotta do it, that‘s real for sheezit 

It ain‘t easy pimpin to me is four girls on your team (L14-15, V1; 3:18) 

D > Deezy 

 

I really can't understand why it's so easy, for you to tease me 

Fore it's over, you'll be Miss Snoop Deezy (L7-8, V2; 4:11) 

 

Gs > Gizzaw 

Don't you know you can't run from the Dizzogg 

I'm down with Gizzaw, the long arm of the lizzaw (L5-6, V1; 5:4) 

 

dick > dilznick 

Tryin to get somewhere, coverin up they biscuit 

And then he in the club, all up on my dilznick (L12-13, V1; 5:6) 

 

 

hook > hizzy 

We so OG, this here gonna be 

If you with it you can have a little hit off me 

Get nasty, get freaky, get busy, oh so off the hizzy (L14-16, V2; 6:12) 

 

Lac > Leezzac 

Baby girl go on an pull ya weave back, D-O-G, oh yeah, he back 

And I‘m steppin out the all-blue Leezzac (L2-3, V1; 7:7) 

 

Table 37: Irregular Affixation101  

 

All of the irregular forms in Table 37 participate in rhyme patterning, and all but one, 

sheezit, follow an already established rhyme. The data indicate a probability that rhyme 

plays role in the distribution of the irregular allomorphs that is statistically significant (on 

chi-square test p < 0.05). Three forms appear to be irregular -izz- infixation: sheezit, 

dilznick, and Leezac. Two of these, sheezit and dilznick have the stem vowel [ɪ], which is 

marked in -izz-infixation, since it is identical to the vowel in the infix.102 In two words, 

the suffixed vowel is realized as [i]: sheezit and Leezac. While generally there is little 

evidence to suggest that SD‘s poetic grammar allows for vowel quality changes that do 

not derive from ordinary language, it appears that vocables do allow more readily for this 

variation. Tableau 31 illustrates the constraint ranking that results in sheezit and Leezac. 

                                                           
101 There is also a single instance of the infix -ibb- on the stem D, where it allows for consonance with 

Double: You can catch Snoopy Dibby Double in the hood again (L22, V2; 6:20). 
102 The phoneme [l] also occurs in some of the infixed forms in Frankie Smith‘s ―Double Dutch Bus.‖ The 

addition of [n] occurs both in dilznick and in the title of the fourth song on CD 1, ―Tha Shiznit‖ in the SD 

corpus.  
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In the first candidate, the vowel quality of the infix tenses from its input form [ɪ] violating 

the linguistic constraint IDENT (Vowels), and satisfies the rhyming constraint requiring 

vocalic identity between rhyme fellows, PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels): 

 

/ … -ɪzz- … / PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Vowels) 

IDENT (Vowels) 

 weave back~he back~Leezzac (L2-3, V1; 7:7)  * 

weave back~he back~Lizzac *!  

 

Tableau 31: PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels) >> IDENT (Vowels) 

 

The remaining irregular forms in Table 37 resemble -izzle suffixation in that the 

stem‘s rime does not surface. In its place, the vowel quality of the already-established 

rhyme surfaces, i.e. hook surfaces as hizzy, G[di] as Gizzay, and G[di] as Gizzaw. 

In an analysis where the suffixed stems of hizzy, Gizzay, and Gizzaw represent      

-izzle suffixation, the affix-bearing stems violate MAX-IO (Segment) and IDENT (Vowels) 

to satisfy PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels) and PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas). For 

example, in Tableau 32, the output vowel -y of hizzy satisfies PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Vowels) since it rhymes with -y of busy, but violates the linguistic constraint MAX-IO 

(Segment), since the [l] of -izzl in the input does not have a correspondent in the output 

and IDENTITY (Vowels) since the second vowel is [i] not []. The more faithful second 

candidate fails because it does not allow for rhyme: 
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/… hook + -ɪzzl / PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY (Vowels) 

MAX-IO 

(Segment) 

IDENTITY 

(Vowels) 

 busy~hizzy 

(L16, V2; 6:12)  

 * * 

busy~hizzle *!   

 

Tableau 32: PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels) >> MAX-IO (Segment)103 

 

It should be noted again, however, that the vocables allow for deviation not found 

otherwise in the corpus since MAX-IO (Segment) and IDENTITY (Vowels) are not violated 

where the marked pronunciation does not derive from ordinary language variation.   

 

5.6 CONSTRAINT SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter has begun to characterize the relationship between the poetic component and 

the linguistic component in the poetic grammar of each artist. The data suggest general 

tendencies of the poetic grammars of each corpus, which will be further elaborated on in 

the next two chapters. In the HW corpus, phonological deviation is governed by metrical 

mapping and grouping constraints, while in the SD corpus, constraints requiring rhyme 

patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence govern the presence of deviatory forms. The 

types of deviation addressed in the HW corpus are the same as have been found in 

English poetic language generally. Stress shift behaves like that in English folk verse 

(Hayes and MacEachern 1998), and syllabic variation that derives from ordinary 

language variation is also common in English poetry (see Tarlinskaya 1973). In the SD 

corpus, while enjambment is a common practice in poetic language (see Billy 1997), 

syllable insertion and vowel quality changes are not attested in English poetic language.  

                                                           
103 These data can also be analyzed as reflecting a second, less common suffix -izz+V, rather than deviatory 

examples of -izzle suffixation. 
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In each corpus, the types of deviation that are addressed occur on a continuum of 

markedness that is reflected both by their frequency in the corpus and in ordinary 

language. The presence of more marked forms can be more clearly correlated with poetic 

constraints, whereas the presence of forms that derive from ordinary language often 

cannot be.  

The first two types of deviation addressed in this chapter, enjambment and lexical 

stress shift, fall onto the marked end of the continuum of markedness. They only occur 

when they satisfy poetic constraints, and their absence would result in the violation of 

constraints that would otherwise not be permitted to be violated in the poetic grammar.  

Stress shift was shown to occur in the HW corpus much as it does in English folk 

songs (Hayes and MacEachern 1998). Stress shift occurs when lexically unstressed 

syllables of multisyllabic words occur in a line-final, downbeat-stressed position, where 

they satisfy metrical mapping and grouping constraints. Of over 4,000 words that are 

multisyllabic and have at least one syllable that occurs in a beat position, only 17 were 

shown to violate MATCHSTRESS, and all of these word when rewritten with ordinary 

stress violated high ranking metrical and metrical grouping constraints.   

 Enjambment occurs in the SD corpus when prosodic constituents at the 

intonational phrase level or below are split between two metrical lines. Like lexical stress 

shift, enjambment does not occur in ordinary language, and while it is characteristic of 

the effusive rap style, only occurs in a small number of lines in the corpus. (There were 

24 instances of breaks at the phonological phrase and below out of 4,058 total lines.) As 

has been shown to be the case in French poetry (see Billy 1997), enjambment allows for 

line-final rhyme patterning. I looked at instances of enjambment that occurred at the 

phonological phrase level and below. Enjambment in these examples affects what occurs 
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line-finally, and all lines are required to rhyme, so when rewritten to respect ordinary 

language prosody, rhyme patterning constraints were violated.  

Syllabic variation in both corpora derives from variation that can be found in 

ordinary language, where it is governed by factors such as speed. While one alternant was 

assumed to be more marked in my analysis, the more marked forms also occur in 

ordinary language, and the presence of the less marked alternant may be required by the 

poetic grammar at about the same rate as the marked alternant.104 These data then differ 

from the examples of lexical stress shift and enjambment, since there is not necessarily a 

correlation between more marked forms and poetic constraints. What these data instead 

show, is how variation that has otherwise been attributed to pragmatic and sociolinguistic 

variables, is also governed by poetic constraints in poetic language.  

 There were also some marked instances of syllable insertion and deletion and 

vowel quality changes that do not derive from ordinary language found in the SD corpus. 

As with the examples of stress shift and enjambment, these more marked forms occur 

almost exclusively where they satisfy poetic constraints that would be violated by their 

less marked alternant. There are over 38,000 words in the SD corpus, only 6,188 

participate in rhyme, and almost all of the instances of syllable insertion, deletion and 

vowel quality changes participate in rhyme. Unlike stress shift and enjambment, these 

data are not as commonly found in English poetic language and have not been analyzed 

in the linguistic study of English poetic language.  

Table 38 summarizes the phonological deviation addressed in this chapter. The 

second column lists the relevant poetic constraint(s) for each phenomenon, and the third 

columns lists the linguistic constraints(s) violated. Corresponding examples from the 

                                                           
104 For example, do not and don’t are both required in the HW corpus, i.e., their reversal would result in a 

fatal violation of a poetic constraint, most of the time. 
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corpora are illustrated in the far right-hand column. Linguistically deviatory forms are 

italicized. 

 
Phenomenon Poetic 

Constraint(s) 

Linguistic 

Constraint(s) 

Example 

Stress Shift 

(HW) 

FILL DB, *FILL 1 MATCH 

STRESS105 

 

I just dropped by to tell you that I wish you 

happiness (L1, V2; 6:5) 

Enjambment 

(SD) 

PROSODIC 

IDENTITY 

(Rhyme Fellows) 

ALIGN-L (Line, 

L, Intonational 

Phrase, L)106 

Johnny Rockafeller went to jail [a 

Few] many times too many and became a 

tella (L11-12, V1; 2:4) 

Syllabic Variation 

(Both) 

FILL DB, NO 

CLASH, 

PARALLELISM 

 

ALIGN-R (Rhyme 

Fellow, Right 

Edge) 

MAX-IO (Syll), 

DEP-IO (Syll) 

 

 

DEP-IO (Syll),  

MAX-IO (Syll) 

False love like ours / fades with the 

[flawrz]  

(L3, V3, 2:23) 

 

Well if you insista, I guess I‘ll twista.  

(L1, V1; 7:4)7:4) 

-Izz- and -Izzl 

deviation (SD) 

PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY (Vowels) 

MAX-IO 

(Segment) 

We so OG, this here gonna be 

If you with it you can have a little hit off 

me 
Get nasty, get freaky, get busy, oh so off 

the hizzy (L14-16, V2; 6:12) 

Table 38: Constraint Ranking Summary for Phonological Deviation in Both Corpora  

 

The types of deviation that occur in each corpus reflect different poetic grammars. 

Stress shift does not occur in the SD corpus, where there is not as tight a relationship 

between syllables and the metrical grid. Grouping structure, on the other hand, is not 

challenged with enjambment in the HW corpus, where there is a more straightforward 

relationship between prosodic and metrical structure. Finally, although syllabic variation 

that derives from ordinary language occurs in both corpora, deviatory forms that do not, 

                                                           
105MATCH STRESS and ALIGN-L are not themselves linguistic constraints, but they entail the violation of 

ordinary language constraints that govern lexical stress and prosodic constituency marking, respectively. 
106 See Footnote 9. 
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and are largely unattested in English verse (Hayes 2009), and are shown to occur 

exclusively in the SD corpus.   
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CHAPTER 6: MORPHOLOGICAL DEVIATION 

 

This chapter looks at how ordinary language morphology is subject to rhythmic 

constraints in poetic language in the corpora. As with phonological deviation, 

morphological deviation sometimes reflects variation found in ordinary language and 

sometimes does not. Rice (1997), for example, illustrates poetically motivated ordinary 

language allomorphy in Chaucer‘s use of both the prefix ye- and the zero morpheme to 

mark past participles, while Fitzgerald (1998) shows that vacuous reduplication occurs to 

avoid the occurrence of two consecutive lexically stressed syllables in Tohono O‘odham 

poetry where it does not in ordinary language (see 2.5.1). The morphological variation 

addressed in this chapter mostly derives from ordinary language like Chaucer‘s ye-~ 

alternation. In 6.1 and 6.2, metrical mapping and metrical grouping constraints govern 

alternations between a-prefixed and non-a-prefixed forms and between contracted and 

full forms in the HW corpus. In 6.3 and 6.4, rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow 

correspondence constraints are shown to govern verbal and nominal allomorphy in the 

SD corpus, which also largely reflects variation found in ordinary language. In 6.5, 

however, rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence constraints are also shown 

to drive morpheme insertion that does not derive from ordinary language variation. 

Finally, 6.6 looks at the distribution of synonyms, which are shown in both corpora to be 

governed by poetic constraints, much as code-switching is in Quebecois rap lyrics 

(Sarkar and Winer 2006). 

 

6.1 A-PREFIXING 

In a-prefixing, a- attaches to the beginning of a consonant-initial present participle to 

indicate that an action is ongoing. A-prefixing is typical of Southern Appalachia, but is 
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heard throughout the South, and has been declining in usage for centuries (Wolfram and 

Schilling-Estes 1998).  

Well before its use in American popular music, a-prefixing was often employed 

by British poets, like 17
th

-century Robert Herrick, to satisfy metrical requirements. In 

(308), the metrical pattern of lines alternates between four weak-strong pairs and three 

weak-strong pairs with a final weak syllable. Metrically prominent positions are 

underlined. The use of a- in the second line of each stanza preserves the metrical 

structure of the poem by allowing the verb stems fly- and get- to surface in strong 

metrical positions with only a slight alteration in meaning:  

 

 

(308) Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,    

Old Time is still a-flying:     

And this same flower that smiles today     

Tomorrow will be dying.    

   

The glorious lamp of heaven, the sun,            

The higher he's a-getting,     

The sooner will his race be run,    

And nearer he's to setting.   

(Stanzas 1-2; ―To the Virgins, to make much of Time‖) 

 

 

A-prefixing can be found in country music lyrics, where the language reflects the 

speech of their Southern performers (Malone 2002). Contemporary country music artists 

continue to occasionally employ the prefix, often when metrically motivated. But just as 

it has fallen out of the speech of many performers, a- has largely fallen out of the lyrics 

of today‘s artists. While older artists with Appalachian backgrounds, like Dolly Parton 

and Loretta Lynn, employ a- in their lyrics, younger, more contemporary singers do not. 

A survey of two of the Country Music Association‘s top male vocalists illustrates this 
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decline in usage. Of 79 songs performed by Keith Urban and 119 songs performed by 

Tim McGraw, there are no examples of a-prefixing. This loss is further demonstrated by 

the cover contemporary country music singer Alan Jackson did in 1999 of Jim Ed 

Brown‘s 1967 hit ―Pop a Top Again,‖ where a- is replaced with just.  

 

(309) So it‘s either here a-drinkin beer, or home rememberin her.  

(Jim Ed Brown)  

 

 

So it‘s either here just drinkin beer, or home rememberin her.  

(Alan Jackson) 

 

 

Williams and his contemporaries, on the other hand, readily employed the prefix 

to poetic ends, as in this example from Patsy Cline‘s ―Walkin‘ after Midnight‖ (1957), 

where a- (line 3, verse 3) preserves metrical parallelism between the first three lines of 

the verses, which have exactly three syllables before the first downbeat stressed syllable:    

 

(310) I go out walkin after midnight 

Out in the moonlight, just like we used to do 

I'm always walkin after midnight  

Searchin for you. 

 

I walk for miles along the highway 

Well that's just my way of sayin I love you 

I'm always walkin after midnight 

Searchin for you. 

 

I go out walkin after midnight 

Out in the starlight, just hopin you may be 

→             Somewhere a-walkin after midnight 

Searchin for you. (Patsy Cline‘s ―Walkin‘ after Midnight‖) 
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6.1.1 A-Prefixing in the HW Corpus 

The a-prefix surfaces 27 different times and with 22 stems in the HW corpus. Numbers in 

parentheses immediately following a-gonna and a-headin in Table 39 indicate the 

number of occurrences for these forms. 

  
a-bleedin 

a-comin 

a-fallin 

a-gonna (4) 

 

 

 

a-groanin 

a-headin (2) 

 

(L7, V3; 7:4) 

(L1, V2; 1:12; 7:10) 

(L1, V2; 1:20) 

(L1, V6; 1:18, 9:16)  

(L1, B3; 9:1) 

(R; 2:12, 10:3)  

(R; 5:5) 

(L5, V1; 8:3) 

(L6, V1L 10:21) 

(L1, V1; 7:10) 

a-huggin 

a-kissin 

a-makin 

a-movin 

a-needin 

a-passin 

a-playin 

a-rootin 

 

(L1, C; 2:22, 10:8) 

(L1, C; 2:22, 10:8) 

(L2, V3; 8:1) 

(L1, V7; 7:2) 

(L7, V3;7:4) 

(L1, V3; 3:20) 

(L1, V1; 8:3) 

(L1, V1; 8:11) 

a-runnin 

a-saggin 

a-shoutin 

a-sighin 

a-sweatin 

a-talkin 

a-waggin 

a-waitin 

(L2, V1; 4:14) 

(L1, V2; 7:4) 

(L3, V5; 10:20) 

(L1, V4; 7:4) 

(L1, V4; 8:20) 

(R; 9:12, 9:21) 

(L1, V4; 1:18, 9:16) 

(L2, VS; 2:19, 2:20) 

Table 39: A-Prefixing in the HW Corpus 

 

As with syllabic variation, the distribution of a-prefixed stems is often clearly 

linked to metrical mapping and metrical grouping constraints, since the presence of a 

syllable can be crucial to the metricality of a line. For example, in the chorus of ―Are You 

Walkin‘ and A-Talkin‘ for the Lord,‖ both talkin and a-talkin surface in the same verse to 

denote the same action:  

 

(311) Are you walkin, (are you walkin)107 Are you talkin, (are you talkin) 

Are you walkin, (are you walkin) Are you talkin, (are you talkin) 

Are you walkin and a-talkin for the Lord? Ø 

Are you trav‘ling in his light ev'ry day and ev'ry night 

Are you walkin and a-talkin for the Lord? Ø 

(C, 9:12)   

 

The a-prefix in ―Are You Walkin‘ and A-Talkin‘ for the Lord‖ serves to maintain a 

metrical structure in which all grid positions with two or more x‘s are filled, and no grid 

                                                           
107 Parentheses indicate sections sung by background singers. 
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positions with one x are filled. The absence of the prefix in lines 3 and 6, or its presence 

in lines 1 and 2 result in violations of FILL 2 and *FILL 1 (see 3.5.4.1), respectively. To 

illustrate, in (a) in Figure 76 below, FILL 2 is violated by leaving empty the grid position 

with two x‘s between and and talk-, and in (b), *FILL 1 is violated twice by the presence 

of the prefix in two grid positions that have only one x in their column:108 

 
4     x        x        x        x    

3 x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
L3, 6 Are  you   walk-  in  and  a-  talk-  in  for  the  Lord        Ø    

L1, 2 Are  you  walk-  in  are  you  walk-  in  Are  you  talk-  in  are  you  talk-  in  

(a)* Are  you  walk-  in  and  Ø  talk-  in  for  the  Lord        Ø    

(b)* Are  you  walk-  in  are  you  walk-  in  Are  you a- talk-  in  are  you a- talk-  in  

Figure 76: Alternative Scansions of Lines with A-Prefixing (C; 9:12) 

 

Similarly a-makin and makin both occur in the same line in ―California Zephyr‖ (8:1): 

 

(312) She's a-makin nauts she's makin time, just watch her swing and sway  

(L2, V3; 8:1) 

 

In this song there is also pressure to fill all grid positions with two or more x‘s, and to 

avoid filling positions with one x, but there are more exceptions, i.e. there are six 

violations of *FILL 1, and five violations of FILL 2 (three of each of these are in the 

refrain). Verse three of ―California Zephyr‖ is illustrated below: 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
108 The co-presence of walkin and a-talkin in lines 1 and 2 reflects the same constraint interaction as a-

talkin and talkin, so that the presence of a- on walkin would violate *FILL 1, and its absence on talkin 

would violate FILL 2. 
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(313) She leaves the city of the angels headin for ole Santa Fe 

She's a-makin nauts she's makin time just watch her swing and sway 

And from way out in the darkness, see that headlight gleam 

It's the California Zephyr, the Union Pacific Queen 

(V3; 8:1) 

 

 

Figure 77 illustrates constraint violations that result if a-makin and makin reverse 

in the line. The scansion in (a) incurs a violation of FILL 2, since the first grid position 

with two x‘s is left empty, and the line in (b) violates *FILL 1 since the second a-prefix 

occurs in a grid position with one x: 

 
4     x        x        x        x    

3 x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 She‘s  a-   mak-  in  nauts  she‘s  mak-  in  time  just  watch  her  swing   and  sway    

(a)* She‘s  Ø   mak-  in  nauts  she‘s  mak-  in  time  just  watch  her  swing   and  sway    

(b)* She‘s  a-   mak-  in  nauts  she‘s a- mak-  in  time  just  watch  her  swing   and  sway    

 

Figure 77: Alternative Scansions of a Line with A-Prefixing (L2, V3; 8:1) 

In both ―Are You Walkin‘ and A-Talkin‘ for the Lord‖ and ―California Zephyr,‖ the form 

with the prefix reflects the domination of the rhythmic constraints FILL 2 and *FILL 1 over 

the constraint banning syllable insertion, DEP-IO (Syllable). In the first candidate, DEP-IO 

is violated by the a-prefix. The candidate without the prefix violates FILL 2 since it leaves 

a two-x grid position empty:109 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
109 An alternative analysis would be to treat the prefix as part of the input, and treat the non a-prefixed 

form as marked, reflecting the constraint ranking *FILL 1 >> MAX-IO (Syllable). 
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/… talkin … talkin / FILL 2 DEP-IO 

 Are you talkin, are you talkin… 

Are you walkin and a-talkin for the Lord? 

(L2, 4 and R; 9:12) 

 * 

Are you talkin, are you talkin… 

Are you walkin and Ø talkin for the Lord? 

*!  

Tableau 33: FILL 2 >> DEP-IO (Syll) 

 

There are also examples in the corpus of a-insertion, where a attaches to 

something other than a present progressive stem, and does not appear to derive from 

ordinary language. These examples may be best characterized as vocable ―fillers‖ (see 

5.5). 

In each song, *FILL 1 is violated when the prefix occurs and allows for 

parallelism between metrical constituents: 

 

 

(314) My shirts became a-wrinkled, My pants with dirt were sprinkled  

(L1, V1; 7:4) 

 

 

(315) I ain‘t a-had no lovin like a-huggin and a-kissin (L1, C; 10:8) 

 

(316) I‘ve been a fool about you, for a-way too long (R; 8:11) 

 

To illustrate, in the metrical setting of the first example, the a- of a-wrinkled 

allows for parallelism between lines 1, 3, 5 and 7 in V1 and other verses: 
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4  x        x        

3  x    x    x    x    

2  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
L1, 

V1 
 My   shirts be- came a- wrink- led / my pants with dirt were sprink- led 

//   

 

L1, 

V2 
Well then she start- ed nag- gin / She left the sink a- sag- gin 

//  

L3, 

V2 
The food u- pon the ta- ble / She said if I get a- ble 

.//  

Figure 78: Metrical Grid for L1, V1, L1 and 3, V2; 7:4 

 

In addition to rhythmic constraints, proximity to other a-prefixed forms also plays 

a role in the distribution of the prefix. Several songs exhibit more than one instance of a-

prefixing, and one song, ―First Year Blues‖ (7:4), has four. 

 

 

6.1.2 A-Prefixing in the SD Corpus 

By contrast, there is only one example of a-prefixing in the SD corpus: 

(317) Harassin a nigga /  a-blastin a nigga (L7, V1; 3:4) 

  

In (317), the a-prefix extends the rhyme template leftwards so that the entire half-lines 

constitute rhyme fellows, and creates parallelism with the indefinite article a. The 

extension of rhyme leftwards beyond the required single stressed syllable occurs 

frequently in rap lyrics. In chapter 4 this was formalized following Holtman (1996) with 

the reduplicative identity constraint that requires reduplicants to be full copies of the 

base, MAX-BR (Rhyme) (see 4.6.4):  

 

(318) MAX-BR-every element of the base has a correspondent in the output. 

 

In the example in (317) above, MAX-BR dominates the constraint banning 

syllable insertion, DEP-IO (Syll). The second candidate violates MAX-BR once since the 
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syllable ha- in the rhyme fellow base Harassin a nigga does not have a correspondent in 

the second rhyme fellow blastin a nigga: 

 

 
 MAX-BR DEP-IO 

(Syll) 

 Harassin a nigga /  a-blastin a nigga 

(L7, V1; 3:4) 

 * 

Harassin a nigga /  blastin a nigga *!  

Tableau 34: MAX-BR >> DEP-IO (Syll) 

 

In both corpora, the a-prefix thus serves to satisfy poetic constraints, much as the 

syllabic variation shown in chapter 5 does. In the Williams corpus, where the prefix 

occurs with relative frequency, its absence on a stem that bears the prefix within the same 

song was shown to be motivated by metrical constraints, while in the SD corpus the sole 

instance of the prefix was shown to be motivated by rhyme correspondence.  

 

6.2 CONTRACTIONS IN THE HANK WILLIAMS CORPUS  

Country music lyrics reflect the speech of the artists that sing them (Fox 2004). In 

addition to a-prefixing, Williams‘ speech is reflected in his lyrics in a preference for 

informal contractions, including non-standard ain’t and don’t with third-person singular 

subjects, e.g. she don’t.110 This section looks at reduced auxiliaries and not contractions 

that differ in syllable count from their full equivalent and considers the role metrical 

mapping and grouping constraints play in their distribution.   

 

 

                                                           
110 Williams‘ speech is evidenced in the spoken sections of the CD set The Complete Hank Williams from 

which the corpus for this dissertation also comes. 
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6.2.1 Auxiliary Reduction 

The auxiliaries be, have, and will reduce when they cliticize to the pronouns that 

precede them in English. Phonological and syntactic rules sometimes require full 

forms to occur: is and has can reduce in all contexts; would and have only after 

vowels; will, have, am and are only after pronouns I, you, she, he, we, they, and 

who and only when they are not final words in coordinate phrases, relative and 

embedded clauses and reduced relatives (Zwicky 1970). Auxiliaries also fail to 

reduce when a following constituent has been removed, e.g. *That is who you’re. 

Table 40 lists the frequency of full and contracted forms in the HW corpus, 

excluding those cases where the grammar requires full forms:  

 
Full Form N %  Contracted Form N %  Total 

I am 6 4  I‘m  382  96  386 

you are 23 19  you‘re 141 81  164 

we are 0 0  we‘re 54 100  54 

she/it/that/there is  10 5  she/it/that/there‘s  177 95  187 

they are 2 29  they‘re  5 71  7 

I have 10 14  I‘ve 64 86  74 

you have 8 30  you‘ve 19 70  27 

she/it/there has 2 12  she/it/there‘s 14 88  16 

had 0 0  ‘d 3 100  3 

I will 6 6  I‘ll 97 94  103 

you will 8 11  you‘ll  66 89  74 

we will 0 0  we‘ll 24 100  24 

she/they/it/there will 4 10  she/they/it/there‘ll 35 90  39 

I would 6 22  I‘d 21 78  27 

you would 4 27  you‘d 11 73  15 

we would 0 0  we‘d 5 100  5 

she/they would 2 18  she/they‘d 9  82  11 

Table 40: Percentages of Full and Reduced Auxiliaries in the HW Corpus111 

 

                                                           
111 Frequency counts exclude repetitions of tokens in refrains and choruses and in songs that are repeated. 
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All reduced auxiliaries occur more frequently than their full counterparts in the 

corpus. The absence of we would, we are, and all subjects with had reflects the overall 

infrequency of first-person plural subjects and all forms of had in the corpus. Some 

contractions are more strongly preferred than others. Contractions with would occur 

79.3% of the time where either a full or contracted form could occur, while contractions 

with be and will occur over 90% of the time (94.2% and 92.5%, respectively).  

Reduced and full auxiliaries differ in syllable count by one syllable, with full 

auxiliaries having one more syllable than their reduced counterpart. Since metrical 

mapping and grouping constraints govern the distribution of syllables in the HW corpus, 

often one form is required over the other. For example, in ―‘Neath a Cold Gray Tomb of 

Stone‖ (7:20), the substitution of she is with she’s, illustrated as the starred line in Figure 

79, violates FILL 2 by leaving a grid position with two x‘s empty: 

  
4     x        x        x        x    

3 x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 She  is  slee-  ee-  ee-  ee-  ee-  pin   all  a-   lo-  o-  one  Ø  Ø  Ø  

* She‘s  Ø  slee-  ee-  ee-  ee-  ee-  pin   all  a-   lo-  o-  one  Ø  Ø  Ø  

Figure 79: Alternative Scansion of L2, V3; 7:20 
 

 

Alternations between full and contracted forms in English that are not governed 

by syntactic constraints, such as she’s and she is in Figure 79, are governed by other 

factors such as register and style (Bresnan 2000: 369-70). In the linguistic grammar, she’s 

can be seen as preferred by a least-effort economy constraint CONTRACT, which prefers 

contractions over full forms:  
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(319) CONTRACT-prefer contracted over full forms. 

  

 

CONTRACT dominates MAX-IO in the corpus reflecting the colloquial nature of Williams‘ 

lyrics. 112 Tableau 35 illustrates the constraint ranking for the example in Figure 79, 

where the she is in the first candidate satisfies the rhythmic constraint FILL 2. The 

contraction she’s in the second candidate is preferred by the linguistic component, but 

violates FILL 2 since a grid position with two x‘s is left empty: 

 
/she is …/ FILL 2 CONTRACT 

 She is slee:pin all alo-one (L2, V3; 7:20) ** * 

She’s Ø slee:pin all alo-one  ***!  

 

Tableau 35: FILL 2 >> CONTRACT 

Although reduced forms are less marked than full forms in the corpus, they are 

also usually required by metrical mapping and metrical grouping constraints. Replacing 

contracted she’s with she is in ―Pan American,‖ as illustrated in the starred line in Figure 

80 below, for example, is also fatal in that the additional syllable has no corresponding 

position in the metrical grid, which violates the constraint SYLL~GRID: 

 
4   x        x        x        x      

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 She‘s the beau-  ty  of   the  south-  land  lis-  ten   to  that  whis-  tle  scream      

* She is the beau-  ty  of   the  south-  land  lis-  ten   to  that  whis-  tle  scream      

 

Figure 80: Alternative Scansion of L3, V1; 1:8 

 

 

 

                                                           
112 Further analysis may indicate exactly how speech style and register condition the occurrence of full 

forms. Initially, it is only clear that full forms are less preferred, but allowed in Williams‘ grammar. 
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6.2.2 Not Contractions 

As with reduced auxiliaries, not contractions can differ in syllable count from 

their full counterparts. When not adjoins to stems ending in a consonant other 

than [n], the morpheme is realized as [ənt], e.g. couldn’t, and the syllable count 

does not alter from the non-contracted form. When the stem to which not 

contracts ends in [n], n’t surfaces as consonant cluster [nt], e.g. can’t, and has 

one less syllable than the full form. Full forms do not alternate with all 

contracted forms as they are restricted from inverting with subjects to form 

questions, e.g. *Cannot you, vs. Can’t you. Table 41 illustrates not contractions 

and full forms in the HW corpus, excluding inverted negated auxiliaries:  

 
Full Form N %  Contracted Form %  N 

cannot 7 6  can‘t 94  118 

could not 2 8  couldn‘t 92  24 

should not 1 100  shouldn‘t 0  0 

will not 0 0  won‘t 100  40 

would not 1 5  wouldn‘t 95  18 

have not 1 20  haven‘t 

ain‘t 

60  

20  

3 

1 

is not/‘s 

not 

4/0 8/0   isn‘t 

ain‘t third-person 

singular 

4  

89  

2 

46 

are not/‘re 

not 

1/4 20/60  aren‘t 

ain‘t second person 

0  

20  

0 

1 

am not/‘m 

not 

0/5 0/39  ain‘t113 first-person 

singular 

61  8 

do 

not/does 

not  

0/0 0  don‘t 100  181 

 

Table 41: Percentage of Not Contractions in the HW Corpus 

 

                                                           
113 One of these has a null pronoun: And here it is Tuesday, Ø ain’t had no news. (L3, V2; 2:21)   
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As illustrated in Table 41, informal contracted negated auxiliaries are 

strongly preferred over their full counterparts with a number of full forms never 

occurring, or occurring only once in the corpus. Non-standard don’t and ain’t 

occur to the exclusion of GAE contractions doesn’t and aren’t.  

When the copula is negated, there are up to three alternations that can occur for 

non-first-person singular subjects, e.g., ain’t~isn’t~is not, each of which differs 

prosodically.  

As with reduced auxiliaries, the distribution of not alternations is governed by 

metrical mapping constraints.  In ―Calling You,‖ for example, cannot is preferred over 

monosyllabic can’t in the line represented in Figure 81, since all grid positions with two 

or three x‘s are filled (except line-finally). The starred second scansion with can’t 

violates FILL 2 by leaving a non-final grid position with two x‘s empty.  

 
4     x        x    

3 x    x    x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 And  your  friends  can-  not  be  found  Ø  

* And  your  friends  Ø  can‘t  be  found  Ø  

 

Figure 81: Alternative Scansions of L2, V3; 1:1 

 

As with auxiliary reduction, the preference for can’t over cannot in the corpus can 

be captured with the constraint CONTRACT. In Tableau 36, the optimal candidate satisfies 

FILL 2 but violates CONTRACT with cannot: 

 

 



284 

/… cannot …/ FILL 2 CONTRACT 

 And your friends cannot be found (L2, V3; 1:1) * * 

And your friends can’t be found **!  

 

Tableau 36: FILL 2 >> CONTRACT 

 

Although they do not differ in syllable count, alternations between reduced n’t 

and full not also reflect metrical patterning. MATCH STRESS (see 3.5.1.3) requires that 

contracted n’t occur in a position that is weaker relative to the position of the auxiliary 

stem that bears it, while the less-commonly-occurring not can occur in a stronger metrical 

position since it is a phonological word.  For example, in Figure 82, the poetic grammar 

prefers not over n’t since the syllable occurs in a relatively stronger grid position than is. 

The alternative starred scansion with isn’t violates MATCH STRESS since n’t is in a grid 

position with three x‘s, and is is in a grid position with two x‘s: 

 
4   x        x        x        x      

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

 A  house    with-  out  love  is   not  a  home        Ø      

* A  house    with-  out  love  is-  n’t  a  home        Ø      

 

Figure 82: An Alternative Scansion of R; 2:17  

 

 

In this refrain, MATCH STRESS dominates CONTRACT: 

 
/ …is not …/ MATCH 

STRESS 

CONTRACT 

 A house without love is not a home. Ø  

(R; 2:17) 

 * 

A house without love isn’t a home. Ø *!  

 

Tableau 37: MATCH STRESS >> CONTRACT 
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As with the reduced auxiliaries, the less marked not contractions are also usually 

required over their full counterparts by the poetic grammar. For example, in the line in 

Figure 83, the first syllable in cannot fills a one-x grid position, violating *FILL 1: 

 
       x        x        x        x  

   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x  

 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 I  just   can‘t  go           :  you  win  a-  gain    Ø    Ø  

* I   just can- not  go        :  you  win  a-  gain    Ø    Ø  

 

Figure 83: An Alternative Scansion of L4, V1; 4:14  
  

 

In this section we have seen how in the Williams corpus, full forms are more 

marked than contracted forms, and are often motivated by metrical constraints like *FILL 

1, FILL 2, and MATCH STRESS. However, less marked forms are also often required by the 

poetic grammar, much as other data thus far addressed, in which alternations differ in the 

presence of a syllable (i.e., a-prefixing in this chapter and the syllabic variation addressed 

in chapter 5).  

 

6.3 VERBAL ALLOMORPHY IN THE SNOOP DOGG CORPUS 

This section looks at the distribution of -s on present-tense lexical verbs, and be and do 

allomorphy in the SD corpus. As in the HW corpus, verbal allomorphy in the SD corpus 

reflects variation found in ordinary language, although some forms are shown to be 

considerably more marked than others. In addition to the linguistic factors which 

contribute to the distribution of verbal allomorphs in AAE (Labov et al. 1968, Labov 

1969), poetic constraints are also shown to play a role.  
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6.3.1 Lexical Verb -S/-Ø Allomorphy 

In AAE -s variably occurs on present-tense lexical verbs. For verbs with third-person 

singular subjects, -Ø alternates with -s while for verbs with all other subjects, -Ø is 

preferred (Labov et al. 1968). The distribution of -s on present-tense lexical verbs in the 

SD corpus reflects these same patterns. Table 42 illustrates -s/-Ø allomorphy across 

subjects in the SD corpus: 

 
Subject -Ø -s 

 N % N % 

I 550  97 18  3 

you (y‘all/y‘alls) 251  99 3  1 

we 88  96 4  4 

s/he 39  72 15  28 

it 8 35 15  65 

3
rd

 p. sg. [+animate] 33 73 12  27 

3
rd

 p. sg. [-animate] 31 44 39 56 

they 75 100 0 0 

Other 3
rd

 p. pl. 84 100 0 0 

Table 42: -S Allomorphy on Lexical Verbs in the SD Corpus  

 

 

As shown in Table 42, -s occurs on verbs with subjects other than the third-person 

singular in the SD corpus, as it does in AAE (Labov et al. 1968).114 Many different 

meanings have been attributed to verbal -s in AAE. These include hypercorrection, 

durative aspect, narration, and emphasis (see Baugh 1990 and Cukor-Avila 1995 for an 

overview).  

In addition to these factors, rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence 

constraints also play a role in verbal -s/-Ø allomorphy. For example, of the four times -s 

surfaces on verbs with the first-person plural subject we in the corpus, three participate in 

                                                           
114 There is also an example of -s on a non-finite verb, How can I makes my grip (L5, V1; 1:5). 
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rhyme. In (320) and (321), the suffix on bail- and slide- allows for full rhyme with the 

preceding rhyme fellows fails, and rides, respectively:  

 
(320) Success before death no one in my clique fails 

As we bails with the almighty Fatherly (L11-12, V3; 2:2) 

 

 

(321) Motherfuck y‘all rides, we slides, niggas we dippin (L12; 3:7) 

 
 

In (322), the -s suffix improves the rhyme between dosido and toast, so that the codas are 

more phonologically similar: 

 

(322) Coast to coast we dosidos 

And get your day started like a breakfast toast (L1-2, V1; 6:12) 

 

 

Although most finite verbs do not occur in rhyming position, when they do, as in 

(320)-(322), one allomorph is preferable according to rhyme correspondence constraints. 

Table 43 illustrates additional instances in the corpus where the morpheme that is less 

preferred for a given subject in AAE surfaces and contributes to a more phonologically 

similar rhyme fellow coda correspondence relation than the preferred alternant would. In 

Table 43, the left column contains the marked subject and verb pairing. The right column 

illustrates them in context, italicizing the verb: 
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Marked Inflection Example in Context 

no one in my clique fail-s Sales, tails, scales and jails 

Success before death no one in my clique fails (L10-11, V3; 2:2) 

it cost-Ø But guess what it cost em, they crossin me (L14, V2; 2:4) 

what happen-Ø Stand out there on that corna long enough and watch what happen 

Quit yappin about what you ain‘t got and get it crackin  

Now that‘s what happenin (L12-14, V1; 3:6) 

it bump-Ø 

 

My game trump tight especially when it bump like  

(L4, V1; 3:10) 

 

 

 

the homie go-s 

the homie know-s 

Well, the sayin goes, we slangin hos 

While y'all be payin hos, we G‗d up 

And we pushin these pony-ups 

And the heat goes where the homie goes 

And the homie knows (L7-11, V1; 5:18) 

I know-s Close your chops, I knows your spots 

Keep talkin nigga I'll expose your knots (L9-10, V2; 7:6) 

 

Table 43: Marked Allomorphs that Participate in Rhyme in the SD Corpus 

 

As with the contracted and full alternations in the HW corpus, variation in the 

distribution of -s and -Ø derives from ordinary language GAE and AAE morphologies. In 

these examples, rhyme fellow correspondence constraints that govern similarity between 

codas can be seen as dominating constraints that govern the inflectional paradigm. For 

example, SD usually employs the AAE verbal paradigm in his language, such that 

present-tense lexical verbs with animate third-person singular subjects bear -Ø. In (323), 

by contrast, GAE -s surfaces on fail- reflecting GAE inflection: 
 

 

(323) Sales, tails, scales and jails 

Success before death no one in my clique fails (L10-11, V3; 2:2) 

 

In this example, verbal -s satisfies PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) in the poetic 

component by allowing for full rhyme with corresponding codas, but violates the AAE 

inflectional paradigm: 

 

(324) AAE-penalize for verbal inflection that does not conform to AAE 

grammar. 
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 PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Codas) 

AAE 

 Sales, tails, scales and jails 

…fails 

(L10-11, V3; 2:2) 

 * 

Sales, tails, scales and jails 

…fail 

*!  

 

Tableau 38: PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) >> AAE 

 

 

6.3.2 Be Allomorphy 

In AAE contracted and full forms of be alternate with null be. As with the -s/-Ø 

 allomorphy on lexical verbs described in the previous section, grammatical subject plays 

a major role in the distribution of allomorphs (Labov 1969). Null be occurs with all 

subjects except the first-person singular and dummy subject it. Null be is more likely to 

occur with second-person and plural subjects, and both null be and contracted be are 

more likely to occur with personal pronouns (Labov 1969).  

Be allomorphy across grammatical subject in the SD corpus illustrated in Table 44 

reflects these tendencies. The percentage of each allomorph is listed with the frequency to 

its right in parenthesis. Where there is a different form in AAE and GAE for contracted 

and full forms, these are presented in separate columns. The far right-hand column lists 

the most commonly occurring form for each person. Null be is preferred with all subjects 

except for third-person singular nouns and impersonal subjects, both of which prefer the 

contracted form. 
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 Ø Contracted Be Full Be Most 

Common 

 AAE GAE AAE GAE  

1
st
 

p. 

sg. I 0 (0) 100 (488) 0 (2) I’m 

pl. we 97 (92) 0 (0) 2 (2) 0 (0) 1 (1) we Ø 

2
nd

 

p. 

 you 74 

(137) 

5 (10) 20 (36) 0 (0) 1 (2) you Ø 

3
rd

 

p. 

sg. s/he 68 (28) 29 (12) 2 (1) s/he Ø 

impersonal 

subjects 

0 (0) 99 (196)  1 (1) it’s 

nouns 17 (78) 46 (206) 37 (169) [noun]’s 

pl. they 96 (46) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 4 (2) they Ø 

nouns 46 (26) 5 (3) 4 (2) 26 (15) 19 (11) girls Ø 

Table 44: Percentage of Be Allomorphs According to Grammatical Subject 

 

 

The following grammatical category also plays a role in the distribution of be 

allomorphs in AAE. The present participle contraction gonna is the most likely to be 

preceded by a null or contracted form, and a noun phrase is the least (Labov 1969). Table 

45 illustrates the breakdown of null, contracted, and full be allomorphs in the SD corpus 

according to the following grammatical category. The frequency of copula forms in front 

of present participles and locative phrases is similar: 

 
  -Ø Contractions Full 

 N %  N %  N %  

 __ gonna 62 65  32 34  1 1  

__ V+in 153 40  205 54  25 7  

Locative 41 45  42 46  9 10  

Adjective 64 21  220 63  55 16  

Noun 

Phrase 

46 13  220 64  80 23  

Other 19 10  210 74  56 20  

 

Table 45: Percentage of Be Allomorphs According to Following Grammatical  

Category 
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In addition to grammatical subject and following grammatical category, syntax 

and phonology also play a role in the distribution of be allomorphs, as in GAE (Zwicky 

1970). Syntax sometimes requires full forms over contracted and null be as in (325): 

 

(325) …that‘s how it is … (L43, V1; 5:12) 

*…that‘s how it’s… 

*…that‘s how it Ø… 

The distribution of reduced -s is also restricted from occurring on be with subjects 

that end in [s] or [z]. For example, the phonology prevents be reduction in (326): 

 

(326) But this is where I‘m from (L4, V1; 4:20) 

 

*But this’s where I‘m from 

 

An additional phonological pattern in be allomorphy found in the SD corpus is 

that reduced -s only occurs with the second-person pronoun you before unstressed schwa. 

Ten of the examples of you’s occur before article a, and one before above.  

 

(327) You tried to see me, on the TV, you’s a BG115 (L9, V2; 1:5) 

 

While all instances of you’s precede schwa, the null copula is still the preferred form with 

the second person in front of schwa: 

 

(328) Callin all cars, yeah baby girl you Ø a star (L13, V2; 7:12) 

 

                                                           
115 Baby gangsta. 
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As with -s/-Ø allomorphy on lexical verbs, be allomorphy can affect rhyme 

patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence, but most forms of be that participate in 

rhyme are full and occur in a position where they are required to be full. For example, in 

(329)-(331) am and is participate in systematic rhyme, and the grammar precludes 

contracted and null forms from occurring in the position: 

 

(329) Boom bam as I step in the jam, god damn  

Don't need no introduction, cause you know who I am (L1-2, V1; 4:14) 

 

 

(330) Boy it‘s gettin hot, yes indeed it is,  

Snoop Dogg on the mic I‘m about as crazy as Biz (L1-2, V2; 1:5) 

 

 

(331) Square Biz, you know what time it is 

I'm cool on these niggas, but I‘m hard on a bitch 

Now check dis, fact is (L21-23, V1; 6:15) 

 

 For verbs in the second person, however, there are two alternating full forms: is 

and are. The distribution of is and are in (332) and (333) satisfies the rhyme patterning 

constraint COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) where the other full allomorph would not: 

 

(332) Hurry up and finish so we can watch Clueless  

I laugh at these niggas when they aks who do this 

But everybody know who girl that you is (L14-16, V1; 6:8) 

 

* But everybody know who girl that you are 

 

 

(333) Sippin champagne with a bowl of caviar 

Hell yeah you are, yeah you are (L6-7, V1; 6:7)       

 

* Hell yeah you is, yeah you is                             
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In Optimality-Theoretic terms, in the first example, you are satisfies the rhyme patterning 

constraint COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme), but violates the AAE inflectional paradigm 

for the second person emphatic, which requires is: 

  
 COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

AAE 

 …caviar 

…you are 

(L6-7, V1; 6:7) 

 

 

* 

…caviar 

…you is 

*!  

 

Tableau 39: COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) >> AAE 

  

Unlike lexical verbal allomorphs, alternations between full, contracted and null be 

allomorphs differ in syllable count, with the full form consisting of one syllable and the 

full and contracted of none. For this reason, be allomorphy can also interact with metrical 

mapping constraints, as demonstrated in the HW corpus. For example, in (334), because 

of the limited number of syllables in the line, the full form are is preferred over the null 

and contracted allomorphs, since it prevents stress clash and allows for metrical 

parallelism between four weak-strong quarters-lines: 

 

(334) Oh yeah that's right, we are the best  

My nigga DPG Southwest connects (L16, V1; 4:14) 

*Oh yeah that‘s right, we Ø the best 

 

As explained in chapter 4, there is not always a relationship at the syllable level 

between prosodic structure and the metrical grid in effusive flow style rap lyrics, and 
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lines often have enough syllables to allow for leeway to avoid the requirement of one 

form over another, so full forms cannot always be analyzed with metrical constraints. 

 

6.3.2.1 Aspectual Be 

Aspectual be, which conveys habitual meaning in AAE and does not inflect, also occurs 

in rhyming position in the SD corpus: 

 

(335) You can't see the D-O-double-G, cause that be me (L15, V2; 1:5) 

 

 

(336) Man, I give the blues to these sucka MC's 

Who you be? You know who I be, young nigga (L12, V1; 2:2) 

 

 

(337) It's funny, oh how shit be 

A lot of money, make y'all wanna come get me (L3-4, V1; 3:2) 

 

(338) Money stashin, you got me sneakin 

An when we all alone in the zone, I be tweakin (L3-4; V1; 3:5) 

 

 

In each of these examples, aspectual be allows for rhyme, where be allomorphs in the 

indicative mood would not. For example, if indicative is replaces be in the example in 

(339), line-final couplet rhyme is lost and COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) is violated:  

 

(339) *It's funny, oh how shit is 

A lot of money, make y'all wanna come get me  

 

 

Although be allomorphs in the indicative mood do not convey habitual meaning in their 

morphology, they do appear to alternate with aspectual be in the SD corpus. Compare for 

example SD‘s use of aspectual be above in the expressions you know who I be, who you 
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be, and who I be, which all participate in rhyme, with his use of who I am and who the 

fuck I am in the following two examples, the second of which also participates in rhyme. 

 

(340) You know who I am, you know my mothafuckin name, who am I? 

(The S-N-double-O-P) nickname (Silky Smell) last name (D-O-double-G) 

(L16-17; V2; 1:13) 

 

 

(341) Look here bitch do you know who the fuck I am 

You better read your motherfuckin first telegram (L10-11, V2; 5:13) 

 

That rhyme plays a role in the distribution of aspectual be is further indicated by 

the fact that in four of the five instances where be participates in rhyme, it does not 

precede a present participle as it does 75% of the time in the corpus. 

As with a-prefixing in the HW corpus, aspectual be, particularly when not 

preceding present participles, is marked in SD‘s language, and alternates with GAE and 

AAE allomorphs that lack ongoing aspectual meaning. Tableau 40 illustrates the 

constraint ranking for the line in (339). Here the use of aspectual be is marked and 

reflects the domination of the rhyme patterning constraint COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme) over a preference for the indicative. The use of indicative am in the second 

candidate satisfies the GAE inflectional paradigm, but violates COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme) since am does not rhyme with me: 

 

 

 

 



296 

 COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

GAE 

 …be 

… me  

(L3-4, V1; 3:2) 

 * 

…am 

… me 

*!  

 

Tableau 40: COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) >> GAE 

 

6.3.2.2 Not Contractions with Be 

As in AAE generally (Green 2002), ain’t is the preferred negative auxiliary for all 

persons in the SD corpus:  

 
I’m not I ain’t you’re not / you are not you ain’t it’s not / that’s not third-person ain’t 

16% (9) 84% (47) 10% (3) / 3% (1) 87% (26) 2% (2) / 2% (2) 96% (86) 

 

Table 46: Allomorphy for Negated Be 

 

Of the more marked full forms, one of the two instances of that’s not occurs in 

―Snoopafella,‖ which is a remake that has other more standard, formal English forms 

throughout, including the only two instances of GAE preterit were in the corpus. Both of 

the instances of it’s not participate in rhyme where it ain’t would not: 

 

(342) Now if that nigga next to you got a rental car 

And he actin like it's his but you know it's not (L1-2, V1; 4:13) 

 

* And he actin like it's his but you know it ain’t 

 

 

(343) I do it to you real hard then it gets hot, it’s not a 

Thang on mine, bang on mine (L6, V1; 5:3) 

 

* I do it to you real hard then it gets hot, it ain’t a 
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There are 21 instances of it ain’t in the corpus and only two of these rhyme. On 

chi-square test, the probability that rhyme does not play a role in the distribution of it’s 

not is very low, i.e., p < .01. 

Tableau 41 illustrates the constraint ranking for (332). The rhyme patterning 

constraint COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) dominates AAE, which prefers it ain’t. The 

optimal candidate violates AAE since it ain’t does not surface. The other candidates bear 

inflection that does not allow for rhyme and is therefore ruled out by the poetic grammar: 

 
 COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT (Rhyme) 

AAE 

 

 … car 

…it’s not 

(L1-2, V1; 4:13) 

 * 

… car 

…it ain’t 

*!  

…car 

…it is not 

*! * 

…car 

…it isn’t 

*! * 

 

Tableau 41: COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) >> AAE  

 

 

6.3.3 Do Allomorphy 

Do, have, got and model verbs can, may, might, must, would, should, and will constitute 

the remaining present-tense verbs in the SD corpus. This section only considers do 

allomorphy, since model verbs and got do not usually bear inflection,116 have only rarely 

occurs in the present tense, and neither have nor got participate in rhyme patterning. 

                                                           
116 Interestingly, -s occurs on got with the first-person singular and plural and with the second person 

subjects, not with third-person subjects, and only in front of infinitival verbs, e.g. So I gots to keep it (L32, 

V1; 2:9).  
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 The auxiliary and lexical verb do has been noted to exhibit different 

morphological tendencies than other lexical verbs in varieties of English, including AAE 

(Godfrey and Tagliamonte 1999). Do allomorphy in the SD corpus also differs from other 

lexical verb allomorphy in two respects. Firstly, Godfrey and Tagliamonte (1999) note 

for AAE that bare do is preferred over does at a higher rate than the null morpheme for 

lexical verbs with third-person subjects. Secondly, in addition to the GAE third-person 

singular conjugation does [dz], do’s [duz] surfaces with first-person singular and plural 

subjects. Table 47 illustrates do allomorphy across subjects in the corpus: 

 
 do does do’s 

 N % N % N % 

I  27 90 2 7 1 3 

you/y’all  16 100 0 0 0 0 

he/she/it 8 80 1 10 1 10 

we  9 81 0 0 2 9 

they 10 100 0 0 0 0 

 

Table 47: Do Allomorphy117 

 

The -Ø suffix is overwhelmingly preferred for do in SD‘s lyrics. The seven 

instances where the more marked forms does and do’s surface are listed in Table 48: 

                                                           
117 Don’t is the only form that occurs for all persons for negated contracted do. 
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Table 48: Marked Do Inflection 

 

 

All of the marked forms of does and do’s participate in rhyme patterning. The probability 

of this distribution arising from chance is very unlikely, i.e. p < .005 on chi-square test. 

For all except one, the marked form follows the already established rhyme. In those 

examples with does, the marked form satisfies COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme), where 

the alternants do and do’s would not. In the examples with do’s, the morpheme -s 

improves rhyme to satisfy PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Intervocalic Consonants).  

 To illustrate, in Tableau 42, the optimal candidate satisfies COUPLETS ARE  

SALIENT (Rhyme) since does rhymes with line-final Blood, but violates AAE, which 

requires do: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Marked Form In Context 

I does Now back to this scrub, it ain't about Crip or Blood 

It‘s about you bein jealous of what I does  

Cause I does it the most, the king of the coast (L22-24, V1; 6:20) 

I do‘s Didn‘t have to use it, blastin in my music 

Kids in the streets askin Doggy how I do’s it 

First place in the race and don't wanna lose it 

Niggas better watch out and bitches better move it (L13-16, V2; 6:3) 

she does There ain't no limit to what she does 

On the really, on to Philly, lemme get a ride on cuz (L19-20, V1; 3:17) 

we do‘s Driftin on my memory, twisted off my music 

Tryin to make my people do things, oh yeah we do's it, we do's it 

Here's my number baby girl don't you lose it 

It's smoky in this motherfucker while we cruisin (L16-19, V1; 4:10) 

D-O-double-G do‘s  Niggas know how D-O-double G do’s it 

Known for makin that Crip hop music  

Don't abuse it (L8-9, V2; 5:10) 
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 COUPLETS ARE SALIENT  

(Rhyme) 

AAE 

 Now back to this scrub, it ain't about Crip or Blood 

It‘s about you bein jealous of what I does  

       (L22-23, V1; 6:20) 

 * 

Now back to this scrub, it ain't about Crip or Blood 

       It‘s about you bein jealous of what I do 

*!  

 

Tableau 42: COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) >> AAE 

 

In addition to rhyme fellow correspondence, there is also a clustering of deviatory 

forms in the first and fourth rows in Table 48 as demonstrated in the distribution of the a-

prefix in the HW corpus. 

 

6.3.4 Summary 

Unlike in the Williams corpus where allomorphs mostly vary in syllable count, and 

therefore one allomorph is often crucial to metricality, verbal allomorphs in the SD 

corpus often differ in the presence of -s, which is only relevant to poetic patterning when 

the form occurs in a rhyming position. Because of English syntax, and because of the 

nature of auxiliaries, which are usually succeeded by another syntactic unit—which 

receives relatively greater prosodic emphasis—finite present-tense verbs only rarely 

occur in rhyming positions.  Nonetheless, when alternating allomorphs do participate in 

rhyme patterning, one allomorph was shown to often be either crucial to satisfying a 

rhyme patterning constraint, or to improve the rhyme, usually satisfying a rhyme fellow 

correspondence constraint. Rhyme patterning constraints were shown to govern the 

distribution of alternating AAE and GAE Emphatic be in the second person, aspectual be, 

and does. Rhyme fellow correspondence constraints, on the other hand, govern the 
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distribution of -s and -Ø on lexical verbs and the occurrence of do’s with the first-person 

singular and plural. 

 

6.4 NOMINAL ALLOMORPHY IN THE SNOOP DOGG CORPUS 

There is also variation in the distribution of the nominal plural suffix -s and possessive -s 

in the SD corpus. In addition to the absence of the plural marker on plural nouns, which 

has been attested in historical AAE (e.g. Poplack and Tagliamonte 1994), -s is also 

shown to surface on singular nouns when poetically motivated. SD‘s allomorphy between 

possessive -s and -Ø reflects variation found in AAE (Green 2002). PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY (Codas) is shown to play a role in the presence of the plural marker, but not the 

possessive marker. 

 

6.4.1 Plural -S Allomorphy 

In the SD corpus, there are eight singular nouns that occur with the -s suffix. In the left 

column in Table 49, the marked use of the suffix is shown with the stem that bears it. In 

the right column, the s-suffixed word is italicized in context: 
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type-s118 Everybody got they cups, but they ain‘t chipped in 

Now this types of shit happens all the time 

You got to get yours, but fool I gotta get mine (L3, V2; 1:3) 

y‘all-s119 I'll scratch you off my balls with my motherfuckin paws 

Y'alls, niggas, better recognize (L18-19, V1; 1:11) 

money-s 

Oh your homies think you're funny? 

Doin stick ups for moneys  

Just to impress the honeys  (L1, V2; 2:19) 

juice-s 

And never craps, only five deuces 

I mix that Moët, White Star, with them orange juices (L8-9, V1; 3:13) 

disregard-s We in charge and we'll pull your cards  

No disrespect or disregards (L20-21, V1; 3:20) 

congregation-s Oh you like pussy, congratulations  

I'm tryin to get your ass in my congregations (L7-8, V1; 6:17) 

sinista-s Remind my listenas cause I‘m a minista, 

Designed by ministas, cause these times are sinistas (L10-11, V2; 7:4) 

 

Table 49: Marked Insertion of Plural Marker -S120 

 

In eight of the nine examples of marked -s-suffixation in Table 49, the -s-suffixed 

noun rhymes with a rhyme fellow that precedes it. To test the correlation between 

irregular -s-suffixation and rhyme, the distribution of all nouns in rhyming position in 

―Gin and Juice‖ (1:3) was compared (26 occur in rhyming position, 29 do not). The data 

indicate a probability that rhyme plays role in the distribution of the irregular allomorphs 

(on chi-square test p < 0.05). As with the verbal -s/-Ø allomorphy, in these examples, the 

-s suffix improves, but does not enable rhyme. For example, the suffixation of -s on 

sinista allows for full rhyme with ministas, but without the -s, sinista would still be an 

acceptable rhyme. Unlike the verbal allomorphy addressed in the previous section, -s 

suffixation in these examples does not derive from ordinary language. In Tableau 43, the 

                                                           
118 In the covers of ―Gin and Juice‖ by the rock band Hot Rod Circuit and the country band The Gourds, 

the -s suffix is not realized. 
119 Although y’alls exists in some varieties of English for the second person plural, SD uses y’all 

throughout the corpus (55 times), and this is the sole instance of y’alls. 
120 There is also one instance of -s occurring on the adverbial expression of course, where it participates in 

rhyme: Hop back on the horses, enforcers[z] of courses (L19, V1; 2:8). In this line courses could also be 

interpreted as tracks, in which case the form is not deviatory. 
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poetic constraint PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) dominates DEP-IO (Segment). The 

first candidate is optimal because the codas of rhyme fellows ministas and sinistas are 

identical, although this results in a violation of the constraint banning the insertion of 

segments DEP-IO (Segment):  

  

 
/… sinista / PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY 

(Codas) 

DEP-IO (Segment) 

 ministas~sinistas 

(L10-11, V2; 7:4) 

 * 

ministas~sinista *!  

 

Tableau 43: PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) >> DEP-IO (Segment) 

 

Although it is not clear given the examples in Table 49 that the -s morpheme that 

surfaces is in fact the plural morpheme, in all but one of the examples, i.e. sinistas, the 

stem on which the suffix occurs is a noun.  

The absence of the -s morpheme on plural nouns has been attested in historical 

AAE, particularly where it may be motivated by the phonology, but is very rare in 

contemporary AAE (Poplack and Tagliamonte 1994). There are four examples in the SD 

corpus where plural nouns surface without -s. In Table 50 tokens with the null plural are 

listed in the left column, and shown italicized in context in the right: 
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hoop-Ø Tell you the truth[f], I swoop in the Coupe  

I used to sell loop, I used to shoot hoop (L15-16, V1; 1:5) 

eye-Ø Um, don‘t cry, dry your eye.121 (L3, V3; 1:7) 

mouth-Ø I‘m down South in the house straight turnin it out 

Got bitches in my face and I can slap they mouth (L3, V1; 3:8) 

slack-Ø And pat your back and then I turn around and snatch your sack 

Before I came out niggas was wearin slack (L32-33, V1; 4:8) 

kidnappin-Ø How the fuck did that happen, I thought them niggas was rappin 

Shit but in this real world shit, murder keep things crackin 

Homicides, drive-bys and kidnappin (L21-22, V2; 3:7) 

Table 50: Null Plural Marker  

 

 

As with the presence of -s on singular nouns, in each case where -s does not 

surface on a plural noun in Table 50, the noun participates in rhyme, and follows the 

rhyme fellow that establishes the rhyme, and the s-deletion data also indicate a 

probability that rhyme plays role in the distribution of the irregular allomorphs (on chi-

square test p < 0.05). For all of these examples, PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) 

dominates the linguistic constraint MAX-IO (Segment).122 The first candidate is optimal 

since all rhyme fellows have identical codas, but entails the violation of MAX-IO 

(Segment) since kidnappin surfaces without an -s, although it is plural: 

 
/ … kidnappins/ PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Codas) 

 MAX-IO (Segment) 

 happen~rappin~things 

crackin~kidnappin 
(L21-22, V2; 3:7) 

 * 

happen~rappin~things 

crackin~kidnappins 

*!  

 

Tableau 44: PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) >> MAX-IO (Segment) 

 

                                                           
121 This line (including eye) originates in Slick Rick and Doug E. Fresh‘s ―Lodi Dodi.‖  
122 With the suffix, hoop, mouth and slack violate the constraint banning consecutive consonants that share 

voicing: *C[αVoice]C[αVoice], as evidenced in one of the few attested examples of  plural -Ø-marking in 

contemporary AAE, Fifty Cent-Ø (Green 2002: 108-115). *C[αVoice]C[αVoice] cannot fully account for 

the absence of the suffix for these data, however, since it is violated throughout the corpus.  
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There are very few instances in the corpus where -s-suffixation does not occur 

where it would improve the rhyme,123 but there are many instances, at least one per song, 

where -s deletion would improve the rhyme, but does not occur. For example, in (344), 

the deletion of -s from homies would improve the rhyme so that lonely and homie would 

have identical final codas:  

 

(344) I do my dirt all by my lonely (all by my lonely) 

C-Murder and Magic, hell yeah them my motherfuckin homies  
(L12-13, V3; 4:9) 

 

 

6.4.2 Possessive -S/-Ø Allomorphy 

The nominal possessive suffix -s alternates with -Ø for speakers of AAE (Green 2002: 

102). SD primarily employs -s to express possession, but also employs -Ø six times in the 

corpus: five times in the fixed expression baby momma and once in auntie house. As a 

function of its low frequency and syntactic position, i.e. not line-finally and usually 

preceding nouns that receive relatively stronger emphasis, none of the nouns bearing the 

more marked -Ø suffix participate in rhyme patterning. There is, however, variation in 

the use of -s on possessive pronoun mine, which does surface in eighteen rhyme fellows. 

As illustrated in Table 51, mine occurs more frequently than mines, and both participate 

in rhyme patterning:  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
123 The only words that are not s-suffixed where s-suffixation would improve the rhyme are words that 

cannot normally be s-suffixed, e.g. mama, or words that already exhibit subsequence rhyme, joints~point. 
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 Number in Corpus % (N) that Rhyme 

mine 24124 67 (16) 

mines 5 40 (2) 

 

Table 51: Frequency of Mine and Mines 

 

When mine and mines occur in a rhyming position, the suffix they bear improves the 

rhyme. In (345), for example, mines in shares intervocalic [z] with the first three rhyme 

fellows realizin, justizin, visualizin: 

 

(345) I'm realizin, justizin, visualizin, 

Rip-ridin, put mines in (L30-31, V2; 5:16) 

 

In (346), the absence of the -s suffix allows for full rhyme between mine and line: 

 

(346) It's a thin line, between yours and mine (L11, V1; 2:19) 

 

Personal nouns mom and moms also alternate in the corpus:  

 

(347) Disrespectin my home, not carin bout what moms was sayin  

And then I found out that mom wasn't playin (L19-20, V1; 7:1) 

  

 

There are five instances of moms and one of mom in the corpus. As with lexical nouns 

that bear the possessive allomorph, moms and mom do not occur in rhyming positions. 

 

6.5 MORPHEME INSERTION IN THE SNOOP DOGG CORPUS 

 

There are also several instances in the SD corpus where the suffixation of a morpheme 

other than -s is not required by the linguistic grammar while allowing for rhyme or 

                                                           
124 This number includes one mizzine, and excludes two tokens that are followed by an s-initial word. 
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improving rhyme fellow correspondence. The morphemes that surface fall into varying 

degrees of markedness. 

 There are two instances in the SD corpus where the past tense suffix -d surfaces 

as [t], where it would not normally in SD‘s language. In (348) and (349), [t] marks a past 

participle and preterit verb, respectively: 

 

(348) I hope you get burnt 

It seems you haven‘t learnt (L7, V1; 1:11) 

 

(349) He'll stay on it til it's burnt out, look how it turnt out (L2, V1; 4:18) 

 

The use of the voiceless suffix [t] in learnt and turnt prevents the occurrence of 

coda consonants that share voicing, which is avoided in AAE (Green 2002: 108-115), but 

for other verbal stems in the corpus that end in a voiced consonant, -d is realized as 

voiced [d], satisfying the faithfulness constraint IDENT (Voice), e.g. leane[d], learne[d], 

designe[d], etc. For learnt and turnt, like some of the examples of plural nouns that 

surface without -s above, the rhyme fellow correspondence constraint PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY (Codas) dominates IDENT (Voice). The optimal candidate in Tableau 45 

participates in full rhyme, satisfying PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas), but violates the 

linguistic constraint IDENT (Voice) since the voicing of the input is lost in the output: 

 
/… -d … / [+ past tense] PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY 

(Codas) 

IDENT (Voice) 

 burnt out~turnt out  

       (L2, V1; 4:18) 

 * 

burnt out~turned out *!  

 

Tableau 45: PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) >> IDENT (Voice) 
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There are also three instances in the SD corpus where the diminutive suffix -y 

occurs on nouns in line-final rhyming position: 

 

(350) And later on I just might turn on a movie 

So you can regroupy125 and redo me just for Snoopy (L15, V1; 2:12) 

 

(351) So when shit get thick and call me 

And niggas wanna act like they wanna get with Snoop Doggy 

(L14-15, V1; 4:9) 

 

(352) I'm tryin to get mine early 

I can't be seen with your girly (L18-19, V2; 5:8) 

 

The use of the diminutive suffix in Snoopy, Doggy, and girly does not in itself 

violate the linguistic grammar. However, the co-occurrence of phonologically different 

words that share the same referent is marked and can be seen as violating the surface 

faithfulness constraint OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (see 6.6). 

There are also several examples in the corpus of -[n] attaching to the end of a 

word. The examples of -[n] suffixation resemble present participle marker -in 

suffixation, but differ in that the stem does not consist of the base form of a verb. In 

Table 52, irregular suffixed forms are listed in the left column and shown in context in 

the right: 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
125 I posited regroupy as vowel insertion in 5.3 rather than -y suffixation since regroup is not a noun. 
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dug-in 

You filled him up with slugs, that‘s what I call love 

All that pushin and shovin, kissin and huggin 

Thuggin, dig it, duggin (L6-8, V1; 5:14) 

 

couch-in 

Green by the ounces, Low-lows bouncin 

Ninety doin fakin with kissin on my couchin 

Boo to the ouchin, more a fountain (L9-11, V2; 6:4) 

 

night-in 

life-in 

We ain't been fussin or fightin 

You play all day and I be workin at nightin 

The only one who understands my lifein 

The cake and the icin (L9-10, V1; 6:5) 

 

 

blue-in 

 

Snoop-in 

 

 

 

 

 

 

room-in 

 

 

you-in 

crew-in 

blue-in 

We just blow dro and keep the flow movin 

In a sixty-four, me and baby boo cruisin 

Body rag interior bluein 

Have them hydraulics squeakin when we screwin 

Now she‘s yellin, hollerin out Snoopin 

Hootin, hollerin, hollerin, hootin  

Black and beautiful, you the one I‘m choosin 

Hair long and black and curly like you're Cuban 

Keep groovin, that‘s what we doin 

And we gon be together until your moms move in 

Snoop Dogg Clothin, that‘s what I‘m groomed in 

You got my pictures on the wall in your roomin 

Girls be complainin, you keep me boomin 

But girls like that wanna listen to Pat Boone  

You‘s a college girl, but that don't stop you from doin 

Come and see the Dogg in a hood near youin  

You don't ask why I roll wit a crewin 

Twist up my fingers and wear dark bluein 

On the eastside, that‘s the crew I choose (L5-23, V2; 6:8) 

 

Table 52: -[n] Suffixation  

 

 Except for duggin, which has a preterit stem, and jokin, which can be interpreted 

as having a verbal stem, the suffixed words in Table 52 can also be analyzed as and-

cliticization since -in and and are homophonous in their reduced form in SD‘s lyrics, and 

and can link any two clauses.  Whether -in suffixation or and cliticization, the forms in 

Table 52 are deviatory and satisfy ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge) where the less 

marked, non-suffixed form (or and-less line) would not. In the case of -in suffixation, 

DEP-IO (Syllable) is violated, and in the case of and-cliticization, ALIGN-L (Line, L, 

Intonational Phrase, L) is violated. 
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There is also an example of irregular suffixation of the adverbial marker -ly on 

Father, where Fatherly acts as a noun in the syntax and the suffix participates in line-

final rhyme: 

 

(353) As we bails with the almighty Fatherly 

Exceedin to give our peop's just what they need (L12, V3; 2:2) 

 

Although there are other examples of the deviatory use of suffixes in the corpus, as with 

the -in suffixation in this section and -s suffixation in 6.4, Fatherly is the only example of 

deviatory -ly suffixation. Here DEP-IO (Syllable) is violated by COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme). 

 Finally, there are three words in the corpus that SD coined: teledated, petuated, 

and justizin. These contain English morphemes, e.g. tele-, -d, just-, but their meaning is 

not evident. They participate in ―back-to-back chain rhyme‖ (Alim 2003), where quarter-

lines rhyme in succession: 

 

(354) So I celebrated, teledated, innovated, dominated 

Orchestrated, situated, petuated, reinstated (L10-11, V3; 7:18) 

 

 
(355) I'm realizin, justizin, visualizin (L30, V2; 5:16) 

 
 

6.6 LEXICAL CHOICE 

The distribution of words in poetic language is governed by poetic constraints much as 

the distribution of allophones and allomorphs. For example, Jakobson (1960: 358) notes 

that the English poet has a number of nouns that s/he can consider using when forming a 
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sentence with the topic child, e.g. child, kid, youngster, tot. The word the poet chooses 

then participates in the poetic structure of the verse, and various factors may contribute to 

why it is preferable. This section considers the role that rhythmic constraints play in the 

distribution of synonyms in the two corpora.  

For an artist who has access to multiple languages, code-switching can be 

governed by poetic constraints (Sarkar and Winer 2006, Davies and Bentahila 2008). In 

Quebecois hip hop, where French is the matrix language, the use of English, Spanish, 

Jamaican, and Haitian Creole is often motivated by rhyme (Sarkar and Winer 2006). In 

(356) and (357), words in English, Spanish, and Haitian Creole (popos) participate in the 

internal rhyme structure. 

 

(356) Et blow yo, quand le système est loco t‘entends les sirènes des popos 

‗And blow yo, when the system‘s crazy you hear the cops‘ sirens‘  

 

Sarkar and Winer (2006: 185), Muzion. 

 

(357) Ç‘a vite switché: dix-sept ans, deux kids, obligé de dealer un shit every 

day 
‗Fast switch: seventeen years, two kids, had to deal some shit every day‘ 

Sarkar and Winer (2006: 186), Sans Pression. 

 

While the HW and SD corpora consist of lyrics that are composed entirely in 

English, synonyms, or words that are truth-conditionally identical and differ only in that 

they represent different levels of formality, historical change, or speech registers, 

alternate much as words that derive from different languages. The presence in the HW 

corpus of archaic thee and thou in (358) and (359), for example, satisfies line-final 

couplet-internal and couplet-external rhyme patterning, respectively:  
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(358) I believed the lies you told to me  Ø 

When you whispered, "Dear, I worship thee" Ø  (L1-2, V1; 2:7) 

 

(359) Cause my heart has lost a feelin Ø 

That meant more to me than thou Ø 

And I will never say I blame you Ø 

Cause it just don't matter now Ø (V4; 6:11) 

 

Rhyme also governs the distribution of different forms of the same word in the 

SD corpus, such as the various forms of Cadillac and Moët in Tables 52 and 53: 

 

 
Cadillac When I caught you slippin, I‘m gon catch you then I peel your cap 

Snapped back, relax 

You better not be slippin with them Ds on the eighty-three Cadillac (L28-30, V3; 1:5) 

 

Nick-nack patty-wack big happy sack, the dealer is back 

And I‘m ridin through your neighborhood dippin in my Cadillac (L9-10, V1; 3:21) 

 

Game on you, cause now you‘re back at your momma house and you sleepin on the QP sack 

Ø What she do Ø, I gave her the keys to my seven-four Cadillac 

Ø Say it ain‘t true Ø, she let a nigga drive it, ask the homie Battlecat (L6, V2; 6:10) 

 

Hats to match, countin my chicken scratch? 

Just cut a deal with Cadillac (L3-4, V3; 6:16) 

Lac 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Leezzac 

Riders, ballers, rollers, ladies,  

Playas, gangstas, macs, pimps, and lacs (L2-3, V2; 4:16) 

 

Hmm, I love this game cause this game love me back 

I'm pushin a lac, smokin sacs like a mad mac 

Bringin me back, bangin the eight-track track (L1, V1; 6:7) 

 

Baby girl go on an pull ya weave back, D-O-G, oh yeah, he back 

And I‘m steppin out the all-blue Leezzac (L3-4, V1; 7:7) 

Caddy Like Shaq-Daddy, and bust on you out the new Caddy (L6, V1; 6:20) 

 

Table 53: Forms of Cadillac in Context 
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Mo I popped a bottle of Mo about to model a ho (L1-2, V2; 5:10) 

Momo I'm bailin thru the do again 

Let the Momo po again 

Me and my ho again (L2-3, V2; 7:14) 

Moët For the weddin, the settin was set 

Forty Gs for your ring, you's a queen sippin Moët (L6, V2; 3:5) 

 

And never craps, only five deuces 

I mix that Moët, White Star, with them orange juices (L8-9, V1; 3:13) 

 

Flash in my playa‘s car (why you play so hard?) cause I'm a Don 

Sippin Moët, smokin chron 

Doggy wanna see that dress my locs are on (L4-6, V3; 6:3) 

 

And just because I sip Moët, they say that I‘m hopeless 

But I don't give a fuck, so blame it on the locness (L3-4, V1; 6:20) 

 

Table 54: Forms of Moët in Context 

 

All of the examples of words that denote Cadillac, as well as the less frequently 

occurring forms of Moët, i.e. Mo and Momo, in Tables 52 and 53 participate in rhyme 

patterning. 

The distribution of phonologically unrelated words that share the same referent 

like thee and you in the HW corpus are also governed by rhyme patterning constraints. 

For example, the term herb (~marijuana), occurs instead of the more frequent chronic 

only once in the corpus, where it continues line-final rhyme patterning: 

 

(360) I gave my kinfolk the keys to my Suburb 

I told em, Ø "Hit the side and slide Ø and get the herb" (L1-2, V2; 4:13) 

 

 

In all of the above examples, rhyme patterning is satisfied by the distribution of 

synonyms. One way to capture how the linguistic grammar is ceding to the poetic 

grammar in these examples is to describe the co-occurrence of these forms as marked in 

the linguistic grammar. While there is no constraint to my knowledge that penalizes the 
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use of phonologically different forms that correspond to identical definitions, it is 

generally assumed in linguistics that when variation occurs it is governed by some factor, 

and is not arbitrary. When variation like the alternation between chronic and herb occurs, 

for example, it is assumed that some factor like phonetic ease, pragmatic or 

sociolinguistic meaning is playing a role in the distribution. What these data show is that 

in addition to the factors that govern variation in ordinary language, poetic constraints are 

relevant to their distribution in poetic language. 

One way to formalize the markedness of co-occurring phonologically different 

forms that correspond to identical meanings is with a surface faithfulness constraint that 

extends Benua‘s (1995) OUTPUT TO OUTPUT:  

 

(361) OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms)-surface forms must be phonologically 

identical. 

 

 

Benua (1995) argues that faithfulness constraints govern the relationship between 

surface lexical forms, just as they govern the relationship between reduplicants and their 

bases and inputs and outputs. She shows OUTPUT TO OUTPUT to dominate phonological 

markedness constraints in nickname formation. For example, the nickname L[ɹ] 

violates a markedness constraint that bans [ɹ] from occurring as a coda to [], but is the 

preferred form for the nickname for some speakers of English since it shares vowel 

quality with the vowel it corresponds to in the full name Larry.   

 OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms) differs from Benua‘s OUTPUT TO OUTPUT in that 

alternating forms are not necessarily phonologically related, and although pressure that 
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synonyms be phonologically identical can also be seen as reflecting a faithfulness 

requirement, the constraint that requires forms such as Cadillac and lac to be identical is 

perhaps more accurately thought of as reflecting a least-effort principle, since using 

multiple forms to denote the same referent requires unnecessary cognitive work. The 

proximity of alternations is relevant to OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms), so that the closer 

alternations are together, the more marked their co-presence. Tableau 46 illustrates the 

domination of OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms) by COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) in 

the co-presence of herb and chronic within the same song. The first candidate violates 

OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms, Song) since herb and chronic co-occur. The second 

candidate fails because the lines of the couplet do not end in rhyme: 

 
 COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms, 

Song) 

 ...burb 

…herb (L1-2, V2; 4:13) 

… 

…chronic 

 * 

…burb 

…chronic 

… 

…chronic 

*!  

 

Tableau 46: COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) >> OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms, Song) 

 

 

6.7 CONSTRAINT SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter has illustrated how constraints in the morphological subcomponent of the 

linguistic component of each artist‘s poetic grammar are subject to the poetic constraints 

developed in chapters 3 and 4. As in chapter 5, deviation was shown to be governed by 

metrical and metrical grouping constraints in the HW corpus, and by rhyme patterning 
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and rhyme fellow correspondence constraints in the SD corpus. While poetic constraints 

were shown to govern the distribution of more marked forms that derive from ordinary 

language variation in both corpora, deviatory forms that do not derive from ordinary 

language, i.e. morpheme insertion and deletion and some allomorphy, were shown to 

exclusively occur in the SD corpus,. 

 Also as in chapter 5, the types of deviation that occur in each corpus fall onto a 

continuum of markedness. In the HW corpus, metrical mapping constraints, FILL 2,   

*FILL 1 and SYLL~GRID, were shown to govern the distribution of the a-prefix and non-

contracted forms. The same constraints, however, also govern the occurrence of less 

marked alternations, and since a-prefixed and non-contracted forms derive from ordinary 

language variation and also occur when not poetically motivated in their corpus, there 

does not appear to be a correlation between the relatively more marked forms and poetic 

constraints.  

In the SD corpus, the insertion and deletion of morphemes and verbal and non-

verbal allomorphy were shown to be motivated by rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow 

correspondence constraints, i.e. PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas), ALIGN-R (Rhyme 

Fellow, Right Edge) and COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme). COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme) was also shown to play a role in the distribution of synonyms in both corpora.  

The data vary in their markedness and therefore in the correlation between poetic 

constraints and their occurrence. For example, morpheme insertion and the presence 

some of the more marked allomorphs, e.g. does and do’s, only occur when they satisfy 

poetic constraints, and not otherwise. Since the percentage of words in the corpus that 
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rhyme is only 16%, and many of the marked data sets occur in rhyming position 100% of 

the time, there is a clear correlation between marked forms and poetic constraints. 

The verbal -s allomorphy in the SD corpus is more variable in its markedness. As 

with the a-prefixing and non-contracted data in the HW corpus, some -s verbal 

allomorphy cannot be correlated with poetic constraints since marked alternants derive 

from ordinary language, and also occur in non-rhyming positions.  

Table 55 summarizes the constraints involved in these morphologically deviatory 

phenomena:  

 
Phenomenon Poetic 

Constraint(s) 

Satisfied 

Linguistic 

Constraint(s) 

Violated 

Example 

A-prefixing 

(HW) 

*FILL 1, FILL 2, 

SYLL~GRID 

MAX-IO 

(Syllable) 

Are you talkin (Are you talkin) (R; 9:12) 

Contractions 

(HW) 

FILL 2, 

SYLL~GRID 

CONTRACT She is slee:pin all alo-one Ø 

(L2, V3; 7:20) 

Verbal 

Allomorphy 

(SD) 

PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY 

(Intervocalic 

Consonants) 

MAX-IO 

(Segment) 

Stand out there on that corna long enough and watch 

what happen 

Quit yappin about what you ain‘t got and get it 

crackin  (L12-14, V1; 3:6) 

Non-Verbal 

Allomorphy 

(SD) 

PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY 

(Codas) 

DEP-IO 

(Segment) 

We in charge and we'll pull your cards  

No disrespect or disregards  

(L20-21, V1; 3:20) 

Morpheme 

Insertion (SD) 

ALIGN-R 

(Rhyme Fellow, 

Right Edge) 

DEP-IO  

(Syllable) 

Snoop Dogg Clothin, that‘s what I‘m groomed in 

You got my pictures on the wall in your roomin  

(L15-16, V2; 6:8) 

Lexical 

Choice 

(HW and SD) 

 

OUTPUT TO 

OUTPUT 

(Synonyms) 

COUPLETS 

ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

I believed the lies you told to me  

When you whispered, "Dear, I worship thee" 

(L1-2, V1; 2:7) 

 

When I caught you slippin, I‘m gon catch you then I 

peel your cap 

Snapped back, relax 

You better not be slippin with them Ds on the eighty-

three Cadillac (L28-30, V3; 1:5) 

…  

Like Shaq-Daddy, and bust on you out the new Caddy 

(L6, V1; 6:20) 

 

Table 55: Constraint Ranking Summary for Morphological Deviation in the Corpora  
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 As with the phonological deviation in chapter 5, the types of morphological 

deviation presented in this chapter reflect the different language varieties available to 

each artist and the poetic organization of each artist‘s unique style.  

 The frequency of a-prefixing in the HW corpus, for example, and the verbal 

allomorphy in the SD corpus reflect regional as well as historical and cultural differences 

between the two artists. These data demonstrate how poetic factors play a role in the 

distribution of forms that are otherwise correlated with sociolinguistic variables, e.g. 

Alim (2002). 

 Differences in the poetic constraints relevant to each artist‘s poetic grammar also 

contribute to the types of morphological deviation found in each corpus. Syllable count 

differences between contracted and non-contracted forms, for example, are more relevant 

to the HW corpus, where one alternant is often required by metrical constraints, whereas 

allomorphy in the SD corpus often involves allomorphs that do not differ in syllable 

count and whose distribution is governed by rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow 

correspondence constraints. 
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CHAPTER 7: SYNTACTIC DEVIATION 

 

 

This chapter addresses the interaction of syntactic variation with poetic organization in 

the HW and SD corpora. Two major types of syntactic deviation are found in both 

corpora: non-canonical word order and null subjects.  

As opposed to previous studies of non-canonical word order in the iambic verse 

of Chaucer and Shakespeare (Youmans 1983, 1989, 1996, Youmans and Li 2002, 

Fitzgerald 2007, and Li 2004), in both corpora, metricality is not correlated with the 

presence of marked word orders, and rhyme is shown to be the primary motivator for 

certain types of inversions.  

While non-canonical word order does serve discourse functions in contemporary 

English (e.g. Smith 2003), its high frequency in the HW corpus as opposed to the lyrics 

of more contemporary country music artists suggests a decline in usage over the past 

half-century within the genre.  

Although English is not a null-subject language, null subjects can occur in 

conversational English, e.g. ―Works every time‖ (Cote 1996: 6). In the HW corpus, the 

presence of null subjects is shown to be governed by metrical well-formedness 

constraints, as Reindl and Franks (2001) show to be the case for folk songs in Serbian, a 

null-subject language.  
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7.1 NON-CANONICAL WORD ORDER 

In English, Subject-Verb-Object is the unmarked, and relatively fixed word order for 

indicative sentences. For example, in (362), the subject the boy is followed by the verb 

ran, which is followed by the locative phrase down the street: 

 

(362) The boy ran down the street. 

 

Non-canonical word order does, however, occur in English. For example, in (363), the 

locative phrase down the street occurs in subject position and the subject the boy follows 

the verb: 

 

(363) Down the street ran the boy. 

 

In terms of discourse, the predicate inversion in (363) serves to indicate that the street is 

already familiar to the reader or listener, and that the boy is new information (e.g. Birner 

and Ward 1998). 

In addition to serving a discourse function, non-canonical word order is also a 

stylistic option available to writers that reflects earlier stages of English in which word 

order was more flexible. Youmans (1983, 1989, 1996), Youmans and Li (2002), and Li 

(2004) demonstrate the relevance of rhyme patterns and metrical constraints to the 

distribution of syntactic inversions in Chaucer and Shakespeare. For example, in (364), 

the adjective soote (~sweet) occurs following the noun it modifies, shoures (~showers), 

to allow for line-final rhyme with roote: 
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(364) Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote 

The droghte of March hath perced to the roote 

 

‗When April with his sweet showers 

The dryness of March has pierced to the root‘ 

 

(L1-2 Prologue to the Canterbury Tales, Chaucer; Li 2004: 333) 

 

 

Non-canonical word order can also be found in contemporary English poetry. Mary 

Oliver (1994: 88-89), for example, acknowledges the relationship between word order 

and rhyme in her guide to writing poetry. Similar to her advice on interjections and 

vocables (see 5.5), she warns against the use of syntactic inversion when it is ―apparent 

why the sentence has been shifted about—so that the poet could employ the only rhyme 

he could think of‖ (Oliver 1994: 88).126 

In this chapter in the HW corpus non-canonical word order is shown to occur in 

the form of complement preposing, subject-auxiliary inversion, predicate inversion, verb 

raising and adjective-noun inversion. Although it is shown to occur more frequently in 

Williams‘ lyrics than the lyrics of of contemporary country music artists, it is relatively 

infrequent, with only 41 out of 3,000 lines hosting it.  Non-canonical word order in the 

SD corpus occurs even less frequently, in only 6 out of over 4,000 lines, and is restricted 

to complement preposing and one example of verb raising. Besides exhibiting more types 

                                                           
126 Interestingly, Oliver‘s sentiments are very similar to those expressed by the 16

th
-century English poet 

George Gascoigne, as cited in Youmans and Li (2002: 161): ―You shall do very well to use your verse after 

the English phrase, and not after the manner of other languages…if we should say in English a woman fair, 

a house high, etc. it would have but small grace: for we say a good man, and not a man good, etc…. 

Therefore even as I have advised you to place all words in their natural or most common and usual 

pronunciation, so would I wish you to frame all sentences in their mother phrase and proper Idióma, and 

yet sometimes the contrary may be borne, but that is rather where rhyme enforceth, or per licientiam 

Poeticam, than it is otherwise lawful or commendable‖ (Gascoigne 1868: 37; in Youmans and Li (2002: 

161). 
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of non-canonical word order, the literature studied by Youmans (1983, 1989, 1996), 

Youmans and Li (2002), Li (2004) and Fitzgerald (2007) exhibits non-canonical word 

order at a much higher rate, representing its higher frequency in earlier stages of English. 

For example, four of the first five lines of Chaucer‘s The portrait of the Merchant from 

the General Prologue exhibit complement preposing. Following Fitzgerald (2007), this 

chapter will analyze non-canonical word order as being dominated by poetic constraints. 

Unlike previous studies of non-canonical word order in English, rhyme patterning, not 

metrical constraints are shown to govern the distribution of non-canonical forms in these 

data.  

7.1.1 Complement Preposing  

 

The most common non-canonical word order in both corpora is complement preposing. 

In complement preposing, a complement of a verb surfaces before the subject. Two major 

discourse functions of complement preposing in English are Topicalization and Focus-

marking (Smith 2003: 224). 

 When the preposed phrase is ―topicalized,‖ it must be strongly linked to the 

context (Smith 2003). For example, in the sentence Tripe it was in the fourth line of the 

excerpt in (365), preposed tripe is the topic, as it is mentioned in the previous sentence, 

It’s tripe: 
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(365) 'Why, what am I a-thinking of!' said Toby, suddenly recovering a 

position as near the perpendicular as it was possible for him to 

assume. 'I shall forget my own name next. It's tripe!' 

→ Tripe it was; and Meg, in high joy, protested he should say, in 

half a minute more, it was the best tripe ever stewed.  

(Charles Dickens, ―The Chimes‖ Chapter 1 in Smith 2003: 225) 

 

In Focus Preposing, a preposed complement receives the sentence accent and is 

the focus phrase of the sentence, and the preposed phrase presents new rather than 

familiar information (Smith 2003: 225). For example, the preposed noun phrase A 

handsome, well-made, powerful youngster in the fourth and fifth line of the excerpt 

below provides new, highlighted information: 

 

(366) It was the voice of this same Richard, who had come upon them 

unobserved, and stood before the father and daughter; looking down 

upon them with a face as glowing as the iron on which his stout 

→  sledge-hammer daily rung. A handsome, well-made, powerful 

youngster he was; with eyes that sparkled like the red-hot 

droppings from a furnace fire. 

 (Charles Dickens, ―The Chimes‖ Chapter 1 in Smith 2003: 225) 

 

7.1.1.1 Complement Preposing in the Hank Williams Corpus 

 

Table 56 lists the 28 lines with complement preposing out of approximately 3,000 lines in 

the HW corpus. Both object noun phrases and locative phrases are commonly preposed. 

Preposed complements in Table 56 are italicized:  
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1. Worries and fears I claimed for my own (L2, V3; 1:10) 

2. With new love it‘s useless to compete Ø (L2, V3; 1:11) 

3. For ever wrong some day you'll pay   Ø (L2, V4; 2:7) 

4. The right to his love, I've been denied Ø (L4, V1; 2:13) 

5. On the past let‘s close the door Ø (L2, V4; 2:23) 

6. Why do you run and hide from life, to try it just ain‘t smart (L3, V3; 3:10) 

7. I rode my horse to town today and a gas pump we did pass (L1, V4; 3:15) 
8. This world with me might sympathize  (L1, V3; 4:1) 

9. Deep within my heart there lies a melody,  

 

10. Where in dreams I live with the one I love (L1 and L3, V1; 5:3) 

11. But from you I will go For it‘s all over so (L3, V4; 5:4) 

12. And there on the tomb these words I read (L3, V1; 5:10) 

13. To your earthly wealth:: you must say goodbye: Ø (L2, V2; 1:3; 5:16) 

14. I patted his shoulder, my feelings to hide Ø (L1, V5; 6:7) 

15. These words he said with tears in his eyes Ø (L4, V1; 6:12) 

16. No one was there his body to claim (L1, V4; 6:12) 

17. There was no one his pain to ease Ø (L2, V2; 8:4) 

18. Though life to him Ø had been unkind Ø (L6, V2; 8:7) 

19. The tears and sorrow I have caused her Ø 

How I wish I could repay Ø (L1-2, V2; 8:10) 

20. A young man on his death bed lay Ø (L2, V1; 8:10) 

21. On his head the thorns did lay. Ø (L2, V2; 5:12; 8:19) 

22. Please heed His call and in sin don‘t fall (L3, V1; 5:12; 8:19) 

23. Into these last nine beers  

24. I have shed a million tears (L4-5, V1; 9:1) 

25. And when our work here is over heaven with him we‘ll share (L2, V4; 9:7) 

26. In this world of sorrow, I‘ve seen trouble and woe (L1, V1; 9:9) 

27. For a life of sin: I have paid the cost. Ø (L2, V1; 2:6; 9:15) 

28. There with mother we went and our Sundays we spent (L3, V1; 10:18) 

Table 56: Complement Preposing in the HW Corpus 

 

Some of the preposed complements in Table 56 are clearly topicalized or receive 

focus. In (367), for example, the preposed complement there refers to the old country 

church, which is old information that is linked to the noun phrase that ends the previous 

line, With my friends at the old country church: 

 
(367) There‘s a place dear to me where I‘m longing to be  

With my friends at the old country church  

→ There with mother we went and our Sundays we spent  

With our friends at the old country church (V1; 10:18) 
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 In (368), by contrast, the preposed argument worries and fears is not linked to the 

context and can be seen as being the focus of the sentence: 

 

(368) Just like a blind man I wandered along  

Worries and fears I claimed for my own (L1-2, V3; 1:10) 

 
 

While discourse meaning may help to explain some of the data in Table 56, the 

distribution of preposed complements in Williams‘ lyrics also reflects poetic patterning 

as in the verse of Chaucer and Shakespeare (Youmans 1983, 1989, 1996, Youmans and 

Li 2002, and Li 2004). The majority of the examples of complement preposing in Table 

56, when rewritten in unmarked order, violate rhyme-patterning constraints. Twenty-

three, if rewritten, break with the rhyme pattern. Five of these additionally result in 

deviation from metrical mapping and grouping constraints. Only five instances result in 

no violations of poetic constraints.  

For example, the preposing of the object heaven with him in the second line in 

(369) allows for line-final couplet rhyme between care and share: 

 

(369) What a happy feelin to know he‘ll always care  

And when our work is over heaven with him we‘ll share (L2, V4; 9:7) 

 

In the canonical word order, couplet rhyme is lost since share does not occur line-finally: 

  

(370)  What a happy feelin to know he‘ll always care  

*And when our work is over we‘ll share heaven with him 
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In Optimality-Theoretic terms, the 23 syntactically inverted lines satisfy the 

constraints requiring rhyme in the song in which they occur, usually COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT (Rhyme), see 3.5.3.3, but violate an ordinary language syntactic constraint that 

requires heads to precede their complements, HDLFT: 

 

(371) HDLFT-a head is leftmost in its projection (Grimshaw 1997). A star is 

assessed for each head that succeeds any part of its projection.  

 

Tableau 47 illustrates the constraint ranking for (370). The unmarked orders in the second 

and third candidates, We’ll share heaven with him when our work is over and And when 

our work is over we’ll share heaven with him, violate the rhyme patterning constraint 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) since the lines do not rhyme line-finally, but satisfy the 

linguistic constraint HDLFT since the head share precedes its object heaven. The head is 

indicated with double underlining. 

 
 COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

HDLFT 

 What a happy feelin to know he‘ll always care  

And when our work is over heaven with him we‘ll share 

(L2, V4; 9:7) 

 * 

What a happy feelin to know he‘ll always care  

We‘ll share heaven with him when our work is over 

*!  

What a happy feelin to know he‘ll always care  

And when our work is over we‘ll share heaven with him  

*!  

 

Tableau 47: COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) >> HDLFT 

 

 

For five of the examples of complement inversion that affect rhyme, both a 

metrical mapping or grouping constraint and a rhyme patterning constraint are violated. 

Alternate scansions of the couplet in Tableau 48 below, for example, in addition to 
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violating COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) either violate a grouping constraint which 

requires cadences to be consistent, PARALLELISM, (see 3.5.2.1.1), or the constraint 

requiring prosodic prominence to match metrical prominence, MATCH STRESS (see 

3.5.1.3). The scansion in the second row violates MATCH STRESS because the unstressed 

syllable -ings of feelings occurs in a prominent metrical position. The scansion in the 

third row satisfies MATCHSTRESS, but violates PARALLELISM since the first line does not 

end in a downbeat-stressed syllable as other lines in the song do. HDLFT is violated by the 

first candidate because the head hide does not precede its object my feelings: 

 

 PARALLELISM MATCH 

STRESS 

HDLFT 

 I patted his shoulder my feelings to hide 

He couldn't kno-ow I was crying inside  

(L1, V5; 6:7) 

  * 

I patted his shoulder to hide my feelings  

He couldn't kno-ow I was crying inside 

 *! 

 

 

I patted his shoulder to hide my feelings  

He couldn't kno-ow I was crying inside 

*!   

 

Tableau 48: PARALLELISM, MATCH STRESS >> HDLFT 

 

As with a-prefixing in the HW corpus and marked allomorphy in the SD corpus, 

complement preposing is more likely to occur in songs that have inversions and other 

archaic, left-branching syntactic forms, e.g. three songs in Table 56 have two examples of 

verb-complement inversion, while most the majority of songs in the corpus have none. 
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7.1.1.2 Complement Preposing in the Snoop Dogg Corpus 

Non-canonical word order is much less common in SD‘s lyrics, where there are only four 

examples of verb-complement inversion out of over 4,000 lines. In Table 57, fronted 

phrases and objects are italicized:  

  
1. Papers I stack daily, and Death Row is still the label that pays me  

(L7, V2; 1:12) 

2. My sister‘s cute but she‘s got no gear  

I got three pair of pants and with my brother I share127 (L18-19, V1; 3:19) 

3. I pick up the remote control and just turn 

Cause with this bullshit I‘m not concerned (L13-14, V2; 3:19) 

4. We'll head to the hills, your dreams I'll fulfill (L1, V3; 7:8) 

5. To the hood now we was fin to128   

Find somethin else to get into (L17-18, V2; 3:14) 

Table 57: Complement Preposing in the SD Corpus 

 

 

Four of the five lines with complement preposing when rewritten in canonical 

word order negatively affect rhyme patterning by removing a rhyming constituent from a 

rhythmically prominent position. For example, the non-canonical word order of the 

second line of the couplet in (372) allows for line-final rhyme between turn and -cerned: 

 

(372) I pick up the remote control and just turn 

Cause with this bullshit I‘m not concerned (L13-14, V2; 3:19)  

 

But when the second line is written in canonical word order, it does not end in a rhyme 

fellow, and violates both LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) and COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme): 

                                                           
127 This can alternatively be seen as object-drop. 
128 This excerpt is from SD‘s remake of NWA‘s ―Gangsta Gangsta.‖ 
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(373)    I pick up the remote control and just turn 

*Cause I‘m not concerned with this bullshit 

 

The inversions in lines that would violate LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) and 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) when rewritten in canonical word order, reflect the 

domination of these constraints over the linguistic constraint HDLFT. The optimal 

candidate in Tableau 49 violates HDLFT in the second line since the complement with this 

bullshit precedes the head concerned but satisfies LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) and 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme):  

 
 LINES ARE 

SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

HDLFT 

 I pick up the remote control and just turn 

Cause with this bullshit I‘m not concerned  

(L13-14, V2; 3:19) 

  * 

I pick up the remote control and just turn 

Cause I‘m not concerned with this bullshit  

*! *!  

  

Tableau 49: LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme), COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) >> HDLFT 

 

 

7.1.2 Subject-Auxiliary Inversion in the Hank Williams Corpus 

 

Another type of syntactic inversion that occurs in the HW corpus is subject-auxiliary 

inversion. Subject-auxiliary inversion occurs when an auxiliary verb surfaces before the 

subject in indicative sentences (Smith 2003). In (374), for example, only after 1992 

immediately precedes the auxiliary did, and the subject it follows: 
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(374) It is true that the filibuster has a long and disreputable Senate history, and 

that…it 

→ has been used more by Democrats than by Republicans. But only after 

1992 did it become the centerpiece of opposition conduct toward an 

elected President.  

(Smith 2003: 223) 

 

 

Unlike other types of predicate inversion, subject-auxiliary inversion does not topicalize 

the inverted phrase, but serves to place focus on it (Smith 2003).  

There are five examples of subject-auxiliary inversion in the HW corpus, four 

with will and one with do. In each of these, the inverted phrase is negative and precedes 

the verb so that there is a double inversion. In Table 58, the inverted auxiliary is in italics: 

 
1. Never again will I knock on your door Ø:  (R; 1:2) 

2. No more will I in this sinful world roam (L2, C; 5:13) 

3. Cause ne'er again will I ask you to stay Ø (L4, V1; 6:9) 

4. How sad and how drear:, no voice did I hear Ø (R; 7:13) 

5. And never no more will I roam Ø (L4, V4; 10:23) 

 

Table 58: Subject-Auxiliary Inversion in the HW Corpus 

 

 

Four of the five lines with subject-auxiliary inversions when rewritten in canonical word 

order disrupt the rhyme pattern of the song in which they occur. For example, with 

inversion, line-four-final roam rhymes with line-two-final own, forming the external 

couplet-marking pattern, abcb: 

 

(375) From out of the sky, He's coming to meet me  

To wash all my sins and call me His own  

His servants will bring, a ring for my finger  

And never no more will I roam. Ø (L4, V4; 10:23) 
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When line four is written in canonical word order, however, the couplet-marking pattern 

is disrupted since roam does not occur line-finally: 

 

(376)   From out of the sky, He's coming to meet me  

  To wash all my sins and call me His own  

  His servants will bring, a ring for my finger  

*And I will never roam no more. Ø 

 

Subject-auxiliary inversion violates the ordinary language constraint that requires 

specifiers, in this case the subject, to occur to the left of their projection, SPECLFT: 

 

(377) SPECLFT: a specifier is leftmost in the projection that immediately 

dominates it (Grimshaw 2001). A star is assessed for each specifier that 

does not occur to the left of its projection. 

 

 

In Tableau 50, COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) dominates SPECLFT to allow for 

rhyme between own and roam. In the first candidate SPECLFT is violated because the 

specifier I (indicated with double underlining) precedes its projection will never more 

roam. 

 
 COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

SPECLFT 

 To wash all my sins and call me His own … 

And never no more will I roam. Ø (L2 and 4, V4; 10:23) 

 * 

To wash all my sins and call me His own … 

And I will never roam no more. Ø 

*!  

 

Tableau 50: COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) >> SPECLFT129 

 

                                                           
129 As with complement preposing, subject-auxiliary inversion can be seen as being motivated by a 

discourse faithfulness constraint.  
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The non-canonical word order in the final two examples of subject-auxiliary inversion 

differs in that in each there are two grammatical subject referents for the auxiliary had, so 

that the second subject, every one, does occur in canonical position: 

 

(378) And all of my friends: had every one gone … 

And all of my play:mates had every one gone  

(L2, V1 and L2, V2; 7:13)   

 

 

7.1.3 Other Non-Canonical Word Order 

 

There are three other types of non-canonical word order that occur with less frequency in 

the corpora: predicate inversion, verb raising, and adjective-noun inversion. This section 

considers the poetic motivation behind these in turn. 

 

7.1.3.1 Predicate Inversion in the Hank Williams Corpus 

There are four examples of predicate inversion in the Williams corpus. Predicate 

inversion occurs when a predicate surfaces in canonical subject position. Unlike subject-

auxiliary inversion, the fronted predicate is usually familiar to the reader or listener 

(Birner and Ward 1998). 

  In the first example of predicate inversion in (379), the fronting of the locative 

phrase on this road of sin allows for line-final rhyme between round and bound. The 

canonical word order is listed below the excerpt and indicated with a C: 

 

(379) Now boys don‘t start to ramblin round 

On this road of sin: are you sorrow bound Ø (L1-2, V4; 2:6) 

 

                    C: You are sorrow bound: on this road of sin. Ø  
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The second two examples of predicate inversion do not alter the rhyme scheme when 

rewritten in canonical word order: 

 

(380) Now here am I alone and blue Ø  

All because I loved no one but you Ø (L3-4, V2; 2:7)  

 

                    C: Now here I am alone and blue Ø 

 

 

(381) Out on the corner standin so bold  

Stood a little paper boy so hungry and cold Ø (L1-2, V1; 6:12) 

 

                   C: A little paper boy stood, so hungry and cold Ø  

 

 

 There is also one example of quotation inversion in the corpus, where the inverted 

verb is say. Quotation inversion is less marked than other types of inversion and occurs 

with relative frequency in written English (Green 1980). In (382), a non-inverted line 

does not result in a violation of the poetic grammar: 

 

(382) Please buy a paper from me  

  So I can get me somethin to eat  

My clothes are ragged, no shoes on my feet. 
Said the little paper boy, there on the street Ø. (C; 6:12) 

 
    C: The little paper boy said, there on the street Ø 

 

7.1.3.2 Other Non-Canonical Word Order in the Hank Williams Corpus 

There are also two instances in the corpus of lexical verbs raising to precede negator not. 

In (383) and (384), raised verbs are in italics: 

 

(383) And it matters not what we go through Ø (L3, V3; 4:18) 
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(384) I knew not where Ø / the road would end Ø (L2, V1; 8:7) 

 

Alternative scansions of (383) and (384) are unmetrical according to metrical 

mapping and grouping constraints of the songs in which they occur. As illustrated in 

Figure 84, all lines in the song from which the first excerpt comes end in three non-

downbeat stressed syllables followed by a downbeat-stressed syllable and an empty 

downbeat (-3SB), and all half-lines until the refrain end in a non-downbeat-stressed 

syllable followed by a downbeat-stressed syllable (-1S). The alternative scansion of the 

third line disrupts this patterning, leaving one of the non-downbeat-stressed positions 

empty line-finally and filling a second non-downbeat-stressed position before the half-

line-final downbeat-stressed syllable with -ter. The absence of the syllable before the 

final cadence and the presence of -ter before the first each violate PARALLELISM (see 

3.5.2.1) since they disrupt the cadential patterns of the song: 

 
4       x        x        x        x   

3   x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x   

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x   

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
L1   All  the  hap-    pi-    ness  I‘ve  e-  ver  known        Ø   

L2   Came  the  day    you    said  you‘d  be  my  own        Ø   

L3   And  it  mat-     ters    not  what  we  go  through        Ø   

*   And  it  don‘t    mat-  ter  what  Ø   we  go  through        Ø   

L4   Dar-  ling  I  could  ne-  ver  be  a-  shamed  of  you        Ø   

 

Figure 84: Metrical Mapping of V3; 4:18, with an Alternative Scansion of L3 

 

The second example of a lexical verb raising is also metrically motivated. When 

rewritten in canonical order, the line in (384) disrupts a half-line-final cadential pattern in 

a song in which all half-lines end in the first downbeat-stressed position. As shown in 
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Figure 85, the additional syllable in I didn’t know where either (a) violates PARALLELISM 

since the final syllable of the half-line, where, does not occur in a downbeat-stressed 

position, and the half-line-final cadence becomes -S1B, instead of -SB or (b) violates 

*FILL 1 with the presence of -n’t in a one-x grid position: 

 
4        x        x        x        x   

3    x    x    x    x    x    x    x    x   

2  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x   

1  x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
  I  knew  not  where    Ø    Ø  the  road  would  end    Ø    Ø   

a * I  did-  n‘t  know    where    Ø  the  road  would  end    Ø    Ø   

b * I  did- n’t know  where    Ø    Ø  the  road  would  end    Ø    Ø   

 

Figure 85: Alternative Scansion of L2, V1; 8:7 

 

In modern English, lexical verbs like matters and knew are prevented from raising 

to specifier position by the constraint STAY: 

 

(385) STAY-penalize any movement (Grimshaw 1997). 

 

The lines represented in Figures 84 and 85 reflect the domination of a poetic 

constraint over STAY. In the line in Figure 84, for example, the poetic grouping constraint 

PARALLELISM dominates the linguistic constraint STAY. The first candidate violates STAY 

because the lexical verb knew raises but satisfies PARALLELISM because half-lines end in 

the same cadence, -SB. The second candidate violates PARALLELISM because the half-line 

ends in -S1B, but satisfies STAY since know does not raise: 
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/… [Neg] knew … /  PARALLELISM STAY 

 I knew not where Ø / the road would end Ø 

(L2, V1; 8:7) 

 * 

I didn‘t know where Ø / the road would end Ø  *!  

 

Tableau 51: PARALLELISM >> STAY 

 

There are also two examples in the HW corpus of adjectives succeeding the noun 

they modify. In each, the constituent-final adjectives participate in the song‘s systematic 

rhyme pattern. In the first example, internal rhyme marks the third line of the verses as 

distinctive from 1, 2 and 4 satisfying LONG LAST (Rhyme), see 3.5.3.4: 

  

(386) When God dips his pen of love in my heart   a   

And writes my soul the message He wants me to know   b 

 His spirit all divine fills this sinful soul of mine.  cc 

 When God dips his love in my heart.     d 

(V1; 9:19) 

 

 

In the second example, the occurrence of adjective deep line-finally allows for an abcb 

rhyme pattern that satisfies COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme): 

 

(387) I stand on the banks of the river Ø a   

And I stare at the water so deep Ø b 

And think of my darlin Ø  c 

Then I bow my head and weep Ø  b 

(V3; 7:15) 

 

 

Different permutations of (386) and (397) violate rhyme-patterning constraints. Without 

inversion, the first example violates LONG LAST (Rhyme), since the third line is not 

distinguished from lines 1, 2 and 4 in the rhyme scheme abca: 
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(388) *When God dips his pen of love in my heart   a  

And writes my soul the message He wants me to know   b 

 His divine spirit fills this sinful soul of mine.   c 

When God dips his love in my heart.     a 

 

 

The second example when rewritten without inversion violates COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT (Rhyme) since the second and fourth lines do not rhyme: 

 

(389) *I stand on the banks of the river Ø  a 

And I stare at the deep water Ø  b 

And think of my darlin Ø   c 

Then I bow my head and weep Ø   d 

 

 

In the linguistic grammar his spirit all divine and water so deep violate ADJ-N, which 

requires adjectives to precede nouns in English: 

 

(390) ADJ-N-adjectives precede the noun they modify (Fitzgerald 2007). 

 

 

7.1.3.3 Other Non-Canonical Word Order in the Snoop Dogg Corpus 

There is also one example in the SD corpus of a raised lexical verb. In (391), know 

surfaces before not: 

 

(391) It's structures to this game, it's instinct mixed with knowledge 

I‘m a playa in this game, and I know not from college (L1-2, V1; 2:13) 

 

Raising not allows for alliteration with know and knowledge in the previous line, whereas 

the syntactically unmarked permutation with don’t does not: 

 

(392) It's structures to this game, it's instinct mixed with knowledge 

I‘m a playa in this game, and I don’t know from college  
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7.1.4 Decline in Usage 

While non-canonical word order does serve discourse functions, such as marking topic 

and focus, e.g. Smith (2003), its frequency as well as its distribution reflects the poetic 

style of each author and the period during which they were writing. Williams was heavily 

influenced by popular religious hymns of his time (Escott 1994), and would have been 

familiar with the King James version of the Bible (originally written in the seventeenth 

century) as would have been many of his contemporaries. The lyrics that he and his 

contemporaries wrote reflect this familiarity not only in terms of non-canonical word 

order, but also in their use of the archaic contractions, e’er, n’er and o’er, and other terms 

(see 3.4). As with a-prefixing, there has been a marked decline in the past half-century in 

the use of non-canonical word order in country music lyrics. To illustrate this, I looked 

for examples of complement preposing and other non-canonical word order in songs 

recorded by the top female and male recording artists between 1999 and 2005 as awarded 

by the Country Music Association: Faith Hill, Gretchen Wilson, Lee Ann Womack, 

Martina McBride, Toby Keith, Tim McGraw, Alan Jackson and Keith Urban. Although 

these artists differ in style, and have recorded between them over 700 songs, there are 

less than a handful of examples of non-canonical word order in their lyrics. Of these, four 

of McBride‘s examples of subject-auxiliary inversion are from traditional Christmas 

songs, and one of her examples of complement preposing is also from a traditional hymn. 
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Singer # of Songs Surveyed Complement 

Preposing 

S-V Inversion 

Faith Hill 92 0 0 

Gretchen Wilson 21 1 0 

Lee Ann Womack 77 1 0 

Martina McBride 117 3 6 

Toby Keith130 139 1 0 

Tim McGraw 117 1 0 

Alan Jackson 78 0 0 

Keith Urban 69 1 0 

 

Table 59: Non-canonical Word Order in Contemporary Country Music Lyrics            

 

There is, then, a stark contrast in the use of non-canonical word order between 

Williams‘ lyrics and contemporary country music lyrics, which were for the most part 

written forty years or more later. While scholars have studied the change in word order in 

earlier stages of English, e.g. Pintzuk and Taylor (2009), this more recent change within 

country music may also reflect larger trends in English usage.131 

 

7.1.5 Discussion 

In Youmans (1983, 1989, 1996) and Youmans and Li (2002), and Li (2004), examples of 

non-canonical word order that do not affect rhyme were shown to have positive metrical 

effects in the verse of Chaucer and Shakespeare. For example, we saw in chapter 2 that 

the adjective-verb inversion blunter be allows prosodically strong blun- to occur in a 

metrically strong position (Youmans 1983: 67):  

                                                           
130 There is also an example of an adjective-noun inversion in Toby Keith‘s ―Dream Walkin‘,‖ where the 

inversion allows for external couplet-marking rhyme:  

She left a yellow rose and a long neck bottle / On a table beside my bed 

With a short little note that said I had a good time / It was written in lipstick red. 
131 It should be noted that although I did not survey the songs of Williams‘ contemporaries, the Williams 

corpus itself includes over 66 songs written by other authors, and the inversions addressed in this section 

are not limited to songs Williams wrote.  
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(393) a. Thy edge should blunter be than appetite. (―Sonnet LV‖) 

b. *Thy edge should be blunter than appetite. 

 

 

In the corpora addressed in this dissertation, however, metrical constraints were 

not shown to play a significant role in the distribution of lines with non-canonical word 

order, and instead, rhyme patterning was the dominant factor. This discrepancy can be 

accounted for by the fact that in the iambic metrical verse of Chaucer and Shakespeare, 

the text itself determines the metrical pattern, and syllable count is largely fixed, while in 

sung and rapped lyrics, the text corresponds to a musical metrical grid and rarely fills up 

all the available positions in the grid space. There is, therefore, more leeway to avoid 

metrical violations in sung and rapped lyrics. 

 

7.2 NULL SUBJECTS 

Although usually subjects are required to surface in English, and English is not thought 

of as a ―null subject‖ language, null subjects do occur in conversational speech (see Cote 

1996). For example, (394) is an acceptable utterance for a speaker of English, even 

though the subject it is only implied: 

(394) Works every time. (Cote 1996: 6) 

In poetic language, the variable presence of subjects can reflect poetic organization. 

Reindl and Franks (2001: 335), for example, note that subject pronouns in Serbian, which 

are only employed in ordinary language to express emphasis, surface in folk hymns when 
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the meter requires an additional syllable. In (395) the subject pronoun ti surfaces in the 

second line to ensure that the line meets the eight-syllable requirement: 

 

 

(395) O zelena zeleniko 

‗oh green holly‘  

Rano ti si procavćela 

‗early you have aux bloomed‘ 

(Reindl and Franks 2001:335: Karadzic 1841/1964: 83) 

 

The weak inflectional system of English makes it difficult to determine subject 

antecedents given verbs alone, but a number of grammatical and discourse cues can 

contribute to the ―interpretability‖ of a null subject (Cote 1996).132  

 

7.2.1 Null Subjects in the Hank Williams Corpus 

In the HW corpus, there are sixteen null subjects in ten different songs that occur at the 

left edge of lines or half-lines. Null subjects are defined here as pronouns and 

pronoun+auxiliary contractions that fail to surface and lack a grammatical subject 

antecedent within the verse in which they occur. Table 60 indicates the presence of null 

subjects with the italicized naught sign. 

  

  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
132 Some cues that indicate subjecthood are: grammatical features, the discourse/situational context, limited 

feature variation in null pronouns, an arbitrary reference, expletives, when the identification of an exact 

referent of subject is unnecessary, and when it is recoverable from lexical constraints‖ (Cote 1996: 237). 
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1. Ø Came in last night at half past ten (L1, V1; 1:9)  

2. Ø Gonna make that lady mine (L1, V6; 1:16) 

3. Ø Met my future wife today (L1, V1; 1:16) 

4. Ø Feelin dandy, Ø doin swell (L1, V2; 1:16) 

5. Ø Didn‘t think you would leave me behind (L1, V1; 1:17) 

6. And here it is Tuesday, Ø ain‘t had no news. (L3, V2; 2:21)   

7. Ø Ain‘t had no lovin like a huggin and a kissin (L1, C; 2:22)  

8. Ø Said don‘t make me no coffee babe (L3, V1; 3:11)  

9. Ø Makes no difference what you used to do  Ø (L3, V1; 4:18)  

10. Ø Took my gal to the picture show (L1, V1; 7:22)  

11. Ø Walked my gal home to the door (L1, V2; 7:22)  

12. Do you want to marry, Ø got no time to tarry. (L3, V1; 7:24)  

13. Ø Met a lad while on my travels (L1, V2; 8:7)      

14. Ø Tryin hard to play the game (L2, V2; 8:7)  

Table 60: Null Subjects in the HW Corpus 

As in Cote‘s study of null subjects in English conversation, most null subjects in 

the HW corpus occur at discourse boundaries. Eleven of the sixteen instances either 

initiate the verse, or follow a line that also has a null subject, thus exhibiting persistence 

effects.  

Lines 6 and 7 begin with ain’t, which may be more likely to surface with null 

subjects since negative existential verbs behave differently than positive ones (Williams 

2000). For example, (396) is an acceptable utterance in some varieties of English, but the 

positive equivalent in (397) is not: 

 
(396) Ø Ain‘t no room in the car 

 

 

(397) * Ø Is still room in the car (Williams 2000: 174) 

 

Twelve of the null subjects in Table 60 are first-person singular, two are dummy 

subject it, one is third-person singular masculine, and one is first-person plural. This 
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subject breakdown largely reflects the distribution of pronouns in Williams‘ songs,133 but 

also reflects constraints on null subjects in English, as Cote (1996) shows animate null 

third-person subjects to also be rare in her data. As with other data sets in this 

dissertation, persistence effects are evidenced by the clustering of null subjects, i.e. three 

examples are in 1:16, two are in 7:22 and two are in 8:7. 

The presence of eight of the sixteen null subjects satisfies metrical mapping 

constraints SYLL~GRID (see 3.5.1.3) and *FILL 1 (see 3.5.1.4). For example, in the first 

starred permutation of line 9 from Table 60, represented in Figure 86 below, it and makes 

correspond to the same grid position, violating SYLL~GRID. In the second starred 

permutation, the presence of makes in a one-x grid position violates *FILL 1:  

 

 
4     x        x        x        x    

3 x    x    x    x    x    x     x    x    

2 x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 

 Makes  no  dif-    ference    what  you  used  to  do        Ø    

* It makes  no  dif-    ference    what  you  used  to  do        Ø    

* It makes no  dif-    ference    what  you  used  to  do        Ø    

Figure 86: Alternative Scansions of a Line with a Null Subject (L3, V1; 4:18) 

 

Such lines indicate a ranking of SYLL~GRID and *FILL 1 above the linguistic constraint 

requiring subjects, SUBJ: 

 

(398) SUBJ-clauses have subjects (Grimshaw 1997). 

 

For the example in Figure 86, illustrated below in Tableau 52, the second and third 

candidates violate the metricality constraints SYLL~GRID and *FILL 1, respectively: 

                                                           
133 Most of Williams‘ songs (137/165) are written in the first-person, and the most frequent subjects in the 

corpus are I and you. 
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 SYLL~ 

GRID  

*FILL 1 SUBJ 

 Ø Makes no difference what you used to do. Ø 

(L3, V1; 4:18) 

  * 

It makes no difference what you used to do. Ø *!   

It makes no difference what you used to do. Ø  *!  

Tableau 52: SYLL~GRID, *FILL 1 >> SUBJ 

 

7.2.2 Null Subjects in the Snoop Dogg Corpus 

Null subjects also occur in the SD corpus, and their presence is also sometimes required 

by metrical mapping constraints.134 For example, the starred alternation in Figure 87 

illustrates how the presence of subject there violates SYLL~GRID as there are only three 

grid positions between beat-stressed dan- and war-:  

 
3    x     x    x    x  

2 x   x   x  x  x  x  x  x  

1 x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x x 
 No   stran-   ga to dan- ga ain‘t no war-  nin   shots  

* 
No   stran-   ga to dan- ga 

there ain‘t 

no 

war-  nin   shots  

Figure 87: Alternative Scansion of L9, V1; 4:8 

 

The distribution of null subjects cannot be fully generalized in terms of meter in 

the SD corpus, however, since the presence or absence of a syllable often does not affect 

the metricality of a line (see 4.6.1), and null subject variation does not typically interact 

with rhyme patterning since rhyme fellows occur at the right edge of constituents. 

 

                                                           
134 Cote (1996: 195) suggests potential differences between null subjects in AAE and the GAE data she 

studied in the occurrence of null subjects with animate third-person referents and the occurrence of null 

subjects that are not at boundaries. There are examples of both in the SD corpus, and this might prove an 

interesting area for further study. In the following quote, for example, the null subject of told is momma, 

and does not occur at a discourse boundary: And I remember what my momma showed me / Ø Told me 

game recognize game. 

 



345 

7.3 CONSTRAINT SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION 

This chapter has looked at how ordinary language syntactic variation is governed by 

poetic constraints in the corpora. Non-canonical word order, in particular, complement 

preposing, was shown to be governed by rhyme patterning constraints in both corpora. 

Metrical mapping constraints were not associated with marked orders as in the iambic 

verse of Chaucer and Shakespeare studied in Youmans (1983, 1989, 1996), Youmans and 

Li (2002), and Li (2004), which was attributed to greater leeway in the metrical grid of 

sung and rapped lyrics. The overall presence of non-canonical word order was shown to 

be more common in Williams‘ lyrics than in that of contemporary country music artists 

and SD.  

The presence of null subjects, on the other hand, although not as robust, was 

shown to allow for the satisfaction of metrical mapping constraints in the HW corpus as 

in the Serbian folk songs studied by Reindl and Franks (2001). Table 61 summarizes the 

constraint rankings which reflect these two types of syntactic deviation in the corpora: 

 

 
Phenomenon Poetic 

Constraint(s) 

Linguistic 

Constraint(s) 

Example 

Complement 

Preposing 

COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

HDLFT What a happy feelin to know he‘ll always care  

And when our work is over heaven with him we‘ll 

share (L2, V4; 9:7) 

 

I pick up the remote control and just turn 

Cause with this bullshit I‘m not concerned  

(L13-14, V2; 3:19) 

Null Subjects SYLL~GRID, 

*FILL 1  

SUBJ Ø Makes no difference what you used to do  

(L3, V1; 4:18) 

 

Table 61: Constraint Ranking Summary for Syntactic Deviation in Both Corpora  

 

 In contrast to other types of linguistic variation addressed in this dissertation, the 

high frequency of lines with non-canonical word order in the HW corpus appears to 
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derive not from variation found in Williams‘ speech, as demonstrated in the spoken 

segments of The Complete Hank Williams, but from older, and particularly religious, 

written and sung texts.  
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CHAPTER 8: THE POETIC GRAMMAR OF EACH CORPUS 

 

The preceding three chapters have detailed how the linguistic component of each artist‘s 

poetic grammar interacts with the poetic constraints of the poetic component introduced 

in chapters 3 and 4. This chapter summarizes this interaction. A major distinction is made 

between the occurrence of marked forms that derive from ordinary language and that are 

therefore motivated by linguistic constraints in some English language variety, e.g. 

cannot, and those that do not derive from ordinary language, e.g. insista. 

 

8.1 The Poetic Grammar of the Hank Williams Corpus 

Tables 62 and 63 below illustrate the poetic component of the HW corpus as it relates to 

the linguistic component. Grouping constraints dominate the metrical constraints that 

require prominent positions in the metrical grid be filled, FILL DOWNBEAT, FILL 3, FILL 2 

and NO CLASH, and grouping and metrical constraints dominate linguistic constraints. 

MATCH STRESS is a metrical mapping constraint that when violated also represents the 

violation of ordinary language lexical stress. MATCH STRESS is subject to other metrical 

and grouping constraints, but dominates other linguistic constraints: 
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Grouping Constraints Metrical Constraints Linguistic Constraints 

LINES ARE SALIENT, 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT, 

PREFER LONG LAST 

PARALLELISM, STANZA 

CORRESPONDENCE 

FILL DOWNBEAT, FILL 3, 

FILL 2, NO CLASH 

MATCH 

STRESS 

MAX-IO 

(Syll), DEP-

IO, (Syll), 

REDUCE, 

*CC, 

SPECLFT, 

STAY, SUBJ 

CONTRACT, 

HDLFT 

 *FILL 1, SYLL~GRID, 

ALIGN-L 

 

Table 62: Meter and Grouping Constraint Interaction in the Hank Williams Corpus 

 

Although just as systematic as metrical and metrical grouping constraints, rhyme 

patterning constraints were not shown to drive as much linguistic deviation in the HW 

corpus. The one pronounced relationship was the use of complement preposing when it 

allowed for end rhyme.  

 

Rhyme Patterning Constraint Linguistic Constraint 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme), LINES ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme), PREFER LONG LAST (Rhyme) 

HDLFT 

 

Table 63: Rhyme Patterning Constraint Interaction in the Hank Williams Corpus 

 

What is notable about all of the linguistic constraints that are represented in the 

far right column in Table 62 and HDLFT in Table 63 is they are only violated in the 

corpus where the violation is grammatical in some variety of English. Formally this 

means that their violation satisfies another linguistic constraint or constraint ranking. The 

deletion of syllables reflects pressure from fast speech phonology to reduce, *CC is 

satisfied by syllable insertion when it breaks up consonant clusters as in rambelin, and 

the presence of the a-prefix and of non-canonical word order satisfy faithfulness 
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constraints that require that aspectual and pragmatic meaning be conveyed in the 

output.135 Although syllable insertion and deletion that do not derive from ordinary 

language would also allow for the satisfaction of metrical constraints, and syntactic 

permutations that do not occur in ordinary language would equally allow for the 

satisfaction of end-rhyme patterns, these more marked types of deviation do not occur.  

Complement preposing formalized with the ranking of COUPLETS ARE SALIENT 

(Rhyme) over HDLFT in Table 63 differs from the variation represented with the rankings 

in Table 62 insofar as the instances of complement preposing are more clearly correlated 

with poetic constraints.  

 

8.2 The Poetic Grammar of the Snoop Dogg Corpus 

Two major constraint bodies were shown to dominate linguistic constraints in the SD 

corpus: Rhyme Patterning and Rhyme Fellow Correspondence. Unlike in the Williams 

corpus, where grouping and metrical constraints are ranked stochastically on a song-to-

song basis, all of the rhyme constraints that govern rhyme in the SD corpus apply to the 

corpus as a whole, and individual songs and song sections do not differ in their ranking.  

Rhyme Patterning constraints require that lines end in a rhyme fellow (LINES ARE 

SALIENT), that lines are linked with phonological similarity to reflect the couplet level in 

the in the instrumental background (COUPLETS ARE SALIENT), and that rhyme fellows be 

aligned with the right edge of the constituent they are marking (ALIGN-R). Table 64 

illustrates the linguistic constraints outranked by these constraints: 

                                                           
135 An example of a pragmatic faithfulness constraint is FAITH(Prom) (Morimoto 1999), which requires 

that prominence in the input, e.g. Topic and Focus, be represented in the output. 
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Rhyme Patterning Constraints Linguistic Constraints 

LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) 

COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) 

ALIGN-R (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge) 

MAX-BR 

ALIGN-L, DEP-IO (Syll), MAX-IO (Syll), 

AAE (Inflection), GAE (Aspectual be), 

OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms, Song) 

 

 

Table 64: Rhyme Patterning Constraint Interaction in the Snoop Dogg Corpus 

 

The second constraint body that is shown to interact with linguistic constraints in 

the SD corpus is constituted by constraints that prefer phonological and prosodic identity 

between rhyme fellows. PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels) and PROSODIC IDENTITY 

(Rhyme Fellows) are rarely violated in the corpus, but PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) 

and PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Intervocalic Consonants) are violated with relative 

frequency. These latter two constraints differ from others in the SD and HW corpora in 

that only phonological similarity (i.e. one constraint violation) is required between codas 

and intervocalic consonants by the poetic grammar, although a preference for 

phonological identity also drives the distribution of forms that are more marked 

linguistically.  

 

Rhyme Fellow Correspondence 

Constraints 

Linguistic Constraints 

PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels) DEP-IO (Syll) 

PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) AAE, DEP-IO (Seg), MAX-IO (Seg), IDENT 

(Voice) 

PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Intervocalic 

Consonants) 

MAX-IO (Seg) 

PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme Fellows) ALIGN-L, DEP-IO (Syll) 

 

Table 65: Rhyme Fellow Correspondence Constraint Interaction in the Snoop Dogg 

Corpus 
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 Unlike in the HW corpus, more marked forms in the SD corpus are not restricted 

to ordinary language variation. Of the linguistic constraints represented in Tables 64 and 

65, AAE (Inflection), GAE (Aspectual be), OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms, Song), MAX 

-IO (Seg) and IDENT (Voice) are only violated when another linguistic constraint is 

satisfied. AAE (Inflection) is violated when GAE (Inflection) is satisfied, and vice versa 

for aspectual be. OUTPUT TO OUTPUT is violated in ordinary language by extralinguistic 

factors. MAX-IO (Seg) and IDENT (Voice) are violated when they satisfy markedness 

constraints that want consont clusters to be homorganic and to differ in voicing. 

 Forms that violate the remaining linguistic constraints, ALIGN-L, DEP-IO (Syll), 

and MAX-IO (Syll), do not satisfy linguistic constraints relevant to a variety of English to 

which Snoop Dogg has access. ALIGN-L is much like MATCH STRESS in the HW corpus 

in that it reflects the violation of ordinary language prosodic structure, but is itself a 

metrical mapping constraint. Its violation, like the violation of MATCH STRESS is 

commonly found in English poetic language. The violation of MAX-IO (Syll) and DEP-IO 

(Syll) that does not derive from ordinary language, on the other hand, is not commonly 

found in English poetic language (Hayes 2009).  

 It is notable that the syllables and morphemes that violate MAX-IO (Syll) and 

DEP-IO (Syll) never create a rhyme. Instead, they allow for the satisfaction of ALIGN-R 

and PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme Fellows) by adding or taking away a syllable that does 

not bear lexical main stress.  
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8.3 Conclusion 

This section has summarized the poetic grammars of each corpus with respect to 

linguistic deviation. In the HW corpus when linguistic constraints are violated, other 

linguistic constraints are satisfied. In the SD corpus, on the other hand, MAX-IO (Syll) 

and DEP-IO (Syll) are additionally violated by forms that are not found in ordinary 

language. 
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CHAPTER 9: CONCLUSION 

 
 

In Stravinsky‘s 1942 lecture series at Harvard on the poetics of music, he speaks about 

the importance of control in music composition: 

 

The creator‘s function is to sift the elements he receives from her [imagination], 

for human activity must impose limits on itself. The more art is controlled, 

limited, worked over, the more it is free. 

… 

If everything is permissible to me, the best and the worst; if nothing offers me any 

resistance, then any effort is inconceivable, and I cannot use anything as a basis, 

and consequently every undertaking becomes futile. (Stravinsky 1942: 64) 

 

 

The goal of this dissertation was twofold: one to describe and analyze the poetic ―limits‖ 

of the work of two artists, and second to identify the extent to which the linguistic 

grammar yields to these limits. Although poetic language is often freer in many respects 

than ordinary language, deviating from linguistic norms to satisfy poetic organization, the 

poet is nevertheless also constrained by the linguistic grammar. Consequently, each 

poetic work reflects a unique balance between poetic organization and linguistic 

structure. Following Rice (1997), Golston (1998), Reindl and Franks (2001), Michael 

(2003), Fitzgerald (2003) and (2007), in this dissertation this balance was formalized in 

Optimality-Theoretic terms for the lyrics of the country music singer Hank Williams, Sr. 

and gangsta rapper Snoop Dogg.  

In Chapter 2, I argued that the poetic grammar has two components: a poetic 

component and a linguistic component. The ranking of constraints both within and 

between these two components constitutes the poetic grammar of an artist.  
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 Chapters 3 and 4 provided a detailed description of systematic poetic organization 

in the two corpora. In both, Lerdahl and Jackendoff‘s (1983) concept of musical rhythm 

was formalized with constraints that govern the manifestation of meter and grouping in 

the linguistic text, including the reflection of grouping in systematic end rhyme.  

      In the HW corpus, metrical constraints were shown to govern similar tendencies 

to those found in English folk songs and other popular song traditions in English (Halle 

1997, Hayes and MacEachern 1998, Hayes 2005). Syllables align with positions in the 

musical metrical grid (SYLL~GRID), prosodic prominence and constituency is respected 

in the mapping of the prosodic text (MATCH STRESS, ALIGN-L), stressed syllables do not 

typically occur in succession (NO CLASH), and there is pressure to keep the lowest level 

of the grid empty and more prominent positions filled (*FILL 1, FILL 2, FILL 3, FILL 

DOWNBEAT). 

 Final cadences are employed in the HW corpus much as in the English folk songs 

studied in Hayes and MacEachern (1998), but differ in that there are more types, perhaps 

a reflection of the use of instrumentation in Williams‘ music, which enables the audible 

extension of measures without voice. The numerous types of cadences allow for multiple 

constituencies to be marked with different degrees of saliency within a verse. 

Chapter 3 additionally looked at how systematic end rhyme and refrain repetition 

relate to patterns in final cadences. An interesting finding that emerged from this data 

was that certain rhyme patterns were associated with certain patterns in final cadences. 

The internal couplet-marking rhyme pattern, aabb, for example, tends to occur in verses 

in which final cadences mark the line, e.g. S-S-S-S, but not the couplet level as salient, 
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whereas abab tends to occur on verses with external couplet-marking cadential patterns, 

e.g. S-SB-S-SB. The long-last metrical pattern, which is perceived as two short lines 

followed by a third long one, e.g. SB-SB-S-SB, is reflected in rhyme patterns that 

differentiate the third line, e.g. aaba.  

The rhyme fellow correspondence relationship in the HW corpus was shown to be 

fairly restrictive in that feature rhyme between coda consonants is largely limited to 

nasals that differ in place, resembling the work of some English poets (Holtman 1996). 

 Rhythmic organization in the SD corpus differs markedly from that in the HW 

corpus in that, as Krims (2000) suggests is the case for effusive rap generally, there is not 

always a straightforward relationship at the syllable level between the lyrics and musical 

metrical grid. Although lines in the SD corpus also often end in the final beat-stressed 

position, they lack systematic patterns in final cadences such as those in the HW corpus, 

and instead, musical motives in the instrumental background play a crucial role in 

indicating metrical constituency. 

 As in the lyrics of other contemporary rap artists (Alim 2003, Katz 2008), rhyme 

in SD‘s lyrics is not restricted to line-final couplet rhyme. Unsystematic rhyme was 

captured with the musical theoretical concept of prolongation reduction, which represents 

sound patterning in the text much as melodic patterning in music, where rhyme patterns 

relate to, but are not restricted by, grouping structure (Lerdahl 2003, Katz 2008). 

 Rhyme fellows in SD‘s lyrics are less phonologically similar than those in 

Williams‘ lyrics, and consonant correspondence also differs more than in the English and 

German poetry studied by Bauschatz (2003) and Berg (1998), respectively. Rhyming 
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vowels, on the other hand, exhibit relatively little vocalic variation, which has been found 

to be more frequent in the work of some English and German poets (Holtman 1996 and 

Berg 1998). 

 Chapters 5-7 showed how the linguistic grammar of each corpus bends to the 

poetic organization described in chapters 3 and 4, and analyzed this in Optimality-

Theoretic terms. Table 62 lists the deviatory phenomena analyzed in chapters 5-7: 
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Phenomenon Poetic 

Constraint(s) 

Linguistic 

Constraint(s) 

Example 

Stress Shift 

(HW) 

FILL DB, *FILL 1 MATCH STRESS 

 
I just dropped by to tell you that I wish you happiness 

(L1, V2; 6:5) 
Enjambment 

(SD) 

PROSODIC 

IDENTITY (RFs) 

ALIGN-L (L, L, 

IP, L) 
Johnny Rockafeller went to jail [a 

Few] many times too many and became a tella (L11-

12, V1; 2:4) 
Syllabic 

Variation 

(Both) 

FILL DB, NO 

CLASH, 

PARALLELISM 

 

ALIGN-R (RF, 

Right Edge) 

MAX-IO (Syll), 

DEP-IO (Syll) 

 

 

DEP-IO (Syll),  

MAX-IO (Syll) 

Like the flo.wers in May, she withered away  

(HW L2, C; 2:15) 

 

 

Well if you insista, I guess I‘ll twista.  

(SD L1, V1; 7:4) 
A-prefixing 

(HW) 

*FILL 1, FILL 2, 

SYLL~GRID 

MAX-IO 

(Syllable) 
Are you talkin (Are you talkin) (R; 9:12) 

Contractions 

(HW) 

FILL 2, 

SYLL~GRID 

CONTRACT She is slee:pin all alo-one Ø 

(L2, V3; 7:20) 
Verbal 

Allomorphy 

(SD) 

PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY 

(Intervocalic 

Consonants) 

MAX-IO 

(Segment) 
Stand out there on that corna long enough and watch 

what happen 

Quit yappin about what you ain‘t got and get it 

crackin  (L12-14, V1; 3:6) 
Non-Verbal 

Allomorphy 

(SD) 

PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY 

(Codas) 

DEP-IO 

(Segment) 
We in charge and we'll pull your cards  

No disrespect or disregards  

(L20-21, V1; 3:20) 
-Izz- and -Izzl 

deviation (SD) 

PHONOLOGICAL 

IDENTITY 

(Vowels) 

MAX-IO 

(Segment) 
We so OG, this here gonna be 

If you with it you can have a little hit off me 

Get nasty, get freaky, get busy, oh so off the hizzy 

(L14-16, V2; 6:12) 
Morpheme 

Insertion (SD) 

ALIGN-R (RF, 

Right Edge) 

DEP-IO  

(Syllable) 
Snoop Dogg Clothin, that‘s what I‘m groomed in 

You got my pictures on the wall in your roomin  

(L15-16, V2; 6:8) 
Lexical Choice 

(Both) 

 

OUTPUT TO 

OUTPUT 

(Synonyms) 

COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

I believed the lies you told to me  

When you whispered, "Dear, I worship thee" 

(L1-2, V1; 2:7) 

 

When I caught you slippin, I‘m gon catch you then I 

peel your cap 

Snapped back, relax 

You better not be slippin with them Ds on the eighty-

three Cadillac (L28-30, V3; 1:5) 

…  

Like Shaq-Daddy, and bust on you out the new Caddy 

(L6, V1; 6:20) 
Complement 

Preposing 

(HW) 

COUPLETS ARE 

SALIENT 

(Rhyme) 

HDLFT What a happy feelin to know he‘ll always care  

And when our work is over heaven with him we‘ll 

share (L2, V4; 9:7) 
Null Subjects 

(HW) 

SYLL~GRID, 

*FILL 1  

SUBJ Ø Makes no difference what you used to do  

(L3, V1; 4:18) 

 

Table 66: Constraint Ranking Summary for Linguistic Deviation in Both Corpora  
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 The linguistic deviation that occurs in each corpus differs in three major respects: 

the type of poetic constraints that govern the deviation, the language varieties alternating 

forms derive from, and the extent to which deviation reflects ordinary language variation.  

In the HW corpus, metrical mapping and grouping constraints were most relevant, 

driving lexical stress shift as well as conditioning phonological and morphological 

alternations that differ in syllable count. In chapter 7, however, rhyme patterning was 

shown to govern complement preposing. 

 By contrast, in the SD corpus, rhyme patterning and rhyme fellow correspondence 

constraints play a more significant role, driving phonological, morphological and 

syntactic deviation. 

 The corpora also differ with respect to the types of ordinary language variation 

employed by each artist. The authors of Williams‘ songs (including Williams himself) 

made use of archaic terms like e’er, n’er, o’er, thou, and thee, non-canonical word order 

more common in earlier stages of English, and exhibit a characteristically informal tone 

in a preference for contracted forms. The use of a-prefixing reflects Williams‘ Southern 

origins as well as the period in which he was performing.  

SD‘s language, on the other hand, entails variation inherent for speakers of AAE 

such as verbal and nominal s-allomorphy. His language also entails the use of hip hop 

and gangsta slang terms, acronyms and the affixes -izz- and -izzle.   

 As illustrated in chapter 8, a third difference between the two corpora is the extent 

to which deviatory forms derive from ordinary language. Syllabic variation in both 

corpora, a-prefixing in the HW corpus, allomorphy in the SD corpus, and syntactic 
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inversion in both corpora derive from variation found in ordinary language. Syllable and 

morpheme insertion that does not derive from ordinary language, however, was shown to 

be exclusive to the SD corpus.  

Of the deviatory forms that derive from ordinary language, some are less marked 

than others. For example, uncontracted, full forms in the HW corpus occur with relative 

frequency and cannot be correlated with poetic constraints, but almost all of the instances 

of complement preposing were governed by rhyme patterning. 

Table 65 sorts the types of deviation addressed in this dissertation on a continuum 

of markedness. The most marked phenomena do not derive from ordinary language, are 

infrequent in the corpus, and can be correlated with poetic constraints. The phenomena 

listed in the middle column do derive from ordinary language but are infrequent in the 

corpus and can also be correlated with poetic constraints. The least marked forms listed 

in the far left column derive from ordinary language variation. Even the more marked 

forms for this category of deviation occur with relative frequency, and are not restricted 

to occurring when poetically motivated: 

 

Least Marked                           →                         Most Marked 

 syllabic variation 

(HW) 

 contractions (HW) 

 a-prexing (HW) 

 some allomorphy 

(SD) 

 

 some allomorphy 

(SD) 

 complement 

preposing (HW) 

 lexical inversion 

(HW) 

 enjambment (SD) 

 syllable insertion 

(SD) 

 morpheme insertion 

(SD) 

Table 67: Continuum of Markedness for Different types of Linguistic Deviation 

 



360 

In general, the use of linguistic deviation in the corpora has a positive correlation 

with poetic deviation. As Krims (2000) notes to be the case for contemporary rap 

generally, and as chapter 4 in this dissertation further illustrates, Snoop Dogg‘s lyrics 

challenge poetic norms in their phrasing and in the distribution and relationship between 

rhyme fellows, and he employs several types of deviation that do not derive from 

ordinary language variation. Williams‘ rhythmic style, by contrast, was shown to be 

predictable, as described by Middleton (1990), and the only type of deviation he employs 

that does not derive from ordinary language is stress shift, which occurs commonly in 

text set lyrics, such as those studied in Hayes and MacEachern (1998). 

Although this dissertation has shown how the language of the lyrics of two artists 

differs from ordinary language norms, it should be noted that the types of linguistic 

deviation found in each corpus are probably representative of the types of linguistic 

deviation that occur more generally in the genres within which they are composing. Non-

canonical word order and syllabic variation can be found in the hymns that strongly 

influenced Williams, and variation in the use of SAE forms can be found in the lyrics of 

other country music artists. (See, for example, a-prefixing variation in Patsy Cline‘s 

―Walkin‘ after Midnight‖ in 6.1). Similarly, Alim (2000) notes the unusual pronunciation 

of words to allow for rhyme in the lyrics of two contemporary rap artists. (See example 

4.5.1). 

An interesting finding of this dissertation is that rhyme fellows that deviate from 

linguistic norms overwhelmingly succeed the rhyme fellow with which they rhyme in the 

SD corpus, thus indicating that the first fellow establishes the pattern. This follows from 
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Holtman‘s (1996) application of Correspondence theory to the relationship between 

rhyme fellows where she treats the first rhyme fellow as the base and the second as the 

reduplicant. On a related note, deviatory rhyme fellows are more likely to have 

something added rather than taken away, e.g. disregards (sg.) is preferable to card (pl.) in 

achieving full rhyme between disregard and cards (L20-21, V1; 3:20). This directionality 

and a preference for the addition rather than the subtraction of segments to satisfy 

IDENTITY constraints lends insight to the cognitive process of rap composition, which was 

traditionally extemporaneous (Keyes 2004: 137).136  

Finally, linguistically deviatory forms in both corpora tend to cluster. In the HW 

corpus a-prefixed verb stems tend to occur with other a-prefixed stems, and songs that 

host non-canonical word order often exhibit multiple instances. In the SD corpus, syllable 

insertion that does not derive from ordinary language variation and the occurrence of 

marked allomorphs like does and do’s also surface together. 

In addition to illustrating how two corpora of poetic language can be 

characterized using a bicomponential grammar that allows for interaction between the 

poetic and linguistic components, this dissertation has also shown how variation that is 

normally attributed to social and pragmatic factors can be governed by poetic 

organization. For example, Alim (2002) shows that the use of non-standard AAE copula 

forms in interview data of rap artists is lower than in rap lyrics, where, he argues, they are 

employed for reasons of solidarity. This dissertation has shown that while an overall 

                                                           
136 The ―freestylin‖ aspect of hip hop remains relevant to many artists, and although Snoop Dogg‘s albums 

are highly produced, he does on occasion participate in rap offs, and began rapping extemporaneously 

(Snoop Dogg 1999).   
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preference of AAE in rap lyrics may be determined by extralinguistic factors, variation 

within a poetic text between AAE and GAE is also governed by poetic constraints.  

Further studies may benefit from looking at the ways in which the linguistic 

grammar of multiple languages yields to the poetic organization of the same genre. For 

example, as we saw in chapter 6, Quebecois rap artists comb the lexica of several 

languages to find words that rhyme for their lyrics, whereas American rap artists rarely 

employ foreign words. Studying linguistic deviation across different languages within a 

genre reveals the unique way in which each language is susceptible to change and may 

contribute to a better understanding of the ordinary language grammar itself. 

To a certain extent differences between across different poetic genres and 

different languages differs as these genres and languages differ in that loss of phonemic 

length and of lexical tone can only occur in languages that have these features, and vowel 

quality changes only affect rhyme not meter. On the other hand, language and poetic 

grammar is limited, so you might expect to see similar types of deviation in different 

languages and genres. One way languages would be expected to differ is in the frequency 

of certain types of deviation. For example, the use of different word order to satisfy 

poetic constraints would be expected to be more frequent than in the language of 

contemporary lyrics written in English as well as the marked use of subjects in a null 

subject language. 
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APPENDIX 

 

 

(1) ALIGN-L (Line, L, intonational/phonological phrase, L) (See 3.5.1.3) 

 

(2) SYLL~GRID (See 3.5.1.3) 

  

(3) MATCH STRESS (See 3.5.1.3) 

 

(4) FILL DOWNBEAT (See 3.5.1.4) 

 

(5) NO CLASH (See 3.5.1.4) 

 

(6) FILL 3 (See 3.5.1.4) 

(7) *FILL 1 (See 3.5.1.4) 

(8) FILL 2 (See 3.5.1.4) 

(9) STRESSED-TO-STRONG (See 3.5.1.4) 

(10) HALF-LINES ARE SALIENT (See 3.5.2.1) 

(11) LINES ARE SALIENT (See 3.5.2.1) 

(12) PARALLELISM (See 3.5.2.1) 

(13) VERSE CORRESPONDENCE (See 3.5.2.1) 

(14) COUPLETS /TRIPLETS/QUADRUPLETS/QUINTUPLETS ARE SALIENT (See 

3.5.2.1) 

(15) PREFER LONG-LAST (See 3.5.2.1) 

(16) MAX SALIENCY (See 3.5.2.1) 

(17) LINES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) (See 3.5.3.1) 

(18) COUPLETS/TRIPLETS/QUADRUPLETS/QUINTUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) 

(See 3.5.3.1) 
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(19) PREFER LONG-LAST (Rhyme) (See 3.5.3.1) 

(20) VERSES ARE SALIENT (Rhyme) (See 3.5.3.1) 

(21) COUPLETS/TRIPLETS/QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Refrain) (See 3.5.4) 

(22) VERSES ARE SALIENT (Refrain) (See 3.5.4) 

(23) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Vowels) (See 3.5.6) 

(24) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) (See 3.5.6) 

(25) FILL BEAT (See 4.6.1.4) 

(26) ALIGN (Line, Measure) (See 4.6.1.4) 

(27) LINES ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background) (See 4.6.2.2) 

(28) COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background) (See 4.6.2.2) 

(29) QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Instrumental Background) (See 4.6.2.2) 

(30) LINES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics) (See 4.6.2.3) 

(31) COUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics) (See 4.6.2.3) 

(32) QUADRUPLETS ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics) (See 4.6.2.3) 

(33) VERSES ARE SALIENT (Rapped Lyrics) (See 4.6.2.3) 

(34) COUPLETS ARE DIFFERENT (See 4.6.3.1) 

(35) ALIGN-RIGHT (Rhyme Fellow, Right Edge) (See 4.6.4.1) 

(36) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Codas) (See 4.6.4.2) 

(37) PHONOLOGICAL IDENTITY (Intervocalic Consonants) (See 4.6.4.3) 

(38) ONSETS (Different) (See 4.6.4.4) 

(39) PROSODIC IDENTITY (Rhyme Fellows) (See 4.6.4.5) 

(40) MAX-BR (Rhyme) (See 4.6.4.6) 
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(41) MAX-IO (Syllable) (See 5.3.1) 

(42) REDUCE (See 5.3.1) 

(43) DEP-IO (Syllable) (See 5.3.1) 

(44) *CC (See 5.3.1)  

(45) MAX-IO (Segment) (See 5.4.2) 

(46) CONTRACT (See 6.2.1) 

(47) AAE (See 6.3.1) 

(48) DEP-IO (Segment) (See 6.4) 

(49) IDENT (Voice) (See 6.5) 

(50) OUTPUT TO OUTPUT (Synonyms) (See 6.6) 

(51) HDLFT (See 7.1.1) 

(52) SPECLFT (See 7.1.2) 

(53) ADJ-N (See 7.1.3) 

(54) STAY (See 7.1.3) 

(55) SUBJ (See 7.2.1) 
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