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Louis Grijp (1954-2016)

• musicologist and performer
• specialised in Dutch song culture through 

the ages
• burning questions

• where are the melodies of our songs?
• how are songs (orally) transmitted?

• early adopter of computing tools
• tracing contrafacta

• great sense of publicity
• excelled at mobilising resources



Dutch Song Database

• http://www.liederenbank.nl/
• started as card file of folk songs
• historical sources added in several projects
• currently c. 175 000 items
• very rich metadata (e.g. on strophic forms)

• hosted by Meertens Institute, along with 
many other fascinating resources, see 
https://www.meertens.knaw.nl/cms/en/
collections

http://www.liederenbank.nl/
https://www.meertens.knaw.nl/cms/en/collections


Onder de Groene Linde

• field recordings of Dutch folksongs
• collected by Will Scheepers and Ate Doornbosch
• recordings dated 1950-1986
• repertoire was sung during labour in early 20th c.



Onder de Groene Linde

• now part of Dutch Song Database
• c. 7000 items, audio + manual transcriptions
• show evidence of oral transmission: songs 

appear in many variants

impression of oral transmission, by Peter van Kranenburg



Missing: melody search engine

• from a failed proposal (2000)
• aim is to find melodies for song performance
• tolerant against changes caused by oral transmission

• notion gradually refined in later proposals

manually-aligned variants of Neerlands bergjes, c. 2000
system architecture proposal (2004)
note audio-notation symmetry



Missing: melody search engine

WITCHCRAFT project (2006-2010)

…to develop a fully-functional 
content-based retrieval system for 
large amounts of folksong melodies 
stored as audio and notation…

WITCHCRAFT team in 2008. Left to right: Jörg Garbers, 
Frans Wiering, Anja Volk, Louis Grijp, Peter van 
Kranenburg. Missing: Remco Veltkamp, Martine de Bruin

NWO Project 640-003 
501



Data issues

what representation to query?
• experience so far was with incipits (RISM A/ii)

• notation-based
• Earth Mover’s Distance works well on short segments
• efficient, maximises song access

• complete melodies
• fewer items digitised
• whole melody is affected by oral transmission
• usable for other purposes
• more appealing

• we chose the latter
Øsuccessful leverage of data creation projects



Data issues

what format(s) to use?
• Lilypond subset (open format)
• convert to Humdrum, MIDI

using which tools?
• WITCHCRAFT editor
• GUI entry less successful than code entry

encodings formed the nucleus of the Meertens Tune Collections 
http://www.liederenbank.nl/mtc/
• scans, encodings, audio, ground truth, annotations, metadata 

(linked)
• 18,618 digitally encoded pieces

http://www.liederenbank.nl/mtc/


Ground truth

• melody search engine supposed to be based on tune similarity
• as a proxy tune family was used

• already annotated in the collections, by domain experts
• worked fine for measuring retrieval performance
• mainly an engineering approach

• not particularly helpful for understanding either tune family assignment or oral 
transmission

• hence, ground truth annotation experiment with domain experts
• role of melodic patterns
• Anja’s talk



Testing melody retrieval models

• Earth Movers Distance
• Inner Metric Analysis
• graphs
• others...



Sequence alignment worked best

substitution function

• exact pitch
• Inner Metric Analysis

• phrase position



• search is largely hidden
• via hyperlinks

• melody search by keyboard is supported





Did we realise our aims?

• develop a content-based retrieval 
system for a large number of folk song 
melodies stored as audio and notation

1. design similarity measures, based on 
models of music cognition and 
perception

2. create a search tool that provides 
access to the collection of Onder de 
Groene Linde for scholars and general 
public

3. support testing of hypotheses about 
oral transmission of folk songs

4. design a music information retrieval 
system suitable for other large music 
collections

• vastly underestimated audio problems 
(though we did some 
experimentation)

1. much work on similarity measures, 
with variable cognitive/perceptual 
motivation

2. total success

3. barely: lack of historical dimension in 
data, no model of musical transmission

4. not much technical uptake: RISM office 
is experimenting with alignment



https://www.projects.science.uu.nl/monochord/

https://www.projects.science.uu.nl/monochord/


Looking back

• crucial to have a strong musicological case
• made us look beyond the obvious (ground truth)
• great stimulus for large-scale data creation

• interesting relationship between tool development and computational 
music research
• many musicological questions remained unanswered

• successful continuation:
• Tunes and Tales: deeper into oral transmission
• COGITCH: catchiness, long term memorability
• MUSIVA, about which Anja is going to talk


