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This presentation is dedicated to Prof. Walter Deutsch († 13 January 2025)



Special catalog cards for folksongs 
(since the 1950ies)



Ordinal number / „Melodieziffer“

“The figuring of the melody leads to the four-
digit ordinal number for the card catalog of the 
melody register in the first place. Only 
secondarily, it can embrace the character of the 
melody, but that‘s not always the case.“
(Deutsch 1958, p. 53 [transl.: W. Dreier-Andres])



Melody register (W. Deutsch)



Parsons Code

The directory of tunes and 
musical themes by Denys Parsons, 
in collaboration with George 
Spencer-Brown, internat. Edition, 
Lübeck 2002 (1st Edition 
Horningsham 1975).

„Write a star * for the first note of the 
tune, then write D if the next note 
goes down, R if it repeats the last note, 
or U if it goes up. Ignore trills, grace 
notes, and other ornaments. Carry on 
as far as you think necessary, or as far
as you can, then look up the coding in 
alphabetical order, as if you are using
a telephone directory. The five-letter
groupings are merely to make the
sequences easier to read.“
(Parsons/Spencer-Brown 2002, p. 9)



Ordinal number versus Parsons Code

Parsons Code Ordinal number

pickup measure included pickup measure ignored

relative absolute

each note each bar resp. each half bar (e.g. in 4/4)

digitally processable not digitally processable (many special cases)



Encoding -> from registers to databases



Encoding -> from registers to databases



Encoding -> from registers to databases



Encoding -> from registers to databases



Digital music notation

• Ideal way: plain text format and free open source software

• encoded music serves as the basis for converters and pattern searches

• Well-known systems (among others): 
• EsAC (Helmut Schaffrath (†), 1980ies: e.g. Essen Folksong Database)

• ABC-Notation (Chris Walshaw, 1991: e.g. folktunefinder)

• Lilypond (Han-Wen Nienhuys and Jan Nieuwenhuizen, 1997: e.g. Musipedia)

• Plaine&Easie Code (library standard for incipits, n.d.: e.g. RISM)



ABC-Notation 



Static search codes used by us

• No algorithm, just a static string for each dataset

• extracted from ABC (manually and/or by script [vb or bash])

• Codes used by us: 
• Parsons-Code

• „Fingerprint“ (tonal diatonic pitch class)

https://www.volksmusikdatenbank.at/PSI/redirect.psi?f_search=!26sessid=---!26strsearch=IDU=0859314C-26F-01B7C-0000262A-0858B41D!26pool=VLWS!26fil_select=TIT!26


www.volksmusikdatenbank.at
Melody search:

3 results:

Active checkboxes: 
• Parsons-Code
• Incipit

http://www.volksmusikdatenbank.at/
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