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Figure 5.6: Graphic representation of the outer finger movements in the instrumental break (Part
2) of “The Bridge”
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Example 5.5: Score to accompany Figures 5.5 and 5.6; mm. 53-70 of “The Bridge”
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The final section of the song is the nine-measure outro, which features solo piano. Figure
5.7 shows the ending of the story as told by the movement in the song. This is the pianist’s last
chance to be expressive and he does so, traversing two octaves in the right hand in the first two
measures, but as the song comes to a close, there seems to be more of a sense of reflection and
less movement. To help better understand this drastic difference in movement of the outro, |
relate this section to an acoustic analogy.?? The outro begins with what sounds like an exertion of
energy, whether positive or negative, but the narrator realizes that no matter how much is
expressed a decision must be made. The reduction in sound and movement at the end of this song
Is congruent with the features of quiet contemplation, especially the final five measures on the D},
pedal, which might represent the stillness of the narrator, who is still deciding whether or not to

cross the bridge.

22 Arnie Cox’s mimetic hypothesis states that the listener’s implicit understanding of the
physicality of a sound source helps to shape meaning via acoustic analogies.
Arnie Cox, “Embodying Music,” §15.
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Left hand pinky = +13

Left hand thumb = +9 Numbers in the left hand column represent measure numbers
Right hand thumb = +23 and each horizontal line represents on beat in 4/4

Right hand pinky = +23

Figure 5.7: Graphic representation of the outer finger movements in the outro of “The Bridge”

Now that | have discussed the song in its entirety, we can take a wider view. At the

outset, | mentioned that the introduction had the most keys traversed of any section. This could
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be because the pianist is setting the tone for the song, one that is deep in subject matter, and very
expressive. It could also be that the coming verse is not as expressive, and the ebb and flow of
the song begins with a peak rather than a valley. Of the sections of the song where Elton John
sings, the chorus has the most movement, where the lyrics are heart-rending and chromatic
harmonies occur most often. The chorus is alternated with the verses and solo section three times
throughout, adding tension and release to the expressive moments.

In Table 5.1, I have provided a numeric summary of all the movements by section. This
table shows that left hand generally moves less than the right, most likely due to its relegation to
playing supportive bass harmonies. Table 5.1 also shows the difference in movement between
sections where the piano is functioning as a solo instrument (introduction, instrumental, and
outro) and a primarily accompanimental instrument (verse, chorus, and bridge). With the
exception of the chorus, which has been discussed above, the movements required by the solo
pianist are greater than the accompanist, lending credence to the notion that solo pianism allows

for more expressive movement.
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Lefthand Lefthand Righthand Right hand Total
thumb pinky thumb pinky movement

Introduction 20 13 34 32 99
(8 measures)

Verse 9 9 14 14 46
(8 measures)

Chorus 15 9 36 32 92
(10 measures)

Verse 9 9 14 14 46
(8 measures)

Chorus 15 9 36 32 92
(10 measures)

Bridge 14 8 11 15 48
(8 measures)

Instr. Pt 1 9 11 23 27 70
(8 measures)

Instr. Pt 2 14 11 28 26 79
(10 measures)

Chorus 15 9 36 32 92
(10 measures)

Outro 13 9 23 23 78
(9 measures)

Table 5.1: Outer finger movement by section

Examining the song as a whole, we can see that the movement required to perform the
song can be related to notions of tension, release, and ebb and flow. Table 5.2 provides the
information of Table 5.1 as a curved line graph with each section represented as it appears
linearly in the song. The trajectory of the necessary movement in each section resembles the
peaks and valleys of a sine wave, but more importantly represents typical melodic contour with
contrasting high and low points. This pictorial representation is quite convincing considering the
stark contrast between the verses and choruses, which are notoriously pitted against one another
in terms of expression, dynamics, and overall attitude. Overall, this graph shows just how
influential the movement necessary to perform music is regarding the total expressive content of

the song.
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Trajectory of Expressive Movement

Introduction

100
90
80
70
60
50
40

Chorus Chorus Chorus

Solo Part 2 Outro

Solo Part 1

Total movement

Verse Verse Bridge

Table 5.2: Chart of expressive movement throughout the “The Bridge”

5.2.3 Overview of Psychophysiology of the Performer

Just as listeners have physiological responses to music (see chapter 4), so too do
performers. A recent study by Hidehiro Nakahara et al. revealed that physiological responses of
heart rate, skin conductance, and respiratory rate were significantly influenced by the
performer’s own expressive performance. These responses may be in reaction to the music itself
or an internal expression residing in the performer. Nakahara et al. also found when pianists
perform music expressively they experience high levels of pleasure/happiness together with calm
feelings, and when asked to play the same music non-expressively, they rated their experience as
slightly unpleasant/unhappy and experienced a lower arousal level.* Because performers likely
experience many of the same positive physiological effects that listeners do, and would rather
prefer to play expressively, listeners are more often afforded the opportunity to benefit from an
expressive performance.

As aforementioned, one of the principles of Arnie Cox’s mimetic hypothesis suggests that

humans understand one another’s behavior partially through mimetic behavior and partially

2% Hidehiro Nakahara, Shinichi Furuva, Peter R. Francis, and Hiroshi Kinoshita,
“Psychophysiological Responses to Expressive Piano Performance,” International Journal of
Psychophysiology 75 (2010): 271, 273.
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through mimetic motor imagery (MMI). As mentioned in chapter 4, this combination of
processes has been observed in a species of monkey where the animal only has to see, hear, or
feel a stimulus to imagine doing an action, through the mediation of so-called “mirror
neurons.”?* While direct evidence for mirror neurons in the human brain is lacking, there is
research to say that the motor cortex may be activated in the absence of overt motor activity.?
So, the observer does not need to physically mimic movements in order to mentally mimic them,
only observe them being performed. One of Juslin and Vastfjall’s underlying mechanism relies
on feedback from motor mimicry for induction of musical emotion: emotional contagion.
Further, some research suggests that physical perception of an emotion in another person may
cause mirror neurons to simulate that emotion in a listener.”® Taken together with the stimuli, an
ancillary movement during an expressive performance may contribute to sharing physically and
musically generated emotions with the audience. Cox submits that this activation of mirror
neurons allows a listener to take interest in a performer’s enacted persona and imagine what it
would be like to be that persona. This imagery of these actions, whether the actions are sound
producing or not (i.e. dancing, jumping off of an amplifier, standing on the piano bench, etc), is

essential in helping the listener understand the performance overall.?’

24 Cox, “Embodying Music,” §22.

2% patrik N. Juslin and Daniel Vastfjall, “Emotional Responses to Music: The Need to Consider
Underlying Mechanisms,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 31/5 (2008): 565-66.

28 |stvan Molnar-Szakacs and Katie Overy, “Music and Mirror Neurons: From Motion to
‘E’motion,” Social, Cognitive, and Affective Neuroscience 1/3 (December 2006): 238.

2T Cox, “Embodying Music,” §34.
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5.3 The Voice

5.3.1 On Vocal Expression in Music

For the final section of the chapter, I focus on the role that the voice plays in creating
expressive content in a song. There is a notion that music evolved from the foundation of vocal
expressions of basic emotions. Juslin speculates that “the origin of music lies in ceremonies of
the distant past that related vocal emotional expression to singing: vocal expressions of basic
emotions such as happiness, sadness, anger and love probably became gradually meshed with
vocal music that accompanied associated cultural activities, such as festivities, funerals, wars,
and caregiving.” Juslin suggests that these basic emotions are therefore biologically prepared for
effective communication, and can easily be found in musical cultures around the world. For
instance, popular music often involves songs about things that matter to people, things that make
them happy, sad, angry, or loving.?® However, there is more to musical vocal performance than
the lyrical content of the song. Both purely vocal and musical expression of emotion share
elements like dynamics, timing, tuning, timbre, vibrato, and portamento, primarily because those
are the features of the music that the performer can control.?®

Patrik Juslin and Petri Laukka reviewed 104 studies of both vocal and musical expression
of emotions to see if the two modalities communicated emotion in similar ways. What they
found suggests that music performance uses largely the same emotion-specific patterns of
acoustic cues as vocal expression does. For example, someone who is sad will often speak
slowly, quietly, with little energy, and with little variability in his or her tone of voice. Music

portraying the same expression will often have a slow tempo, soft dynamic, low intensity, and

28 Juslin, “What Does Music Express? Basic Emotions and Beyond,” Frontiers in Psychology
4/596 (September 2013): 5, accessed January 7, 2015, doi: 10.3389/fpsyg.2013.00596.

2% Juslin and Petri Laukka, “Communication of Emotions in VVocal Expression and Music
Performance: Different Channels, Same Code?” Psychological Bulletin 129/5 (2003): 774.
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falling pitch contour.*® These important findings offer insight into how a musical vocal
performance conveys emotion through emotion-specific cues.

In addition to acoustic cues, there are specific vocal gestures that singers utilize to add
expression to their performances like vibrato, portamento, and timbral inflections. These gestures
add irregularity and timbre to one or more acoustic dimensions and often emphasize certain
notes. An important element of these gestures is that they are not generally detailed in the
musical score, specifically; and in popular music, where there is often no score, these gestures
are a result of the performer’s innate performance style. Performance gestures add function to a
certain note by defining it from the surrounding musical information in order to communicate
meaning.

The ways in which these vocal gestures communicate meaning have been studied at
varying degrees of depth. For example, study of vibrato shows that an increase frequency
modulation (cycles in a given time period) may increase for an emotional performance as
opposed to a neutral performance, adding that greater emotional arousal is associated with a
higher vibrato rate.®* Second, portamenti, which are used to connect phrases and embellish notes
or phrases, have fallen out of favor in art music performance since the 1950s, but flourish in
popular music because of their association with overt and uninhibited expression. David Leech-
Wilkinson suggests that portamenti intensify emotions or expressions already present in the
score, by enhancing the musical materials by including references to sounds or shapes common

to the listener’s life experience. This notion is one mentioned before with regard to Cox’s

** 1bid., 802.

3! Christopher Dromey, Sharee O. Holmes, J. Arden Hopkin and Kristine Tanner, “The Effects
of Emotional Expression on Vibrato,” Journal of Voice 29/2 (March 2015): 172.

%2 Daniel Leech-Wilkinson, “Portamento and Musical Meaning,” Journal of Musicological
Research 25/3-4 (2006): 248.
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mimetic hypothesis, as well as other theories of musical meaning.

David Lapp has described timbre, a phenomenon notoriously resistant to encapsulating
statements, as the “subtlest of all [sound’s] descriptors that can be heard.”*® Timbre can be
varying from one performance to another and the performer’s ability to create differing timbral
sounds can change throughout their lifespan.®* Kate Heidemann has suggested a system for
describing the perception of vocal timbre in listeners’ embodied response to sound to help the
listener better understand embodied communication from the singer. Her system uses four types
of bodily positions, activities, or tension involved in vocal production. She finds that elements
like how the vocal chords vibrate, the position of the vocal tract, where the sympathetic
vibrations occur in the head, and breathing differentiation all have bearing on pitch, accent,
dynamics, ornaments, and enunciation.*®> According to Niki Powers and Colwyn Trevarthen,
timbral or spectral complexity, along with pitch and loudness, plays a large role in the expression
and perception of emotion in both speech and song by signaling the intensity of expressed

emotions.®® Changes in timbre create variation and add interest to repetitive melodies, and

Leech-Wilkinson suggests that portamento has emotional affect because it reminds the listener of
a caregiver-infant/mothers’ play songs, which offer a sense of warmth, security, and love.

%3 David R. Lapp, The Physics Music and Musical Instruments (Wright Center For Innovative
Science Education, Tufts University, Medford, Massachusetts, 2003), 11, accessed January 13,
2016, http://kellerphysics.com/acoustics/Lapp.pdf.

3 Steven Rings has traced Bob Dylan’s performances of “It’s Alright Ma” through 45 years of
performances to find that Dylan modified his vocal technique in the 1980s which resulted in key
changes of the popular song and fluctuated between the familiar rasp and a new nasal
component.

Steven Rings, “A Foreign Sound to Your Ear: Bob Dylan Performs “It’s Alright, Ma (I’m Only
Bleeding),” 1964-2009,” Music Theory Online 19/4 (December 2013):
http://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.13.19.4/mt0.13.19.4.rings.html#article-1f

% Kate Heidemann, “A System for Describing Timbre in Popular Song,” Music Theory Online
22/1 (March 2016): http://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.16.22.1/mto0.16.22.1.heidemann.html,
81.3, 3.3.

% Niki Powers and Colwyn Trevarthen, “Voices of Shared Emotion and Meaning: Young Infants
and Their Mothers in Scotland and Japan,” in Communicative Musicality: Exploring the Basis of
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research on timbre has uncovered some expressive timbral elements. These elements include: (1)
singing in a frequency range that corresponds to the lower formants, (2) excitation of the higher
partials of the singing formant, (3) vibrato, (4) portamento, (5) tuning, and (6) increased
dynamics at onset of pitch. Eliezer Rapoport has found that the smaller the number and the more
gradually these timbral elements enter into the vocal performance, the more calm the expression
will be perceived, and inversely, the more abrupt and the larger number of timbral elements in
the performance, the more excitement is built into the tone.*’

Even though research suggests that certain performance gestures can likely elicit some
emotional reaction from listeners, it is difficult to pin down specific gestures to specific
meanings. In fact, Leech-Wilkinson warns that musical expressivity cannot and should not be
fixed to that extent. He says, “Music is expressive but only occasionally of something specific.
We should be more concerned to understand how music is expressive than to try to show what it
must be expressive of.”*® | also believe that empirical research and analysis can inform one
another, not to find exact correlates to emotional reactions, but to better understand how the
mind and body process musical stimuli and the musical elements which may cause affect. A
careful balance of scientifically studied results and artistically inspired analyses can lead to a

greater understanding of musical meaning, not just in popular music, but in all genres.

Human Companionship, eds. Stephen Malloch and Colwyn Trevarthen (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2009), 215.

3" Formants are vocal tract resonances that appear as peaks in the spectrum at certain frequencies.
Each individual has different formants dependent upon their anatomy. There are five different
formants relevant to singing. The singer’s formant, normally between 2.5kHz and 3kHz, is an
energy peak that allows the singer’s voice to be heard above the sound of a full orchestra. For
more on formants see Welch and Sundberg 2002, pp. 261-64.

Eliezer Rapoport, “Emotion and Expression in Opera and Lied Singing — From Sound Analysis
to Brain Processes,” in Proceedings from the Third Triennial ESCOM Conference, ed. Alf
Gabrielsseon (Uppsala, Sweden: Uppsala University, 1997): 490.

%8 Daniel Leech-Wilkinson, “Expressive Gesture in Singing Schubert on Record,” Nordisk
Estetisk Tidskrift 33-34 (2006): 70.
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5.3.2 *“Your Song”

To show how the quality of musical sound, via vocal gestures, can play a role in
structuring expressive moments and even a song itself, I examine Elton John’s first single to
chart, “Your Song” (1970). In an interview with Rolling Stone Magazine, John Lennon was
quoted saying, “I remember hearing Elton John's “Your Song,” heard it in America - it was one
of Elton’s first big hits - and remember thinking, “Great, that's the first new thing that's happened
since we happened.’ It was a step forward. There was something about his vocals that was an
improvement on all of the English vocals until then.”* In another Rolling Stone Magazine article
by Jonathon Lethem on the top 100 singers of all time, he states that ““Your Song” was “a
breakthrough ballad that spotlighted John’s voice and its union of rock & roll grandness with
deep soul feeling.”*® But what specifically about his vocal gestures in the 1970 album recording
gives the feeling of grandness or deep soul?

Before | begin the analysis, | must clear up some questions about how it was executed
and how the reader should follow along. The examples provided are spectral graphs created
using Sonic Visualizer. Where possible, annotations make clear how to read the graphs and
provide a clear indication of each vocal gesture. Because much of popular music is not often
written as a score before it’s performed or recorded, | have chosen to provide the track’s timing
numbers from the audio recording on the 1970 album Elton John, rather than a notated score.
Traditional notation cannot account for minute variations in pitch like vibrato or portamento and

cannot show the timbre of the singer’s voice. This recording is also the performance with which

%9 pete Hamill, “John Lennon: Long Night's Journey into Day,” Rolling Stone, June 5, 1972,
accessed January 17, 2016, http://www.rollingstone.com/music/news/john-lennon-long-nights-
journey-into-day-19750605.

%0 Jonathon Lethem, “100 Greatest Singers,” Rolling Stone, December 2, 2010, accessed January
17, 2016, http://www.rollingstone.com/music/lists/100-greatest-singers-of-all-time-
19691231/elton-john-20101202.

161



most listeners of Elton John have a familiarity. While I can’t provide audio examples, |
encourage the reader to listen to the recording on the album, which can be found easily through
an Internet search.

“Your Song” is a good case study for examining expression in popular music singing
because it shares many characteristics with other prominent chart-based popular music.
Originally released as the B-side to “Take Me to the Pilot” in October of 1970, the song was
preferred by disc jockeys and later became the A-side of the album, gaining popularity and
making the top ten in both the US and the UK. In 1998, it was inducted into the Grammy Hall of
Fame, and appears as number 137 on Rolling Stone’s “500 Greatest Songs of All Time”.** “Your
Song” has been certified Platinum in the US, selling over 2 million copies. The song typifies the
common performance style of Anglo-American pop ballads, in which the singer is “center stage”
in the recording, which creates intimacy between the singer and the listener. Alan Moore writes
that the simple accompaniment of the piano perpetuates the singer-songwriter ballad tradition
and encourages listeners to hear it as “our” song.*> Other common features that “Your Song”
shares with typical pop ballads include: a slower tempo, lyrics that narrate an emotional story in

the first person through the strophic device of a narrating verse and reflective chorus.*?

1 “GRAMMY Hall Of Fame,” The GRAMMYSs, accessed January 17, 20186,
https://www.grammy.org/recording-academy/awards/hall-of-fame#y.

“Elton John, "Your Song' — 500 Greatest Songs of All Time,” Rolling Stone, accessed January
17, 2016, http://www.rollingstone.com/music/lists/the-500-greatest-songs-of-all-time-
20110407/elton-john-your-song-20110526.

2 Alan Moore, Song Means: Analysing and Interpreting Recorded Popular Song (Burlington,
VT: Ashgate, 2012), 46.

* Nicola Dibben, “Understanding Performance Expression in Popular Music Recordings,” in
Expressiveness in Music Performance: Empirical Approaches Across Styles and Cultures, eds.
Dorottya Fabian, Renee Timmers, and Emery Schubert (New York: Oxford University Press,
2014), 119.
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Juslin and Laukka’s survey of empirical studies on emotional expression and perception
in musical performance identifies acoustic cues for the discrete emotion of tenderness, a common
emotion expressed in a pop ballad like “Your Song”. These cues include slow tempo, low sound
level, little sound level variability, little high-frequency energy, low pitch level, and falling pitch
contours.* The key focus of this performance is the voice, which is supported by the passive
background, which portrays many of the expressive elements for tenderness, provided by the
piano, strings, and percussion. In order to examine the voice’s contribution to the overall
expressiveness of the song, | have obtained a voice-only recording with the other instruments
removed for the spectral analyses.* With the focus narrowed, we can see more precisely the
vocal gestures used to create expression. One avenue taken here is to examine how the singer
provides variety and novelty within repetitive compositional material, which Elton John’s vocal
performance achieves through a number of means.*

Vibrato

Figure 5.8 provides the lyrics and the basic form of “Your Song” for reference. One
feature of this performance is the way in which Elton John uses vocal gestures to communicate
the compositional structure of the song. One use occurs where the melody of each new section
begins on an upbeat, which anticipates the following downbeat and punctuates the text (“funny”
(0:09), “sculptor” (0:42), “everybody” (1:13), “roof” (1:54), “forgetting” (2:26)).* Each of these

notes are separated from the surrounding pitches by the addition of a small amount of vibrato,

* Juslin and Laukka, “Communication of Emotions in VVocal Expression,” 802.

*® The recording was obtained from NetMusic.com’s YouTube channel and can be found here:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wqZJwkzpY CE.

*® Richard Middleton, “Form,” in Key Terms in Popular Music and Culture, eds. T. Swiss and B.
Horner (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 1999), 145.

*" Syncopation created by anticipating the beat is normative in pop genres. (Moore, Song Means,
64-5)
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mainly because it’s the first held note of the phrase, but also to emphasize the lyrics and their
importance to the narrative. The end of each section also receives the same treatment where the
held note receives more vibrato than any other pitch in the section. The use of vibrato and the
beginning and ending of each section helps to delineate the structure and add interest to the
emphasized lyrics. A second function of vocal gestures helps to define each section simply by
the amount of expressive gestures within each section. The verses seem to have significantly less
vibrato, portamento, and timbral changes than the chorus. This difference allows the chorus to be

differentiated from the verse and stand out as more expressive in comparison.
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Verse 1:

It's a little bit funny this feeling inside I'm not one of those who can easily hide,

I don't have much money but boy if I did I'd buy a big house where we both could live.
Verse 2:

If I was a sculptor, but then again, no, or a man who makes potions in a travelling show,

I know it's not much but it's the best | can do. My gift is my song and this one's for you.
Chorus:

And you can tell everybody this is your song. It may be quite simple but now that it's done,
I hope you don't mind | hope you don't mind that | put down in words,

How wonderful life is while you're in the world.

Verse 3:

I sat on the roof and kicked off the moss, Well a few of the verses well they've got me quite cross, but the sun's been
quite kind while I wrote this song. It's for people like you that keep it turned on.

Verse 4:

So excuse me forgetting but these things | do. You see I've forgotten if they're green or they're blue. Anyway the
thing is what I really mean, yours are the sweetest eyes I've ever seen.

Chorus:

And you can tell everybody this is your song. It may be quite simple but now that it's done,
I hope you don't mind, | hope you don't mind that | put down in words,

How wonderful life is while you're in the world.

I hope you don't mind | hope you don't mind that | put down in words,

How wonderful life is while you're in the world.

Figure 5.8: Lyrics of “Your Song”

Vibrato is used not only delineate and differentiate the sections but also to add expressive
interest to repeated lyrics. Elton John uses different vibrato in each repetition of the chorus.
Figure 5.9 shows the three iterations of the lyrics, “While you’re in the world”, which closes the
chorus. The first time we hear these lyrics (1:39-1:44), the first chorus is ending on a half
cadence that is part of the turnaround to the next verse entrance. The vibrato rate on “world” is
0.24 seconds per cycle and the depth of the vibrato is 206 cents.*® This vibrato rate is slightly
slower than the typical vibrato rate of lyrical singing, which is between 0.14 and 0.18 seconds
per cycle. The vibrato depth of 206 cents is nearly double the average 100-cent depth for solo

singers. Graham Welch and Johan Sundberg note that when vibrato depth surpasses the +100

*® The vibrato cycle rate was calculated by measuring 5 distinct cycles of the vibrato and
dividing the overall time by the number of cycles. The depth was calculated by measuring the
different between the peaks and troughs, the total pitch range, of the 5-cycle vibrato.
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depth, it tends to sound exaggerated.*® Nicola Dibben’s work on the artist Adele suggests that
this deep vibrato is more typical of show tunes and opera arias.>

The second and third iterations of the chorus are found at the end of the song. The
penultimate chorus (3:24-3:29) features a slightly faster vibrato rate of 0.18 seconds per cycle
and a slightly deeper vibrato of 214 cents. The final “world” of the song (3:43-3:48) features the
quickest vibrato rate of 0.16 seconds per cycle and the widest depth of 238 cents. The differences
in speed and depth highlight the use of vibrato as an expressive vocal gesture. As noted above,
an increase in vibrato speed may be associated with a more emotional performance. So with the
cycle speeds and depths increasing with each restatement, the song evolves, adding more
expression and emotion after each repetition. There is little empirical research as to how the
increase in depth of the vibrato should effect the expression of the song, but as a wider depth is
more typical of grander singing styles (show tunes, opera, etc), thus this wider vibrato depth can
exaggerate the expressed emotion present in the narrative. Dibben describes this use of vibrato as
an “artful loss of control” where the vibrato distinguishes between repetitions of melodic
material.>" | feel this vibrato also signifies an excitement in the narrator and within Elton John’s
vocal performance about the prospect of the “wonderful life” that is possible with that special

someone “in the world”.

9 Welch and Sundberg, “Solo Voice” in The Science and Psychology of Music Performance:
Creative Strategies for Teaching and Learning, eds. R. Parncutt and G.E. McPherson (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2002), 261.

*% Dibben, “Understanding Performance Expression,” 121.

*! Ibid., 121.
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Penultimate Chorus

Final chorus
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Figure 5.9: Comparison of “While you're in the world” in each chorus of “Your Song”. Images
created using Sonic Visualizer software (Cannam et al. 2010).
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Portamento

The use of portamento in this song is characteristic of its popular music genre and is most
noticeable during emotional words in the narrative. Figure 5.10 shows two of Elton John’s
renditions of “I hope you don’t mind, | hope you don’t mind that I put down in words” from the
first and last chorus of the song (1:26-1:34 and 3:31-3:39). In the first chorus, the word “mind”
is treated similarly both times with a gentle swooping vocal gesture. This occurrence is the first
time in the song that a long portamento is used, taking over half a second to complete both the up
and down gestures. The phrase ends on a long note on “words”, which is held with a moderate
vibrato that slowly droops down with another subtle use of portamento. However, comparing the
first chorus with the final chorus we can see the drastic difference on “mind”. The first “mind” of
the final chorus is colored by the portamento to reach the apex of the gesture and then the
remainder of the gesture is treated with vibrato instead of a downward sloping gesture. The
second “mind” of the final chorus is preceded by an upward portamento in both “I” and “hope”
before dramatically plummeting back down a perfect fourth from F3 to C3. The phrase is
finished out the same way as the previous iterations, but with more emphasis on the vibrato and
length of “words”, concluding this time without the subtle sloping portamento. The use of
portamento in both choruses highlights the hesitation and sensitivity of the narrator who is
writing down how he feels about the song’s music by punctuating “mind” and “words” as
important words in the phrase. This use of portamento also sets the chorus apart from the verse,
where there are no large sweeping motions, and could make the chorus be perceived as more

expressive.
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Figure 5.10: Two moments of portamento in the first and final chorus of “Your Song”

Many of the examples so far have been of moments in the chorus of the song. However,
one example from the verse has been pervasive throughout this dissertation, as it is mentioned in
both chapters 2 and 3, and pertains to our discussion here as well. Example 5.6 recalls the
moment in the verse with a sudden chromatic harmony and a melodic high point highlighting

emotional lyrics like “boy if I did” (0:26) and “it’s the best | can do” (0:58). Figure 5.11 shows
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two instances of this vocal gesture in the first two verses. In these moments, the use of
portamento enhances the already unexpected chromaticism and apex of the melodic phrase with
an upward reaching gesture where the voice strains slightly to reach. By using portamento
sparingly in the verses, the effects of these harmonic, melodic, and vocal gestures make these

moments some of the most poignant overall.
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Example 5.6: Score rendering of expressive verse moment in “Your Song”
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Verse 1

Verse 2

Figure 5.11: Portamento on “boy if I did” and “best | can do” in the verses of “Your Song”
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Timbre

The vocal timbre and style of “Your Song” is characteristic of much popular music,
which emphasizes the clarity of text where vowels sound like spoken words. This style differs
from Western art music singing where vowels are sometimes modified to achieve smoothness of
a line or consistency in timbre. This aesthetic is often accompanied by the chest voice being
carried through upper register, often eliminating the softer head voice and falsetto, giving the
voice a raw or unrefined quality.>® Within this overall sound, the timbre is varied expressively
throughout the song.

As mentioned, research on timbre has found that excitation of the higher partials of the
singing formant is considered an element which leads to expression in vocal performance. When
the excitation of these higher partials (2.5kHz-3kHz) is combined with touching lyrics, it creates
a very expressive moment indeed. For example, Figure 5.12 shows two parallel moments in the
third and fourth verses that illustrate this point. Very few of the higher frequencies appear to
resonate through much of the verses, save for these few expressive points. For example “people
like you™ and “the sweetest eyes” may be sung a little louder, which brings a spectrum change,
but also the sound brightens as the upper harmonics come in. This timbral change cannot be
attributed solely to the vowel change (“i”, “ou”, “ee”), because the brightness change also occurs
at parallel spots in the verses. This is a complex event involving the singer’s formant that lends

these words and the musical material much greater weight than the notes around it.

*2 Nicola Dibben, “Understanding Performance Expression,” 120.
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Verse 3
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Verse 4

Figure 5.12: Two parallel points in the verses where the singer's formant adds expressive weight
to the lyrics of “Your Song”
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Returning to the chorus example of “I hope you don’t mind”, Figure 5.13 compares the
spectrum of singer’s formant in the first and final choruses. The first chorus might be perceived
as quieter, more subdued, where as the final chorus is the climax of the song. The first chorus has
fewer and less prominent high frequencies, whereas the most of the pitches of the final chorus
resonate in the 2.5-3kHz range. This comparison is illustrative because the words and pitches are
the same, for the most part. By changing the shape of his vocal tract (pharynx and larynx), Elton

John adds another layer of expression to the already dynamic and climactic final chorus.*

Chorus 1

[ sl et [put] [Gownlfin] [words]
[you]

>3 Welch and Sundberg, “Solo Voice,” 262.
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Final chorus

[oeEl [ (SWA] (@] [words]

Figure 5.13: Comparison of singer’s formant in first and final verses

Exclusive of harmonic spectral content, there are other subtle timbral inflections that
mark moments of narrative significance. For example, Dibben suggests that performers use their
body to make expressive “noisy” sounds like roughness, huskiness or creaks, which form part of
the rhetoric of emotion in popular music. Non-musical elements like these highlight the
continuity between everyday speech and popular music vocal styles.>* Sounds like breathing,
laughing, or growling signal a physical proximity to the singer, which can make a recorded
performance more intimate.

Elton John uses a few bodily sounds that may be seen as extra-musical in his
performance of “Your Song” to highlight his shy nature and excitement about the song’s muse.

After the lyrics, “If | was a sculptor” and the entrance of the strings, a short chuckle at 0:42

>* Dibben, “Understanding Performance Expression,” 121.
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signifies that his sculpting abilities are perhaps less than adequate as he turns to the next fantastic
avocation scenario to make his love’s dreams come true. A second chuckle happens at 2:36 when
the narrator is trying to explain that he’s “forgotten if they’re green (heh) or they’re blue”. Elton
John is trying to make light that he’s forgotten his love’s eye color because all that matters is that
her eyes are the sweetest he’s ever seen. These two chuckles help to portray the singer as nervous
and uncertain about whether his affections will be returned.

A second extra-musical sound comes in the form of breathing. Naturally the singer must
breath in order to sing, but many of those breaths are hidden under the music of the recording.
The few that are detectable enhance the exasperation and excitement found in the lyrics. In the
second verse after the lyrics, “but then again” at 0:45 Elton John quickly breathes out through his
nose, as if snorting in a kind of self-deprecating half-laughter at the absurd suggestion of his
pursuit of becoming a sculptor. But then after “or a man” at 0:48, he quickly inhales as if he is
excited about the prospect of making potions in a traveling show. He could also be suggesting

another absurd and fantastic profession because he knows that he’s only a simple songwriter.
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5.4 Conclusion

Elton John’s personal movement and vocal techniques influence the emotional expression
of his music. In the first half the chapter | found that his pianism could be tied to the overarching
expressional ebb and flow of music, with more movement present in the chorus and instrumental
breaks of “The Bridge.” With a few spectral analysis examples, | have shown how the voice of
the singer can impact the expression of the song through the use of vibrato, portamento, timbral
changes, and extra-musical bodily sounds to enhance the expressive nature of the lyrics as well
as communicate the compositional structure of the song. These findings suggest that the impact
of the performer’s physical body on the shaping of the emotional expression within their music

should not be overlooked.
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Epilogue

My analyses lend credence to the notion that the perception of expressed emotions and
evocation of emotions in listeners can be achieved by psychological and physiological means,
which | have drawn together out of various empirical studies, and which has implications for
further study. David Huron’s theory of expectations has allowed me to tie chromatic changes in
harmony and shapes of melodies to the listener’s psychological evaluation of and reaction to the
music of Elton John. Arnie Cox’s mimetic hypothesis supports my argument that a listener’s
physiology is influenced by musical stimuli through the tendency to understand the world around
them through imitation. Empirical evidence lends credence to the notion that listeners may be
physiologically induced to entrain their body to the rhythm of musical stimuli, and that Elton
John’s music has the ability to influence other bodily reactions like laughter, tears, and chills in
addition to entrainment. Moreover, musicians’ bodies play a large role in emotional expression,
both in performative interpretation and in the movements required to perform a composition.
Lastly, with spectral analysis | have shown how the voice of a performer can shape the
expression of melodies and lyrics through vibrato, portamento, changes in timbre, and extra-
musical bodily noises.

A less pronounced argument is how the expression and evocation of emotions relates to
the popularity of the music. While popularity is tied to many extra-musical factors like the image
of the performer, radio air time, record sales, and media influence, musical characteristics play a
powerful role in shaping listeners’ preferences. Throughout my analyses, | have shown how
Elton John’s music evokes reactions from listeners, most of which are positive and pleasurable.
Humans, often engage in pleasure-seeking behavior, which includes repeated exposures to music

that we have previously encountered and found enjoyable.
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This research could be extended to obtain a more complete picture of emotional reactions to
music by investigating popular music deemed less successful as well as additional musical
elements not considered here. However, the elements | have presented in these chapters are
likely indicative of many types of music that share such a popular status. Through these
discussions, | have shown some of the features of Elton John’s music that may be responsible for
a change in listener cognition and emotion, and how those experiences may contribute to

continued interest in Elton John’s music for generations to come.
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