MUSICAL ANALYSIS WRITING GUIDE

THE CRITERIA

In writing your essay, the only thing you really need to do is fulfill the marking criteria.  Let’s look closely at what the criteria says.  

The student evaluates music by thoroughly deconstructing the repertoire, and determining the manipulation of, and relationships between, identified musical elements and compositional devices, communicating detailed and substantiated judgments about how these relate to context and genre and the expressed style.

That’s a bit wordy isn’t it?  Sometimes educational language is a bit more complicated than it needs to be.  Let’s try and simplify it.  

The two most important words here are deconstruction and evaluation, in fact, that’s the only two things required of your essay.  You need to deconstruct the repertoire and then evaluated it.

To DECONSTRUCT means to identify: 

· musical elements and how they’ve been used by the artist (pitch, rhythm, timbre etc)

· compositional devices (repetition, sequence, inversion, randomness, serialism, etc)

You should also identify if/how these two things relate to eachother (for instance, maybe each time the music repeats the artist plays more softly?) 

To EVALUATE means to make judgments about how everything above relates to:

· The songs context (time/place/history/production values etc)

· The songs genre (pop, rock etc)

· The songs style (fun, sexy, epic, silly, carefree, intense etc)

DON’T JUST LISTEN… “LISTEN” (Deconstruction)

Usually when we listen to music, we listen passively.  In other words, we’re just letting the music soak in slowly the more often we hear it.  We’re not listening for anything in particular, just enjoying it.  That’s fine,  but it won’t help you write an essay.  In order to deconstruct the music, you need to listen actively.  That means you need to know what you’re looking for before you begin listening.

A good method is to pick one musical element (pitch for instance) and listen to the entire song focusing on just that.  Then listen again focusing on a different musical element.  Make a list of everything you notice.  By the time you’ve written notes on all the elements, you will have listened to the music heaps of times and will have hopefully started to form more complex opinions.  These opinions will be the basis for the next step; evaluation.

FIND AN ANGLE (Evaluate)

Unfortunately, a list of observations about the musical elements isn’t an essay.  To write an essay, you need an angle, just like a journalist.  You need to have opinions and be able to justify them.   

Here are some opinions that are not justified:

1. “Fenders are better than Gibsons”

2. “Mariah Carey’s old stuff is way better than her new stuff”

3. “Steve Vai is a better guitarist than Eddie van Halen”

4. “The snare sound in Metallica’s St Anger album is great”

Here are the same opinions with some justification:

1. The clean fender guitar sound is often associated with blues and country tones as used by artists such as Mark Knopfler,  The Shadows, David Gilmour and Buddy Holly.  Perhaps this association is irrational having been ingrained over a period of time?  Nevertheless, when I hear blues and country music being played with Gibson guitars, it just doesn’t sound right to me.  Fender guitars use single coil pickups with a lower voltage output and a thinner mid-scooped tone whereas Gibsons use humbucking pickups with a higher output and warmer mid-boosted tone.  Not only does this affect the way the amp breaks up into overdrive (and therefore the dynamic range), but it also affects the “feel” of the guitar and the way a player responds.  In other words, when you play a Fender, it invites you play differently to when you play a Gibson.  This is evident when you compare players like Knopfler (Fender) and Chet Atkins (Gibson), I think Knopfler’s tone suits country music better whereas Akins tone suits jazz.

2. Mariah Carey was one of the biggest artists of the 90’s and 2000’, however, her music over this time went through a significant style evolution.  It’s hard to pinpoint when the change took place, but when you compare an early song such as Hero (1993) with later songs like We belong together (2005) the difference is obvious.  In Hero, Carey shows off not only her full vocal range and ability but also a depth of emotion that is missing from We Belong Together.  The mouthful’s of lyrics in We Belong Together seem to tumble forth like a bad rap (1:31), restricting Carey’s voice to repetitive rhythmic ideas rather than letting it loose.  At times the melody is oversimplified such as 1:45 to 1:59 when she hovers in the same pitch range phrase after phrase.  While this rhythmic vocal style is fine for hip hop, it seems a cop out for a vocalist of Carey’s quality.  Consider the amount of expression put into just the lyric “away” at 0:46-0:50 of Hero (live version).  In this brief moment, Carey demonstrates her control of dynamics, rhythm, pitch and tone with a stunning demonstration of range in all four elements.  I could write a page about just this four seconds of magic.  Something we haven’t heard for a long time from Carey.

3. Steve Vai and Eddie Van Halen both have a lot in common.  Both guitarists are Americans, both play Superstrat guitars with Floyd-Rose bridges and heavy distortion tones.  Undoubtedly both guitarists have influenced each other to some extent.  While no one would argue that Eddie was a pioneer in the early days of “shred” guitar style, I would argue that Steve Vai picked up where Eddie left off and took shred guitar to a whole new level.  Eddie’s playing style is based around showmanship and perhaps even showing off.  He employs guitar techniques such as tapping, hammerons, pulloffs, bomb-dives, and volume swells to create a range of stunning effects.  However, nothing in his melodic choices shows any advanced use of alternative scales, chords or harmony.  Instead, he prefers to use mainly pentatonic scales based on major/minor harmony (except for occasional chromaticism).  He also sticks very closely to the Rock Genre, perhaps even the pop end of the spectrum with songs such as Jump.  However, Steve Vai’s playing encompasses everything that Eddie Van Halen can do plus so much more.  Vai often experiments with outside scale harmony choosing more interesting minor modes such as Dorian, Phrygian or hybrid scales.  He has, on occasion, played a fretless, seven string, double neck guitar.  Vai has also composed for and performed with various symphony orchestras demonstrating an ability to cross into other genres that Eddie Van Halen has never shown.  Maybe Eddie laid the foundations, but Vai built the house.

4. Is it just me?  Or was everyone else as disappointed with Metallica’s St Anger as I was?  I mean, I’d waited six years since their last album ReLoad, I was expecting more of the sound I’d grown to love (emphasis on more).  More solos, more aggressive solos, more thunderous bass, slappier kick drums and smackier snares.  What did I get?  A complete shock.  In particular, many listeners commented on the awful snare sound that penetrates every track on the album.  Far from being a massive thunderclap, it sounded more like a stick banging an empty Jerry Can. What were they thinking?...  Wait a minute, what were they thinking?  This is a band who’ve done it all.  Metallica have not only conquered the genre, they’ve helped define it for the last two decades.  Who are we to say what Metal should be?  Metallica, on the other hand have earned the right to tell us.  In a time when every metal album is a nod to the past, Metallica have defied all expectations by forging ahead and doing something that very few bands at the top of the food chain ever do; take a risk.  What St Anger represents is a re-imagining of metal, a sideways move away from slick production values, massive budgets and even the will of the fans.  The absence of guitar solos makes one question if this is metal at all.  But lets get back to the snare.  They say that you can tell what decade (or year) a song was recorded simply by it’s snare sound.  The gated reverb  snare from She Drives me Crazy by Fine Young Cannibals is forever associated with 1989, the deep muted snare sample from Daft Punk’s One More Time brings us straight back to the dance clubs of 2001.  And seven years since the release of St Anger, I’d have to admit that the boxy snare sound from St Anger is one of the defining sounds of early 2000’s metal.  Love it or hate it, the snare from St Anger is probably the best thing about it. 

RIGHT OR WRONG?

In writing an essay, you may be worried about saying something and being wrong.  The thing is, being right or wrong is not as important as justifying your opinion.  Music is subjective (as you can tell from my examples above), often there is no such thing as right or wrong.  So argue away to your heart’s content, as long as you can back it up.

BEGINNING MIDDLE AND AN END

Like any good essay, you should aim to have an intro, body and conclusion.  However, please don’t write the headings INTRO, BODY & CONCLUSION  in your actual essay, it should just be obvious from your writing style.  Also, don’t feel you must have a separate section for your deconstruction and one for your evaluation, these two tasks should be interwoven throughout the essay.  Have a closer look at the earlier written examples in this guide and you’ll get the idea.  You need to show that you can do more than just write observations, you need to show that you can THINK.

Have fun, show some flare, let your personality shine through and be entertaining.  Maybe you’ll teach the teacher something?

THE ELEMENTS OF MUSIC

You’ve heard about them, you’re supposed to write about them in your essay, but what are the elements of music?

· Duration

· Dynamics

· Harmony

· Melody

· Structure

· Texture

· Timbre

DURATION is all about time (long/short).  It can refer to:

· The length of individual notes or even whole songs

· Beat and pulse

· Rhythmic patterns:

· Notes, rests, duplets, triplets, 

· Time signatures like 3/4, 4/4, 6/8 etc

· Syncopation, polyrhythms

· Tempo

· Rhythmic features that belong with particular genres and styles

DYNAMICS is all about volume (loud/soft). It can refer to:

· The volume of individual notes or even whole songs

· Changes in volume

· Accented notes

· Use of technology to control dynamics (compression, automation)

· Articulation

· Dynamic features that belong with particular genres and styles

MELODY is all about the horizontal arrangement of sound.  I can refer to:

·  A sequence of single notes (sung or played) 

· The contour of the melody

· Patterns such as phrases, riffs, sequences, motifs

· Ornamentation or Embellishment

· Modulation

· Pitch bends, slides or electronic pitch adjustment

· Range and register

· Intonation

· Melodic features that belong with particular genres and styles

HARMONY is all about the vertical arrangement of sound.  It can refer to:

· Chords such as triads, 7ths, 9ths, 11ths or 13ths

· Diatonic tonality such as major, minor and dominant 

· Tension and resolution, consonance and dissonance

· Atonality

· Countermelodies

· Modal harmny

· Accompaniment styles

· Modulation

· Intonation

· Harmonic features that belong to particular genres and styles

STRUCTURE is all about sections of the music.  It could refer to:

· Repetition, variety, contrast, development or unification

· Treatment of material such as samples and sequencing

· Well known forms such as 12 bar blues, verse and chorus, through composed, theme and variation

· The design of particular musical works such as rock opera or musicals

· Structural features that belong to particular genres and styles

TEXTURE is all about density.  It may refer to:

· The number of instruments or tracks

· The way a recording has been mixed using effects such as reverb and delay

· Musical voicings

· The way an instrument’s tone affects it’s timbre (distorted vs clean guitar)

· Musical textures such as monophonic, homophonic, polyphonic, 

· Textural features that belong to a particular genre and style

TIMBRE is all about tone.  It may refer to:

· The way particular instruments or voices sound

· Different tonal techniques used on an instrument (muting, fingertips, picks, bowing, scratching, tapping)

· Electronic altering of tone using EQ, effects, pedals etc.

· Tonal features that belong to particular genres and styles

