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Introduction

This study of embodiment and meaning in popular music examines a wide-ranging repertoire, employing a performance-based analytical methodology that progresses from basic idiomatic gestures, to gestural combinations and interactions with large-scale design, to broader interpretive strategies that engage with theories of embodiment, the musical topic, and narrative. Interrogating the broad field of musical references that may enter into the orbit of popular music, the study explores enactments of musical embodiment that may draw from a vast range of stylistic sources, including rock, blues, folk, soul, funk, fusion, and hip hop, as well as European classical and African American gospel musical traditions. I develop an interpretive focus in the book by closely examining performance strategies in guitar and keyboard playing that expressively interact with vocals in popular song.

Beginning with close listening to recorded songs as a starting point, I engage with the music from the multiple perspectives of scholar, fan, and performer, interrogating my own gestures in singing and playing a song. My approach to musical gesture draws from Middleton (1993). He writes,


An advantage of the method being sketched here is that in principle the analyst double as “informant” from within the culture—laying out the gestures through participation—and as “critical outsider,” cross-checking the information against schemas drawing on a wider body of musical data. The role of the “scholar-fan” becomes vital. (180)1



The book documents my own process of discovery, as performance and analysis inform one another mutually. If, while listening, I might sing along or hold a guitar in my hands to try fingerings, it is because I seek to actively engage the body and imagination, developing a perspective of how the music may have been played and sung. This embodied knowledge provides grounding for observations leading to analysis and interpretation of meaning in songs.

A goal in examining songs from a broad range of popular musical styles and time periods since the 1950s is to show how a focus on embodied musical gesture can serve to level implied hierarchies of cultural value. As human beings, we all share commonalities in how we create, play, hear, and understand music through the body. In analyses throughout the book, I address how power dynamics of gender, class, and race are represented through embodied performative action in popular song, showing how artists creatively repurpose established gestural repertoires in new songs with dramatic trajectories that expose and challenge repressive power structures. Narrative theory is helpful here as well, since all cultures have an ongoing history that is represented in the ways they tell stories.

Figure I.1 shows an outline of the approach in the form of a flow chart. The work of Robert Hatten (2004, 2014, 2018) informs my approach in examining gestures, topics, and tropes in popular song as well as processes by which embodied gestures project agential implications that lead to expressions of artistically personalized subjectivity. I draw from the writings of Victoria Malawey (2020) and Lori Burns (2005) in examining vocality, persona, and agency. In formulating interpretive connections between embodied musical expression and the staging of virtual agency in popular song, I also draw upon the musical semiotics of Eero Tarasti (1994) and David Lidov (2005) as well as Byron Almén’s work on musical narrative (2008).



Figure I.1 A flow chart of musical gesture and virtual agency
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Gesture can be understood as the intersection of human movement and expression. Hatten describes gesture as “expressively significant, energetic, temporal shaping across all human modalities of perception, action, and cognition” (2004, 97). In her work on the funk grooves of James Brown and Parliament, Anne Danielsen further explains musical gesture as a humanly expressive utterance integrating the actual and the virtual:


Gesture names a demarcated musical utterance within the fabric of a rhythm. It might be a riff or a vocal phrase, or a part of either, or a group of beats, or just one beat, as long as it is perceived as forming an entity, a sounding gestalt. A musical gesture includes in principle every aspect of this entity—that is, the actual as well as the virtual.2



I examine gestural qualities in guitar, keyboard, and vocal performance as a means to contextualize elements of musical organization as embodied movement and expression, exploring how embodied gestures inform the imagination in constructing meaning. Empathetically grounded in the physicality of human activity, gestural actions in fretboard space, keyboard space, and vocal space can imply virtual actors that navigate trajectories through virtual worlds in songs.

To illustrate enactments of embodied musical gesture as hierarchically organized actions, I identify prototypical gestures and trace their role in projecting large-scale gestural motions that may span an entire song.3 Analysis of musical gestures in songs reveals patterning and trajectories of larger gestural units as well as artists’ distinctive creative strategies. Here, my approach to formal analysis is informed by writers including Edward T. Cone (1974), Alexandra Pierce (1995), and William Echard (2005) that have examined musical form as an energetic and rhythmic construct. As Echard explains,


Formal articulation points are events with distinctive characters. Similarly, between such articulation points a formal unit will display an envelope of changing character, memory, and expectation. In both cases—experiencing a formal division or experiencing the stretches of time between formal divisions—conceptual metaphors of space, movement, energy, and character are appropriate. (2005, 150)



Echard draws from Pierce in conceiving character as a distinctive combination of affective and gestural qualities that may coalesce in an individuated persona. Pierce further conceptualizes musical performance as a process of discovery in allowing the (actual) physical movement in producing sounds to be guided by an awareness of the (virtual) “characterizing movement” that illuminates musical character (1995, 297). This aligns with my process in proceeding from basic performative moves integral to a musical gesture to enactments of a broader gestural arc that might shape large-scale design and project emergent meanings in songs.

My interest in large-scale gestural trajectories connects with the work of others that study musical form and persona in popular song. David Temperley examines trajectories of tension and energy that span formal sections, shaping expression in rock songs (2018, 196–204). Drew Nobile traces the historical development of formal teleology in songs from the 1960s through to the 2010s (2022). Matthew BaileyShea describes how songs can project a dynamic discursive shift from distance to intimacy through changes in song persona and narrative voice, explaining how “pronoun shifts also reinforce the overall wave-like dynamic of the song’s evolving form” (2014, par. 27). In the analyses to follow, I explore the vocal and instrumental gestures that project and shape such dynamic trajectories.

A topic is a field of meaning and, in music, a subject for musical discourse. While topic theory has been applied extensively in the study of Classic-Romantic music (Agawu 2009; Hatten 2004, 2014), its application in popular music remains under-researched. A musical topic comprises a set of culturally understood codes linked to an established category of musical style. Topical discourse can arise when recognizable style markers are redeployed in later pieces. William Echard’s study of psychedelic topical signification (2017) provides a useful model in classifying musical topics and proto-topics according to temporal distance. When “crossover” artists including Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin, and the Staple Singers redeploy elements of gospel music in creating popular songs, this can be understood as a discourse involving the temporally near topic of Black gospel choral music. Studies throughout the book underscore how this particular topic is not only essential in establishing the genres of soul and funk, it is actually so pervasive as to touch virtually all styles of popular music. Chapter 7 examines how more temporally distant topics, including Baroque harpsichord and honky-tonk piano, intermingle with nearer topics of 1950s-style rock & roll guitar and doo-wop vocal harmony on the Beatles’ Abbey Road album.

Following Allan Moore (2005, 2012), the personic environment is the created (virtual) world inhabited by the persona, comprising the virtual musical actors that are vocally individuated in song.4 Persona refers to the multiplicity of voices we hear represented in a song’s vocal line. This may involve a protagonist, a song’s enacted central character, as well as other implied characters. As Moore states, the “lyric, its manner of articulation, and its shaping melody can conspire to create the persona, which is inhabited by the individual (or sometimes individuals) who sing to us” (2005, par. 2). As persona is enacted primarily through the vocal melody, the personic environment is projected largely through the textures created by the accompanying instruments. We will examine how instruments are used to create complex virtual environments that interact dynamically with a song’s fictionalized characters.

The notion of personic environment as a virtual space in song inhabited by virtual musical actors relates to a broader conception of embodied metaphorical meaning in music, as our sympathetic attunement to the purposeful movement of musical gesture engages our embodied knowledge of movement experienced in the physical world.5 Writers on musical gesture and embodied meaning, including Clifton (1983), Cox (2017), and Kozak (2015, 2020), build upon the premise asserted by French phenomenologist Maurice Merleau-Ponty that the human body mediates between the mind and the physical environment. We understand actual concrete movement through our subjective conception of virtual human space, synthesized through lived bodily experience. Merleau-Ponty states, “Within the busy world in which concrete movement unfolds, abstract movement hollows out a zone of reflection and of subjectivity, it superimposes a virtual or human space over physical space” (2012 [1945], 114). Further situating bodily gesture in our conception of the world and of human culture, he continues: “The body is our general means of having a world.” This extends from “first gestures” necessary for life in a “biological world” to those levels at which “the body projects a cultural world around itself” (147–148). This suggests that the situated and engaged body provides an integral dimension in listening as well as performing, potentially providing access to broader metaphorical meanings and even the formation of musical cultures, as it comprises a means by which we understand our own bodies in relation to the world.6

I discuss throughout the book how personic environments coded to musical topics in songs provide creative contexts for the staging of virtual agency. Just as the human voice can be heard as a musical instrument, instrumental sounds can seem to express attitude, volition, and other humanlike qualities. As we hear voices and instruments seeming to interact together, we can imaginatively perceive how these interactions among musical entities may remind us of social interactions in our own lived experience.7 This fictionalizing imaginative process, through which we understand musical actions in musical environments as being in some ways similar to actions in the real world, is virtual agency. We will explore how musical actions can even seem to represent a protagonist’s inner thoughts, enacting virtual representations of unique subjectivity and consciousness itself.8 In this way, musical actions can be understood within a larger framework of bodily engagement described by Merleau-Ponty: It is through embodied knowledge that we organize consciousness of ourselves in the world.

Counterpoint refers to musical relationships that arise through the combination of one note or musical line against another. Conceiving of counterpoint broadly as the combination of musical parts, I interrogate musical textures in songs as an interplay of musical gestures. Previous studies of counterpoint in rock music (Moore 1995; Temperley 2007; Nobile 2015) provide a starting point in closely observing embodied actions in music as it is sung and played, offering a pathway to investigate guitar-oriented expression, keyboard-oriented expression, and the ways instruments dynamically interact together and engage with vocal expression. Gestural analysis also provides an interpretive tool in showing how guitar, keyboard, and vocal gestures, heard in combination within songs, can be interrogated as agents of meaning that project a web of cultural references and associations. I argue that the strategic juxtaposition of material projecting different and even conflicting gestural, topical, and structural implications is a recurring creative strategy found in songs that can project musical irony.

Part I of the book focuses on guitar-based expression, showing how we can understand basic moves in guitar playing not only as building blocks in creating songs, but also as musical gestures carrying aural traces of human movement that project attributes of a fictionalized virtual musical agent. The first chapter begins with barre chords that can be grasped on the guitar fretboard at any location within boundaries up and down the guitar neck. With examples selected from a broad range of artists, the study progresses from basics in how barre chords map onto fretboard space, to more complex barre chord figurations and guitar riffs, to extended jazz chords based on familiar barre chord shapes found in songs by Lianne La Havas. Chapter 2 continues with guitar chords that utilize open strings, showing how basic fretted chord shapes form “chord spaces” that guitarists navigate creatively. This provides an interpretive approach in exploring several songs by Sheryl Crow that use guitar-idiomatic moves in fretboard space to establish axial harmonic relationships that give shape to dramatic trajectories in her music.

Part II examines gesture and agency in soul and funk music, beginning with keyboard-based songs by Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin, and Stevie Wonder. I analyze rhetorical elements in soul and funk that derive from African American gospel traditions, showing how keyboard-based funk emerged as an artistic platform capable of staging virtual locations of autonomy and creativity. This provides grounding for the study of ensemble interaction in funk music by artists including Sly and the Family Stone, The Staple Singers, The Commodores, James Brown, and George Clinton. In probing the rhythmic and contrapuntal dimensions of musical gesture in funk, I investigate how repetitive grooves operate within goal-directed hierarchies of song structure, showing how swing rhythms form an important, but often unrecognized, rhythmic layer in the metrical fabric of many funk songs. The study of funk as musical and social collaboration offers opportunities to explore how the funky groove carries ideological weight, engaging the political imagination as it provides for embodied pleasure in movement. Part Two concludes with a study of Parliament’s 1977 album, Funkentelechy vs. the Placebo Syndrome, an allegorical comedy that positions funk at the center of the universe in an intergalactic battle of good vs. evil, demonstrating how the album is unified through a comic narrative strategy.

Part III explores gestural strategies in songs with acoustic instruments. In close readings of songs by Bob Dylan and Joni Mitchell, I further examine how musical gesture involves the dynamic interplay of a musical idea, the embodied action of its performance, and the network of cultural interconnections it might evoke. The study of these artistic strategies provides an interpretive pathway in probing how virtual actants, grounded in performative gestures of singing and playing, cohere and persist throughout a song, groupings of songs, or an entire album, contributing to the expression of a powerful and artistically personalized subjectivity. I show how Dylan’s performance strategies in pairing voice with guitar mobilize connections to the past as a means to elevate storytelling to the level of myth. I begin with songs from his second album, The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan (1963), and further develop this analytical approach in exploring Dylan’s Blood on the Tracks album (1975), demonstrating how all the songs on the album can be related to one basic guitar move, a fundamental gesture that is elaborated differently in each song. In Chapter 6, on the music of Joni Mitchell, I examine her unique approach in fusing vocal melody with instrumental playing, revealing a continuity in her strategic approach to counterpoint and musical texture that is evident whether she is playing piano, guitar, or dulcimer as she sings. I consider how Mitchell’s artistic approach to layered musical textures in her guitar and piano work may have first developed as a strategy of adaptation after contracting polio as a child. I further explore how her artistic confidence in freely juxtaposing musical materials provides an expressive framework in her songs with orchestra and her collaborations with jazz artists in her later albums.

In Part IV, I assert that inferences of musical topic and narrative are part of a larger interpretive process in which we perceive significance in the strategic positioning of musical gestures.9 Since musical hierarchical systems metaphorically map onto societal systems of power, the study of musical gesture, topic, and narrative offers opportunities to probe how artists represent subjectivities of gender, race, and social class through artistic strategies in shaping songs and whole albums. I examine keyboard topics and multiple agency in the music of the Beatles, showing how the large-scale trajectory of the Abbey Road album is organized through guitar-oriented and piano keyboard-oriented gestural oppositions. Shaping gestural constraints in a virtual environment, the Beatles leverage the communicative power of embodied musical gestures to create their fantastic musical worlds. Focusing then on musical irony in popular song, I demonstrate how Steely Dan’s music is broadly ironic in its approach to musical genre, strategically positioning gestures laden with cultural meaning to create frictions that support ironic expression and a comic narrative structure. I examine the ironic positioning of musical gestures in relation to a song’s enacted persona, which may cause a listener to doubt both the reliability of a song’s protagonist and the formal function of gestural repetitions, provoking an ironic listening stance.

The final chapter focuses on voice in hip hop. In examining songs by the Notorious B.I.G., OutKast, A Tribe Called Quest, and Kendrick Lamar, I explore how the feel of a musical groove indexes to the body through the rapper’s rhythmic delivery of the text: flow. In songs by Queen Latifah and TLC, I show how timing, vocal articulation, and phonetics in flow contribute to embodied projections of female empowerment. Then tracing connections between earlier rap music and later R&B, I explore how Mary J. Blige, Beyoncé, and Noname shape their performances by shifting dynamically in speaking, singing, and rapping a text.

A glossary of terms is also provided to help the reader navigate the concepts presented.

Throughout the book, the intended object of study is an imagined construct of the music as played, with “play” broadly understood to include music as sung as well as the interactions of performers playing together. The many musical examples in the book are my own transcriptions and renderings, intended to visually model aspects of the music. While I have consulted all available sources and interrogated my own actions in playing and singing, I claim no expert knowledge of exactly how performers have executed their parts. I consciously choose to begin with instruments, even while acknowledging the central importance of vocal expression and lyrics in songs. There is ample evidence that songwriters do create with the guitar and at the piano, channeling their creativity through their understanding of instrumental idioms. Listeners always bring their own unique subject-positions in engaging with music; for this study I have chosen to listen with a certain focus on guitars and keyboards as they participate in creating a platform for vocal expression. There are other studies that focus more specifically on voice (Malawey 2020; Rings 2013, 2015) as well as studies of musical timbre and elements of studio production (Moylan 2020; Zak 2001) that inform my approach. I do comment on bass and drum playing in many songs, but the critical importance of bass and drum work in popular music deserves further study.

The book also has a practical component in guiding readers toward skill acquisition that may enhance listening and learning to play songs by ear. The opening chapters, in particular, form an exploration of music through the spatial logic of the guitar fretboard. It is important to emphasize, however, that readers need not be experienced guitar players to understand the book. Especially for those who have not played guitar, the musical examples with guitar tabs offer an opportunity to try playing basic chords and riffs from some of rock’s most iconic songs. The same goes for the vocal lines with lyrics, rap diagrams, and many examples with notated piano or bass parts that can be played and sung. I trust this will inspire readers to explore other songs in terms of how the music is played, how its materials trigger specific cultural codes, and how it expresses meaning. Singing along when a tune has wormed its way into your ear, trying a song’s chords at the piano, or simply moving to the music are all life-enriching ways that people make music their own through bodily action. This direct experience of embodied knowledge that so richly enhances our engagement with music is its own reward. It is hoped that readers may more vividly connect with their own inner guitarist-keyboardist-vocalist as they explore this book.



1 Middleton is here commenting on “schemas” as embodied gestural patterns that might be perceived unconsciously and could therefore, at least “in principle,” be equally relevant for performers, fans, and the analyst. Middleton (2001) further develops this position, incorporating study of performed gestures “that both incite and stand for the corporeal responses of fans” (219). The idea of interrogating one’s own gestures in developing a musical analysis is also grounded in performance and analysis studies. For examples, see Fisk (1996), Hatten (2004, 120–121), Cusick (1994), and Rothstein (2005).

2 Danielsen (2006, 47). For a study focusing on observed physical gestures in guitar and vocal performance, see Gardner and Shea (2022).

3 Hatten (2004) defines prototypical gestures as those occurring within around two seconds: short enough to transmit an immediate imagistic gestalt yet long enough to convey a temporally mediated gestalt that can be “understood as energetic shaping through time” (101–102).

4 Drawing on writers including Simon Frith, Edward T. Cone, Philip Tagg, and Eric Clarke, Moore introduces a typology of relations between the persona and its environment in his 2005 article and more fully explicates persona in Song Means (2012, 179–214). Abbate (1991) productively challenges Cone’s concept of a monologic and controlling “composer’s voice,” positing “multiple, decentered voices localized in several invisible bodies” (13). Modes of address in situating the voice, as discussed by Matt BaileyShea (2021, 126–145), are also relevant in the enactment of persona.

5 For more on gesture, embodiment, and virtual environments, see BaileyShea and Monahan (2018). They engage with Cox’s “mimetic hypothesis” (Cox 2011) in formulating a generalized energetics of musical motion that might operate in both tonal and atonal musical contexts.

6 Kozak (2015) applies the phenomenology of Maurice Merleau-Ponty to argue that situated, active listeners project their motor intentional gestures according to their own unique perspective, as music “solicits bodily involvement and beckons for one’s motor actions, thus putting the embodied listener right inside the flow of sounds” (par. 3.7).

7 For a study of social interaction in Mozart’s chamber works, see Klorman (2016).

8 Merleau-Ponty asserts that there is no fully formed thought prior to the speaking of thought and the naming of things (2012, 182–85). This underlies the capacity of songs do more than communicate thoughts through voice, enacting the formulation of thought itself, in the moment, as it comes into focus.

9 I draw on concepts of subject positioning in music as discussed in Cusick (1994) and Clarke (2005) and in film as explored in Chion (1999, 2021).


Part I

Guitar Voicing and Embodied Gesture in Rock


1

Guitar Voicing I

Barre Chords, Gesture, and Agency

The first two chapters in this book address basics of embodied expression in guitar playing.1 Chapter 1 begins with a consideration of guitar barre chords that offer the mobility of being playable across a full range up and down the neck of the guitar. I contextualize guitar-idiomatic chords and harmonic functions in terms of their availability within a single position in fretboard space, revealing how harmonic complexities involving modal mixture, chromatic mediants, added-note chords, and creatively misaligned or “divorced” counterpoint can all be understood to be grounded in musical movements in fretboard space that display a simple gestural logic. Transformational theory and image schema theory provide ways to further visualize chords and gestural actions that are materially grounded in fretboard space.

Analyses of songs in this chapter contextualize elements of harmony and form as enactments of embodied movement, showing how guitar gestural patterns following clear fretboard trajectories dynamically shape a gestural arc spanning a full song. This offers a conceptual advantage in situating abstractions of harmony, form, and counterpoint within an idiomatic repertoire of performative movement in guitar-based styles. In addition, because relative ease and freedom of movement in fretboard space can be empathetically understood as a metaphor for human mobility in the real world, attending to embodied actions in guitar work as a mode of listening can inform interpretations of guitar-based virtual musical agents that participate in fictionalized dramatic trajectories in songs. The literal grasping of hand positions on the guitar fretboard can imply metaphorical “grasping” as knowing and understanding (Cox 2017, 165), leading to implications of willed action and movement through virtual space. Image schema theory is implemented not only in conceptualizing guitar fretboard space, but also in identifying broader gestural actions and creative strategies. I invoke the container schema in exploring songs by Jimi Hendrix, Lenny Kravitz, Tower of Power, and Lianne La Havas, arguing that songs fictionalizing escape from space and to space stage an imagined break from confinement in a world that has been socially contained by the boundaries of systemic racism.

The chapter begins with a discussion of chords that lie comfortably within a single hand shape grasped on the guitar fretboard, progresses to more complex barre chord figurations and patterning in songs, and ends with examples from songs by the British singer-songwriter-guitarist, Lianne La Havas, showing how barre chord fretboard shapes that are basic to R&B and rock guitar playing are repurposed and layered in her music to form extended jazz chords. These examples provide grounding for Chapter 2, which addresses guitar chords with open strings as a starting point in further exploring guitar fretboard space as a creative platform for musical gesture in popular songs.

The Fret-Interval Type

Example 1.1a shows the set of all major triad voicings in standard guitar tuning (E A D G B E) that can be played within the span of three frets, a range that very comfortably fits the hand. The “fret-interval type” is a generalized model of hand position in guitar fretboard space.2 It is determined by counting up on each string from the lowest fret, the “barre” fret, which is numbered 1 and generally covered across the strings with the index finger. This is like a guitar chord tab, with fret numberings reduced by the factor that will represent the lower boundary, or barre, as 1. For example, the fret-interval type for an E-shape barre chord is <133211>, no matter where the chord is played up and down the neck of the guitar. It comprises a specific hand-to-fretboard shape that will render transpositionally equivalent chord voicings. I explain how the fret-interval type can also be used to label a hand position, representing a kind of set complex that contains within it a variety of chords and figurations. The fret-interval type is useful in modeling what guitarists actually do, as they embellish fundamental tones and chords from within the confines of a more general hand position. In terms of image schema theory, the fret-interval type can be viewed as a container that delineates boundaries for pathways of musical action.3



Example 1.1a Major triad voicings available within the span of three guitar frets
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Example 1.1b Minor pentatonic-based major triads
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Example 1.1c Minor pentatonic scale and major barre chords in a single hand position
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The fret-interval type formalizes numerically the derivation of a barre chord or figuration from the open-string version on which it is based, a relationship that I believe guitarists actively negotiate in constructing patterns.4 Only chords formed exclusively with stopped notes on the fretboard are included in Example 1.1. As a mobile set of practical voicings that may be shifted up or down the full range of the guitar neck, these chords have attributes that are different from those of open-string chords, which form another genre of chord voicing to be discussed in Chapter 2.5 This rendering of the major triad voicings that comfortably fit within a single location on the fretboard suggests a correspondence between fretboard design and idiomatic patterns of blues-rock guitar music that often feature chromatic third-related modal colorations and subdominant-driven harmony. The functional labels that appear in quotes, “tonic,” “subdominant,” and “mediant,” are only generalized characterizations, since any of these major triads might serve as a tonic; chord voicings from each of the three categories assume tonic function in examples I discuss further below. Nonetheless, songs that do follow this harmonic orientation powerfully leverage the physical design of the guitar, while tapping into a deep reservoir of guitar-idiomatic tradition that is laden with powerful cultural references and associations. Chords in the “mediant” category are grouped with curved lines by subdominant relation, forming chromatic-mediant harmonic pairs that David Kopp has called the flat and sharp affinity pairings.6 The A♭ chord does not form a mediant relation with the G barre chord, but it does with the C barre chord; it also connects by an extended pattern of descending fourths to the flat mediants of the G chord.7 Example 1.1b applies basic cross-string and lateral motions of guitar playing to generate major chords whose roots form the minor pentatonic scale.8 Transpositionally equivalent chord voicings are marked with arrows and labeled plus or minus n to indicate lateral shifts of hand position on the fretboard. In discussing examples in songs, I will refer back to these basic cross-string and lateral guitar moves as fundamental actions in guitar-based songs, exploring their relationship to large-scale chord patterning, riff structure, more complex chords, and alternate tuning.

The harmonic network these chords comprise appears in the example as a matrix derived from a neo-Riemannian Tonnetz.9 Notes are labeled as vertices and triangles form triads. Motions of chords whose roots are a fifth apart can be followed on the diagonals; those with chord roots related by a minor third are aligned horizontally, and those related by major third are in vertical alignment. The Tonnetz provides a visualization of harmonic transformations wrapping around common tones. This compares to guitar changes based on chords in Example 1.1a, in which common tones will often be literally stopped with the same finger while shifting between chords within a single general hand position location. Parallel changes among guitar barre chords are qualitatively different in that they are not anchored in one hand position location on the fretboard, and they enlist a different physical motion of lateral arm movement to shift chords higher and lower.10 Since neo-Riemannian operations are less helpful in modeling step progressions with no common-tone or semitone connections, parallel shifts are here integrated in the transformational model as shifts up or down by plus or minus n. I will show how this also works in modeling parallel shifts of a grouping of chords, as in a barre chord sequential pattern. Whether visualized on the fretboard or as a neo-Riemannian transformation, it is important to underscore that the intent is to represent patterns of dynamic motion, modeling how a guitarist experiences bodily movement in navigating from one hand position to another.11 Examples from songs will illustrate qualitative differences in chord shifts that can be heard by the listener as well, in audible and musically expressive slides and moments of fret noise, which are integral to expressive guitar work.

Example 1.1c shows a minor pentatonic scale along with major barre chords built on the low E and A strings that can all be played within a boundary of four frets (3–6). This is easily tracked visually on the guitar tab: the repetitive moves in ascending up the pentatonic scale are spatially grounded on fret 3 as two-note figures migrate across each string. There is complementary tactile grounding, as the index finger will typically be anchored on fret 3 in the reflexive fingering moves. Similarly, the index finger positioned on fret 3 would form the grounding “barre” in the G and C major chords shown. Changing between these voicings of the G and C major chords exemplifies a fundamental cross-string move within a single larger fretboard shape requiring only minimal movement of fingers and wrist. Guitarists develop a powerful sense of embodied knowledge in feeling where such potential melodic and chordal moves are literally within their grasp.12

Guitar players sometimes refer to fretboard boundaries of this kind as a pentatonic “box,” in which chords and melodic patterns can be creatively rendered. There are a variety of such fretboard boxes in standard guitar tuning, where scale patterns and barre chords can be played in different positions on the guitar neck. Guitarist Glen Proudfoot (2012a,b) uses this metaphor in naming his tutorial articles for Guitar World magazine “The Box We Live In” (March 2012) and “Breaking Out of the Box” (May 2012). We will explore how chords and melodic elaborations indexed to fretboard locations in this manner form a crucial component of guitar work. The fret-interval type is useful as a means to precisely label these hand-to-chord shapes on the guitar fretboard. I will further show in analyses to follow how this notion of a box or container offers a wide-reaching metaphor that may be indexed to more than just where guitarists grasp notes on the guitar fretboard. Songs may project narratives in breaking out of other established boundaries, perhaps through purely musical means involving rhythm, melody, harmony, or formal design. The act of “breaking out of the box” can also refer to a trajectory in resisting social containment that might be expressed in lyrics or through sheer performative energy and intensity. When musical sounds seem to express the intentions of an implied musical character or agent, such that musical actions provoke associations with aspects of life in the real world, the result is an expression of virtual agency. Such imaginative associations are essential in our understanding of metaphor and the cognitive process known as cross-domain mapping.13 In examining songs throughout this book, we will progress from the study of actual bodily movement in playing and singing to enactments of virtual agency, in which a song’s protagonist can be perceived as moving through a personic environment in the song’s virtual world.14

Barre Chord Figurations

Coordinating fretboard location with harmonic transformation provides information about the physical actions that move through pitch voicings and hand positions, forming specific embodiments of transformation. In this way, harmonic, motivic, and formal elements in songs can be understood as a kind of “composing out” from fundamental idiomatic actions of guitar playing. I model this process in an early rock song in Example 1.2. Rock historians have acknowledged the Kinks’ songs of 1964, “You Really Got Me” and “All Day and All of the Night,” as the first hit songs built around so called “power chords.”15 The three-chord riff for “All Day and All of the Night” is shown in guitar tablature. All chords are comprised of an open fifth and octave, which has a fret-interval type of <133---> in chords built on the low E string or <-133--> in chords built on the A string. The riff is most easily played using the two basic motions I have described, the lateral move down a whole step and the cross-string move up a fourth, followed by the cross-string diagonal return to the tonic. This forms the triangular root pathway G–F–B♭–G on the fretboard, outlining a pentatonic trichord that is archetypal to rock music.16 I contend that cross-string chord changes within one location on the fretboard, labeled here with neo-Riemannian operators L, P, and R, give rise to voice leadings around common tones that are qualitatively different from the parallelisms of barre chords shifted laterally along the neck of the guitar. The triangular root pathway of the pentatonic riff invites a blending of both kinds of motion, since the root movement up a fourth is accomplished with minimal effort through a shift from the E string to the A string.17 In its harmonic transformations, the parallel shift down a whole step is contrasted with common-tone chord motions labeled as neo-Riemannian composite operations RL (up a perfect fourth) and RP (down a minor third). It is easy to track the fretboard trajectory of the riff on the guitar tablature, noting how the riff centers on frets 1 and 3, before it is shifted up two frets at the bridge and then up five more at the chorus.



Example 1.2 Tab and transformational network: The Kinks, “All Day and All of The Night” (1964)
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The voicing routine migrates across the full range of the guitar to project a large-scale motion in tandem with the vocal line. As shown in the example, the riff pattern moves from the lowest possible stopped fret (fret 1, with slide from F to G in the intro and verse) to the twelfth fret D major chord high up on the neck in the chorus, projecting chromatic mediant and dominant harmonic relationships along the way. The vocal line closely follows the guitar riff at first, as the protagonist declares his need to be together with the desired lover, but a dislocation in the bridge between the vocal line and the riff powerfully expresses the persona of a lover obsessed, a change brought about with mediant shifts by minor third and major third (labeled PR and LP).18 As he sings, “the only time I feel alright is by your side,” the singer fixes on C♯, the third of the A major triad, creating a harsh dissonance as the chords power on to G and C while the singer lingers on the C♯. The song’s cyclic, repetitive rhythm is now powerfully directed in a move to the dominant, as the sustained C♯ resolves to D; linkage between guitar and voice is restored as the guitar riff on the dominant in high register is heard together with the title line sung repeatedly, “all day and all of the night.”19

Chord voicings may project affective dimensions that I characterize as examples of expressive opposition in Table 1.1.20 The Kinks song, based entirely on barre chords, provides a topical prototype for the musical and affective dimensions summarized in the right column. In later examples I will address how songs may project stylistic tropes through contrasting oppositions of open-string and barre chord voicings that serve to delineate musical form. This comprises a model of categorization in guitar voicing through which we can track how guitarists index music to the body. As larger patterns emerge in the ways guitarists interact with their instruments and with other musicians, a gestural arc can emerge spanning an entire song.



Table 1.1 Expressive oppositions in guitar chord voicing




	Open-String Chord Voicings
	Barre Chord Voicings





	Collective

Letting open-string chords ring

Open-string embellishments

Open-string notes prioritized tonally

Full chords

Chordal picking and fingerstyle

Strumming “rhythm guitar”

Directed voice leading

Rooted in traditions

Rural

Authentic Grounded

Acoustic

Order

Folk/Country

Pastoral
	Individualized

Grasping chords: Asserting persona

Mobile barre figurations

Mobile tonal relationships

Power-chord open 5ths

Riffs integrate melody and chords

Soloistic “lead guitar”

Parallelisms

Iconoclastic, modern

Urban

Dramatic

Free Electric

Noise

Rock

Heroic







In his book, Conceptualizing Music: Cognitive Structure, Theory, and Analysis, Lawrence Zbikowski proposes that “categories are where our conceptualization of music starts” (2002, 59). In Figure 1.1, I offer a conceptual model for the Kinks riff as a hierarchical category within the larger general model given as Figure 1.2, which locates actions of guitar playing within a dynamic cognitive system grounded in processes of cross-domain mapping. While any number of statements might be made about the riff, I choose to focus on embodied attributes in rendering the riff: its shape and trajectory on the fretboard, along with its rhythmic profile. This cognitive model of conceptual blending is based on the premise that music exploits and challenges our ability to categorize. Clustered conceptual domains—that Zbikowski terms as mental spaces, drawing upon work by rhetorician Mark Turner and linguist Gilles Fauconnier—are deeply grounded in biomechanical performative actions that inform our processes of reasoning as we hear this music.21 Guitar riffs comprise embodied musical actions we understand at a basic categorical level of cognition through their correlation with basic image schemas we experience in everyday life.22 My analyses describe how higher-level relationships of melody, harmony, text setting, and musical form seem to follow and perhaps literally derive from basic guitar moves in songs. The Kinks song provides an example, in that the guitarist’s physical trajectory in performing the riffs, from the lowest fret to riff statements high on the guitar neck, parallels the musical motion spanning the verse, bridge, and chorus.23



Figure 1.1 Conceptual model
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Figure 1.2 Conceptual integration network (CIN)
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Example 1.3 shows the guitar riff from the Lenny Kravitz song, “Fly Away” (1998). Created more than thirty years after the Kinks song, it uses essentially the same power chord vocabulary and a similar fretboard trajectory along and across strings, but with fuller guitar voicings that might sound all strings. Steady down-up movement in the strumming arm instantiates a rapid eighth-note pulse through muted percussive notes (shown with “x” note heads) that enliven upbeat forward motion.24 Movement along the fretboard is made audible and expressive with slides and passing chords.



Example 1.3 Lenny Kravitz, “Fly Away,” 5 (1998). Guitar riff
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Part of a song’s unique expression of subjectivity is in how it projects associations with past music. “Fly Away” recalls songs of psychedelic fantasy from the late sixties, in which a protagonist offers to take a love interest (or perhaps the listener) on an imagined psychedelic journey, described here with celestial imagery in going to see “the stars, the Milky Way or even Mars.” In the first verse, the protagonist’s wish to be able to fly “just like a dragonfly” seems to be a direct reference to the Jimi Hendrix song, “Spanish Castle Magic” (1967):


It’s very far away.

It takes about half a day

To get there

If we travel by my . . . dragonfly.



The riff follows a clear path along the guitar fretboard, with expanding intervals up a minor third, down a perfect fourth, and then up a perfect fifth. The guitar tab in Example 1.3 shows parallel moves along the fretboard, upward (+2, +1) and then downward (–5), that culminate in the cross-string move to the subdominant. Overall harmonic movement from the tonic to the subdominant is elaborated with a fourths-cycle chord progression. In terms of chord patterning, the song can be imagined as a reworking of Jimi Hendrix’s rendition of “Hey Joe” (also from 1967). The expanded double-plagal fourths-cycle progression in both songs is diagrammed in the example.25 The Tonnetz model is useful as a visualization of incremental harmonic moves on a path that the two songs share. A local tonic-dominant implication provides a counterbalance in shaping each phrase, with front-weighted initial accent in the “Fly Away” chord pattern and end-weighted arrival accent in “Hey Joe.” The energetic shaping of the riff, closely tied to physical mobility in grasping and strumming chords, is integral to its expressive force as a musical gesture. The riff’s clear gestural trajectory and its energetic circular repetition contributes to its virtual agential force, which aligns with the singer’s persona, so that the instrumental energy communicated in the guitar riff might seem to power the imagined vehicle to “fly away.” The song can be further interpreted as an impulse of pastoral romantic fantasy, a retreat to an imagined celestial place of the mind, which is enhanced through its nostalgic connection with older psychedelic rock.

The impulse to escape the world, manifested in both Hendrix’s “Spanish Castle Magic” and Lenny Kravitz’s “Fly Away,” goes deeper than the lyrics, providing an imaginative musical framework for the staging of virtual agency. This impulse can be interpreted as a gestural action marking both songs as engagements with Afrofuturist expressions of Black consciousness, each staging an imagined escape from social containment in a world that has been limited by systemic racism.26 The bass line, with slap-bass popping articulations and “wah” envelope filter effect, further aligns the Lenny Kravitz song with psychedelic funk music by artists including Sly and the Family Stone and Parliament-Funkadelic. In Part II, we will explore how this, too, represents a kind of breakout, from conventional sound and technique in bass playing, that will be crucial in depicting imagined virtual worlds in 1970s funk music.

In Example 1.4, I examine the verse riff and chorus in Hendrix’s “You Got Me Floating” from Axis: Bold as Love (1967). The diagram illustrates how full barre chords and pentatonic scales or riffs are based on dualistic opposition of the grounding barre formed with the index finger and opposing fingers that close interval spans above it.27 As an image schema, the resulting hand position can be understood as a biomechanical container that comprises potential melodic and chordal shapes available within its boundaries. The standard tuning of the guitar conveniently forms a pentatonic scale, with an octave doubling on the highest and lowest strings that prioritizes the minor pentatonic. (Note that Hendrix tunes down a half step for this recording. I discuss the song in terms of guitar work centered on A, but the sounding pitch is a semitone lower.) Working within an interval span of three or four frets over the barring fret allows for a considerable variety of chords and riffs within a single hand-position shape. The fret-interval type models this shape, providing a six-member set of interval spans mapped to the fretboard, <433344>.



Example 1.4 Jimi Hendrix, “You Got Me Floating,” Axis: Bold as Love (1967)

a. Chord and riff formations (guitar tuned down a half step)

 
b. Chorus (sounds a half step lower)
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The verse and chorus guitar riffs inhabit fretboard spaces in two adjacent containers meeting at fret 5. The E-shape barre chord on A shown in Example 1.4a serves as a starting point of reference. A slight expansion of the hand position forms the prototypical fretboard “box” shape shown for the A minor pentatonic scale: the A major barre chord spans three frets, 5–7, while the minor pentatonic scale spans four frets, 5–8. The actual verse riff is nested within the larger pentatonic fretboard box, also spanning frets 5–8.28 The barre-like C and D chords are literally played with one finger within the confines of that pentatonic hand position. This provides Hendrix with considerable mobility in playing the riff while simultaneously adding a counterpoint of embellishing trills and a muted rhythmic “chink” ostinato. The polyrhythms of these materials in combination with the voices and other instruments contribute to a floating rhythm that complements psychedelic imagery represented sonically and in the lyrics.

The chords of the verse, built on pentatonic trichord (A–C–D), are diagrammed in harmonic transformation and as a chord root pathway on the fretboard. Embodied motion in the guitar work of the verse is summarized as a dynamic model of blended conceptual space. This describes how the verse riff is instantiated through binary-oppositional finger and arm movements (up-down, left-right, etc.) contained within boundaries delimited by frets and strings. The conceptual model visually represents gestural motion guided by embodied knowledge: such guitar voicings engage finger action on strings and arm movement along the neck in trajectories that become second nature to guitar players, as musical events are mapped to bodily actions in performance.

As the vocal melody in the verse closely aligns with the guitar riff, we can interpret embodied expression in the voice and guitar as unified, such that the vocal melody, too, seems to emanate from the same virtual pentatonic field that is tangibly grasped on the guitar fretboard. The alignment of vocality with the psychedelically charged guitar work serves to augment representation of a protagonist engaged in describing how he feels in experiencing love: “floating” and turned on “naturally.”29

The chorus of the Hendrix song continues the same harmonic loop of three chords, with a shift in guitar space down two frets to span frets 3–5 and a cross-string move to the low strings (see Example 1.4b). The resulting chorus riff is a gestural variation of the verse riff that exploits the low register of the guitar. Fret 5 serves as an axis point at this formal juncture, forming the grounding barre in the verse riff and the upper boundary in the chorus riff. Invoking the image schema, states are locations (Cox 2017, 145), we can appreciate the embodied spatial grounding afforded by this relationship, as the verse and chorus riffs musically traverse established boundaries around the fret 5 axis. The guitar couples with the bass on the chorus riff, providing polyrhythmic contrast against the vocals, as backing voices take the melody and Hendrix comments in call-and-response. A surrealistic and harmonically static instrumental solo section follows. A sense of balance and equilibrium is then restored as the guitar work returns to the referential fretboard location for the final verse.30

We can refer back to the A major barre chord built on fret 5, never fully sounded, as a prototypical source model of hand-to-instrument stability in the fretboard space of the riffs. In this respect, the riffs instantiate the source-path-goal schema (Cox 2017, 147–148), as the riffs move away from, and gravitate toward, points of stability afforded within the containing fretboard space. The low E string is used sparingly in both riffs to provide an added dimension of melodic angularity with contrasting lower sound. With the appearance of the open low E in the chorus, the guitar work opens to a broader register, such that the chorus riff counterpoints between the pentatonic box of frets 3–5 and the open bass string (as marked with “+” in the tab).

Hendrix’s vocal is understated throughout, as the guitar serves to externalize sonically the protagonist’s internal state of being naturally high on love. This is yet another way in which Hendrix enacts the feeling of “floating,” with vocal persona depicting an almost out-of-body quality of a detached observer while the agency of guitar sound communicates bodily engagement. Layers of recorded sound played backwards, panned left and right stereophonically, further depict a consciousness that has escaped the confines of the physical body. The energized guitar work contributes in shaping musical form, as rhythmic comping in the verse and linkage with the bass in the chorus gives way to free sonic experimentation in the guitar solo. A narrative arc spanning the whole song is enacted through increasingly dense musical layers coded to psychedelic imagery: recorded sounds played backwards near the end of the song depict the protagonist’s state as his “desires start to show.”

Hendrix’s creative approach to blues-based music, foregrounding an extravagantly physical enactment of embodied expression through the electric guitar, has contributed to the complex position his music occupies in regard to expressions of Black subjectivity and authenticity. On his commercial success in England and his appeal to primarily white rock audiences, Paul Gilroy writes:


The creative opposition in his work between obvious reverence for blues-based traditions and an assertively high-tech futuristic spirituality distills a wider conflict not simply between premodern or anti-modern and the modern but between the contending definitions of authenticity which are appropriate to black cultural creation on its passage into international pop commodification. (1993, 94)



The “high-tech futuristic spirituality” Hendrix embodies through his guitar work would provide a blueprint for artists in techno-funk and Afrofuturistic idioms, including George Clinton, that we will discuss in later chapters. The focus on blues-based guitaristic expression in his music was not, however, accepted by more mainstream Black audiences. The guitar work on songs at the Motown and Stax labels was disciplined, concisely patterned, and purposeful in supporting an arrangement that featured the vocal melody. Transforming blues-based guitar work sonically and theatrically through the fictionalized personae he enacted in songs, Hendrix projected a virtual agency in his music that challenged the authority of norms accepted as “appropriate to black cultural creation.”31 To audiences that identified with Motown and soul music, “Jimi’s music was, if not from another planet, definitely from another country” (George 1989, 109). This can be understood as a still broader application of the container metaphor at the level of genre. Hendrix’s resistance to containment within established genres is racially charged. He created fantastic virtual worlds in which he represented “black-blues-rock personae as cultural outlaws” (Bolden 2020, 23–24). In contradicting the convention that rock signified an expression of whiteness, Hendrix established a foundation for guitar-based funk music.

Pentatonic-based guitar riffs may be understood as varied ways of working out the nested musical entities and physical boundaries contained within a hand position on the fretboard. As this process unfolds over time through repetition, the container image schema combines with the cycle schema (Brower 2000, 329). The very notion of “riffing” implies this sort of cyclic play within grounding basic patterns. In the Rolling Stones’ “Brown Sugar,” a gestural pattern with embellishing subdominant is featured in the introduction. As shown in Example 1.5, the embellished barre chord migrates from the dominant through the tonic, the upper and lower mediants, and the subtonic.32 Keith Richards’ open G tuning allows the principal chords to be played as pure barre chords on a single fret. The embellishing ⁶₄ chords require extra physical pressure that is released as embellishing chords resolve back to the barre. In this way, the guitarist choreographs through bodily gesture the multileveled structure of harmony and embellishment in shaping the phrase.33



Example 1.5 Embellishing subdominant riff: The Rolling Stones, “Brown Sugar,” Sticky Fingers (1971)
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If open-string chords and figurations, along with their barre chord derivatives, are special idiomatic guitar signifiers, then alternate guitar tunings can also be expressively significant. In Neil Young’s “Cortez the Killer,” the open D string sounding over a tonic on E provides for easy access to dissonant barre chords while the D pedal, suggesting a pastoral drone, supports a principal vocal note on D (see Example 1.6). The resulting friction enacted through tonic grounding on E and melodic centricity on D might be interpreted as a metaphorical representation of Cortez and Montezuma. With harmonic colorations uncommon in an extended rock song, the pedal point through 7th, 9th, and 11th chords with overdriven guitar tone creates an exotic grandeur that resonates with the mythic, larger-than-life depiction of Montezuma and Cortez. A creative fusion results, as rock underpinnings in the music provide ironic critique on the Spanish conquest of the New World. At the end, it is revealed that this is also a love song that has attained mythical dimensions, elevated through an expression of idyllic pastoral longing.



Example 1.6 Neil Young, “Cortez the Killer,” Zuma (1975)
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Instrumental drones and sustained pedal points have associations with European folkloric and pastoral topics while also connecting with allusions to Indian music in psychedelic rock (Echard 2017, 55–64). In engaging with traditions in folk and blues guitar playing that use sustained open strings (represented as zeros in the guitar tab), Young’s shaping of electric guitar sound with sustained pedal tones serves his expressive goals in creating a romanticized, pastorally inflected sonic space. This borrowing from the pastoral mode heightens the song’s expressive force as a narrative of idealized nostalgia and longing for a bygone age. At the same time, the music focuses on the lyrical sonic shaping of electric guitar feedback and distortion, as in comparable expansive guitar work by Jimi Hendrix, Eric Clapton, and Jimmy Page. In terms of embodied expression, Young’s alternate tuning can be regarded as a means to personalize and calibrate the bodily interface with the instrument, as he shapes broadly paced phrases as waves of amplified sound, projecting a vast sonic landscape as well as tactile intimacy.34 Young’s amplified pastoral lyricism offers a means to reconcile contradictory stylistic expectations in folk and rock, resulting in a troping of musical topics (Hatten 2004, 2014). Near the end of the song, the lyrics shift from the mythical to the personal.35 An emergent metaphorical meaning, representing a love that is distanced and unattainable, acquires depth as the arrival point in the song’s narrative:


And I know she’s living there,

And she loves me to this day.

I still can’t remember when,

Or how I lost my way.

He came dancing across the water,

Cortez, Cortez.

What a killer.



Guitarists in soul and funk idioms also leverage the mobility of barre chords to render more extended harmonies. Barre chords forming seventh and ninth chords are typical in rhythmically active funk guitar playing. Example 1.7 shows an excerpt from Tower of Power’s “Soul Vaccination” (1973). A variant of the A-shape barre chord, this voicing of the minor seventh chord fits the hand comfortably in the span of three frets. The syncopated rhythm is stabilized through constant down-up movement of the strumming arm timed to the sixteenth-note pulse, such that the offbeat syncopated attacks are strummed as upstrokes. As shown in the example, the rhythm is further enlivened with quick parallel slides by a half step on the fretboard. In Part II of the book, we will further examine how the instrumental and vocal parts in a funky groove kinesthetically index to the body. “Soul Vaccination” offers a premise that will be further developed in songs by Parliament-Funkadelic: celebrating active engagement with soul and funk music as a means to creatively reimagine the world, animating the proposition that actual social change demands a radical reimagining of possible futures. Forming a parallel with P-Funk songs including “Chocolate City” (1975) and “One Nation Under a Groove” (1978), the idea of musically administering a “Soul vaccination all across the nation” as “a master plan all over the land” can be understood as an imagined corrective to systemic racism delivered through bodily movement. In this song, the enactment of a funky groove musically represents the cure that is self-referentially described in the lyrics: “Tower’s got the potion.”



Example 1.7 Tower of Power, “Soul Vaccination,” Tower of Power (1973)
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Barre Chords and Jazz Harmony: Lianne La Havas

Building upon a legacy of R&B and rock guitar playing, the British singer-songwriter and guitarist Lianne La Havas uses barre chord fretboard shapes in layered textures to create extended jazz harmonies. While incorporating elements associated with neo-soul artists including D’Angelo, Erykah Badu, and India Arie, the music of Lianne La Havas displays a creative independence that has been compared with Prince and Joni Mitchell. I conclude this chapter on guitar barre chords by showing how they provide a foundation in forming chromatic linear progressions in six of her songs. This illuminates an artistic strategy that can be appreciated as creatively transgressive, as La Havas resists the implied authority of value in musical textures that are strictly aligned and tonally grounded, drawing from traditions in rock and R&B guitar playing while at the same time confronting those traditions that privilege electric guitar playing as a terrain of extroverted male dominance.

In examining songs that display an absent or emerging tonic (as previously theorized by Mark Spicer), I explain how tonality, form, and gestural trajectory in La Havas’s music relate to the embodied image-schematic metaphor of the container, discussed earlier in this chapter. Here I argue that songs of La Havas, with harmonic patterns that are free from the grounding force of a strongly articulated tonic, metaphorically enact a flight from containment. I draw from Fumi Okiji’s book, Jazz as Critique, in correlating La Havas’s tonally open songs with a musically expressed “resistance to enclosure,” which can be interpreted in her songs as an artistic expression of Black consciousness.36 Writers on Black culture remind us that, historically, persons of color may have a heritage of experience that denies any sense of originary home, such that any provisional “home” may have been a site of oppression. Therefore, we may find in art and literature an impulse grounded not in any conceptualized attraction toward the stability of home, but instead, in the imagined enactment of escape from the world. In La Havas’s songs, this musically staged enactment can be understood as an expressive gestural arc spanning whole songs, one that enables the projection of extended jazz harmonies and a multilayered approach to tonality and large-scale design.

Lianne La Havas’s 2015 hit, “Unstoppable” uses a three-chord sequence throughout, as shown in Example 1.8.
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