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Building in any successful 
rock 'n' roll record is a sense 
of the power of the singer to 
say what he or she means, 
but also a realization that 
words are inadequate to that 
task. and the feeling of fulfill· 
ment is never as strong as 
the feeling of frustration. The 
singer goes as far as she or 
he can go; the singer even 
acknowledges the quandary. 
gives in to its tension. aban-
dons words and screams. But 
the singer still comes up 
shan; the performance 
demands the absolute lucidi-
ty it has already promised, a 
promise from which it is 
already falling back, and so 
an instrument takes over. It is 
a re lief: a relief from the fail-
ure of language. The thrill is 
of entering a world where 
anything can be said, even if 
no one can know what it 
means. 

Gren M.rcus' 

But people don't ule longl according 
to anyone's intent. In the truest 
moments, songs like microbes-with-
out intent, without brains-use people. 

Greil Marcus2 

Most contemporary popular music takes the form of song (even 
acid house), and most people if asked what a song "means" refer to the words. 
In examining what the words do mean we can follow two obvious strategies, 
treating songs either as poems, literary objects which can be analyzed entirely 
separately from music, or as speech acts, words to be analyzed in performance. 
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But in listening to the lyrics of pop songs we actually hear three things at 
once: words, which appear to give songs an independent source of semantic 
meaning; rhetoric, words being used in a special, musical way, a way which 
draws attention to features and problems of speech; and voices, words being 
spoken or sung in human tones which are themselves "meaningful:' signs of 
persons and personality. In this chapter I will focus on words and rhetoric; 
in the following chapter I will consider the voice. 

Until relatively recently, most academic analysts of AnglO-American 
popular music assumed, like commonsense listeners, that pop's meaning lay 
in the lyrics.3 This is the tradition of content analysis, a tradition still faithfully 
followed in the pages of Popular Music and Society; and arguments about 
pop's political and social value are still more likely to refer to pop words than 
to pop sounds (think, for example, of the debate about rap). There are 
mundane reasons for this- fans, academics, and moralists alike are more used 
to dealing with verbal than with musical meaning, and find it easier to talk 
about (and censor).' But this does mean-and this is my starting point-that 
words matter to people, that they are central to how pop songs are heard and 
evaluated. In the most comprehensive survey I know of teenage use of music 
television, for example, the most cited reason for watching a video was not 
to see what the performers looked like but "in order to find out what the 
words mean.'" Richard Rodgers made the essential point nearly fifty years 
ago: "For never does a song achieve any sort of public unless the words have 
at some point made a joint impact with the music on the individual and 
public ear . . . The old defensive and competitive cry of the composer, 
'Nobody whistles the words!' is simply not true:'6 

What was clear to Rodgers, what remains obviously true, is that in 
everyday terms a song--its basic melodic and rhythmic structure-is grasped 
by people through its words, even if these words come to us in fits and 
fragments (or, more commonly and deliberately, in hooks and chorus lines); 
the best version of Queen's "Bohemian Rhapsody:' for example, is Fuzzbox's 
a cappella reading, which translates all the instrumental bits into half-heard 
words too.7 

Nicholas Tawa has shown how words-titles, hook phrases-became the 
basis of popular songs' market "punch" in the early days of Tin Pan Alley: 

E. M. Wickes said a good title can have punch and make the song 
into a hit. A title tag lingered in memory after one heard the piece; 
it conjured up related images and revived past recollections and 
associations. Some of the best titles were adverbial clauses, like 
"When the harvest days are over," "When the meadow lanes are green 
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again;' and "Where the sweet magnolias bloom." Titles connected to 
the events of the day were valuable because they received free pub-
licity. At any rate, a fine title suggested or conveyed a definite idea. 
It helped to attract the attention of performers, especially if they were 
selecting songs to be sent to them from a catalog. Amateurs in a 
music store would ask to see and hear a song whose title caught their 
eye. 

Not surprisingly, the title was almost invariably used as a punch 
line by placing it in the first line and, less often, also towards the end 
of the chorus. Nearly without exception, it was set to one of the most 
appealing melodic phrases, and in most cases the most winning 
phrase, of the song.s 

As this suggests, the words without the music were usually (quite literally) 
unmemorable. Unlike lyrical poems (a comparison to which I'll return), song 
words are only remembered in their melodic and rhythmic setting, as anyone 
knows who has followed the TV pop quiz question in which panelists are 
asked to identify a lyric that winds along the bottom of the screen as a plain 
print text. They usually can't, but it only takes a couple of notes of the music 
to be faded in and everyone (listeners at home too) can immediately recall 
it. 

The first systematic content analysis of the American pop song that I 
know of was carried out by one of the Frankfurt School scholars in exile, 
J. G. Peatman, for Paul Lazersfeld's 1940s Radio Research project. Perhaps 
not surprisingly, Peatman found the same sort of standardization in song 
words that Adorno found in radio music: such a finding is, one could say, a 
necessary result of the coding process. The description of the pop song as a 
formula song is familiar enough in the music industry too. Tawa notes that 
even in the 1830s (when the modern song business began) critics accused the 
new songs of "a vitiating sameness;' and Peter Etzkorn's study of professional 
songwriters in the United States in the early 1960s revealed that 
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the composing activity of songwriters would seem to be constrained 
by their orientation towards the expectations of significant "judges" 
in executive positions in the music business whose critical standards 
are based on traditional musical cliches. In their endeavor to emulate 
the norms of successful reference groups, songwriters (even with a 
variety of backgrounds) will produce compositions virtually ho-
mogenous in form and structure, thereby strengthening the formal 
rigidity of popular music.9 

Performing Rites 

One aspect of this in the early days, as Tawa notes, was that the song, as 
a commodity, had to have a particular sort of use value-it had to be 
adaptable. 

A copy of a very popular song, "Anona;' published in New York by 
Feist in 1903, advertises: "This famous composition is also published 
as an Intermezzo-Two Step-for Piano, also for Band, Orchestra, 
Mandolin, Guitar, Banjo, Zither, etc." The song's key, tempo, and 
dynamics were also flexible, thus freeing the performer and making 
a winning presentation dependent on his or her interpretation.10 

The pop song "formula;' in other words, was indeed (as the Frankfurt 
scholars argued) an effect of market forces. But content analysis has consis-

. tently revealed the way in which the pop formula is also dominated by a 
particular sort of romantic ideology. The pop song is the love song, and the 
implication, putting these two findings together, is that what pop songs are 
really about are formulas of love. Two analytic strategies can then be adopted. 
The first is to argue that these romantic formulas (and, in particular, the way 
they change over time) somehow reflect changing social mores, and thus give 
us useful evidence as to how "the people" regard love (and associated social 
mores). For Stuart Chase, for example, popular song "is the sum of all the 
patterns of behavior" which "keep the group from flying into a thousand 
fragments, and help it adapt to nature and survive its environment." Popular 
songs, from this perspective, express "commonly held values" and speak for 
"the millions who treasure them:' "Popular recordings;' as B. Lee Cooper has 

tl " . f I h' "II put it more recen y, are pieces 0 ora (story. 
Alternatively, one can make a contrast between the standard pop account 

of love and something else, something more real and complex and individual. 
"Standard» lyrics, "sentimental" and "banal" words, are routinely measured 
against "realist" lyrics, against songs which deal with the actual world and 
lived emotionsY Lawrence Levine, replicating S. I. Hayakawa's famous 1955 
study of American popular songs (which had been entitled, symptomatically, 
"Popular Songs versus the Facts of Life"), comes to much the same conclusion 
about both the sentimental vapidity of these songs and the contrasting 
"truthfulness" of the blues: 

In a period when divorce rates were rising, family stability declining, 
pastoral life styles disappearing, bureaucratic impersonality and or-
ganization increasing, popular music constructed a universe in which 
adolescent innocence and naivete became a permanent state. Men 
and women (often referred to in the songs as boys and girls) dreanied 
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pure dreams, hopefully waited for an ideal love to appear (the gift 
of some beneficent power that remained undefined and unnamed), 
and built not castles but bungalows in the air complete with birds, 
brooks, blossoms, and babies. 

Adults were being socialized to a world constructed out of child-
hood fantasies or, more accurately, adult views of childhood fan-
tasies: 

You're right out of a book, 
The fairy tale I read when I was so high. 
No armored knight out of a book, 
Was more enchanted by a Lorelei than l. 

As in the fairy tales, so too in popular songs, life was not purely 
idyllic. Reality was allowed to intrude: often lovers were faithless, 
promises broken, hopes unfulfilled. But the reality proved as insub-
stantial as the dream. Tears were shed and self-pity expressed, yet 
little was learned and less resolved. Fatalism prevailed and the fan-
tasies went on and on.13 

Levine compares white song lyrics with the blues, "the closest Negro 
equivalent to American popular music." 

Any such comparison shows important and revealing differences. 
While both blues and popular music were dominated by lyrics con-
cerning love, black consciousness of and attitudes towards this rela-
tionship differed considerably from those of the larger society. 

The blues were far less pervaded by self-pity, the profound fatalism, 
and the very real disillusionment that marked American popular 
music. 

For all their "pathos;' then, the blues were "saved" from white narcissism 
"by the strong sense of humor and proportion which frequently prevented 
even the most pitiable lover from posturing." In the blues, "love seldom 
resembled the ethereal, ideal relationship so often pictured in popular songs. 
Love was depicted as a fragile, often ambivalent relationship between imper-
fect beings." It was, in other words, "portrayed realistically as a multidimen-
sional experience."14 

Levine concludes that the differences between black and white songs in 
the 1920s and 1930s had less to do with supposed differences between black 
and white sensibilities (or sexual behavior) than with the different uses and 
functions of popular music in different cultural settings, and his argument is 
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thus subtler (and more convincing) than Hayakawa's (though he also has a 
tendency to leap from lyrical analysis to ideological effect without much pause 
for thought about how the songs were actually heard and used). Levine is 
clear, for example, that the lyrical contrasts he describes had as much to do 
with convention as intention: black song had different lyrical possibilities 
open to it because it served different purposes than white song, because it 
circulated in a different sort of cultural economy. IS 

Interviewed in New Musical Express in 1982, Elvis Costello made a similar 
point about the emotional constraints of pop formulas and functions, but 
put the emphasis on listeners being deprived of songs which articulate reality 
rather than being duped by songs into believing in daydreams. 

Most people, I think, are confused regarding their identities, or how 
they feel, particularly about love. They're confused because they're 
not given a voice, they don't have many songs written about them. 
On the one hand there's "I love you, the sky is blue;' or total 
desolation, and in between there's this lack of anything. And it's never 
that clear-cut. There's a dishonesty in so much pop-written, possi-
bly, with an honest intent-all that starry stuff. I believe I fulfil the 
role of writing songs that aren't starry eyed all the time. 16 

These are important arguments for any evaluation of song lyrics, and are 
familiar from both rock criticism and people's everyday accounts of why some 
songs are silly, others profound. At the same time, though, while the terms 
of such criticism may be familiar) their application often seems somewhat 
eccentric: one person's silly lyric touches another person's real feelings, and 
vice versa, particularly when we're talking about love songs. We need, in 
particular, to consider two further points about the sort of reallunreal argu-
ment used, in their different ways, by Levine and Costello. 

First, it is important to remember that the distinction between "real" and 
"unreal" lyrics is, at least in part, arbitrary. Songs, after all, are not mostly 
general statements of sociological or psychological truth (as even Levine 
sometimes seems to imply); they are more likely to be examples of personal 
rhetoricY And even in life (which is, after all, imbued by romantic ideology, 
organized sexually around the idea of "being in love"), one is more likely to 
say "I love you more than there are stars in the sky" than "there are ambi-
guities in the way I feel about you:' The question becomes, in other words, 
why some sorts of words are heard as real or unreal, and to understand this 
we have to understand that how words work in song depends not just on 
what is said, the verbal content, but also on how it is said-on the type of 
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language used and its rhetorical significance; on the kind of voice in which 
it is spoken .. 

Second, much of the argument that starts from lyrical content analysis 
assumes that the "content" (or "meaning") of songs as revealed by the analyst 
is the same as their content (or meaning) for other listeners. There is a very 
quick slippage in this analytic tradition from a summary of the lyrical content 
as revealed by academic survey to a moralistic denunciation of the effects of 
pop songs on their listeners-this is the strand of the argument that links 
Frankfurt School accounts of the psychology of consumption to Leavisite 
anxiety about the commercial corruption of childhood, which informs both 
Hayakawa's account of "demoralization" and Levine's account of "fatalism"; 
it is this argument that supports contemporary moralists' claims that heavy 
metal lyrics make white adolescents suicidal and that rap lyrics make black 
adolescents violent. All these things may be true, but they are certainly not 
demonstrated by content analysis alone. 

There is, in fact, no firm empirical evidence that song words determine 
or form listeners' beliefs and values (any more than there is really much 
evidence that they reflect them). The few sociological investigations of teen-
agers' response to song words show either that they don't understand them 
(as American researchers soon found to be the case with 1960s "protest" songs 
like "Eve of Destruction") or that they "don't really notice them" (semanti-
cally, that is).18 

What this suggests, I think, is the difficulty we face if, in interpreting how 
songs «mean," we attempt to separate the words from their use as speech acts. 
I would put the argument this way: song words are not about ideas ("con-
tent") but about their expression. And I can best clarify this with two 
examples. 

First, then, songs don't cause people to fan in love, but provide people 
with the means to articulate the feelings associated with being in love. 19 

Levine's argument is, in a sense, back to front. It is not that love songs give 
people a false, sentimental, and fatalistic view of sexual relationships, but that 
romantic ideology requires such a view and makes love songs necessary (and 
the question that Levine really raises concerns the different place of romance 
in black and white American c'lltural histories). Historically speaking, after 
all, the love song followed the social diffusion of romantic ideology (rather 
than vice versa), and, interestingly, has had to take account of the male as 
well as the female investment in love (unlike other popular cultural forms, 
such as romantic fiction). 

The realist critique of the love song is therefore problematic because of 
its implication that romantic fantasies aren't real. But people reaUy do fall in 
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love-really do engage, that is, in the pleasure of idealizing themselves and 
an other, fantasizing perfect and lasting relationships, equating sex and sym-
pathy, sentimentalizing differences, and so on. The fact that love doesn't last, 
that the divorce rate is high, that passion causes as many pains as pleasures, 
doesn't mean that romantic fantasies aren't true, aren't felt, don't have con-
sequences. If pop songs are narratives of love, and we do indeed fan in love, 
then songs are in this respect narratives of our lives, of the ways in which we 
engage in-and realize-fantasies. Silly love songs have certainly been as 
realistic-and helpful-in making sense of the romance in my life as so-called 
musical realism. 

The second indication that songs concern not so much ideas as their 
expression can be found in the historical fate of "protest" songs. In pop terms, 
these don't function to convey ideas or arguments but slogans. And the 
paradox here is that the political power of a pop song-as a slogan-need 
not bear any relationship to its intended message at all. Irony, in particular, 
seems to be a doomed lyrical strategy. The Strawbs' 1973 single "Part of the 
Union,» for example, was meant as an anti-union song, but its ironic chorus 
("they can't get me, I'm part of the union!") became a gleeful picket line 
chant; while Tom Robinson's 1978 "Glad to be Gay:' an ironic tag line to 
verses spelling out the oppression of homosexuals in Britain, became a 
triumphalist shout, and was even used as such by tipsy heterosexual students 
at the end of the Saturday night college disco. And I could point to numerous 
other examples of such lyrical drift: Pink Floyd's "We don't want no educa-
tion," taken up as a slogan by black youth in South Africa, protesting about 
compulsory Afrikaans schooling; a pre-election Tory Party raUy joining hands 
for John Lennon's "Imagine"; the Republican Party's attempt to hijack Bruce 
Springsteen's "Born in the USA" in the 1984 presidential e1ection.2• 

This last example is particularly illuminating. "Born in the USA" is, 
lyrically, clearly a protest song. It is about growing up working class, being 
shipped off to fight in Vietnam and coming back to nothing-a standard 
scenario in American popular film and song, a populist formula. The lyrical 
theme was also tied to Springsteen's star persona-this was not his own story, 
but it was the story of the people with whom he identified, whom he was 
taken to represent (as indicated by his iconography on stage and album). The 
record did, then, lay claim to a certain sort of truth of veterans' experience, 
to a political realism. Formally, though, the song is organized around a chorus 
line-"Born in the USA!", a musical phrase which is, in rock convention (its 
texture, its rhythmic relentlessness, its lift), not bitter but triumphant. In other 
words, for a rock listener what comes across from this song is not the intended 
irony of the chorus line, but its pride and assertiveness. And it was 'as such 
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a patriotic boast that Ronald Reagan wanted to use it. Although Springsteen 
dismissed this reading, in performance his own trappings (the American flag, 
the celebration of Anierican working-dass masculinity) could also serve to 
confirm it.2I 

Once we grasp that the issue in lyrical analysis is not words, but words 
in performance, then various new analytical possibilities open up. Lyrics, that 
is, are a form of rhetoric or oratory; we have to treat them in terms of the 
persuasive relationship set up between singer and listener. From this perspec-
tive, a song doesn't exist to convey the meaning of the words; rather, the 
words exist to convey the meaning of the song. This is as true of the "story 
song" or the chanson as of the most meaningless house or rave track, just as 
political and love songs concern not political or romantic ideas, but modes 
of political and romantic expression. Pop songs, that is, work with and on 
spoken language. 

This means, first of all, that song language is used to say something about 
both the singer and the implied audience. Lyrical language is an important 
aspect of genre convention-the conversational colloquialism of the country 
song (a "storyteller" like Tom T. Hall reminiscing at the bar) works very 
differently from the raucous colloquialism of punk (a ranter like Joe Strum-
mer agitating in the streets). Nicholas Tawa describes the linguistic conven-
tions of the late nineteenth century commercial American popular song, 
conventions that were to be even more formulaically applied in twentieth-
century Tin Pan Alley: 

Language is kept plain, graphic, relevant and concrete. Abstract and 
unusual references are avoided. Generally, an informal conversational 
tone is adhered to, and subject and expression are kept recognizable 
for easier comprehension. The title evokes the chorus; the chorus 
summarizes the content of the verse. The sense of each line is 
normally complete; the end of each line comes to a natural stop 
before a new line is taken up. The change from verse to chorus is 
managed so as not to perturb the listener, the latter appearing as a 
reasonable epilogue to the verse that has come before.22 

But lyrical plain speaking may cover any number of linguistic variations. 
Peter TrudgiJI's study of "the sociolinguistics of British pop-song pronuncia-
tion" is illuminating in showing that it is not just words but also accents 
which situate singer and listener. TrudgiJI's starting point is the obvious one 
that British pop singers "employ different accents when singing from when 
they are speaking." The reason seems dear: 
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Most genres of twentieth-century popular music, in the western 
world and in some cases beyond, are (Afro-)American in origin. 
Americans have dominated the field, and cultural domination leads 
to imitation: it is appropriate to sound like an American when 
performing in what is predominantly an American activity; and one 
attempts to model one's singing on that of those who do it best and 
who one admires most.23 

Such a sense of linguistic fitness is familiar in popular genres-folk 
singers adopt "quasi-rural" accents, white reggae singers a Jamaican lilt, 
European rappers New York street tones, and so on. But, as these examples 
make plain, such "language modification" does not always work. In the case 
of British pop singers' "American" voices, "one obvious measure of their lack 
of success is that many American listeners are utterly unaware that this is 
what British singers are trying to do." The problems here are manifold: for 
British singers to copy their vocal models accurately (often Black andlor 
Southern singers rather than "Americans" in general) they would need 
"sufficient access" (and the analytic ability) to work out the rules of their 
preferred linguistic behavior, and the discipline to modify their own pronun-
ciation accordingly. As this was hardly the case, voices that were heard as 
"American" by British listeners still seemed-in their very peculiarity!-
obviously British (or, at least, non-American) to Americans. Trudgill adds 
that "from around 1964 on, British singers generally began trying less hard 
to sound like Americans;' as "British pop music acquired a validity of its 
own." Singers now sought to cross dass barriers rather than the Atlantic. 
Punk, for example, introduced "features associated with low-prestige south 
of England accents": 

The use of these low-status pronunciations is coupled with a use of 
nonstandard grammatical forms, such as multiple negation and the 
third-person singular don't, that is even higher than in other sub-
genres of pop music, and the intended effect is assertive and aggres-
sive. There is also dearly an intention to aid identification with 
andlor by British working-dass youth, and to appeal to others who 
wish to identify with them, their situation and their values." 

The desire to sound low-dass English did not so much replace the desire 
to sound American as compete with it, and different groups handled the 
conflict differently. (Trudgill confirms linguistically my critical belief that the 
Stranglers weren't really a punk band: their "Americanisms" meant that "they 
dosely resemble ( d) 'mainstream' groups in their linguistic behaviour.") 
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The conflict is between a motivation towards a supposedly American 
model, and a motivation towards a supposedly British working-class 
model-which can be glossed as a conflict between "how to behave 
like a genuine pop singer" and "how to behave like British urban 
working-class youth."25 

Which is a good a summary as one could have of the aesthetic dilemma of 
British rock, which has mostly been performed anyway by nice boys from the 
suburbs. 

Two final points from Trudgill are relevant here. First, as he makes clear, 
linguists cannot explain why in particular cases particular choices are made 
in pronunciation-why is this word American-inflected, this one not? Since 
these are acoustic choices-decisions as to what words will sound like-we 
obviously have to consider other, musical reasons why a singer or lyricist 
might decide that "this sounds right." Second, Trudgill notes that "pop-music 
is a field where language is especially sociaUy symbolic, and typically low in 
communicative function, high on the phatic and self-expressive." In other 
words, the use of language in pop songs has as much to do with establishing 
the communicative situation as with communicating, and more to do with 
articulating a feeling than explaining it. 26 

I can make the same point following a different route, from the study of 
rhetoric. There is, from this perspective, an inevitable tension in the popular 
lyric between its colloquial, vernacular language and its use in a "heightened;' 
elevated way, framed by music. A pop song is ordinary language put to 
extraordinary use. Two issues arise from this. 

On the one hand, the popular performer has a recurring problem of 
sincerity. In popular cultural terms, good talkers are mistrusted as well as 
admired: people who have a "way with words"-the seducer, the salesman, 
the demagogue, the preacher-are people with power, and the power to use 
words is a power to deceive and manipulateY Sincerity may then be best 
indicated by an inability to speak (as in soul vocal convention) or through 
an aural contradiction between the glibness of the lyric and the uncertainty 
of the voice (as in much male country music). 

On the other hand (and in other genres), singers and writers may 
deliberately use heightened language to draw attention to their art, to their 
individual sensibility. Here there is a deliberate use of non-colloquial language 
(as in Bob Dylan's early songs, for example), or else ordinary words are 
"framed:' held up and examined, everyday cliches liberated by being taken 
literally or turned inside out. 

Either way, songs can be used to explore the relationships of different 
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languages-different ways of speaking-and in pop terms this has often 
meant challenging linguistic hierarchies, subverting the way words are used 
to dominate-"song texts;' as Roland Barthes put it, "provide a framework 
for permissive language behavior."28 This was obviously an aspect of the 
imitation of African-American and working-class accents by British pop 
singers, but voices can also be made to move between languages within a 
song. This was a key aspect of Gracie Fields' comic technique as a music hall 
singer;29 and it is now a crucial component of rap, a song form which is 
word-rich in its obsession with the empowering and disempowering effects 
of language.3o 

Take Public Enemy's "Don't Believe the Hype:'31 As with "Born in the 
USA;' the power of this lies in its chorus phrase-"Don't Believe the 
Hype!"-a slogan that could be of use to listeners in all sorts of circumstances. 
But the line is also an intervention in the debate about Public Enemy's music 
itself, about the meaning of rap, about the value of African-American male 
youth culture. The song is an argument, drawing on rap's conventional use 
as a form of conversation-between performer and performer, between per-
former and audience, between performer and media. And this is the context 
in which power is being defined as a way with words. Rap as a necessarily 
mass mediated form, a commodity, is in effect releasing all the forces of 
contemporary communications technology onto language, onto the cliches 
of corporate and political power (appropriated directly, via sampling), onto 
the vitality of the slang and the fragmented, reactive, ugly, utopian language 
of the streets. A rap like "Don't Believe the Hype" is significant less for its 
logical unfolding than for its investment of key words with force. And given 
the nature of these words-their obvious coding as urban black-they are 
being invested with urban black force; they are at once a threat and a promise, 
according to who's listening. 

This brings us back to the point of the protest song. The most significant 
political effect of a pop song is not on how people vote or organize, but on 
how they speak. And this becomes a particularly interesting (and complex) 
effect in a rap, which foregrounds the problematic relationship of sung and 
spoken language. Rap acts like Public Enemy imply that such musical (or 
poetic) devices as rhythm and rhyme are material ways of organizing and 
shaping feeling and desire; they offer listeners new ways of performing (and 
thus changing) everyday life. 

Lyrics, to put this another way, let us into songs as stories. All songs are 
implied narratives. They have a central character, the singer; a character with 
an attitude, in a situation, talking to 'someone (if only to herself). This, as 
Leon Rosselson argues, is one reason why songs aren't poems. The only way 
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they can be introspective is if "the T in the song is a fiction," and the lyric 
is about introspection. "Song/' in this respect, "is theatre." 

The language of song, like the language of drama, is not a literary 
language; it embraces the idioms and rhythms of everyday speech 
while looking for ways of enriching that language . .. Song, like 
drama, is about the invention of characters and stories; people-not 
issues, arguments, slogans, abstractions or soul-searching-are at its 
centre. And because people do not live in a vacuum, song, like drama, 
is at home in the public arena.32 

The most obvious narrative song is the French chanson. In Ned Rorem's 
words, "Fluid states of mind are what French popular songs portray: they 
have always told stories that develop in a straight line, a-b-c, towards a 
delicious or catastrophic resolution. Which is why their words haunt us more 
than their melodies. French song is thus not bound to set forms: the subject 
imposes the pattern. Often the music shifts to (or is entirely within) a regular 
3/4-the dance of experience."" Rorem points out that generically the chan-
son derives from the troubadour epic via the "naturalistic fin de siede cafe-
concert narrations of Yvette Guilbert." It was always as much a verbal as a 
musical form. Edith Piaf's songs 

spoke of love fermenting into murder, then of redemption and of 
love's return in heaven. They spoke of Sunday fairs in the squalid 
Vincennes park as reward for the barmaid's six-day week. They spoke 
of injustice in Pigalle's underworld-what Parisians call Ie milieu. 
They told also, like Jerome Kern's song "Bill," of life sustained 
through fidelity to the unfaithful, but, unlike "Bill;' that life was 
prolonged more through words than music. More as litteraleuse than 
as musicienne is the Sparrow recalled today, as she was applauded in 
her prime. 

Chanson singers, in other words, effectively "'talk' their tunes, beguiling 
through anecdote rather than through a formal development of sound."" 

But this is not a simple matter of telling a story; or, rather, telling a story 
is not a simple thing to do. As Ginette Vincendeau argues, the chanteuses also 
took a part within their narratives: on the one hand, the imagery of the songs 
(which had an obvious cinematic source in terms of both character and 
setting) determined how they were performed- the singer lit and staged as 
if she too were on screen; on the other hand, the singers were taken to live 
the same lives as their characters, with the same melodramas, the same 
oppressions, the same romance, the same sadness. Edith Piafs stories were 
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authenticated by her own story; and her story was as much shaped by her 
songs as were those of her lyrical protagonists. People flocked to her shows 
not just to hear good tales well told, but also for the spectacle of narrative-
in-action, for the sight of someone hanging onto life, pummeling and defying 
it, by putting it into words. And this pleasure was, from the beginning, imbued 
with nostalgia.3s 

It is notable that when chanson has been taken up by rock singers it has 
been as theatrical song-David Bowie sings Jacques Brei songs as if they were 
written by Brecht and Weill; Marc Almond treats them as high camp. For 
both Almond and Bowie the "character" of the song, the person they enact, 
is the chansonnier himself; and (putting aside the generic peculiarities of the 
chanson) this is a point that can be generalized: to sing a song is to tell a 
story, and to tell a story is to be a storyteller. One of pop's principle pleasures 
is being buttonholed in the first place. 

In the British (as opposed to the French) tradition popular music has 
always featured the character song, a form which links music hall artists like 
Marie Lloyd and Gracie Fields to a cabaret act like Noel Coward, and which 
has been the most obviously "British" component of rock from Ray Davies 
and Mick Jagger to Elvis Costello, Morrissey, and Blur. The lyrical and 
narrative convention here is to use a song to portray a character while 
simultaneously drawing attention to the art of the portrayal. The singer is 
playing a part, and what is involved is neither self-expression (the equation 
of role and performer, as in chanson or the blues) nor critical commentary 
(as in the German theater song) but, rather, an exercise in style, an ironic--or 
cynical-presentation of character as style. The art of this sort of singing 
becomes a matter of acting, and there is always a question concerning the 
singer's relationship to his own words (an obvious question for Mick Jagger, 
for example). 

Elvis Costello, probably the best contemporary writer of character songs, 
uses a person (and in this context even "his own character" is clearly an act) 
and a situation to encapsulate particular sensations-lust, jealousy, meanness, 
betrayal- but, at the same time, his songs are about the enactment of those 
sensations, about the embarrassment, humiliation, and frustration of trying 
to make such feelings known. Even at their most emotionally intense 
Costello's songs are self-conscious (a self-consciousness reflected, most obvi-
ously, in the drawing-attention-to-itself cleverness of his word schemes). For 
Costello, character songs are not so much (as Rosselson would have it) about 
people as about characterization. 

A different approach to lyrical narrative can be found in the African-
American blues tradition, which works less with incidents buildIng to a 
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climax or through gestures shaping a character than by the accumulation of 
images as feeling. For obvious historical reasons the expressive African-
American use of the English language, originating in slaves' talk, has always 
been metaphorical, has always been dependent on double meanings, on 
allusion, indirection, and puns, on symbolism, and on the surrealism of 
language organized as sound.36 And this leads to the central question about 
the song as a form of persuasive communication. What does it mean to sing 
words? How is their meaning changed from when these same words are 
spoken? 

As I've already suggested, to sing words is to elevate them in some way, 
to make them special, to give them a new form of intensity. This is obvious 
in the use of singing to mark off religious expression from the everyday use 
of words. But note also our discomfort at hearing banal conversation sung. 
Opera (and oratorio) composers have always faced the problem of what to 
do with those words which are needed to move the audience from one 
(heightened) scene to another: hence the stylization of the recitative, which 
confirms musically the conventional distinction between "ordinary" talk and 
the emotion of song-however realist an opera or musical might otherwise 
be, it is a humorous device to get someone to sing, say, "Pass the salt!" One 
of the few attempts to defy this convention, the Jacques Demy/Michel Legrand 
musical film Les Parapluies de Cherbourg, opens with a man going into a 
garage and singing his request for his car (which is being serviced)j the uneasy 
(and usually laughing) audience suddenly realizes that everything here is 
going to be sung. I love this film (and Les Demoiselles de Rochefort) because 
the effect is soon magical: sung, the most ordinary transactions seem to float 
across the pastel backdrops.37 

Another way of getting at the difference between talking and singing is 
our own practice. Most people are happier to talk in public than to sing; 
singing (in a seminar, for instance) is a source of embarrassment. There are 
obviously social reasons for this-we're taught to speak in ways we're not 
usually taught to sing; talking has, in that respect, been naturalized (and there 
remain places and situations in which it is equally embarrassing to speak 
publicly, just as there are situations-a drunken party or a sports event or in 
church-where singing seems natural). But whatever the sociological reasons, 
the fact is that most of us experience singing (unlike speaking) as a perfor-
mance (to see this just visit a karaoke bar).3s A performance in two respects: 
singing draws a different sort of attention to the words, the "special" effect 
I've already noted; and it draws a different sort of attention to the singer, 
hence the embarrassment. Singing seems to be self-revealing in a way that 
speaking is not. 
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This is a paradoxical situation: by singing words we subject them to a 
control that they're not used to: they have to take their part in a rhythmic 
and melodic frame; how and where they are pitched is suddenly an open 
question. And so we, as their users, experience a loss of control-we may not 
be able to do what we want with the words (or with the sounds of our voices). 
To sing is to feel vulnerable (and to be a trained singer, to enjoy singing in 
public, is, precisely, to feel in control). Singing seems both less natural than 
speaking (involves a different, less familiar sort of self-consciousness) and at 
the same time more natural-more bodily, more exposing, more revealing of 
who we "really" -naturally-are. 

I'll come back to issues of voice, subjectivity, and embarrassment in the 
next chapter; here I want to focus on the effect of singing on language. The 
challenge of setting words to music is that two principles of the organization 
of sound have to be made to cohere. The rhythm of speech, the way in which 
a stress pattern is determined by syntax, is not necessarily appropriate to the 
rhythm of music, which follows its own structural rules. Similarly, the sound 
of the word that is necessary semantically (to make a statement meaningful) 
may not be the sound of the word that is desirable musically, to make the 
musical statement attractive. As Dryden once complained (about his libretto 
for Purcell's King Arthur), "the Numbers of Poetry and Vocal Musick, are 
sometimes so contrary, that in many places I have been oblig'd to cramp my 
Verses, and make them rugged to the Reader, that they may be harmonious 
to the Hearer."39 

There is a distinction, in Stockhausen's words, between words as "speech-
symbols" and words as ((sound-symbols," although, as he points out, words-
as-sound-symbols can, in fact, take on their own semantic significance, as 
marks of ritual expression, for example-this is particularly obvious in relig-
ious music, where the meaning of words becomes their meaning as sounds. 
(It is, likewise, difficult to avoid hearing intelligible words in vocal sounds: 
we find a meaning for songs sung in a strange language, and spontaneously 
interpret Lewis Carroll's "Jabberwocky" or Hugo Ball's Dada "Seepferdschen 
und Flugfische.")'o 

In pop terms this problem is routinely solved by rhyming-the craft of 
the lyricist is find the word which both sounds and means right, and one 
sort of pop pleasure is simply observing the cleverness with which this is 
done. The theater song tradition, for example, from Gilbert and Sullivan to 
Stephen Sondheim, is in part a celebration of the lyricist's artifice. A song 
like "Bewitched" (from Pal Joey) cannot just be discussed in terms of emo-
tional realism: the song is about a mood (love as lust) and a situation (older 
woman/younger man), but it expresses the character of its singer (a character, 
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in this case, in a musical play) and, even more overtly, the nature of her 
performance, her performance not just as an actress in a play but also as a 
singer to an audience. In the end the song is about a use of language; it draws 
our attention to its puns and rhymes, to the way this piece of spontaneous 
stage business was crafted lyrically-through repetition, contrast, changing 
verbal pace.41 

The relation of spoken and sung language has undoubtedly been explored 
most fruitfully in African-American music, both because song was culturally 
important for so long as a means of expression of all sorts, and because, for 
the same oppressive historical reasons, oral (rather than print) culture re-
mained for so long the source of social identity. By the turn of this century 
blues singers could draw on an accumulated store of lyrical resources: phrases, 
images, and cliches, elevated and mundane, stylized and familiar. As Levine 
notes: 

Many pages could be filled with familiar floating lines like these 
which appeared in different arrangements and contexts in song after 
song: I'm worried now but I won't be worried long; Got de blues 
but too damn mean to cry; Out in dis wide worl' alone; Brown-skin 
woman, she's chocolate to de bone; I got de blues an' can't be 
satisfied; I got a rainbow tied 'roun my shoulder; You don't know 
my mind; I'm laughin' to keep from cryin'; Woke up this mornin: 
blues all around my bed; Look down that lonesome road; I been 
down so long, it seems like up to me; If you don't think I'm sinking 
look what a hole I'm in.'2 

Words here are used as aphorisms (another way of making ordinary 
words special, framing them); or, in a reverse process with the same effect, 
common phrases which have lost their metaphorical power are taken seri-
ously and so recharged. But this isn't just a matter of linguistic politics. 
"Ordinary language" also stands here for a kind of accumulated knowledge, 
a shared way of being (and a shared way of being denied political, cultural, 
and human rights), and blues singers have certainly treated language like this, 
as cultural memory. As Levine explains: 
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The blues allowed individuals greater voice for their individuality 
than any previous form of Afro-American song but kept them still 
members of the group, still on familiar ground, still in touch with 
their peers and their roots. It was a song style created by generations 
in the flux of change who desired and needed to meet the future 
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without losing the past, who needed to stand alone and yet remain 
part of the group, who craved communication with and reassurance 
from members of the group as they ventured into unfamiliar terri-

\ tories and ways." 

Rap offers another sort of example, also deriving from a musical use of 
spoken language rather being a lyrical form as such. Its origins lie in long-
established rituals of insult in which language is subjected to rules of rhyme 
and meter, is treated with the skill with words that is a necessary aspect of 
an oral culture (where stories and songs have to be stored in the mind and 
the body, not on the page or in print). If, in rap, rhythm is more significant 
than harmony or melody, it is rhythm dependent on language, on the ways 
words rhyme and syllables count. 44 

As insults became more and more elaborately rhymed (in Philadelphia 
"jones" was the local ritual term), more surreal metaphorically, more person-
alized in their use of the put-down, so, noted Ulf Hannerz in the 1960s, they 
came closer and closer to "song jones." Words were increasingly chosen, that 
is to say, for their sound (for their sound in a particular voice, according to 
'a specific rhythm of contempt) rather than for their meaning.4s And whatever 
other explanations anthropologists or historians or psychologists might come 
up with for the insult ritual, its most obvious function is to develop partici-
pants' verbal skills-skills not just in verbal invention or virtuosity, but also 
in what one might call verbal discipline, the ability to follow rules of rhyme 
and meter. In this respect, an insult form like "the dozens" must be related 
to other verbal skills that are a part of African-American linguistic culture-
the toastin' and testifyin' that have equally fed into rap. 

I'll come back to the importance of these verbal performing skills in 
Chapter 10. What I'd like to note here, as a final twist to the discussion of 
how words are made fit for music, is that musical forms have, in practice, 
adapted themselves to languages, to ways of speaking. This is particularly 
obvious in the global movement of rock music. There are clearly ways in 
which rock musical conventions, in terms of melodic form, use of versel 
chorus, mode of vocal attack, and so on, reflect-or at least gesture at-
patterns of Anglo-American and Afro-American speech (as Trudgill's analysis 
made clear). These musical conventions may not be appropriate for other 
languages. The use of rhyme as the basic rhythmic device in rock lyrics, for 
example, creates problems for those languages (like Italian) which don't 
usually finish sentences with "hard:' blunt-edged consonants. This is one 
reason why most non-English-speaking rock musicians compose English 
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(it is not just their pursuit of international sales)-and why punk was liber-
ating for young bands in, say, Finland: the "ugliness" and incoherence of the 
punk sound meant that Finnish words sounded good sung too!'· 

Genre sound rules, in other words, are as important in deciding what 
words can be sung as genre rules of what it is right to sing about-rock sung 
in, say, an upper-class English accent doesn't just sound unconvincing in 
terms of character, it also sounds wrong as a noise. And this seems a suitable 
point from which to turn finally (and I have deliberately left this issue till 
last) to a consideration of song lyrics as poetry. 

In the academy, to study special or elevated uses of language is to study 
poetry, and from early on in rock history the highest critical compliment-the 
way to take lyrics seriously-was to treat them as poetry, as print texts. During 
the 1970s a spate of college-aimed rock poetry books appeared, with claims 
so heartfelt that it is impossible to resist the temptation of quotation: 

Then the phenomenon of rock burst forth. It was perhaps crude and 
unpoetic in its infancy, but as the sixties progressed, lyrics of increas-
ing sophistication and skiU appeared. Once more, the lyric voice is 
flowering. The great creative energy of man's stubborn attempt to 
penetrate the meaning of his existence is surging forth in voices from 
the streets, voices that weave the sounds of the present with the 
age-old questions of man in relation to his loved one, his society, and 
the cosmos. 47 

Or, again, 

Over the past few years there has indeed emerged something we can 
call "the poetry of rock:' something that at times can be quite good. 
The beginnings, of course, were far from promising. Despite the 
fertile sources on which rock music of the 1950s drew, it was musi-
cally innovative and vibrant but lyrically almost unbelievably banal 
and trivial. If it contained any poetry at aU, that poetry was pedes-
trian adolescent doggerel full of unrefined slang and trite neoroman-
tic convention. But in the early 1960s there burst upon the scene a 
number of exceptionally talented artists, perhaps even poets, who 
managed to bring together in various degrees all the many elements 
of what we now call rock and to make something of quality.'s 

Now in one respect what we see here seems familiar: the high cultural 
judgment of pop. Pichashe compares the Stones' "No Expectations" favorably 
to the treatment of similar themes in country songs because "the Stones' song 
is not sentimental at aU .. . The reaction of the singer, like the tone of the 
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song, is a refreshing change from the gush we'd expect to get in this situation." 
And Bob Sarlin, having defined "song poetry" as a new form, and contrasted 
it with the "slick" and «(insincere" Cole Porter, and the "self censorship;' 
"stock imagery:' and "worthlessness" of rock 'n' roll (song poetry's values are 
derived from the folk refusal to compromise), admits to his doubts about 
Don McLean's "American Pie": "I would be suspicious of a record or a song 
that appeals to everyone." He can't help concluding that McLean's work, like 
Carole King's, is "shallow."'· 

B4t in the end the rock-as-poetry books don't really value their chosen 
lyrics in terms of contemporary literary critical arguments but, rather, ac-
cording to the middlebrow criteria that New Criticism successfully drove out 
of the academy in the I 930s. 50 There's not reaUy much difference, in other 
words, in their understanding of poetry, between these 1970s accounts of rock 
lyrics and Theodore Dreiser's comments on his brother Paul's successful 
popular songs at the beginning of the century. Theodore admired Paul's 
"sighings over home and mother and lost sweethearts and dead heroes such 
as never were in real life ... They bespoke ... true poetic feeling for the 
mystery and pathos of life and death, the wonder of the waters, the stars, the 
flowers, accidents of life, success, failure:'5l 

For more sophisticated approaches to lyrics as poetry-for close textual 
reading, the pursuit of ambiguity, the reference of lyrical devices to poetic 
history, the focus on form rather than feeling-we have to turn to Dylan 
studies, to Michael Gray's tour-de-force ragout of pop criticism, New Criticism, 
and Leavisism, The Art of Bob Dylan ("this calculated lack of specificity 
becomes, in Dylan's hands, a positive entity grown out of and beyond the 
specific; and it opens up the way for the recreation of many different universal 
relationships") or to Aidan Day's more theoretically and thematically austere 
/okerman ("the present book concentrates on providing close readings of 
individual lyrics selected principally from that side of Dylan's lyrical writing 
which takes up questions of identity").52 

Day starts from the assumption that although Dylan's lyrics are written 
to be sung, they nonetheless contain the "poetic richness of signification" and 
"density of verbal meaning" that characterize modernism; Day is therefore 
concerned primarily with "the semantic properties of the words of the lyrics:' 
which "excludes consideration of the expanded expressive range belonging to 
performances of those lyrics." He concentrates on "obscurities in structure 
and verbal texture:' on the "indirectness of language in the stanzas:' on the 
"density of allusion and pun:' on "lyrics whose framing of the multiform 
and bizarre energies of identity constitutes Dylan's most distinctive .achieve-
ment." 53 
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Day is helpfully clear here about the assumptions that inform most 
academic studies of rock lyrics. What is taken for granted is that (modern) 
poetry is something read, not something heard; that it is defined by page 
layout rather than by performing voice-and Derek Attridge has pointed to 
the irony of the fact that "high" poetry became primarily a visual form at 
precisely the moment when "the easy availability of recordings and recording 
devices" gave the human voice "a cultural centrality" it hadn't had since 
"printing became the dominant representation of language."s, 

There may well be cause and effect operating here: high cultural authority 
is, for all sorts of reasons, more easily challenged and subverted by the spoken 
than by the written word. But I want to take another point from Attridge: to 
treat the distinction between poetry and lyric as a distinction between the 
written and the spoken word is aesthetically misleading. There is, to put this 
another way, a continuity between poetry and song, rather than a clear 
division. Between the two lie various sorts of "performed" language, whether 
"oral poetry" as technically defined by anthropologists, or public and formal-
ized uses of words for special ends as in nursery and playground and adver-
tising rhymes; whether in insult rituals like the dozens, or in poetry "recitals." 
It is, after all, precisely the refusal to draw a clear boundary between poetry 
and song that has made African-American musicians so important for twen-
tieth-century mass culture. 

There are two contexts in which the "crossover" between poetry and song 
has been usefully explored. The first is the problem of the art music setting 
of "high" verse. Edward Cone, for example, makes the point that poetry as 
read is much more "open" for the reader, in terms of both sound and pace, 
than poetry as heard (whether being read aloud or set to music). The reader 
makes her own decisions about «speed, emphasis. tone, accent and inflection." 
Now obviously the poet plants clues or instructions-the original choice of 
words was pardy made to cause the reading to work one way or another; but 
Cone argues, I think rightly, that in reading (unless the poem is a nonsense 
poem-and this is the definition of a non-sense poem) we balance sonic logic 
against semantic logic: we're trying to make sense of the poem as we read it, 
we're thinking about it, thinking back about it, rereading a line accordingly, 
shifting our emphases: the reading is the interpretation, and it is as much 
affected by a posited meaning behind the words as by the words themselves. 
A performance of the poem doesn't allow such flexibility; once a verse is set 
to music, "the mind is so to speak chained to the vehicle of the moving 
sound." We can't stop the music. We have to move from beginning to end 
and be satisfied with what we immediately perceive; our compensation is that 
the music makes the words more "vivid." A musical setting of a poem, then, 
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is a choice of meaning given a special intensity, such that, in Mark Booth's 
words, the "content" of the song-becomes its effect, becomes what it makes 
us feel. ss 

Such intensity no more guarantees that this is the "correct" or "best" 
reading of the poem, than the fact that it is being read aloud by its author. 
In Ned Rorem's words, "a poet declaiming his own verse is no more definitive, 
no more inevitable, tban some composer's setting of that verse:' Rorem recalls 
arranging Elizabeth Bishop's poem "Visits to St. Elizabeth's" for performance 
by a mezzo-soprano. "The tact of Elizabeth's disappointment was touching;' 
but she eventually explained what she felt about it: 

My complaint is that it sounds too hysterical. I hadn't imagined it 
that way, somehow. Yes, I had thought of a male voice, I suppose-
but I don't believe that is what bothers me. It is the fast tempo and 
the increasing note of hysteria. Because the poem is observation, 
really, rather than participation ... something like that. Two friends 
have said rather the same thing to me. It is awfully well sung, 
nevertheless. I don't know whether it could be slowed down, or not? 
Probably not.S6 

Bishop's problem, as Rorem ruefully notes, is that "poets' work ends with 
their poems;' and one difference between a poem and a lyric is that whereas 
both only exist when they are performed, the former can never be fixed by 
or to a performance. Every reader will perform it differently, and the poet 
herself cannot determine that her performance will be definitive (she can't 
even ensure that the voice, the "I" in which she speaks her poem when writing 
it, will be the voice that anyone will use when reading it). Bishop was shocked 
to hear Rorem's setting only because she wasn't used to hearing what her 
readers made of her verse: every reading the poem has had might be just as 
shocking!s7 

Rorem puts it like this: "poetry is self-contained, while lyrics are made 
to be sung and don't necessarily lead a life of their own." And he adds that 
"when 'real' poets write with song in mind they fail both as poets and lyricists 
because, in 'helping' the composer, they overindulge in presumably felicitous 
vocables that emerge as self-conscious banality:,s8 Which is to echo a point 
made by a lyricist, P. G. Wodehouse: "If I write a lyric without having to fit 
it to a tune, I always make it too much like a set of light verse, much too 
regular in meter. I think you get the best results by giving the composer his 
head and having the lyricist follow him:'s9 

This leads us to the second way of thinking about music and poetry. The 
question is not now how musicians understand poetry, but how poets un-
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derstand music. Northrop Frye notes that what is conventionally called "mu-
sical poetry" describes poetry with a particular sort of sound: sensuous, 
languorous, alliterative. Poets such as Poe or Swinburne are said to write verse 
that "flows" over us, envelops us, like music. But, Frye suggests, this actually 
describes the most unmusical sort of poem. Poetry that works as music 
should be concerned not with sound but with rhythm; it should be interested 
in "throwing the ear forward;' not in encouraging us to bask in the words' 
presence. To be musical, poetry needs a dance rhythm, discordant textures 
and stressed accents, not balanced vowels and "a dreary, sensuous flow of 
sound." 60 

In considering the transitions from spoken English to poetry to music, 
Frye raises two different issues. One concerns poetry as such: a poet, that is 
to say, occupies a space between music and speech; she chooses words for 
reasons to do with both meaning and sound, to satisfy what she wants to say 
as well as the formal conventions of how she wants to say it. The more the 
choice is concerned with sonic rather than semantic factors, the more ((mu-
sical" the verse. Frye's point is that the "musical" choice here is not simply a 
matter of sound (a sensuous decision) but also of movement. What's really 
involved in "musical poetry;' then, is a poet trying to impose a performance 
on us, trying to persuade us to follow a certain sort of interpretive logic. As 
the poet John Ashbery puts it, "What I like about music is its ability of being 
convincing, of carrying an argument through successfully to the finish, 
though the terms of this argument remain unknown quantities. What remains 
is the structure, the architecture of the argument."61 There is, in short, an 
issue of rhetoric here too: poets aren't the only people for whom sound-
patterns are significant for meaning. We can recognize a sales patter or a 
sermon or a seduction without needing to understand the language (as any 
European tourist can testify). And lyricists are as interested in using these 
rhetorical devices as in following so-called "poetic" conventions. 

A "rhythmic" poem, one which causes us to beat time whether through 
reading emphasis or with a literal tapping of the foot, occurs, in Attridge's 
words, not because a rhythmic structure, such as a melody, has been imposed 
upon the language, but because the language, read aloud (even read aloud 
"in our heads") produces "a rhythmic organization that encourages regular 
muscular movement." Our appreciation of what's expected of us rhythmically 
when faced with an order of words thus depends as much on our general 
knowledge of language as spoken as on our educated experience of poetry as 
written, and Attridge notes (like Frye) the particular rhythmic sophistication 
of English speakers because of "the coexistence, in some degree of tension, 
of two series of energy pulses in speech-those that produce the syllables, 
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and those that augment certain syllables with stress. Both these series of pulse 
incline toward rhythmic repetition, but in the random syllabic arrangements 
of prose, neither can be fully satisfied:'62 

English is, in this sense (and unlike, say, Japanese), an inherently rhyth-
mic, or at least syncopated, language, and this is the linguistic context in 
which music imposes on words its own way of reading, through its own 
production of rhythmic stress, its own power over how syllables are sounded, 
a power which may determine, iii turn, what those words mean, syntactically, 
semantically, and rhetorically. And in this respect" Frye's pitching of words-
as-meanings against words-as-sounds seems too simple. A statement may be 
heightened in its intensity precisely because, musically, it departs from its 
"natural" linguistic rhythm. 

The point is that as speakers we create meaning through stress; music 
creates stress; therefore music creates meaning. As a spoken phrase, for 
example, "she loves you" shifts its narrative meaning (if not its semantic 
sense) according to whether the emphasis is placed on "she" (rather than 
someone else), "loves" (rather than hates), or "you" (rather than me or him). 
In setting the words to music the Beatles had to choose one stress, one 
dominant implication. The song becomes the preferred reading of the words. 

Rhythm, as Attridge explains it, is also relevant to my earlier point about 
how people grasp and remember songs-as words via music, as music via 
words. What's actually involved here is the way we grasp something bodily, 
store it physically so that we can reproduce it physically, by using our voices. 
Such grasping is, as Attridge suggests, an embodied perception of periodicity, 
but the point to stress is that this is a perception (not reality) . It is periodicity 
as measured not by a metronome but by a sort of recognition via meaning 
(which is why words matter)-and for most of us such song memories are 
incomplete: we can reproduce songs internally, for ourselves, but wouldn't be 
able to reproduce them, to sing them, for anyone else. 

And this brings me to my final point, the reason why lyrics aren't poetry 
and why no song words, in my opinion, stand up as print texts. Good song 
lyrics are not good poems because they don't need to be: poems "score" the 
performance or reading of the verse in the words themselves, words which 
are chosen in part because of the way they lead us on, metrically and 
rhythmically, by their arrangement on the page (a poem is designed to be 
read, even if in an out-loud performance, and such reading directions are 
just as much an aspect of "free" as of formally structured verse forms). Lyrics, 
by contrast, are "scored" by the music itself. For a lyric to include its own 
musical (or performing) instructions is, as Ned Rorem observes, to over-
determine its performance, to render it infantile. 
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