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 Musical Melody and Lyrics: An Introduction Jennifer Mott
*Last paragraph by Yegor Kushnir and Jennifer Mott

Across the range of genres in our culture today, we have seen that “music, like language, can both express and induce emotion.  Songs are special in that they comprise both melodic and lyrical information” (Ali & Peynircioglu, 2009, pp1-2).  Although the melody of a piece of music, and the words that accompany it, can be processed independently from each other, “they are often quite integrated in that recognition of one component is enhanced by the simultaneous presence of the other component” (Ali & Peynircioglu, 2009, pp 2).  But what happens when the semantic content of the lyrics doesn’t line up with the typical emotion that would be elicited from the melody of a song?  Does the presence of lyrical information that conveys the same emotion as the melody increase the intensity of the emotion induced by the melody alone?  Is one component more dominant than the other?


To take a deeper look at this anomaly, I found a song whose lyrics, on their own, produced a sad emotion, while its melody on the other hand could have any listener bobbing their head to its upbeat tempo.  “Wasted,” by Cartel, has depressing content in every line.  In the first stanza it speaks both of an 18-year old boy who gets in a car crash with his friends, and also of a 32-year old man who dies suddenly from a unrecognized case of cancer.  In the next stanza it depicts a young boy who is neglected by a father who is too wrapped up in his job- the song goes on to show how this boy grows up resenting his parents, moving out at an early age, and starting a family of his own with a wife and children he doesn’t even want.  The chorus of the song even sings, “We’re wasted, we’re all wasted.”  And to think, this is one of the most popular, catchy songs on radio today!  Megan Rigano, a fan of this song, when asked how the song makes her feel replies, “I feel excited and alive.  It’s a song that I often sing aloud to in the car with the windows down.”  Others respond saying the song makes them feel, “energized,” “pumped up,” “happy,” and “on a mission.”  My study seemed to mirror similar studies in the past.  From my research, the general consensus holds to the theory that “the melody of music was more dominant than the lyrics in electing emotional responses” (Ali & Peynircioglu, 2009, pp 25).

This study raises an interesting question for one to contemplate: How exactly does music affect us emotionally? To take a closer look at the matter at hand one must know that “emotion is simply the physiological changes and conscious feelings of pleasantness or unpleasantness, aroused by external and internal stimuli, that lead to behavioral reactions” (Davis & Palladino, 2006, pp 4-5).  When we listen to music it elicits a behavioral response in us based upon the various features of music such as tempo, pitch and rhythm. Neuroscientist, Daniel Levitin, has found that “music appears to mimic some of the features of language and to convey some of the same emotions that vocal communication does” (Levitin, 2006, pp 191).  It even triggers the same neural regions that language does, but, even more so, “music taps into the primitive brain structures involved with motivation, reward, and emotions” (Levitin, 2006, pp 191).  Based on Levitin’s research it is understandable that the song in the study made the participants feel “energized” or “pumped up”. It is difficult to say how exactly music effects our emotions neurologically, but one thing that is simple for us as undergraduate college students to discuss is how our favorite genres of music affect us personally. Moreover, how we believe different genres of music affects our society and how it generally affects us emotionally. In the following we will discuss how our favorite genres affect people emotionally.
Classic Rock Chris Abraham

If you are anything like me, music that falls under the genre of Classic Rock can be very therapeutic.  Many performers in this genre were the pioneers of an art form of music that introduced the electric guitar to a worldwide audience--an instrument that is often associated with greatly amplified sound and feelings of great excitement and even anger.  However, since Classic Rock encompasses so many performers and includes a plethora of musical instruments, there can be a large variety of emotions that are evoked from listening to Classic Rock music.


For the most part, it is fair to classify Classic Rock as heavy music.  Heavy music includes several genres and is usually guitar and/or drum-based.  According to several psychological studies, adolescents who primarily listen to heavy music are more likely to have sympathetic views of suicide, homicide, and Satanism.  Researchers suggest this is likely because heavy music often has messages of rejecting authority, individualism, and sometimes antisocial behavior.  Also, such music is popular to adolescents with high hormone activity because the fast pace and sometimes pounding rhythms of classic rock can be used to regulate emotions in adolescents by providing them with a distracting stimulant (Schwartz, 2006, pp 48-49). I think that the messages in many Classic Rock songs can be detrimental to teens since the peak of its popularity was in the sixties and seventies, a time period in which much of American culture was politically charged, and rejecting authority and asking "why" were extraordinarily prevalent.


It is unfortunate that Classic Rock has been related to violence and Satanism in adolescents, because many associate the music with relaxation and a healthy release of stress.  Often times, one can expect to be taken through intense guitar and drum solos then return to a relaxing melody in just one song.  Through my own research, I have found that Eric Clapton's “Layla”, and Led Zeppelin's “Stairway To Heaven” can take listeners on a roller coaster ride of emotions.  Each song carries intense solo's that listeners claim "make them want to stand up and bang on [their] desk as if it were a drum."  Though this may be construed as violent, I think most would agree that banging on a desk is completely different from banging on another person.  Those who I played “Layla” for cited a very calming sensation provided by the piano and the end of the song, almost as if "Clapton rocked out too hard that the piano is just a chance for him and his audience to relax."  Similar results were reported by those who listened to the flutes and slow melody of the guitar at the end of “Stairway To Heaven”.

I see the wide variety of emotions through rock songs as a very healthy thing, because if music can cause one to change his or her mood almost instantaneously, a song can be a very easy way to change the mood of somebody having a bad day.  Classic Rock can evoke numerous emotions from people (depending on the performer and the listener), but I most often find that listening to rock music can be very helpful to me during a hard day.  Whether it be from the stimulation provided by loud music, or the message behind song lyrics, there is no denying that Classic Rock songs have a profound effect on a listener's emotions.

Country Celeste Alverez
Country music as a genre is very “multifaceted” (L. Johnson, interview, April 16, 2009). From personal experience, I feel as though country music has the ability of making the listener feel however the songwriter wants him or her to feel. This music can make someone feel sad, happy, or even empowered; it is dependent on the song (C. Glover, L. Johnson, interview, April 16, 2009). 

An example of a country song that can make someone feel sad is “Travelin’ Soldier” by the Dixie Chicks. This song is made sad, not only by its lyrics, but also the music to which those lyrics are set. It has been found that music with a slow tempo and minor key leads to sadness (Leutwyler, 2001). The lyrics state why this song is sad, while the key in which it is played enhances the mood of the piece. The songwriters are able to manipulate the way that the listener feels because of the song by choosing lyrics that appeal to his or her heart and then support this with melodies that are consonant and therefore “[stimulate] limbic structures associated with pleasure” (Leutwyler, 2001). According to Davis and Palladino, the limbic system may be the most important part of the brain in relation to emotion (2007). Specifically, the amygdala is essential in the interpretation of sensory stimuli, like sound, and evaluating the emotional meanings associated with them (Davis & Palladino, 2007).

“Fast Cars and Freedom” by Rascal Flatts is a country song that can make the listener happy. It “is a very sweet song that still has power behind the music” (L. Johnson, interview, April 16, 2009). This song, in contrast to “Travelin’ Soldier”, has more of a “quick tempo in a major key” which has been known to “[bring] about all the physical changes associated with happiness” (Leutwyler, 2001). When L. Johnson was asked why she liked this song, she stated “it makes me feel hopeful or inspired” (interview, April 16, 2009). She continued to say that the reason she feels this when she listens is because of the tempo and cheerfulness of the music. This is just one of the many ways that country music can make a person feel good. 

Another way that country can make a person feel good is by making them feel empowered like “Nah” by Shania Twain. C. Glover said that this is her favorite country song because “it empowers women after a breakup to not dwell on it and to move on” (interview, April 16, 2009). C. Glover feels as though the lyrics are the most important part of the song, because of the meaning that they hold in relation to memories of past relationships and their endings. This calls to the mind what Levitin said, "When we love a piece of music... it activates memory traces of emotional times in our lives" (Levitin, 2006). But upon listening to this song, I feel as though if the music did not have the strong beat and power that it has, this song would not be as powerful. As Daniel Levitin put it “as a tool for arousing feelings and emotions, music is better than language; the combination of the two… is the best courtship display of all” (2006). This quote shows that whether a song is valued for its lyrics or its sound, the song would not be the same without its music which appeals to the brain at a most basic level.

Rap/Pop Maura Ehmer

Music is a big part of this world and when talking to people, one can usually assume that music is a part of their lives. There are many different types of music, each genre usually provoking different thoughts or emotions or memories, depending on the person. Rap and pop are two genres that at times can be seen as one. Some people like it and others don’t, however regardless of people’s views, most of the time this genre provokes some kind of feeling or emotion within the listener. There are some songs that talk about life and love, others that rap about drugs and violence, and finally you may find some songs that have a little bit of everything. In my opinion, I think it’s safe to say that rap/pop music usually covers every end of the spectrum when it comes to topics to sing about, each song usually bringing out some kind of feeling. 


There are millions of rap/pop songs out there, however I am going to focus on one in particular in order to show how music really does rouse emotion and bring something out, even though it may be different from person to person. The first song is “Dance with the Devil” by Immortal Technique. This song is usually categorized as a depressing and dark song, however there are people that enjoy it and think it’s a great song. After interviewing a couple people, every person said that they felt something when listening to it, however they each described different emotions. One person said that they felt sad and angry when listening to the lyrics but when only listening to the instruments, they felt at peace and relaxed. Others said that they found the song to be very truthful and real and that it made them ambitious, wanting to work harder in the world. Each feeling that they described was completely different from the next, but is a good example to show how rap/pop music really can bring forth unique things in each person. Personally the song makes me think about the real world and how life really is and for me it portrays how tough life can be and what people will do to get forward in life.


This is only one example that shows how people can interpret music in many different ways but each way is very special to that person. It also reinforces the fact that music and our lives and what we feel are intertwined and affect one another.
Classical Olivia Hallquist

The Classical genre of music is often associated with learning, and most commonly the “Mozart Effect.”  “The musical selection that seemed to improve memory was a piece named “Symphony 40” by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart(4).”  People heard of this theory as it increased in popularity and began listening to Classical Music to improve their memory and increase their intelligence.  It is even said that classical music has the power of healing.  In fact, “Indian classical music has been found to have the strongest healing powers (3)”


Listening to classical music when one is stressed or studying for a test has a very calming effect on the body.  Classical Music causes the increase of the body’s production of endorphins.  “Thirty minutes of classical music is equal to the effect of a dose of the drug, Valium (1) “ It might be about fighting some sort of anxiety that causes one to listen to Classical Music at rare times in one’s life where finding a plateau of calmness and relaxation, the effects of Classical music can be easily detected in the human body.


Studies show that Classical music does in fact have a physical effect on the body.  “As the heart beat and pulse rate begin to relax to the beat of the music, the body becomes more relaxed and alert, with the mind being able to concentrate more easily (2).”  Not only do these studies show this, but they also link Classical Music with the decrease of blood pressure, which also adds to and “enhances the mind’s ability to learn (2).”  It is also shown that Classical music enhances our creativity and increases one’s motivation.  


Classical music is linked to positive mood and an overall positive health, leading to a positive self-esteem.  It is one of the most effective ways to induce good moods and helps one maintain a positive mood.  Generative creativity, Classical music motivates you to solve problems through imagery, perhaps expanding one’s left brain perceptual horizons.  Stimulating one’s mind with classical music relaxes and motivates one’s self, leading to an overall intelligence increase.
Jazz Jeffrey Krawiec

Originating in America in the beginning of the 20th century, jazz is a genre of music that has grown to become a cornerstone in American culture that has embodied the emotions of many generations. This type of combustive sound was created through the confrontation of African-Americans with European music and has cultivated other facets of music such as swing, rock, funk, and hip-hop. Perhaps the most distinct and fundamental feature of jazz is the use of improvisation in the music. Instead of simply playing the composition as it is written, jazz musicians incorporate their mood, personal experience, interactions with band members, and reaction from the audience to play a piece of music based on how he/she feels it should be played at that time. Thus, one of the key elements of jazz is emotion, as it strongly influences to the way music is played. 


When one hears the word jazz, one of the first names to come to mind is the legendary John Coltrane. Known as one of the most significant saxophonists in jazz history, he was a pioneer in free jazz and a master of improvisation who added an emotional dimension to his music that the world had never before heard. Playing his song “Impressions”, I interviewed a few friends to see how they would react to the music. The first listener responded by saying that the song brought on “a cool feeling of smoothness, particularly in the beginning of the track.” The next participant said that she experienced erratic and explosive sensations as Coltrane bursts out into his absolutely awesome saxophone solo. The last person I interviewed said that they felt very “relaxed but upbeat and lively at same time” throughout the song. With those findings, I can conclude that this jazz song evokes different emotions depending on the individual, but overall there are senses of both relaxation and excitement as Coltrane progresses through the song and relays his personal emotions through his instrument and consequently creates one of the most impressive jazz tracks in history.  
Reggae Music Chelsea Skalski

Reggae music was first developed during the late 1960’s in Jamaica.  This style of music developed from Ska and Rocksteady rhythms originally.  Reggae’s rhythmic style is characterized by accents on the offbeats, this form is musically known as Skank.  There are many different components to reggae music that make it unique and many theories on where the origin of the word “reggae” can be placed.


The word Reggae first appeared in print on the 1968 Rocksteady hit “Do the Reggay” by The Maytals.  However, reggae historian Steve Barrow gives credit for the word to Clancy Eccles.  She claims that she used the colloquial Jamaican word Streggae, meaning “loose woman” or “someone who doesn’t dress well”, and manipulated it into the word Reggae.  The reason for using the word “reggae” was claimed to be because reggae was originally popular among the more ragged of Jamaica’s nation.  Thirdly Bob Marley claims the word come from the Spanish term meaning “the king’s music.” Additionally the liner notes of the song “To the King”, a compilation of Reggae gospel suggests it is derived from the Latin word Regis, meaning “to the King.”  


Although reggae was strongly influenced by traditional African and Caribbean music, as well as American Rhythm & Blues, reggae owes its direct origins to Ska and Rocksteady.  By the mid 1960’s musicians, especially in Jamaica, began slowing the tempo of Ska songs, while still emphasizing the walking bass line and off beat technique and adding occasional jazz-like horn riffs, this style became known as Rocksteady.  Then soon following, by 1968, musicians began slowing the tempo even more and adding more effects such as more horn section riffs, bongos, keyboards and more.  This even slower rhythm became known as reggae.  The shift from Rocksteady was featured in singles such as “Say What You’re Saying” by Clancy Eccles and “People Funny Boy” by Lee Perry.  Johnny Nash is credited with introducing reggae to the American listener with his track, “Hold Me Tight.”  The earliest example of true reggae rhythm can be heard in The Pioneers’ 1967 track “Long Shot.”  The first reggae records came in 1968 with Larry Marshal’s record “Nanny Goat” and The Beltones Record “No More Heartaches.” 


There are many different musical components to reggae music.  The main instrument used in every reggae song is the drum.  Generally a standard drum kit is used with an occasional extra stand-alone snare drum that is tuned a little higher to give it a timbale sound.  Tom-toms are also often incorporated into the bass beat.  There are three different types of drum rhythms involved most reggae songs. 

1.) One Drop-This is where the emphasis is placed entirely on the 3rd beat, and beat one is left completely empty. Example: “One Drop” by The Wailers.

2.)  Rockers-In this rhythm emphasis is placed on the 1st beat (usually a bass drum) as well as the 3rd beat. Example: “Right Time” by Mighty Diamonds 

3.) Steppers-In this rhythm the drummer plays four solid beats giving the song an insistent drive.  Steppers is also known as Four on the Floor. Example: “Exodus” by The Wailers. 

One of the unusual things about reggae is their wide range of percussion instruments used; Bongo’s used in free-style patterns, cowbells, claves and shakers are all instruments used in most reggae songs.   Like any good song must include reggae also uses bass guitar and regular rhythm guitars.  The bass guitar and drums are often grouped together into a category called riddim (rhythm).  The riddim is the essential driving beat of a song.  However, many reggae songs record over the same riddim.  The regular rhythm guitar is used to give reggae its unique skank style of playing on the offbeats of 2 and 4.  The rhythm guitar has a very dampened, short, choppy sound to emphasis the offbeats. 


From the late 1960’s to the early 1980’s pianos were generally used in reggae to double the rhythm of the skank guitar playing.  The pianist would play the chords very choppy and staccato styled.  In the 1980’s the piano was taken over synthesizers.  Additionally one of the unique aspects of reggae music is their use of horn sections in the music.  The sections generally include saxophones, trumpets and trombones, and they generally play jazzy riffs during the song.  


The vocals and lyrics to reggae songs are less the defining factor to their music as compared to their musical differentiations.  Any lyrics can be performed reggae.  The most interesting fact about reggae vocals is that the singers are generally tremolo singers (volume oscillation) rather than vibrato singers (pitch oscillation).  Reggae is generally considered a precursor to Rap music, it differs in the fact that reggae is generally melodic where as rap is more monotone.


When I listen to reggae music I am very much reminded of the beach.  This makes sense given that reggae was originally from the Jamaican islands.  Also reggae gives me an almost dazed or hypnotic feeling, I feel very mesmerized.  Occasionally I feel some dissonance between the words and the feeling I get from the melody of the song.  Some songs talk of poverty and unfair government control, yet the melody in the song is still happy and generally fun.  Reggae music gives me the feeling that I am just sitting around with friends enjoying a nice beautiful day.  Ryan Schramm, a student at Northern Kentucky University says, “Reggae makes me feel happy, like even though there are bad troubling things going on around me, I’m happy.”  


Overall Reggae is a very fascinating genre of music, and interestingly started from types of rock music.  I have learned a lot about reggae music and the way it makes me as well as others feel. 
Conclusion Yegor Kushnir
Music has the unique ability to change how we feel. Whether it makes you feel like your relaxing on the beach or makes you feel “pumped up”, it is clear that different genres of music have a profound effect on our emotions. Our general text book says that “emotion is simply the physiological changes and conscious feelings of pleasantness or unpleasantness, aroused by external and internal stimuli that lead to behavioral reactions” (Davis & Palladino, 2006, pp 4-5).  Music is a particularly special external stimulus, and depending on the variety of different musical features of the described genre, specific emotions arise. Classical music, reggae and jazz all have a tendency to put the mind at ease. These genres of music have the propensity to calm based on the music generally having a slower tempo, and a non-complex rhythm.  Country music, rap and pop, and classical rock tend to uplift the soul. Depending on the tempo of the music and how catchy the rhythm is these genres can excite a person or even make one sad.  Various genres of music may seem very different, but one thing holds true to all genres of music: "When we love a piece of music... it activates memory traces of emotional times in our lives" (Levitin, 2006).  Here Levitin makes the ultimate connection to music and our emotions. No matter what genre of music you prefer it will ultimately make you reflect upon your life and the choices you have made, and continue to influence you and your ambitions.
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