VOICE IN POP MUSIC
MUS 607 Graduate Seminar

University of Oregon, Winter 2020
Pop songs are made of sounds, and no sound carries
more meaning than that of the human voice. The
sound of a voice implies a singer’s body producing
that voice, and a body implies a person, one with
gender, race, experience, emotions, etc. Further, pop
voices carry not just sounds but also words, usually
self-referential words set in the first person. Sound
and words combine to suggest a persona—an identity
projected upon the singing voice that may or may not
relate to the actual singer or author of the lyrics.
In this seminar, we will take an analytical approach to
the pop voice, asking how we as listeners may
perceive such personas through a track’s sonic and
lyrical information. The focus will be on timbral and
narrative analysis, with readings drawn from
contemporary scholarship in music theory,
musicology, and voice studies. Throughout the
course, students will write several short papers and
engage in critical discussion, both online and in
person, culminating in a publication-quality paper by
the end of the term.

Instructor

Meeting times

Materials

Drew Nobile
dnobile@uoregon.edu
Office: 206 music
Office hours: M 11–12, T 2–3

Tuesdays, 2:00–4:50pm
Room 215

All readings and assignments
will be posted on Canvas.
Recommended: subscription to a
streaming music platform such
as Apple Music or Spotify

What is a seminar?
The word “seminar” refers to a group of scholars working
around a common theme. Seminar participants make
discoveries and plan their research independently, coming
together regularly to discuss readings, pose questions, and
share findings. Graduate seminars are run by an instructor, but
the instructor acts more as a facilitator than a teacher,
choosing readings, moderating discussion, assigning activities
and roles, and evaluating participants’ contributions.

Reading and writing
As per the UO student engagement guidelines, a three-credit
graduate course involves around 12 hours of engagement per
week, including class time. You should plan at least four or five
hours a week for the assigned readings—go for active reading,
involving listening, taking notes, re-reading, cross-referencing,
and/or whatever else deepens your engagement with the
literature. The remaining hours are reserved for writing—most
weeks, this will involve producing a three to five–page paper
either responding to the readings or analyzing music based on
the readings’ methodologies, followed by online discussion
(see below). Toward the end of the term, your time will shift
toward your final project: a polished, article-quality study on a
topic related to this seminar’s readings and discussions.

Online forums
In groups of three, seminar participants will discuss each
other’s weekly writing on the course’s Canvas site. First,
participants will upload their writing in a discussion post by
Monday at 10am. Next, participants will post a substantive,
paragraph-long comment on their groupmates’ posts before
Tuesday’s meeting time (and preferably earlier). Groups are
encouraged to continue the discussion on the forum up to
class time (and beyond, if desired). These posts and discussions
are intended to be open, inclusive, and low-stakes. However, it
is imperative to the success of the seminar that you complete
them on time and with suitable seriousness.

Grading
I will assign course grades based on
(1) the quality of your written and oral
contributions, and (2) your “citizenship”
in the seminar—i.e., full participation in
the seminar activities. Here is a more
specific grading breakdown:
Quality
Class preparation
Final project
Citizenship
Weekly writings
Online discussions
In-class engagement

50%
20%
30%
50%
30%
10%
10%

Class preparation is evaluated on the
quality of your contributions to the
weekly meetings. This grade is not
based on how often you talk in class!
Rather, I will assess the degree to which
your contributions reflect a deep
engagement with the topic at hand and
enhance the quality of the class
discussion.
Weekly writings and discussion posts
will not be evaluated for quality; you
will receive full credit if they are done
on time and with suitable seriousness.
“In-class engagement” refers to your
presence and participation in our
weekly meetings. Again, this is not
about how much you talk in class, but
rather about how deeply you engage
with all class activities.

Presenting
In addition to reading and writing, seminar participants will be asked to give presentations and lead
discussions throughout the term. These will take various formats: for example, you might be asked to
produce a one-page document summarizing one reading that includes a few “provocations” to spur
discussion; or, a group of you might be asked to present on a given topic related to the readings for a portion
of the meeting. In week 9 or 10, each of you will give a “lightning talk”—a 10-minute conference-style
presentation—about your final project, followed by a Q+A period; each of you will also serve as an official
“respondent” for someone else’s presentation, where you read materials ahead of time and prepare some
questions or discussion topics for the Q+A.
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Course schedule
TOPIC

DATES

READINGS DUE

Voice matters

Week 1
(1/7)

Malawey, A Blaze of Light in Every Word, introduction

Whose voice?

Week 2
(1/14)

Frith, Performing Rites, Chapter 9
Eidsheim, The Race of Sound, introduction
Kane, “The Model Voice”

Persona

Week 3
(1/21)

Cone, The Composer’s Voice, Chapter 2
Moore, Song Means, Chapter 7
Tagg, Music’s Meanings, Chapter 10

Narrative

Week 4
(1/28)

Burns, “Vocal Authority and Listener Engagement”
BaileyShea, “From Me to You”

Vocal timbre

Week 5
(2/4)

Barthes, “The Grain of the Voice”
Malawey, A Blaze of Light in Every Word, Chapter 4
Rings, “Analyzing the Popular Singing Voice”
Samples, “Timbre and Legal Likeness”

Physiology/
embodiment

Week 6
(2/11)

Malawey, A Blaze of Light in Every Word, Chapter 2
Heidemann, “A System for Describing Vocal Timbre”
Burns et al, “Embodied Subjectivities”

Vocal effects and
technology

Week 7
(2/18)

Malawey, A Blaze of Light in Every Word, Chapter 5
Provenzano, “Auto-Tune, Labor, and the Pop-Music Voice”

Gender and race

Week 8
(2/25)

Eidsheim, The Race of Sound, Chapters 1 & 3
Burns & Woods, “Authenticity, Appropriation, Signification”
Pecknold, “‘These Stupid Little Sounds in Her Voice’”
500-word proposal for final project due

Presentations

Weeks 9–10
(3/3, 3/10)

Final project due Tuesday 3/17 by 5pm
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Attendance

POLICIES

Attendance at every class session is expected and will factor into your course
grade. If you must miss a class session for a legitimate reason (illness, schoolsponsored trip, e.g.), please email me before class with the reason for your
absence. If an assignment is due, submit it on Canvas or via email; an absence does
not extend the due date for any assignment.

Integrity

Accessibility

All assignments, exams, etc., must be
done entirely individually unless
otherwise specified. Work submitted
as your own should not be done in
collaboration with any other person,
nor should it use material borrowed
from any other source unless the
source is explicitly cited. Each student
is responsible for being aware of what
constitutes cheating and plagiarism
and for avoiding both.

The University of Oregon is working to
create inclusive learning
environments. If you would benefit
from accommodations outside the
standard policies, please notify me
and/or consult the Accessible
Education Center at aec.uoregon.edu
or (541) 346-1155. They can work with
you on a plan tailored to your specific
circumstances.

Discrimination
The School of Music and Dance discourages any sort of action that makes an
individual feel uncomfortable or unwelcome.
Students experiencing any form of prohibited discrimination or harassment,
including sex or gender based violence, may seek information on
safe.uoregon.edu, respect.uoregon.edu, or investigations.uoregon.edu or contact
the non-confidential Title IX office (541-346-8136), Office of Civil Rights Compliance
(541-346-3123), or Dean of Students offices (541-346-3216), or call the 24/7 hotline
541-346-SAFE for help.
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