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interesting in relation to our analysis object. Icons are signs that imitate or
are similar to what they signify. As an example, we can take the birdsong
at the end of the second movement of Beethoven’s “Pastoral Symphony”,
where the flute mimics the nightingale, the oboe imitates the quail, and the
clarinets sing like the peekaboo. Indices are signs directly connected—by
causality or by spatial, temporal, or cultural proximity—to what they stand
for (e.g. flamenco guitar as a sign of Spanish music), while symbols are
connected only by convention to what they represent—its relationship
must be learnt, like a national anthem or a leitmotiv.> However, it should
be noted that, in many cases, different forms of semiosis are not isolated
from each other. As we shall see later in our analysis, there are several
levels of interdependence between the modes of significance.

Also influenced by Peirce’s ideas, Philip Tagg has proposed an
analytical model which emphasises the communicative potential of what
he has called “parameters of musical expression.”® These parameters are
defined as “sets of properties constituting the vast variety of sounds we
hear as musical”,’ and can be thought of in four interrelated and
overlapping main categories:

1. Time, speed, and space.

2. Timbre and loudness.

3. Tone and tonality.

4. Totality (diataxis and syncrisis).®

Nevertheless, it is worth mentioning Tagg’s words:

Very few concepts denoting parameters of musical expression fit neatly
into any one of the first three categories and [...] category 4 includes
several by definition. For example, nothing in categories 2 (timbre and
dynamics) or 3 (tone and tonality) can exist without the parameters of time
and space (category 1); nor can elements of temporal organisation like
rhythm and metre exist without timbral, dynamic or tonal patterning, nor
can tone or timbre be understood without considering pitch and loudness.”

Over the last fifty years, technology has allowed the treatment of audio
signals in multiple forms, enabling the alteration of the timbre of an
original sound source in many different ways. This can be done especially
through the use of a vast array of effect devices, ranging from distortion
and filters to modulation and loudness effects.® Tagg is very critical about
the academic world’s tendency to “conceptualise parameters of musical
expression hierarchically, as either primary—‘“syntax-based discrete
relational categories (pitch, duration)”—or secondary—‘““tempo, dynamics,
timbre.” Such conceptual hierarchies are inapplicable to most of the music







32 Chapter Three

180 degrees out of phase and at equal amplitude, however, total
cancellation occurs. With more complex waveforms, the overlapping of a
slightly delayed duplicated signal creates what is known as a comb filter.
In this kind of filters, frequency response has several amplitude peaks and
valleys called tecth, which are distributed throughout the harmonic
spectrum. Because of phase differences in the spectrum, some frequencies
are reinforced while others are cancelled. When the delay time is
modulated using a low frequency oscillator, the teeth move through the
frequency spectrum, thus creating the characteristic rippling effect
common to phasing and flanging, although both effects actually happen in
different ways.

In phasing, the signal passes through all-pass filters which have a non-
linear frequency phase response. This results in phase differences in the
output signal that depend on the input signal frequency. Therefore,
different frequencies of the original signal are delayed by different
amounts, causing peaks and valleys without harmonic relation in the
output signal.

The flanging effect, in turn, uses a delay which is equally applied to the
entire signal. However, in this case, the delay—and therefore the phase
shift—is uniform across the whole sound. This results in a comb filter with
peaks and valleys that are related harmonically. Usually, the comb filter
created by this uniform delay will have multiple evenly spaced teeth, while
the phasing effect—depending on the design of the circuitry—will show
few unevenly distributed teeth the spacing of which can be configured
manually.

The reiterated use that the Beatles made of the automatic double
tracking (ADT) and their mass-media stars position, could explain why
many voices point them out as the pioneers in the use of this type of
effects. Although ADT accidentally created an interesting palette
associated with sound modulation—including the coining of the term
flanging by Lennon and Martin'>—, the procedure itself was devised
earlier. In “Mammy's Boogie” (Capitol, 1953), Les Paul worked with a
speed control in one of the coils used in the recording process.”” Some
years later, Toni Fisher recorded “The Big Hurt” (The Big Hurt. Signet,
1959) and, while trying to strengthen the final mix, engineer Larry Levine
decided to double-track the whole recording “layering a copy of the tape
over the original at a slightly different speed.”* The process, quoted here
by Levine himself, represents a testimony of great value as it moves
precisely between the technical description and social reception:

I lined up the two tapes and started the two machines simultaneously... and
it stayed together, pretty much, for the first eight bars, and then one went
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amplification, listen...” (01:32). But our interest will focus on a particular
part of the text that is treated with such a weird effect: a panned flanging
sound synchronised with the final phoneme in the word merchandise
(01:01):

I've come here to sell you my body

1 can show you some good merchandisssse
I'll pull you and I'll pill you

I'll Cruela-de-ville you

And to thrill you I'll use any device

Why is this flanging effect there? Is it accidental? Of course it might
not be so at all but, if there is an intention, what is the hidden meaning
behind this sound manipulation? Except for those readers with—Ilet’s
say—some kind of foresight, we had to wait more than a decade to
discover the meaningful use of this effect. In 1989 Queen release their
penultimate studio album (7he Miracle, EMI) and we find this same trick
in the song “Was It All Worth It” again but, this time, a stronger relation
between sound effect and text gives us the ultimate clue:

02:37 - “yes we were vicioussss, yes we could kill...”

e

The flanging effect applied to the final syllable
causes a deformation and a prolongation of the
phoneme (s].

Possible semantic extension:

"Vicious" — "sssssss" — "snake tongue"

Fig. 3.2.

Figure 3.2 shows us that we are facing a semantic extension where
sound acts as the trigger that moves the text towards a new meaning. As in
“Bohemian Rhapsody” ’s intro, the effect has been produced using a crash
cymbal, treated with flanging and later panned and synchronised over the
end of the word vicious. This causes a possible extension of the semantic
field by lengthening the phoneme [s] and creating a sound that
unequivocally resembles the tongue of a snake. The sound alteration of a
single phoneme of the word “vicious” metaphorically expands its meaning























