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Prosody 
Prosody:  the alignment of stresses in music with 
stresses in the lyric for the purpose of clarity of 
meaning. 
 
Linear prosody:  the alignment of phrases of music 
with units of meaning in the lyric 
 
Emotional prosody:  the alignment of the emotional 
effect of a moment in music with an equal emotional 
meaning in the lyric 
 
Euphony.  an harmonious succession of words 
having a pleasant sound. 
 
Ideally, perfect prosody incorporates all four of these 
concepts simultaneously.  If but one of these concepts 
is lacking, the meaning of the lyric may suffer or 
even fail.   
 
We often use the word “prosody” to mean merely the 
way accents of music are falling in relation to the 
accents of the lyric, but there are at least two other 
principles of prosody to consider: 
 

1)  The sound of one syllable flows easily into the 
sound of the following syllable (euphony) 
 
2) the shape of the phrase points inevitably to the 
word or words which, when stressed, underscore or 
deliver the meaning of the phrase.  (linear prosody) 

 
a third principle is much more subjective: 
 

3) the emotional content of the music must match 
the emotional content of the lyric, on a phrase-by-
phrase level (emotional prosody) 

 
That is to say 
 

poor euphony may cause the audience to think 
about the sound of the words themselves, rather 
than the meaning of the words 
 
poor prosody may cause consternation or confusion 
by forcing the singer to mispronounce a word, or 
give an unintended line reading 
 
poor linear prosody (e.g., a broken phrase) may 
cause a temporary unintentional meaning, or leave 
a phrase dangling in a halting or confusing way 

 
poor emotional prosody may cause a disconnect 
between the idea which the lyric is attempting to 
convey, and the music which is conveying a 
different idea 

 
A disclaimer:  Although egregious violations of these 
concepts are obvious and jarring, mild  infractions are 
more likely to be subjective and a question of 
personal taste.  Emotional prosody is particularly 
subjective.  Very subtle infringements of these 
principles, however, can make the difference between 
a song which soars, and a song which merely gets the 
point across.  
 
Great actors can overcome an enormous amount of 
inferior craft and still get the point across; but great 
writers do not rely on an actor to do their work for 
them. 
 

Bad Prosody 
 

Bad prosody is the misalignment of stresses in music 
with stresses in the lyric.  Bad prosody is the result of 
music and lyrics coming together in such a way that 
syllables which should be accented aren’t, or 
conversely, syllables which should not be accented 
are. 
 
Bad prosody is not the fault of the lyricist.  Bad 
prosody is not the fault of the composer.  Bad 
prosody results when music and lyrics come together. 
 

Examples of Bad Prosody 
 

Bunyan Bay in the Summertime 
 

Bunyan Bay in the summertime 
Reminds me of my life when I was young. 
Our family trips up to the cabin.... 
Dad would be behind the wheel, 
We sang songs, played games, made us feel 
That life up here, although surreal, 
Is worth grabbin’. 
 
Paul Bunyan and the Babe we’d visit. 
They made the lakes, the rumor has it. 
But really they were formed 
By huge prehistoric glaciers. 
The Northern Lights, they flash so bright 
My brother was convinced the sight 
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Was a vision that come from 
Eating too many wild mushrooms. 
 
Bunyan Bay in the summertime 
Reminds me of my life when I was young. 
Our family trips up to the cabin.... 
Dad would be behind the wheel, 
We sang songs, played games, made us feel 
That life up here, although surreal, 
Is worth grabbin’. 
 
On the lake we’d swim and fish 
At Rocky Point we’d make a wish 
That we didn’t have to put on 
Quite so much mosquito repellant. 
When the time came, I didn’t want to leave. 
My parents told us not to grieve 
But to cherish our time here 
Because it’s more fun than jury duty. 
 
Bunyan Bay in the summertime 
Reminds me of my life when I was young. 
 
As Long As He Needs Me 
 
As long as he needs me 
I know what I must be. 
I’ll cling on steadfastly 
As long as he needs me. 
 
Sunrise, Sunset 
 
Sunrise, sunset.  Sunrise, sunset. 
Swiftly flow the days. 
Seedlings turn overnight to sunflowers. 
Blossoming even as we gaze. 
Sunrise, sunset.  Sunrise, sunset. 
Swiftly fly the years; 
One season following another, 
Laden with happiness and tears. 
 
America the Beautiful 
 
O beautiful for spacious skies, 
For amber waves of grain. 
For purple mountain majesties 
Above the fruited plain. 
America, America! 
God shed his grace on thee. 
And crown thy good with brotherhood 
From sea to shining sea. 

 
Repairing Bad Prosody 

 
Problem:  The accents of the music do not match the 
accents of the lyric. 
 
Solution: 
 
Either change the lyric to match the music. 

or 
Change the music to match the lyric. 

or 
Both. 
 
The lyricist has the option of swapping, adding, 
deleting or inverting words. 
 
The composer’s options of manipulating accent 
are more varied, and include dynamic, tonic, 
agogic and harmonic variations. 
 

Poetic meter v. Musical meter 
 

Almost invariably, accents in poetry are different 
from the conversational speech.  Similarly, 
accents in poetry and speech are different from 
lyrics...from words which are sung. 
 
The key to discovering logical prosody is to ask 
yourself:  1) Where are the accents when you 
read the lyric out loud, as though it were 
conversation?  2) Where are the accents when 
you scan the lyric (as though it were regular, 
sing-songy poetry)...by scanning the lyric as if 
it’s poetry you can often discern where prosody 
issues are going to occur; that is to say, where 
are the weak syllables which reside in places of 
strong stress, and where are strong syllables 
which reside in places of weak stress; and then of 
course 3) Where are the accents in the music? 
 
For instance: 
 

Two bright sidelights winkin’ and blinkin’. 
Ain’t no finer rig, I’m thinkin’. 
You c’n keep your rig if you’re thinkin’ 
‘At I’d keer to swap fer that 
Shiny little surrey with the fringe on top. 
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Musical Accents and Prosody 

 
There are four main types of accents in music: 
 
Dynamic.  Dynamic accents are a result of notes 
which are noticeably louder than the notes 
around them.  Dynamic accents can be created 
by notation (placing accent marks over notes), by 
syncopation, or by observing the natural accents 
created by regular meter in which accented 
syllables fall on accented beats). 
 
Tonic.  Tonic accents are a result of notes which 
are noticeably different in pitch than the notes 
around them:  either higher or lower.  A higher 
pitch may be perceived as emphasized; likewise, 
a lower pitch may be perceived as emphasized. 
 
Agogic.  Agogic refers to duration.  Agogic 
accents are a result of notes which are noticeably 
longer (or shorter) than the notes around them. 
 
Harmonic.  A change in the expected harmony 
causes harmonic accents, or change in the 
harmonic rhythm.  Perhaps a pattern has been 
established wherein the chords change only and 
always on the downbeat, so that when this 
harmonic rhythm is altered, an accent results.  Or 
an deviation from the use of standard tonal 
harmony might cause an accent (e.g., a key 
change; an unexpected or unusual chord in the 
middle of standard tonal harmony; revoicing of a 
chord; etc.) 
 
 
Do not confuse musical accents with poetic accents 
in lyrics.  They are related but not directly parallel. 
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