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Note 1: Musical Materials and Timbre

In identifying and naming “musical materials” (Moylan 2007, p.65) along with the sound 

events and objects that they are made up of (Moylan 2007, p.103), some instruments are 

clearly identifiable whilst others, due to heavy layering within the mix or their unknown 

synthesised origin, are harder to identify. Further analysis of texture and layering within the 

mix, can be found in note 4, this note, however, is concerned with identifying and 

describing the sound sources. Identified and labelled sound sources are plotted against a 

timeline (Moylan 2007, p.113) in graphic 1. 

‘With Every Heartbeat’ relies heavily on synthesised sounds which, because they have no 

natural source, can be hard to identify and label. To help with labelling and describing 

musical sounds, Tagg (2012, p.486) identifies 3 main types of “anaphone” which can be 

used. “Sonic anaphones” relate to non-musical or “paramusical” sounds. Tagg breaks that 

down further in to “vocal” and “non-vocal” anaphones as sounds that either, in the case of 

the former, relate to the human voice or, as with the latter, do not. “Tactile anaphones” 

relate to a perceived similarity to a sense of touch. “Kinetic or spatial anaphones” relate to 

a perceived movement or space. These anaphones can also be grouped and used 

together as “composite anaphones”. In listening to ‘With Every Heartbeat’ it is useful to use 

anaphones to help label and describe to the sound sources.

Zakk (2001, p.62) argues that timbre has two aspects: its physical properties and its 

rhetorical symbolism. This section will deal mainly with the physical properties. Rhetorical 

symbolism will be discussed in relation to lyrical themes in note 6. 
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Kick Drum 

The kick drum plays a “four-on-the-floor” groove (four quarter notes per measure) that 

Butler (2006, p.78) identifies as characteristic of techno, house and trance sub-genres 

within the Electronic Dance Music (EDM) genre. This could be either considered as a 

“style indicator” or a “musical synechdoche” (Tagg 2012, p.522). Further analysis of how 

this and other elements relate to the song’s style can be found in Note 7. 

The kick sound develops in 3 stages over the course of the song. Initially we hear more of 

what sounds like the beater of the kick pedal hitting the drum head with a thinner and 

lighter sound, than later in the song, at bar 38, the kick intensifies, rounding out the sound 

and adding in more lower frequencies. Then in bar 90, we hear the sound rounded out 

even further and we hear a clear throbbing in the lower frequencies (44Hz and below) 

reminiscent of the sound of the Roland TR-808 which had a “significant influence” on the 

sound of Electronic Dance Music (Butler 2006, p.64). 

16th Note Hi Hats

We hear two hi hat patterns in the song. The first is a 16th note pattern played on closed hi 

hats, although the sound may in fact be synthesised. Movement is created in the hi hat 

rhythm with dynamic emphasis on the off beat. The rhythm of the hi hat sounds as though 

it is rolling and flowing from one beat to the next that, through kinetic anaphone, helps 

drive the repetitive thudding of the kick drum.

Additional Hi Hats

From bar 50 we hear the addition of a second hi hat part that plays in a 2 bar repetition 

(see fig. 1 for rhythmic notation). These hi hats have a harder, more metallic sound to them 
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that rings out more clearly than the softer 16th note hi hats. Using both the sonic and 

tactile properties of metal creates a composite anaphone here to help to understand the 

timbre of the sound source. The rhythmic effect is to create movement and variability 

within the higher frequencies, particularly in sections of the music where the 16th note hi 

hat rhythm are being duplicated by other sound sources, which is discussed later on in this 

section.

Smooth Bass Synth

Two synthesisers are used to fill the lower frequency range. The first of these is a smooth 

bass sound that enters at bar 17. The bass enters in middle of its repeated melodic 

repetition, falling from a G to an F# to a D, finally to rest on the C at the start of the phrase. 

The G note, the third in the scale indicates that the scale is minor and suggests sadness 

(Machin 2010, p.107). The F# is the second note in the scale and is held for 6 beats. 

Machin (2010, p. 110) argues that this can suggest a sense of entrapment, or being caught 

in limbo. The D is the seventh note in the scale and, much like the third, acts to suggest 

sadness (Machin 2010, p.109). The low C, the root note of the C chord, grounds the song 

to the start of the repeated chord progression, and as the sixth note in the scale can 

ground the melody to the scale (Machin 2010, p.111).

Pulsing Bass Synth 

The second bass synthesiser contrasts with the first in timbre. The sound pulsates in a 

16th note rhythm possibly facilitated by by an oscillating gate. The bass enters in bar 29, 
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again in the middle of its repeated melodic pattern, falling from a B, to an A, to an F# and 

finally also resting on the C at the start of the melodic pattern. Again, the C is used to 

ground the melody to the scale and the underlying chord progression. The synth rises to a 

B, the fifth note of scale, “anchoring the melody to the scale” (Machin 2010, p. 107) and 

then falls to an A, the 4th note in the scale which is “associated with building or moving 

forwards” (Machin 2010, p.109) which is held for 6 beats, before falling to an F# which 

here, is shorter than when played by the smooth bass synth and could suggest instead of 

entrapment, a sense of transition (Machin 2010, p.100).

Breathy Synth

A composite anaphone is helpful here to name and describe the “breathy synth” heard at 

the start of the song as it reflects a perceived similarity to the vocal and sonic properties of 

air moving with breathing as well as perceived similarities to kinetic and spatial movement 

of air which can all be identified within the sound source. The synthesiser sounds as tho it 

is flowing, and moving around in it’s own “spectral space” (Moore 2012, p.37). 

This synth could be a composite of either a number of synths, or perhaps a synth that 

allows for a variety of patches and oscillators to be triggered simultaneously. The 

movement within the timbre of the sound makes it hard to distinguish the notes that are 

being played from harmonic frequencies, however there is a progression of 4 notes that 

can be clearly heard. 

The repetitive melody starts on an E, the dominant first note of the scale (Machin 2010, p. 

107) and anchors us in the scale “firmly and roundly”. The melody rises to the sadness of 

the G, the minor third in an outward expression of sadness before descending to a 

lengthened F# to create a sense of being caught up in transition. Finally the melody moves 
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to D, the 7th note of the scale, to create a sense of “discord” and “longing” (Machin 2010, 

p.110) before rising back to the E to resolve and begin the repetition again. 

Harmony Synth

Playing in rhythmic unison with the underlying chord pattern of the “breathy synth” the 

harmony synth initially sounds part of the same synthesiser, but then emerges in bar 9 to 

play a different harmony. It is there that differences in its timbre can be more easily 

distinguished from the “breathy synth” described above. Using a composite anaphone, the 

sound can be described as smoother, more metallic, with far less movement in its sense of 

spectral space. Starting it’s melodic repetition on the G, for sadness, the synth line rises to 

the B for a sense of grounding in the scale before falling to and holding the A for eight 

beats for a feeling of moving forwards. The A is held 2 beats longer than the breathy synth 

it appears to emerge from which increases the sense of of the note moving us forward 

towards the start of the pattern once again. 

Flutter Synth

Fading in from bar 49, a synthesiser, arpeggiated in 16th notes, enters bringing with it a 

sense of movement, but also attachment to the matching hi hat rhythm. It plays in a higher 

range than the other synthesised parts, playing notes above an octave over middle C 

which Katz (2001) identifies as 523Hz and above. The sound has a sharp attack and each 

note, although having a very short sustain, has a longer release time that helps to fill the 

space between, as well as overlap, each note. This also creates a sense of the 

synthesiser having its own spectral space above the other synthesisers that we have 

heard.
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String Pad

We first hear strings in the recording through a string pad synthesiser, a sonic anaphone, 

rather than any actual stringed instrument which helps set the scene for the arrival of 

orchestral strings later in the song. The string pad plays two notes, an A and a G which are 

placed at the point of repetition in the underlying chord progression with the A note played 

2 beats before the end of the sequence and the G played on beat one at the start of the 

following chordal repetition. The A note suggests a forward movement down towards the 

sad minor third G note and brings an inward receiving or dwelling on the sad emotion 

(Machin 2010, p.102). This helps to emphasis the underlying structure of the song and 

adds to a mood of sadness. 

Strings

The arrival of orchestral strings in the song starts with a single violin in bar 58, other 

strings then swell up in mix during the following 6 bars to join it, when the majority of other 

instruments stop in bar 73, the strings play a series of rising melodies, climaxing first just 

after the departure of the other instruments, then rising again to meet the arrival of the 

fluttering synth and then falling again to meet the arrival of the vocals in bar 84. 

Main and Backing Vocals

Robyn sings alone in a single main vocal for the majority of the track. Her vocal delivery is 

restrained, smooth and unwavering. We can hear the sounds of her breathing between 

lines. Backing vocals are in the same voice as the main vocal, that of Robyn, and sing the 

lyrics at the same time as the main vocal but in harmony with them. The vocals suggest a 

“personal proxemic zone” (Moore et al. 2011, p.102) which is analysed further in relation to 

spatialisation in Note 4 and in relation to lyrical content in note 7.
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Note 2: Instrument groupings / textural layers

Moore (2012, pp.20-1) identifies 4 distinctive “textural layers” in popular music. In With 

Every Heartbeat the kick drum and both Hi Hat parts form the “explicit beat layer” whilst 

the “functional bass layer” is made up of the pulsing and smooth bass synthesisers. Moore 

(2012, p.56) also identifies the instruments in these layers, along with the possible 

inclusion of other instruments, as important in creating the “groove” which he describes as 

an “interlocking set of repeated ideas”. 

The groove is created not just by the the elements within the explicit beat layer and 

functional bass layer, but also the other synthesisers. During the progress of the song 

there is a building of the groove as elements are added. In the instrumental the groove is 

kept going by only the underlying breathy synth part, before the other elements return to 

join it in bar 90.

The “harmonic filler layer” is made up of synths and strings and the vocals are the explicit 

melodies that form the “melodic layer”. Also, during the instrumental the main violin seems 

to take its place in the melodic layer as the explicit melody. The strings and vocals stand 

out as the only elements that exist outside of the established groove. 
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Note 3: Structure

‘With Every Heatbeat’ is in 4/4 time, four beats per bar) at 121 beats per minute. The song 

is divided in to repetitive “hypermeasures” (Moore 2012, p. 52) of four bars. The song 

starts in the middle of one of these hypermeasures, with a bar of 2/4 where there are two 

beats in the bar. The effect of this is to create uncertainty at the start of the song. By 

starting in the middle of the repeated hypermeasure, there is a sense that there could 

have been infinite repeats previously. This sense of unceasing repetition is re-enforced by 

the fade-out at the end of the track which creates the feeling that we, the listener, are 

being slowly taken out of the song’s perpetual repetition, for it to carry on in a place where 

we are no longer part of it.

Moore (2012, pp. 82-3) argues that in popular song, hypermeasures can be combined 

together in to identifiable and nameable sections. He also argues that these sections and 

“elide” and “extend” in to each other to create a sense of movement. Moylan (2007, p.63) 

asserts that “the structure of a work is the architecture of its musical materials” and that the 

way the musical materials interact with each other in a “hierarchy of interrelationships” is 

what shapes that structure. 

In ‘With Every Heartbeat’ there is a progressive building of sound sources, until bar 73, 

where there musical materials that make up rhythmic and functional bass layers are 

removed along with the majority of synthesised elements of the harmonic filler layer. The 

vocals are also absent at this point and the strings and breathy synth are heard. They are 

joined in bar 80 by the flutter synth. The vocals re-appear in the track at bar 84 where the 

strings fade away and the other layers are added back in with a focus on the start of bar 

90. 
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The building up and breaking down of sound sources, for the most part, does not coincide 

with either the start of underlying repetitive hypermeasure, or changes in lyrical content. 

This could be seen as the elisions and extensions that Moore refers to, or, as Zak (2001, 

p.93) has suggested, that although changes in texture can play an important part in 

marking out a song’s structure, rather than accompanying changes in structural narrative, 

they can actually have a narrative of their own. 

Moore (2012, p. 83) argues that the nature of lyrical content, or lack there of, is key in 

determining sections. However, in Butler’s (2006, pp.222-3) analysis of electronic dance 

music, he argues that “rhythmic features” and “textural changes” help to define sections, 

although it is worth noting that Butler (2006, p.34) identifies that the majority of electronic 

dance music is instrumental, where are ‘With Every Heartbeat’ is not. Moylan (2007, p.

231) suggests that recurring combinations of lyrics and music can help to identify sections. 

In identifying and naming sections within ‘With Every Heartbeat’ it would be possible to 

define sections using either lyrical content or rhythmical and textural changes. For this 

analysis, lyrical content will the be focus for identifying sectional changes in keeping with 

Moore’s assertion of their primary importance. Zak’s ideas of textural narrative can then by 

understood in comparison to the structure identified using lyrical content.

The “introduction” and “break” are clearly identifiable at the start and middle of the track 

and match Moore’s (2012, p.83) discussions of these terms and their common usage 

(Moore 2001, p,52) as sections frequently without vocal content. In this track, the break 

section is split in to two parts to indicate the textural change the occurs in bar 73. At bar 
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114, we see the arrival of the “playout” as a “fade over a repeated sequence” (Moore 2012, 

p. 83) marked with a clear change in instrumentation and texture.

We can also identify two verses of 12 bars , the first verse, bar 17-28, and second verse, 

bar 37-48, which share the same melodic content (see graphic 14-16) but with different 

lyrics which mark them out as verses (Tagg 2012, p395). Tagg argues that the refrain is 

paired with the verse but, in contrast, has the same lyrical and melodic content each time it 

occurs. However, Moore (2012, p.83) argues that the chorus only differs from the verse “by 

virtue of the fact that its lyrics repeat on each occurrence”. 

In ‘With Every Heartbeat’, the sections between bars 29 to 36, 49 to 56 and 57 to 54 could 

possibly be labelled as either a chorus or a refrain. However, refrain is the most 

appropriate choice of label as the sections are attached to the end of the verse each time 

they occur (Moore 2012, p.83) and, due to the lack of dramatic textural changes, feel 

connected to the verse.

The section between bars 84 to 113 are problematic to label. This section contains a clear 

“vocal hook” which, as Tagg (2012, pp.396-7) argues, does not constitute a chorus or 

refrain, but just one element of the section in which it is contained. Moylan (2007, p. 71) 

argues that a chorus consists of a repeated refrain in which the the concept of the lyrics is 

addressed. The repetition of the lyric “and it hurts with every heartbeat” in this section is a 

repetition of the song’s concept, and lends itself to labelling this section as the chorus. 

It would be possible to suggest that, rather than one section, this could be thought of as 8 

repeated choruses, 4 repeated choruses where each is constituted of 2 repetitions of the 

lyric or as 2 repeated choruses where each is constituted of 4 repetitions of the lyric. Each 
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has its own merits. The first method, of eight repeated choruses, would align most clearly 

with the idea of repeated lyrical content whereas the second, of 4 repeated choruses of 

double length, aligns more closely at the start of the section with textural changes. 

By splitting the section in to two choruses the need for repetition as a defining 

characteristic of a chorus is met, as is the notion of named sections being a combination of 

hypermeasures. The arrival of the second chorus also aligns with the inclusion of backing 

vocals.

In an interview with the Independent (2010) Robyn talks about the song’s unconventional 

structure: “It wasn't even your typical radio song: it doesn't have a proper chorus and there 

is this bizarre string part in the middle”. 
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Note 4: The Virtual Sound Stage

In keeping with Moylan’s (2007 p.49) notion of a “sound stage” as the imaginary space in 

which we hear recorded music, graphics 2-9 sound sources are represented within in a 

sound box, a methodology that is used by Moore (2012) and Gibson (2008). Both Moore 

and Gibson use horizontal placement to represent lateral space within a stereo mix and 

vertical placement to represent frequency, although Moore (2012, pp.31-2) argues that 

using a sound source’s “register”, a term for the highest concentration of frequencies in a 

sound’s partials, is a better than using the fundamental pitch. Depth is used to represent 

“prominence” (Moore 2012, p.31) which Gibson (2008, pp.23-4) argues is firstly created by  

volume, but is in reality created though a variety of methods including equalisation, 

compression, delay, reverberation, harmonic structure and timbre. 

Rather than using Moore’s (2012) graphical images to represent sound sources, sound 

sources are plotted using “point sources” and “spread sources” as described by Moylan 

(2007, p. 51) as, in the case of point sources, are precisely located sounds and, in the 

case of spread sources, are sounds that are perceived to occupy an area between audible 

boundaries. Colour is used in correspondence with the colours used in graphic 1.

Graphic 2: Sound Box - Introduction

In the Introduction the sound box is occupied by 4 elements, the kick drum is the only point 

source, located horizontally in the centre. Also located centrally on the horizontal plane are 

the breathy synth, which fills the largest space and the hi hats at the top of the sound box. 

The harmony synth takes up a smaller space, and is located slightly off centre to the right 

of the sound box.  
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The thin and light sound of the kick and the predominance of higher frequency partials in 

the synthesisers along with the high frequencies of the hi hats have the effect of lifting the 

elements within the sound box, creating a sense lightness, space and a openness. In 

combination with the dynamic movement in the hi hat rhythms and the spectral space 

created by the timbre of the breathy synth there a is a creation of an ethereal, other-

worldly space.

Graphic 3: Sound Box - Verse 1

In verse 1 the smooth bass and vocals enter the sound stage. The main vocals are placed 

horizontally central and in front of the other elements which is created by their volume 

within the mix and the clarity with which we hear Robyn’s “articulatory vocal 

sounds” (Moore et al. 2011, p.102). There is small amount of reverb present on the vocals 

which can be heard most clearly at the end of vocals lines. This limited use of reverb 

places The vocals within the performance space, but also isolated from it. The smooth 

bass is also horizontally central and appears to fill a wider space in the bottom of the 

sound box. Gibson (2008, p.35) argues that frequencies under 400Hz are hard to localise 

and are better represented by more spread spheres. 

Graphic 4: Sound Box - Refrain 1

In refrain 1 the pulsing bass synth enters the sound stage. The sharp attack of the pulsing 

sound creates a tighter sound that feels less spread and also, along with it’s prominence in 

the mix, makes it feel closer to the listener. The string pad also enters the sound stage  

and occupies a space behind the vocals but standing out above the other sources. The 

quick attack of string pad synth makes the sound feel very localised, however the long 

decay of the sound makes it feel like it spills out to fill the space around it. 

Q10212370

Page 13



Gibson (2008, p. 39) uses 3D see-through cubes to visualise reverb. Although this is 

possible for analysing individual sound sources or reverb spaces, he does not frequently 

use them in his cumulative diagrams of multiple sources. In Fig. 2 a 3D cube is used to 

visualise the space in which the point source of the string pad appears to dissipate. In 

diagrams where multiple sources are plotted, a wider spread source is used to cumulate 

these two ideas in to a single source.

Graphic 5: Sound Box - Verse 2

In the second verse the kick sound thickens, so the point source enlarges, encompassing 

lower frequencies. It also appears to move forward in prominence in the mix. The creates 

an added sense of intensity to the “heartbeat” of the track. 

We also hear backing vocals for the first time. These appear from the same point as the 

main vocal in the centre of the stereo field but set back slightly from the main vocal and 

appearing slightly lifted in the sound box due to the higher pitch that is often being sung. 

The effect is to double up the lines being sung and to intensify their meaning and 

importance.
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Graphic 6: Sound Box - Refrain 2 & 3 / Instrumental Part 1

In Refrain 1 and 2 we hear the arrival of the additional hi hat part which sits at the top of 

the sound box seemingly above the other elements and also in greater prominence in the 

mix than the other high frequency sources, however, less prominent than the vocals. 

The flutter synth fades in during this section. It is higher in the sound box due to its higher 

frequency content than the other synth elements and is behind the vocals in its 

prominence. It takes up a wide stereo spread as the movement in the synth creates a 

sense of wide spectral space. The effect here is to create a sense of wider space in the 

mix as a whole, and together with the additional hi hats, to create a new, higher, ethereal 

space. 

There is a violin placed towards the left of the sound stage which plays a melody that is 

harmonised with by other strings that are placed towards the right hand of the sound stage 

and lower in pitch. There are also other strings placed behind those in the mix. Panning 

the strings in this way allows for focus in the mix (Becka 2007) and represents the 

traditional placement of a string quartet on stage. During part one of the instrumental, the 

strings start to fill the space in the mix and create a sense of the performance space 

enlarging.

Graphic 7: Sound Box - Instrumental Part 2

In the second part of the instrumental the strings and breathy synth continue whilst the 

other sound fall away. The strings float around in the space left behind to create a sense of   

openness. As the strings rise melodically entering a higher space, the flutter synth arrives, 
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opening up and filling that space again. As the strings face away, the fluttering synth, 

which had been partially obscured by the strings, takes more prominence in the mix.

Graphic 8: Sound Box - Chorus 2

The sound stage for the second chorus, which is built up to during chorus 1, is very similar 

to the sound stage found during the third refrain. There is a further thickening of the kick 

drum towards the bottom of the sound box, intensifying again the beat of the tracks 

heartbeat. There also appears to be a thickening of the synth sound with the addition of 

strings but due to the use of layering, as analysed further in note 5, it is difficult to hear 

distinct sounds. The effect is to create an intensification of the sounds heard previously 

which creates an increasing intensity as the track progresses.

No new space is created here, but rather, we return to a previous space which creates a 

sense of perpetuity to the space, that rather than being a temporary space that changes 

over time, it is an eternal space that has slowly been revealed to the listener piece by 

piece, and now we hear its fullness. 

Graphic 9: Sound Box - Playout

As the vocals end, the instruments fall away and the sound stage empties leaving strings 

and two synths to fade away. The flutter synth rises in pitch, as if flying out of the sound 

box in to a space unperceived by the listener, rather than simply fading away, increasing a 

sense of perpetuity to the song’s underlying hypermeasure. 
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An Overview of the Sound Box

In analysing the sound boxes, there are two possible ways to describe the mix of ‘With 

Every Heartbeat’ as it is laid out laterally. The first, Moore (2012, p.32) describes a 

“normative” or “diagonal mix” because “the operative elements ... are situated centrally on 

a (very) slight diagonal”. Dockwray and Moore (2010) have documented the progress 

towards the diagonal mix becoming normative with kick, snare, and vocals placed centrally 

and other instruments placed either centrally, or, to the right or left, in a “balanced stereo 

picture” (Dockwray and Moore 2010, p.193). Secondly, Moore and Dockwray (2010 pp.

229-30) also describe a “clustered mix” as a “centralized clustering of the instruments” 

which results in a narrow stereo image “where the producer has concentrated on providing 

a balanced stereo image, placing the aesthetic focus on the blending of sounds”. 

‘With Every Heartbeat’ shares features with both of these types of mix. There is a clear 

grouping of the instruments in the centre of the stereo image, even the sound sources that 

are placed either side of the centre are not panned hard left or right, but overlap with the 

centre point. There is clear balance in the stereo image, and, as note 5 will explore further, 

a clear focus on the layering and blending of sound sources. Although the mix does not 

feel best described as narrow in width, but rather, there is a clear central focus to the mix, 

and so it is best described as a “clustered mix”, although it is most certainly “normative” in 

it’s stereo balance. 

Q10212370

Page 17



Note 5: Texture and the sound box

Moore (2001, p.121) describes texture as “the presence of and relationships between 

identifiable strands of sound in music” and Moylan (2007, p.48) describes it as “an overall 

character” that is created by the musical ideas and sounds and how they work together. In 

creating texture, Zak (2001, pp.151-2) identifies texture as a product of process of layering 

sounds. In layering sounds, Moylan (2007, p.22) asserts that the individual timbre of 

sounds can be hard to distinguish from each other, especially where the sounds are 

harmonically close, or are played simultaneously.

Graphic 10: Sound Box (Textural) - Introduction

In the Introduction there are three distinct textures. The kick is a clearly placed and 

focussed “point source” (Moore 2001) where as the hi hats are a textural “strand” which 

create a “virtual textural space” (Moore 2001, p.121). The synths are layered, with their 

notes played simultaneously, to create a textural block. Moylan (2007, p.22) also notes 

that synthesised sounds are much more likely to fuse together than sounds from known 

acoustic origins. 

The overall texture in the introduction is thin, and sparsely filled. There are “textural 

holes” (Moore 2001) at the bottom of the sound box, which as identified in analysing 

graphic 2, create a sense of lifting within the sound stage and lightness within the textural 

space. 

Graphic 11: Sound Box (Textural) - Refrain 2& 3

In the second and third refrain, we see that the textural space is much more densely filled. 

The textural block formed by the synths has been thickened using the additional layering 
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of strings and more synthesises sounds. The hi hats have been layered with the fluttering 

synth and move in rhythmic unison to create a textual block higher in the sound box whilst 

the additional hi hat rhythm acts to open this sonic space further and create a sense of 

movement within it. The pulsing bass synth has formed a textural strand in the lower 

portion of the sound box where the kick drum also sits, continuing to maintain its focussed 

positioning. 

The vocals also seem to be placed in a focussed position in the sound stage which 

creates the effect of Robyn’s voice standing out in isolation from the textural blocks behind 

it.

Graphic 12: Sound Box (Textural) - Instrumental Part 2

In the second part of the instrumental the sound stage becomes thinner and lighter again. 

The lead violin and flutter synth form two textural strand sitting over the other strings and 

synths that form a large textural block. Textural space in the bottom of the sound box 

creates a sense of lifting that is duplicated int he rising strings and flutter synth.

Graphic 13: Sound Box (Textural) - Chorus 2

The textural space for Chorus 2 is very similar to that in refrain 3. The vocals and backing 

vocals create a textural block, but remain focussed in their positioning and stand in 

isolation from the textual blocks behind them. There is a thickening of sounds in the 

textural block in the centre, but due to the sound being played simultaneously with close 

harmonic relationships, the individual sounds are hard to identify. This intensity is used to 

create a sense of cohesion between the instruments that make Robyn’s vocals stand out 

in further isolation from the mix. 
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Note 6: Melody and Lyrics

Graphic 23: Summary Table of Musical Materials and Their Relation To lyrical 
Themes

Musical Material Treatment Relation to Lyrical Theme

Kick drum • repetition of a 4-on-the-
floor rhythm

• 121 bpm speed

• heartbeat

• deepening and 
intensification of sound

• un-ending pain

Rhythmic and harmonic 
accompaniment

• repetition of rhythm • impersonality
• anonymity
• un-ending pain

Synths • melodic contour • vacillating heartbeat

• used of six and two beat 
rhythms

• entrapment in uncertainty

Strings • soaring melody lines • hopefulness

Spatialisation • lifted sonic space in first 
verse

• spectral spaces of 
synthesisers

• reverb on vocals

• isolation in eternal 
heartache

Texture • progressive layering of 
synths

• vocals as isolated sound 
source

• perpetuity of pain
• timelessness

• thinning of texture during 
instrumental 

• perceived hope  

Structure • starting in the middle of a 
hypermeasure

• individual instruments 
starting out of phase with 
hypermeasures

• fade out
• layering and addition of 

sounds

• creates gradual revelation 
of an perpetual 
performance space to re-
enforce perpetuity of pain

• instrumental break-down
• return to sonic space for 

chorus

• false hope, return to heat 
ache
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Musical Material Treatment Relation to Lyrical Theme

• structural anacrusis • perpetuation of pain

Backing vocals • same sonic placement as 
main vocal

• same voice used

• isolation
• loneliness

Vocal timbre • smooth and restrained
• breathing

• intimacy
• feeling of exhaustion
• hopeful expectation 

alongside pessimistic 
realisation

Vocal pitch • Limited pitch range • sadness
• introverted feelings

Lyrical structure / rhythm • anacrusis • uncertainty

Vocal Melodies • static melodies • entrapment

• rising and falling melodies • false hope

• movement in chorus 
melody

• outpouring of uncertainty

• ending lines on “unstable” 
notes

• trapped in uncertainty

Lyrical Content

‘With Every Heartbeat’ is a song about Robyn feeling trapped in un-ending pain. The lyrics 

are about a personal subject, but the cause of Robyn’s heartbreak is unknown to create a 

sense of impersonality and distance between Robyn and the listener. The lyrics create a 

sense of perceived hope that is quickly quashed to create a sense of perpetuity to the 

expressed pain. 

Robyn, as the singer, is participating personally in the lyrics, indicated by the personal pro-

noun, “I”. There is also another participant in the lyrics who is un-named. The use of the 

noun “baby” suggests a romantic connection. The use of the pro-noun “we” in this context, 

seems to refer only to these two participants rather than a larger collective group. 

Q10212370

Page 21



Machin (2010, pp.89-90) suggests that participants in lyrics are social actors, and so to 

understand lyrical content, it is helpful to analysis what they are depicted as doing. During  

the first verse and refrain Robyn is mentally evaluating her situation. In addressing her 

“baby” at the end of the first verse, we feel as though she is talking to a third party, 

verbalising her inner dialogue. This is re-enforced at the end of the second verse where 

she directly address her “baby” and demands a verbal reaction. There is no response. 

Instead, we only ever hear Robyn’s side of an imagined conversation.

The chorus repeats the vocal hook “and it hurts with every heartbeat”. The use of the word 

“and” helps to create a sense of perpetuity, that this pain has existed before each line and 

will continue to exist afterward.  

Vocal Timbre

Robyn’s vocal delivery is smooth, restrained and soft and brings with it a feeling of control. 

We hear the sound of Robyn’s breathing before lines which creates a sense of intimacy 

(Machin 2010, p. 124) but also seems to connote a sense of gathering of strength to 

deliver the line to follow. Her breathing suggests that she feels exhausted by the 

perpetuation of her pain. Working together these ideas create the feeling of both hopeful 

expectation along side pessimistic realisation of her unchanging situation which are both 

reflected in the lyrics. 

Lyrics and Rhythm

‘With Every Heartbeat’ uses the idea of anacrusis to create a sense of instability in 

individual lines by moving them out of phase. Anacrusis is “the span of time from the 
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beginning of the group to the strongest beat in the group” (Lerdahl and Jackendoff 1983, p.

30) and is used both within individual lines, but also, structurally within the song. 

In the verses, the vocal lines are delayed by one bar in to the underlying hypermeasure. 

This gives the effect of the last word or phrase of each line falling on the strong beat 

halfway through the hypermeasure and the other lyrics leading up to those emphasised 

phrases. These phrases mix between positive with the phrases “all right”, “better”, 

“happen” and “happy” to emphasise the perceived hope or to emphasise the passing of 

time with the word “time”. The delaying of the vocal line creates a perception that we are in 

the middle of a conversation.

In the refrain, anacrusis is used to emphasis the realisation of the perpetuity of the 

situation by emphasising “things will never change” over the lead in of “we could keep 

trying”. The passing of time is then emphasised again with “every step I take” falling on the 

strong beat. 

When the song reaches the chorus, the lyrical lines start on the first beat of the underlying 

hypermeasure. Structurally, the preceding sections which have been out of phase with the 

underlying hypermeasures have been leading in to the chorus which falls on a “structural 

downbeat” and create a “new impulse forward” (Lerdahl and Jackendoff 1983, p.33). This 

momentum, creates a sense of return to the perpetuity of the pain that is expressed in the 

lyrics “and it hurts with every heartbeat”.

Lyrics and Social Proximity

The lyrics place the listener in a “personal proxemic zone” (Moore et al. 2011, p.102). We 

are not being addressed directly, as if we were the object of Robyn’s heartbreak, but 
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rather, we feel as if we are close to her as she sings to her anonymous 3rd party. We can 

hear the sounds of her breathing and the softness of her vocal timbre, but we are kept at 

distance from her emotions through her restraint and vocal control that pairs up with the 

anonymity of her lyrics. 

In an interview with the Independent (2010) Robyn admits that she wanted to keep some 

restraint as part of her performance: “I wanted to get away from that feeling that to make 

some noise in the pop industry, you have to be so extreme, so vulnerable, in a way that 

doesn't feel human”.

Lyrics and Melody in the Verses: Graphic 14, 15 and 16

The verse melodies all initially hold on a single note, the 3rd of the scale which creates a 

sense of sadness. By remaining on a single note, Machin (2010, p.104) suggests that this 

represents containment rather than an an outward expression of emotion. Paired with the 

lyrics and Robyn’s smooth and restrained vocal timbre, the repetition of a single note 

creates a sense of introverted feelings and bottled up emotions as well as suggesting 

there is a perpetuity to these. 

Each melodic line falls at the end to suggest an outpouring of negative emotion (Machin 

2010, p. 104). The first line of each verse, represented in graphic 14, falls to hear the 

second not of the scale just once, to suggest movement and the “promise of something to 

follow” (Machin 2010, p.110). Ending the line on the second note in the scale creates the 

effect of the listener being left in limbo, and waiting for the next line for resolution. This 

works together to enhance the uncertainty within the lyrics of these lines. 
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In the third line of the verses, represented by graphic 16, the second note is repeated 

which lengthens the sense of being trapped in limbo. In the first verse this this pairs up 

with a lyrical suggestion of action and in the second verse it matched up with a call to 

action. Both of these lyrics go unanswered, which the second note of the scale enhances 

a sense of waiting for response that never comes. 

The second line of each verse, represented by graphic 15, passes through the second 

note of the scale and falls to the first before ending on the the seventh. The greater fall in 

melody suggests a greater outpouring of negative emotion which pairs with the lyrical 

content about the passing of time. Resting on the seventh note connotes sadness and re-

enforces the lyrical idea of futility of hopeful feelings. 

Lyrics and Melody in the Refrains: Graphic 17, 18, 19 and 20

In the line “we could keep trying but things will never change” we see an accompanying 

rise in melody, represented by graphic 17, which peaks at the word “but” and falls with the 

words “things will never change”. The rise and fall of the melody pairing up with the lyrics 

to rise with positive hopefulness but fall in negative realisation of futility.

The lyrics “so I don’t look back” and “but I don’t look back”, represented by graphics 18 

and 19 respectively, use very similar melodies. Both rise as an outward expression of 

emotion, linking with the lyrical idea of determination to not be held back by emotion. The 

melodies rise from the 7th note of the scale which suggests sadness, through the 

anchoring first note, the transitional second note before peaking at the sadness of the 

minor third note. So although the rise suggests positive emotion, the journey that the notes 

take is between two notes that convey sadness which connects with the lyrical themes of 

futility during the refrain. 
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 “So I Don’t look back “ is used in the first half of the refrain and the melody falls to second 

note of the scale to convey transition before falling to the 1st note of the scale to anchor 

the melody to the scale and leaves the line feeling more secure in Robyn’s resolution to 

not look back. 

The next line, represented by graphic 20, then follows and Robyn states, “still I’m dying 

with every step I take”. The melody follows a similar curve to the first line of the refrain and 

initially rises. This seems to contrast with her expressed pain with the higher energy level 

associated with the higher pitch suggesting emotional intensity (Machin 2010, p.101) and 

perhaps suggesting that she sees some relief in the idea of the fact her pain may end, 

even if by death. The falling of the melody again balances that with an expression of 

negative emotion. The lyrics “but I don’t look back” then follow and ends on the second 

note of the scale to suggest that her determination to not focus on the past is less resolute 

than during the first half of the refrain.

Lyrics and Melody in the Chorus: Graphic 21

The melody that accompanies the lyric “and it hurts with every heartbeat” is represented 

by graphic 21 and shows a marked difference from the smoother rises or falls of previous 

melodies, and shows a series of sharper rise and fall in pitch which suggest a greater 

outpouring of emotion. 

The melody starts on the 1st note of the scale which anchors the melody in the scale and 

the meaning of the lyrics in an embrace of an unending sadness expressed in the rising to 

the third not of the scale. The oscillation between these two notes seem to suggest a 

continued embrace of the outpouring of this emotion. At the end of the line the melody falls 
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to the seventh note to enhance the sadness before rising to the second note of the scale 

to end the melody on a note of uncertainty and transition that leaves a sense of limbo 

which ties in with the song’s lyrical themes. 

Lyrics and Vocal Melody Overview

The pitch range used across the vocal melody is limited to seven notes, and most lines 

only make use of a range of three or four of these. Machin (2010, pp.102-3) suggests that 

this represents a holding in of emotional energy as well as communicating misery. This ties 

in with the lyrical themes of emotional pain and Robyn’s internal struggles with hope and 

despair.

Lyrics and Melodic Accompaniment 

Analysis so far of the melodic accompaniment so far, has focussed on each individual 

melodic line. However, it important to understand the interaction of the melodic 

accompaniments as a whole and their purpose within the repeating melodic structure 

identified in note 3. The individual lines move in rhythmic unison throughout, with the 

exception of the harmonic synth which does not move at position 4. 

In position 1 the C and G notes are featured and held for 6 beats giving a sense of 

grounding, and dwelling on the sadness of the G. The parts all rise together from position 

1 at the first beat of measure 1, to position 2 at the 3rd beat of the 2nd measure. The 

chord root moves to the first and the harmonic synth moves to the fifth, which is re-

enforced in later parts of the song by the pulsing bass line. The first and fifth help to re-

enforce a grounding to scale whilst a movement upwards here suggests an outward 

expression of emotion, which we read as sadness due to the inclusion of the minor third in 

the smooth bass synth.
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This outward expression of emotion is quickly retracted, as two beats later in position 3, 

the melody falls again, each part moving down one note in the scale to move to the fourth 

and second notes in the scale which suggest both forward movement and unresolved 

longing. Emotion moves inward again in position 4, as the melodies fall once more to the 

second and seventh to further develop a sense of sadness and longing before moving 

back to the grounded sadness back at the start of the sequence again. 

Together, the synth melodies seem to vacillate like a heartbeat. Moving in and out with a 

repeated outward thrust of melodic emotion followed by inward contraction of that emotion 

in a realisation of hopelessness. Repeated over and over throughout the course of the 

song, it ties together with the beating of the kick drum heart and the feelings of 

hopelessness in the lyrics to musically re-enforce Robyn’s feelings of being trapped in an 

unending cycle of pain. Moore (2012, p.77) suggests that repetition represents an open-

endedness that in turn suggests an unchanging situation. In ‘With Every Heartbeat’ that 

meaning is felt clearly in connection with the lyrical themes.

Moving together, these repeating melodies can be thought of as “representing themselves 

as one unit” (Machin 2010, p.117). They re-enforce the solitude of Robyn’s singular vocal 

and the sense of loss and loneliness of the lyrics. 

Lyrics and Rhythmic Accompaniment

The regularity of the hi hat and kick drum rhythms (and also, later, the pulsing bass synth) 

analysed in note 1 suggest an impersonality (Machin 2010, p. 129), that seem to pair up 

with the anonymity of her lyrics and the Robyn’s controlled use of melody and vocal 

delivery. However, the melodic accompaniment moves in an irregular pattern, lengths of 
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two, four and six beats are used and suggest instead a sense of instability (Machin 2010, 

p.129) which is reflective of the lyrical theme of loss and Robyn’s expressed sense of 

uncertainty. 

Lyrics and Structure

As analysed in note 3, the use of starting in the middle of a hypermeasure, the continued 

repetition and building upon of the hypermeasure and then the fading away of the ending 

all create a sense of eternal existence for the song’s underlying structure. That the song its 

self is un-ending, like the pain that Robyn is expressing in her lyrics.
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Note 7: Musical Style

The musical style of ‘With Every Heartbeat’ is difficult to define. Its instrumentation is 

heavily electronic and within the rhythmic layer there is a clear inclusion of musical 

materials that, along with the progressive building up and breaking down of sounds 

sources, are indicative of the EDM genre (Butler 2006). 

However, the track would be difficult to simply define as EDM in style due to its inclusion of 

other, non-electronic, instruments, its reliance on a lead vocal rather than shorter vocal 

samples, and, perhaps most importantly, it’s apparent lack of intention, through lyrical 

themes, to be enjoyed on the dance floor. Also, the song also struggles to sit in the 

traditional structures of popular song where verse and chorus are easily and predictably 

followed and identified (Warner 2003, p.9). 

Peter Robinson (2007) in a review for the guardian discusses the idea of genre and 

describes the the song as “the sound of one woman's desolation to a thumping beat”. He 

goes on to relate that more explicitly to the notion of musical style when he say that 

“electronic music sometimes revels brilliantly in its own meaninglessness. Other times, as 

here, it hits the spot when it stops being about nothing, turns its nose up at being about 

just something, and effortlessly manages to be about absolutely everything.” In an 

interview with The Independent (2007) Robyn says, “I always wanted to make pop, but I 

wanted there to be space for references that came from outside that world”.

Tagg (2012, p.522) identifies “style indicators” as musical ideas that represent the style to 

which a song belongs and  “musical synechdoches” as musical ideas that borrow from 

other styles. Warner (2003, p.7) also notes that much popular music is intended to sound 

Q10212370

Page 30



familiar and so uses and adapts elements from other known musical styles. Warner (2003, 

p.15) also notes that pop music frequently shares similarity with dance music. ‘With Every 

Heartbeat’ is a pop song that borrows rhythms, instrumentation and even it’s song 

structure from an EDM style, as a musical synechdoche, and uses them to create a sense 

of perpetual space that draws on the seamless flows of music that is common place in 

EDM music (Butler 2006 p.4). 
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Essay: Robyn (With Kleerup), ‘With Every Heartbeat’

Moylan (2007, p. 63) argues that all pieces of music have both form and structure. The 

structure is “the architecture of its musical materials” and has so far been the primary 

focus of the graphic analysis. The form of a piece of music “is the global shape” along with 

“the fundamental concepts and expressions (emotions) it is communicating”. It is the form 

of the piece that this essay shall deal with. Moylan (2007, p.65) goes on to argue that “as 

music moves and unfolds through time, the mind grasps the musical message through the 

act of understanding the meaning and significance of the progression of sounds.” For this 

reason, this essay will follow a path through the song, only achieving a final conclusion 

about the overall form once the journey is complete.

When we, the listener, first enter Robyn’s performance space through a bar of only 2 

beats, we feel like we tumble into the song like Alice down the rabbit hole. We have arrived 

midway through a sequence that could easily have existed eternally before we arrived. 

The kick drum thuds at 121 bpm, like the sound of a heartbeat.

Immediately we enter a space that has been lifted. The kick is drum is light, the synths are 

raised, the hi hats roll in the space above. The breathy synth floats in its own spectral 

space, and then from within it, a harmony rises out as if entering a new space above. If we 

were uneasy with the start, the anacrusis of the vocals and their out of phase placement 

leave the listener feeling like they’ve walked in in the middle of the conversation. 

We hear Robyn singing to an anonymous partner. We don’t know what went wrong, but we 

hear her internal struggles as she vacillates between hope and despair. We hear the 

sound of her breathing alongside her smooth, restrained delivery and limited pitch range 
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and have entered her personal proxemic zone. We are hear her intimate thoughts and her 

vocals draw us close, but we are kept back, just slightly, by the anonymity of her lyrics and 

control she exerts on her performance. 

We feel her emotional vacillation in the musical accompaniment, now deeper and thicker 

with the arrival of the smooth bass synth, but she is isolated from the instruments. We feel 

the loneliness in her pain. When the pulsing bass synth arrives in the first refrain, the song 

picks up momentum but the repetitive sequences underneath remain unchanged and 

continue to reflect Robyn’s unending cycle of optimism and hopelessness. 

In verse two, the kick thicken and the momentum steps up again. the backing vocals 

double up her demand for knowledge from her anonymous partner, but there is no reply. In 

the second and third refrain a new space opens up above us, created by the fluttering 

synth and additional hi hats. In the third refrain the backing vocals double up the words 

and double their intensity of meaning as she fluctuates between the entrapment of her 

pain and her determination to not be held back by the past. 

Strings enter during the third refrain and once the vocals end, they take their place at the 

front of the mix, first replicating the melody of the refrain, then soaring over rising 

melodies. The sound stage changes, from the fullness of the refrain to an thinner, lighter 

space as the strings fill the sound stage. The other instruments fall away, almost like a cliff 

edge and as the strings continue their ascent they soar in to a new ethereal space.

They rise and fall, and bring a sense of hope and the freedom from pain that is being 

longed for. The moving melodies in someways feel even more organic and human than 

Robyn’s restrained vocal delivery. They bring with them hopefulness and lightness. As they 
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reach their climax, the strings are met by the flutter synth to open up the space again. We 

draw close to Robyn in the emptiness of the space, only to realise that the emotional hope 

of the instrumental has changed once more, and she is still trapped in her anguish. 

The chorus begins and the lyrics finally fall on the strongest beat of the hypermeasure, the 

melody hits the anchoring first note of the scale, and the lyrics reach their narrative 

conclusion. Found in a sparse textural space the song finally seems to fall in to place as 

the Robyn falls in to her repetitive vocal hook. As she sings “and it hurts with every 

heartbeat” we are left knowing that her pain has no end. 

Once the other instruments return to fill the space, the perpetuity of Robyn’s pain seems to 

not have reached a climax, but rather has found its full pace in its unrelenting and 

unending movement forward. The kick drum of her heartbeat is thicker and deeper, the 

textural space is full once more and the repetition of the vocal all drive the unceasing pain 

that she feels. The backing vocals join and the feeling of being trapped in the isolation of 

her unending pain is re-enforced.

As the last vocal hook arrives, the instruments fall away again, leaving the flutter synth, 

strings and smooth bass, just enough to feel like the listener has been pulled from the 

performance space just to see the last few pieces move away. The space is continuous 

but we can just no longer can perceive it. The flutter synth rises out of the sound box and 

the other instruments fade away.

In conclusion, ‘With Every Heartbeat’ is a song where the lyrical themes and and musical 

materials work in combination to create a feeling of unending pain. By repetitively 

vacillating between hope and despair, the feeling of perpetuity is challenged and then 
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reenforced. In creating a series of ethereal spaces, a sense of isolation and perpetuity is 

re-enforced again.
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