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Summary
Clapton under a looking glass: An analysis of a rock solo

Musical structures in rock music have been studied very little, with the
exception of the work by, for instance, Philip Tagg. The generally simple
harmonic and formal structures in rock songs seldom call for an analysis in
the traditional sense of the word. Because rock is oral tradition independent
of notated music, methodological help may be sought from ethno-
musicological works by writers such as Lord, Nielsen, Louhivuori and
Saastamoinen. They emphasize two central aspects. First, the concept "a
true original version" is possible only where the music exists as a detailed
notation. Second, the terms formula and variation are used as a detailed
notation. Besides, in regard to instrumental music with improvised
elements the relation between playing technique and music is of interest.

This article presents an analysis of the guitar solo part of the song
"Little Girl" from the album The Bluesbreakers. John Mayall with Eric
Clapton. The work is done in three phases: (1) transcription, (2) playing of
the transcribed parts on the electric guitar and (3) a verbal analysis. The
solo notation has been completed with tablature showing the probable
fingerings.

The playing technique is described with the help of chord and scale
diagrams used in instruction books for guitar playing. The standard
positions most often used in blues-based guitar playing can be deduced
from them. By providing diagrams with numbers correlating to a running
numbering of the notes in the scales it is possible to describe with number
combinations all the strings, bendings etc. which occur in the above named
standard positions.

Jeff Titon’s model for chorus and phrase division is used for the
description of the form. The melody structure and the scales used are
illustrated with the help of the graphic models developed by Kolinski.

The main points of the verbal analysis are as follows. Firstly, the
chorus form with an introductory subdominant is a traditional variant of the
standard progression in blues. The introductory phrase of the improvisation
part is made interesting by stressing the minor seventh of the underlying
subdominant chord. Naturally, the note could also be understood as the
minor third of the tonic. This will lead us to the conclusion that blues is
actually modal music where the formation of the melody doesn’t need to
be influenced by the harmonic functions of the accompaniment. The tonal
emphasis of the melody line doesn’t change despite the chord changes.

Secondly, at first there doesn’t seem to be any agreement between a

185



phrase division in this solo and in traditional vocal blues. A closer look at
the nature of the phrases reveals, however, that they divide into matter and
fill in quite naturally. If a parallel is drawn between the "fill in" and the
rests between the phrases of a blues singer, the remaining material
corresponds exactly to the sung phrases.

Especially in slow blues the solos often show dramatical contrasts
between emotional tension and rest. The former is expressed e.g. by
maximal pitch, note repetition and augmentation of the time values during
climax. The latter is signalled, for example, by descending pentatonic
scales without stressing of individual notes. In "Little Girl", a fast dance
tune, contrasts like this play a minor role beside the continuing metrical
energy.

Typically, standardized introductory and ending formulas belong to
blues related solos irrespectively of tempo. As Meyer would have said, the
redundancy is great at the beginning and in the end while the amount of
information increases in the middle. The role of the introductory phrase
seems to be to attract the listener to attend to what follows, whereas the
ending phrase obviously signals to the listener that he can turn his attention
to something else, usually the vocal part.

At least the following types of recurrent formulas can be found in blues
guitar playing: introductory formulas, ending formulas, formulas for
emotional tension and rest and ornamental formulas. Formulas for
polyrhythmic effect could also be seen as a category of their own (cf. the
third motive in measures 67-68). A more detailed study of the variation of
the formulas in individual cases would require a methodological analysis
of a larger material than the one used here.
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