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Abstract

Mariah Carey’s New Year's Eve 2016 didn't go so well. The pop diva graced a stage in the middle of
Times Square as the clock ticked down to 2017 on Dick Clark’s Rockin New Year's Eve, hosted by
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Mariah Carey’s New Year's Eve 2016 didn’t go so well. The pop diva graced a stage in the middle of
Times Square as the clock ticked down to 2017 on Dick Clark’s Rockin New Year’s Eve, hosted by
Ryan Seacrest. After Carey’s melismatic rendition of “Auld Lang Syne,” the instrumental for
“Emotions” kicked in and Carey, instead of singing, informed viewers that she couldn’t hear
anything. What followed was five minutes of heartburn. Carey strutted across the stage, hitting all
her marks along with her dancers but barely singing. She took a stab at a phrase here and there,
mostly on pitch, unable to be sure. And she narrated the whole thing, clearly perturbed to be
hung out to dry on such a cold night with millions watching. | imagine if we asked Carey about her
producer after the show, we'd get a “I don't know her.”

https://youtu.be/lJKoolkgHRI

These things happen. Ashlee Simpson’s singing career, such as it was, screeched to a halt in 2004
on the stage of Saturday Night Live when the wrong backing track cued. Even Queen Bey herself
had to deal with lip syncing outrage after using a backing track at former President Barack
Obama'’s second inauguration. So the reaction to Carey, replete with schadenfreude and
metaphorical pearl-clutching, was unsurprising, if also entirely inane. (The New York Times
suggested that Carey forgot the lyrics to “Emotions,” an occurrence that would be slightly more
outlandish than if she forgot how to breathe, considering it's one of her most popular tracks). But
yeah, this happens: singers—especially singers in the cold—use backing tracks. I'm not filming a
“leave Mariah alone!!” video, but there’s really nothing salacious in this performance. The reason
I'm circling around Mariah Carey’s frosty New Year's Eve performance is because it highlights an
idea I'm thinking about—what I'm calling the “produced voice” —as well as some of the details
that are a subset of that idea; namely, all voices are produced.

| mean “produced” in a couple of ways. One is the Judith Butler way: voices, like gender (and,
importantly, in tandem with gender), are performed and constructed. What does my natural voice
sound like? | dunno. AO Roberts underlines this in a 2015 Sounding Out! post: “we’ll never really
know how we sound,” but we'll know that social constructions of gender helped shape that sound.
Race, too. And class. Cultural norms make physical impacts on us, perhaps in the particular curve
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of our spines as we learn to show raced or gendered deference or dominance, perhaps in the
texture of our hands as we perform classed labor, or perhaps in the stress we apply to our vocal
cords as we learn to sound in appropriately gendered frequency ranges or at appropriately raced
volumes. That cultural norms literally shape our bodies is an important assumption that informs
my approach to the “produced voice” In this sense, the passive construction of my statement “all
voices are produced” matters; we may play an active role in vibrating our vocal cords, but there
are social and cultural forces that we don't control acting on the sounds from those vocal cords at
the same moment.

Another way | mean that all voices are produced is that all recorded singing voices are shaped by
studio production. This can take a few different forms, ranging from obvious to subtle. In the
Migos song “T-Shirt,” Quavo’s voice is run through pitch-correction software so that the last word
of each line of his verse (ie, the rhyming words: “five,” “five” “eyes,” “alive”) takes on an obvious
robotic quality colloquially known as the AutoTune effect. Quavo (and T-Pain and Kanye and
Future and all the other rappers and crooners who have employed this effect over the years) isn’t
trying to hide the production of his voice; it's a behind-the-glass technique, but that glass is
transparent. Less obvious is the way a voice like Adele’s is processed. Because Adele’s entire
persona is built around the natural power of her voice, any studio production applied to it—like,
say, the cavernous reverb and delay on “Hello” —must land in a sweet spot that enhances the
perceived naturalness of her voice.

https://youtu.be/YQHsXMgLCOA

Vocal production can also hinge on how other instruments in a mix are processed. Take Remy Ma'’s
recent diss of Nicki Minaj, “ShETHER.” “ShETHER™'s instrumental, which is a re-performance of Nas's
“Ether,” draws attention to the lower end of Remy’s voice. “Ether” and “ShETHER” are pitched in
identical keys and Nas's vocals fall in the same range as Remy’s. But the synth that bangs out the
looping chord progression in “ShETHER” is slightly brighter than the one on “Ether” with a

metallic, digital high end the original lacks. At the same time, the bass that marks the downbeat of
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each measure is quieter in “ShETHER” than it is in “Ether” The overall effect, with less instrumental
occupying “ShETHER"s low frequency range and more digital overtones hanging in the high
frequency range, causes Remy Ma’s voice to seem lower, manlier, than Nas's voice because of the
space cleared for her vocals in the mix. The perceived depth of Remy’s produced voice toys with
the hypermasculine nature of hip hop beefs, and queers perhaps the most famous diss track in
the genre. While engineers apply production effects directly to the vocal tracks of Quavo and
Adele to make them sound like a robot or a power diva, the Remy Ma example demonstrates how
gender play can be produced through a voice by processing what happens around the vocals.

https://youtu.be/61T)VzkdKNA

Let’s return to Times Square last New Year's Eve to consider the produced voice in a hybrid live/
recorded setting. Carey’s first and third songs “Auld Lang Syne” and “We Belong Together”) were
entirely back-tracked—meaning the audience could hear a recorded Mariah Carey even if the
Mariah Carey moving around on our screen wasn't producing any (sung) vocals. The second,
“Emotions,” had only some background vocals and the ridiculously high notes that young Mariah
Carey was known for. So, had the show gone to plan, the audience would've heard on-stage
Mariah Carey singing along with pre-recorded studio Mariah Carey on the first and third songs,
while on-stage Mariah Carey would've sung the second song entirely, only passing the mic to a
much younger studio version of herself when she needed to hit some notes that her body can't
always, well, produce anymore. And had the show gone to plan, most members of the audience
wouldn’t have known the difference between on-stage and pre-recorded Mariah Carey. It would've
been a seamless production. Since nothing really went to plan (unless, you know, you're into some
level of conspiracy theory that involves self-sabotage for the purpose of trending on Twitter for a
while), we were all privy to a component of vocal production—the backing track that aids a live
singer—that is often meant to go undetected.

“Mariah Carey @ SingaporeGP 2010” by Flickr user KSWS, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

The produced-ness of Mariah Carey’s voice is compelling precisely because of her tremendous
singing talent, and this is where we circle back around to Butler. If | were to start in a different
place-if | were, in fact, to write something like, “Y'all, you'll never believe this, but Britney Spears’s
singing voice is the result of a good deal of studio intervention”-well, we wouldn’t be dealing with
many blown minds from that one, would we? Spears’s career isn't built around vocal prowess, and
she often explores robotic effects that, as with Quavo and other rappers, make the technological
intervention on her voice easy to hear. But Mariah Carey belongs to a class of singers—along with
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Adele, Christina Aguilera, Beyoncé, Ariana Grande—who are perceived to have naturally impressive
voices, voices that aren’t produced so much as just sung. The Butler comparison would be to a
person who seems to fit quite naturally into a gender category, the constructed nature of that
gender performance passing nearly undetected. By focusing on Mariah Carey, | want to highlight
that even the most impressive sung voices are produced, and that means that we can not only ask
questions about the social and cultural impact of gender, race, class, ability, sexuality, and other
norms may have on those voices, but also how any sung voice (from Mariah Carey’s to Quavo’s) is
collaboratively produced—by singer, technician, producer, listener—in relation to those same
norms.

Being able to ask those questions can get us to some pretty intriguing details. At the end of the
third song, “We Belong Together,” she commented “It just don't get any better” before abandoning
the giant white feathers that were framing her onstage. After an awkward pause (during which |
imagine Chris Tucker's “Don’t cut to me!” face), the unflappable Ryan Seacrest noted, “No matter
what Mariah does, the crowd absolutely loves it. You can’t go wrong with Ms. Carey, and those hits,
those songs, everybody knows.” Everybody knows. We didn't need to hear Mariah Carey sing
“Emotions” that night because we could fill it all in-everybody knows that song. Wayne Marshall
has written about listeners” ability to fill in the low frequencies of songs even when we're listening
on lousy systems—like earbuds or cell phone speakers—that can't really carry it to our ears. In the
moment of technological failure, whether because a listener’'s speakers are terrible or a
performer’s monitors are, listeners become performers. We heard what was supposed to be there,
and we supplied the missing content.

“vibrations” by Flickr user Marcello Calendi, CC BY-NC-ND 2.0

Sound is intimate, a meeting of bodies vibrating in time with one another. Yvon Bonenfant, citing
Stephen Connor's idea of the “vocalic body,” notes this physicality of sound as a “vibratory field”
that leaves a vocalizer and “voyages through space. Other people hear it. Other people feel it” But
in the case of “Emotions” on New Year's Eve, | heard a voice that wasn't there. It was Mariah
Carey'’s, her vocalic body sympathetically vibrated into being. The question that catches me here is
this: what happens in these moments when a listener takes over as performer? In my case, |
played the role of Mariah Carey for a moment. | was on my couch, surrounded by my family, but |
felt a little colder, like | was maybe wearing a swimsuit in the middle of Times Square in
December, and my heart rate ticked up a bit, like maybe | was kinda panicked about something
going wrong, and | heard Mariah Carey’s voice—not, crucially, my voice singing Mariah Carey’s lyrics
—singing in my head. | could feel my vocal cords compressing and stretching along with Carey’s
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voice in my head, as if her voice were coming from my body. Which, in fact it was—just not my
throat—as this was a collaborative and intimate production, my body saying, “Hey, Mariah, | got
this,” and performing “Emotions” when her body wasn't.

By stressing the collaborative nature of the produced voice, | don't intend to arrive at some “l am
Mariah” moment that | could poignantly underline by changing my profile picture on Facebook.
Rather, I'm thinking of ways someone else’s voice is could lodge itself in other bodies, turning
listeners into collaborators too. The produced voice, ultimately, is a way to theorize unlikely
combinations of voices and bodies.

Featured image: By all-systems-go at Flickr, CC BY-SA 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons

Justin Adams Burton is Assistant Professor of Music at Rider University, and a reqular writer at
Sounding Out! You can catch him at justindburton.com.
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Gendered Sonic Violence, from the Waiting Room to the Locker Room-Rebecca Lentjes

I Can’t Hear You Now, I'm Too Busy Listening: Social Conventions and Isolated Listening-Osvaldo
Oyola
One Nation Under a Groove?: Music, Sonic Borders, and the Politics of Vibration-Marcus Boon
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Mariah Carey’s New Year’s Eve 2016 didn’t go so well. The pop diva graced a stage in the middle of Times Square as the clock ticked down to 2017 on Dick Clark’s Rockin New Year’s Eve, hosted by Ryan Seacrest. After Carey’s melismatic rendition of “Auld Lang Syne,” the instrumental for “Emotions” kicked in and Carey, instead of singing, informed viewers that she couldn’t hear anything. What followed was five minutes of heartburn. Carey strutted across the stage, hitting all her marks along with her dancers but barely singing. She took a stab at a phrase here and there, mostly on pitch, unable to be sure. And she narrated the whole thing, clearly perturbed to be hung out to dry on such a cold night with millions watching. I imagine if we asked Carey about her producer after the show, we’d get a “I don’t know her.”






These things happen. Ashlee Simpson’s singing career, such as it was, screeched to a halt in 2004 on the stage of Saturday Night Live when the wrong backing track cued. Even Queen Bey herself had to deal with lip syncing outrage after using a backing track at former President Barack Obama’s second inauguration. So the reaction to Carey, replete with schadenfreude and metaphorical pearl-clutching, was unsurprising, if also entirely inane. (The New York Times suggested that Carey forgot the lyrics to “Emotions,” an occurrence that would be slightly more outlandish than if she forgot how to breathe, considering it’s one of her most popular tracks). But yeah, this happens: singers—especially singers in the cold—use backing tracks. I’m not filming a “leave Mariah alone!!” video, but there’s really nothing salacious in this performance. The reason I’m circling around Mariah Carey’s frosty New Year’s Eve performance is because it highlights an idea I’m thinking about—what I’m calling the “produced voice” —as well as some of the details that are a subset of that idea; namely, all voices are produced.


I mean “produced” in a couple of ways. One is the Judith Butler way: voices, like gender (and, importantly, in tandem with gender), are performed and constructed. What does my natural voice sound like? I dunno. AO Roberts underlines this in a 2015 Sounding Out! post: “we’ll never really know how we sound,” but we’ll know that social constructions of gender helped shape that sound. Race, too. And class. Cultural norms make physical impacts on us, perhaps in the particular curve of our spines as we learn to show raced or gendered deference or dominance, perhaps in the texture of our hands as we perform classed labor, or perhaps in the stress we apply to our vocal cords as we learn to sound in appropriately gendered frequency ranges or at appropriately raced volumes. That cultural norms literally shape our bodies is an important assumption that informs my approach to the “produced voice.” In this sense, the passive construction of my statement “all voices are produced” matters; we may play an active role in vibrating our vocal cords, but there are social and cultural forces that we don’t control acting on the sounds from those vocal cords at the same moment.


Another way I mean that all voices are produced is that all recorded singing voices are shaped by studio production. This can take a few different forms, ranging from obvious to subtle. In the Migos song “T-Shirt,” Quavo’s voice is run through pitch-correction software so that the last word of each line of his verse (ie, the rhyming words: “five,” “five,” “eyes,” “alive”) takes on an obvious robotic quality colloquially known as the AutoTune effect. Quavo (and T-Pain and Kanye and Future and all the other rappers and crooners who have employed this effect over the years) isn’t trying to hide the production of his voice; it’s a behind-the-glass technique, but that glass is transparent. Less obvious is the way a voice like Adele’s is processed. Because Adele’s entire persona is built around the natural power of her voice, any studio production applied to it—like, say, the cavernous reverb and delay on “Hello” —must land in a sweet spot that enhances the perceived naturalness of her voice.


 






Vocal production can also hinge on how other instruments in a mix are processed. Take Remy Ma’s recent diss of Nicki Minaj, “ShETHER.” “ShETHER”’s instrumental, which is a re-performance of Nas’s “Ether,” draws attention to the lower end of Remy’s voice. “Ether” and “ShETHER” are pitched in identical keys and Nas’s vocals fall in the same range as Remy’s. But the synth that bangs out the looping chord progression in “ShETHER” is slightly brighter than the one on “Ether,” with a metallic, digital high end the original lacks. At the same time, the bass that marks the downbeat of each measure is quieter in “ShETHER” than it is in “Ether.” The overall effect, with less instrumental occupying “ShETHER”’s low frequency range and more digital overtones hanging in the high frequency range, causes Remy Ma’s voice to seem lower, manlier, than Nas’s voice because of the space cleared for her vocals in the mix. The perceived depth of Remy’s produced voice toys with the hypermasculine nature of hip hop beefs, and queers perhaps the most famous diss track in the genre. While engineers apply production effects directly to the vocal tracks of Quavo and Adele to make them sound like a robot or a power diva, the Remy Ma example demonstrates how gender play can be produced through a voice by processing what happens around the vocals.






Let’s return to Times Square last New Year’s Eve to consider the produced voice in a hybrid live/recorded setting. Carey’s first and third songs “Auld Lang Syne” and “We Belong Together”) were entirely back-tracked—meaning the audience could hear a recorded Mariah Carey even if the Mariah Carey moving around on our screen wasn’t producing any (sung) vocals. The second, “Emotions,” had only some background vocals and the ridiculously high notes that young Mariah Carey was known for. So, had the show gone to plan, the audience would’ve heard on-stage Mariah Carey singing along with pre-recorded studio Mariah Carey on the first and third songs, while on-stage Mariah Carey would’ve sung the second song entirely, only passing the mic to a much younger studio version of herself when she needed to hit some notes that her body can’t always, well, produce anymore. And had the show gone to plan, most members of the audience wouldn’t have known the difference between on-stage and pre-recorded Mariah Carey. It would’ve been a seamless production. Since nothing really went to plan (unless, you know, you’re into some level of conspiracy theory that involves self-sabotage for the purpose of trending on Twitter for a while), we were all privy to a component of vocal production—the backing track that aids a live singer—that is often meant to go undetected.
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The produced-ness of Mariah Carey’s voice is compelling precisely because of her tremendous singing talent, and this is where we circle back around to Butler. If I were to start in a different place–if I were, in fact, to write something like, “Y’all, you’ll never believe this, but Britney Spears’s singing voice is the result of a good deal of studio intervention”–well, we wouldn’t be dealing with many blown minds from that one, would we? Spears’s career isn’t built around vocal prowess, and she often explores robotic effects that, as with Quavo and other rappers, make the technological intervention on her voice easy to hear. But Mariah Carey belongs to a class of singers—along with Adele, Christina Aguilera, Beyoncé, Ariana Grande—who are perceived to have naturally impressive voices, voices that aren’t produced so much as just sung. The Butler comparison would be to a person who seems to fit quite naturally into a gender category, the constructed nature of that gender performance passing nearly undetected. By focusing on Mariah Carey, I want to highlight that even the most impressive sung voices are produced, and that means that we can not only ask questions about the social and cultural impact of gender, race, class, ability, sexuality, and other norms may have on those voices, but also how any sung voice (from Mariah Carey’s to Quavo’s) is collaboratively produced—by singer, technician, producer, listener—in relation to those same norms.


Being able to ask those questions can get us to some pretty intriguing details. At the end of the third song, “We Belong Together,” she commented “It just don’t get any better” before abandoning the giant white feathers that were framing her onstage. After an awkward pause (during which I imagine Chris Tucker’s “Don’t cut to me!” face), the unflappable Ryan Seacrest noted, “No matter what Mariah does, the crowd absolutely loves it. You can’t go wrong with Ms. Carey, and those hits, those songs, everybody knows.” Everybody knows. We didn’t need to hear Mariah Carey sing “Emotions” that night because we could fill it all in–everybody knows that song. Wayne Marshall has written about listeners’ ability to fill in the low frequencies of songs even when we’re listening on lousy systems—like earbuds or cell phone speakers—that can’t really carry it to our ears. In the moment of technological failure, whether because a listener’s speakers are terrible or a performer’s monitors are, listeners become performers. We heard what was supposed to be there, and we supplied the missing content.
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Sound is intimate, a meeting of bodies vibrating in time with one another. Yvon Bonenfant, citing Stephen Connor’s idea of the “vocalic body,” notes this physicality of sound as a “vibratory field” that leaves a vocalizer and “voyages through space. Other people hear it. Other people feel it.” But in the case of “Emotions” on New Year’s Eve, I heard a voice that wasn’t there. It was Mariah Carey’s, her vocalic body sympathetically vibrated into being. The question that catches me here is this: what happens in these moments when a listener takes over as performer? In my case, I played the role of Mariah Carey for a moment. I was on my couch, surrounded by my family, but I felt a little colder, like I was maybe wearing a swimsuit in the middle of Times Square in December, and my heart rate ticked up a bit, like maybe I was kinda panicked about something going wrong, and I heard Mariah Carey’s voice—not, crucially, my voice singing Mariah Carey’s lyrics—singing in my head. I could feel my vocal cords compressing and stretching along with Carey’s voice in my head, as if her voice were coming from my body. Which, in fact it was—just not my throat—as this was a collaborative and intimate production, my body saying, “Hey, Mariah, I got this,” and performing “Emotions” when her body wasn’t.


By stressing the collaborative nature of the produced voice, I don’t intend to arrive at some “I am Mariah” moment that I could poignantly underline by changing my profile picture on Facebook. Rather, I’m thinking of ways someone else’s voice is could lodge itself in other bodies, turning listeners into collaborators too. The produced voice, ultimately, is a way to theorize unlikely combinations of voices and bodies.


—
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Justin Adams Burton is Assistant Professor of Music at Rider University, and a regular writer at Sounding Out! You can catch him at justindburton.com. 


—



[image: tape reel]


REWIND! . . .If you liked this post, you may also dig:
Gendered Sonic Violence, from the Waiting Room to the Locker Room-Rebecca Lentjes


I Can’t Hear You Now, I’m Too Busy Listening: Social Conventions and Isolated Listening–Osvaldo Oyola
One Nation Under a Groove?: Music, Sonic Borders, and the Politics of Vibration-Marcus Boon


