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ABSTRACT: Storytelling can be a vehicle for bonding and closeness, particularly between the
narrator and their rapt audience, whether in traditional spoken storytelling or musical narrative.
One of the ways a listener is drawn into a musical story is by triggering their memory, and, in his
sung narratives, Sufjan Stevens creates a specific formal space for enacting moments of
remembering with his audience. Through recurring thematic cues and a deliberate formal space I
call the “reminiscence space,” Stevens creates a musical window during which the audience can
remember events of the story with him. The reminiscence space promotes a participatory act of
remembering between artist and audience, which psychological literature demonstrates can increase
feelings of connectedness, intimacy, and community. Three songs by Stevens are analyzed as a case
study for the way in which remembering together is used to create intimacy between the audience
and Stevens.
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1. Introduction

[1.1] Sufjan Stevens is a multi-instrumentalist, singer, and songwriter who has been a part of the
indie music scene since roughly 1999. Stevens not only founded his own record label, Asthmatic
Kitty, which hosts experimental and indie artists such as Denison Witmer, Pepe Deluxé, and Lily &
Madeleine, but has also been widely recognized by music critics as an exceptional performer and
songwriter (Petrusich 2018; Boilen 2017; Buckley 2018; Pareles 2017). Stevens consistently innovates
with indie-folk concept albums (for example, his ambitious plan to create an album for each
American state), experimental collaborations with renowned artists (2017’s Planetarium found him
working with American composer, Nico Muhly), and electronic avant-garde art pieces (2001’s
Enjoy Your Rabbit, an electronic song-cycle based on the Chinese Zodiac). His work has been well
received on indie platforms, such as Pitchfork, where he received “Best Album” recognition for
Greetings from Michigan: The Great Lakes State (2003), Seven Swans (2004), Illinois (2005), Age of Adz



(2010), and Carrie and Lowell (2015). Further, he has been rewarded for his exceptional
musicianship: in 2006, Illinois won the PLUG Independent Music Award for Best Album, and
Stevens’s original song “Mystery of Love” from the film Call Me by Your Name was nominated for
both a Grammy (2019) and an Oscar (2018).

[1.2] While experimental projects within his work abound, it is in Stevens’s albums centered on the
indie-folk genre where the artist’s intimate, personal storytelling shines. Part of the magic of
Stevens’s indie-folk music is how he paints visceral pictures with his lyrics—whether describing
detailed pictures of apocalyptic firestorms or the brusque abandonment of his own mother from
the perspective of his childhood self —Stevens’s words contribute to an illusion of who he is, his
mind, and his understanding of the surrounding world. Stevens encourages those lyrical stories to
become part of a lived experience for listeners; he not only recounts narratives, but also creates
melodic tapestries that draw listeners into active memory-making and recollection with him.

[1.3] A storyteller’s performance of nostalgia and memory also importantly draws audience
members’ attention to the act of remembering. Stevens often reminiscences in his narratives and
enacts remembering musically through event-related thematic cues. In three pieces—“The
Transfiguration,” “The Predatory Wasp of the Palisades is Out to Get Us!,” and “Casimir Pulaski
Day” —Stevens explicitly makes space in the formal structure of the piece to recapitulate the
themes together, weaving the “musical” memories together in what I call a “Reminiscence Space”
(R-space). This formal zone or section creates a musical window during which the audience can
remember the narrative events with Stevens. Though in use with non-autobiographical narratives
in Stevens’s work, this process is particularly salient in his autobiographical narrative accounts,
which provide poignant insight into the artist’s identity and history.

2. Mnemonic Themes and the Reminiscence Space: A Formal Cue for Memory and
Interaction

[2.1] Many parts of the singer-songwriter’s generic tradition, into which Stevens neatly fits, invoke
intimacy and feelings of closeness with an artist. Musicologist Christa Bentley notes, “The term
[singer-songwriter] has accrued layers of meanings based in audience perceptions of intimate
performance, story-telling, displays of artist vulnerability, and a sense of immediacy between the
listener and the artist’s persona” (2016, 3). Much of the perceived accessibility of a singer-
songwriter is due to the expected lo-fi, personally crafted aesthetic. Performances happen at
smaller, more intimate venues in which the artist can walk off the stage, interact with a crowd, and
more easily read their energy and mood. These markers of authenticity and vulnerability can make
the experience seem more personal to an audience member.

[2.2] Musical elements within the genre contribute to illusions of intimacy and a sense of shared
experience in the artist’s work. Instruments, such as guitars, are portable and affordable, a more
untrained vocal timbre is readily used, and playing style is often easily reproduced. Melodies are
often within a comfortable singing range and are repetitive and stepwise, and harmony is generally
simple—all of which invite listeners to sing along or learn the tunes themselves. Lyrics, which
frequently consist of introspective stories concerning love, life, loss, and taboo or unspoken topics,
help foster a bond between performer and audience; there is the illusion that the artist acts as a
confidant concerned with narratives common to the human experience.(l) Indeed, much of
Stevens’s music is well described by the accessible features above.

[2.3] Formal design, too, can increase the level of felt empathy between a listener and the artist.
Stevens uses what I call “mnemonic themes,” or themes that he introduces in conjunction with
lyrics about specific characters, events, or emotions.?) Mnemonic themes, which are similar in
function to Wagnerian Leitmotivs, occur within the formal structure of Stevens’s pieces as narrative
markers; they are clearly introduced alongside crucial narrative elements within the plot structure
and act as signifiers throughout the song. Mnemonic themes are later repeated with their structural
properties rendered identical (or nearly identical) to their first iteration. They prompt the overt,
performed recollection of the narrative when Stevens layers them in close succession or
simultaneously. This layering technique generally occurs near the end of a song, accompanied by



lyrics that highlight the act of remembering. I refer to the formal space in which Stevens layers
mnemonic themes and prompts recollection as the “Reminiscence space” (R-space). In this section,
I will explore how this formal space not only prompts memory and meaning-making through the
layering of mnemonic themes, but also encourages empathy through enacted recollection.

Mnemonic Themes and Memory

[2.4] A mnemonic is a memory trigger based on the learned association of two or more concepts.
For example, A is for “apple.” Mnemonics are reinforcing: memory of one thing prompts memory
of the other (Best 2005). Motives and themes have been used as prompts for memory from
eighteenth century opera,(3) in which they were meant to direct attention specifically to a
character’s memory in moments of nostalgia.(4) The psychological literature on mnemonics
provides many similar examples from educational contexts as well, such as memory songs (for
example, Schoolhouse Rock’s “Conjunction Junction”), conceptual reminders (like the “rabbit and
log” trick for prepositions)(S), or acronym-related phrases (one familiar to musicians would be “All
Cows Eat Grass” for the order of spaces in bass clef).(®) All of these examples invite the learner to
participate through remembering and interact with the mnemonic as a way of navigating a
concept.

[2.5] Mnemonic themes function similarly, directing listener attention to salient narrative elements.
This is particularly true within our recording-based culture, where multiple hearings afford a
deeper familiarity with music and lyrics. Psychologists Thomas Scruggs and Frederick Brigham
(1991, 881-82), who investigated the success of musical mnemonics for listeners tied to recall,
emphasize the particular importance of musical repetition. Repetition undergirds and facilitates
associations, making them quicker and more salient for listeners. Indeed, Stevens repeats
mnemonic themes throughout the song after their introduction, creating more prominence and
significance for the listener. The listener remembers the context and can more quickly remember
the narrative information associated with it. Thus, by creating repeating mnemonic themes,
Stevens facilitates a listener’s memory retrieval. I assert this with the caveat that not all listeners
listen equally to lyrics and music, or pay attention to their combination. This article assumes the
repeated, purposeful, attentive listening characteristic of fans and music analysts.

Mnemonic Themes and Meaning-Making in R-space

[2.6] While traditionally associated with recollection, authors concerned with leitmotivic
interaction tend to focus on the documentation and cataloging of themes and their appended
events, objects, or emotions (Bribitzer-Stull 2015; Whittall 2002). However, mnemonic themes are
more than just narrative placeholders; they also exist to invite an audience to construct meaning
when mnemonics are layered and re-contextualized, as they are when layered in R-space. Jocelyn
Neal (2007) has drawn attention to a similar musical function for memory-related formal spaces.
She notes:

The Time-Shift narrative overlays brief episodes or snap-shots from the characters’
lives on successive verses of a song so that the narrative covers several different
periods within the human life-cycle. Each subsequent verse’s distinct episode follows
the previous one chronologically: the first verse might depict childhood, the second,
adulthood, and the third, either old age or the after-life. Meanwhile, the recurring
chorus maintains its same reflective role throughout the song, but as the chorus’s text
returns after subsequent verses, that text's meaning is enhanced, inflected, or even
dramatically changed by the context that the preceding verse creates. (46)

Similar to the contextual reinterpretation of the Time-Shift choruses, mnemonic themes retain their
original association with narrative events, but also invite the audience to engage in interpretation
and meaning-making when layered and re-contextualized. As Thomas Grey discusses in his essay
on leitmotivic play in Wagner, the overlay of many motives and themes creates a world in which
the listener must “connect the dots” to understand the significance of their coalescence.(”) In R-



space, mnemonic themes are layered during a lyrical act of reminiscence, creating an interplay
between the events associated with the themes.

[2.7] This layering process recalls techniques previously described by Mark Spicer (2004) and Brad
Osborn (2013). Both authors assert that a compositional focal point at the end of a song is common
in the rock/pop repertoire. Formally, R-space resembles the cumulative form Spicer identifies,
wherein multiple textural elements weave together towards a culmination of the form. Osborn’s
“Terminal climax,” too, is similar to R-space in that it serves as a functional endpoint of the piece
and a release; however, the “terminal climax” is specific to the introduction of novel themes at the
end of the piece. Thus, while functionally similar, the construction of R-space differs in that it is
comprised of material previously introduced. Indeed, Spicer points to a technique closely
resembling R-space in his discussion of cumulative form:

Another important type of large-scale cumulative form can be found in songs where
the prevailing compositional strategy seems to involve aiming towards a climactic final
section, one in which two or more distinctive melodies that had previously been heard
separately are made to sound in counterpoint against one another. The resultant effect
in such songs, at least to my ears, is usually as if these separate melodies were
somehow always destined to fit together, and once this has been achieved then
musically the song has nowhere else to go. (2004, 58-59)

R-space closely aligns with this description, particularly in that it recapitulates previously heard
material as a terminal focal point. Though Spicer does mention narrative and textual interplay in
his analyses, the recapitulatory culmination effects are not dependent upon the progression of a
song’s textual narrative. In this way, it seems that R-space is a subtype of the cumulative form: it is
terminal in nature, providing a musical apotheosis for the formal structure and a narrative climax
wherein the events that have befallen the song’s protagonist are actively remembered.®) The
mnemonic themes, as stand-ins for memories, are texturally layered either in quick succession or
simultaneously and made meaningful through their interaction.

[2.8] Beyond the singer-songwriter genre, there is a parallel between R-spaces and finale numbers
in classic musical theatre productions. In both, we can observe the interplay and poignancy of
joining text and musical narrative. Further, in musical theatre finales and R-spaces, events attached
to musical numbers become salient in the minds of listeners through repetition and are revisited in
a formal space that recontextualizes their meanings (Swayne 2007; Plate and Smelik 2013; Smith
2003). For example, “One Day More,” the finale for Act I of Les Misérables, intertwines multiple
textural and melodic strands from the preceding scenes. In this number, we hear Jean Valjean sing
the titular lines; Marius and Cosette sing new lyrics to the tune of “I Dreamed a Dream,” which
was previously sung by Cosette’s mother, Fantine; Eponine sings bits of “I Dreamed a Dream”
interspersed with lyrics from “On My Own”; Enjolras and the chorus sings the tune of “I Dreamed
a Dream” over the accompaniment for “Do You Hear the People Sing?”; and finally the Thenadiers

() Bach of the strands intertwines to create a rich contextual weave

reprise “Master of the House.
of meaning; each character in the tapestry of themes articulates their own specific goals, but all are
connected by the previously heard music (Example 1). This re-contextualization invites listeners to
engage; they not only must reconcile events that have happened but must also think forward to
what will or could happen. In this show, a revolution is coming within each of the characters
(Marius and Cosette will defy parents and pursue a relationship, Javert will take advantage of the
revolution to enforce the rule of law, the Thenardiers will profit by taking advantage of people
during chaos, etc.), but those personal revolutions are also occurring alongside the 19th century’s
French Revolution, which the piece more broadly symbolizes. Similarly, R-space serves to reprise
mnemonic themes and their narrative attachments; they signify the events that have happened and
interact in the broader context of the narrative progression. In Stevens’s work, too, there is an air of
remembrance; the mnemonic themes are recapitulated near the end of the story, the narrative has
finished, and often any remaining lyrics ask that the audience or characters actively remember
something. R-space, then, serves as a way to survey the path that the story has taken from a
climactic formal vantage point.



R-space and the Act of Remembering

[2.9] Perhaps most crucially, Stevens does not just recount his musical stories and augment them
formally with these mnemonic themes; during the R-space, Stevens explicitly makes room within
the musical form to remember and reflect upon what has been shared in the narrative. In “The
Transfiguration,” “The Predatory Wasp of the Palisades is Out to Get Us!,” and “Casimir Pulaski
Day,” mnemonic themes are introduced and then recapitulated in formal sections designed to
trigger memory by layering those mnemonic themes. Indeed, Stevens himself is performing the act
of memory, both lyrically and musically: in all three pieces, R-space occurs as the narrator
explicitly asks characters and the audience to remember. The layering of mnemonic themes in R-
space underscores this action, making transparent Stevens’s narrative intentions. R-space invites
listeners to remember as Stevens, too, musically and narratively remembers. They act in tandem.

[2.10] Moments where remembering is enacted in such an overt, shared way contribute to the
psychology of building bonds of intimacy and feelings of closeness. Indeed, psychological research
has shown that social acts of reminiscing, nostalgia, and collective memory all foster social bonding
and feelings of empathy and connectedness.(1?) Psychologist Kendall Soucie (2015, 45) notes that
participatory acts of recollection build community trust and bonding, even in mediated situations
with fictional characters and imagined personae. When Stevens deploys an R-space, the mnemonic
themes trigger their narrative associations; the audience is remembering the events with Stevens as
he performs this act of musical memory. The act of remembering is made apparent, obvious, and
audible through R-space. This unveiling effect, wherein the performance of memory is
simultaneously being enacted by the listener and the performer, dramatically shifts the
performance dynamic by increasing empathy between the two parties.(n) Thus, this act of
remembering together can shift an audience’s perception of closeness and empathy with Stevens
and bolster feelings of closeness through shared activity (Berlant 2000; McNelles and Connolly
1999; Parks 1996). With this in mind, I would like to turn to “The Transfiguration,” an acoustic
ballad from Stevens’s Seven Swans (2005), which showcases how mnemonic themes and R-space
can inspire the participation described above.

Mnemonic Themes and R-space in “The Transfiguration”

[2.11] The unique instrumentation of “The Transfiguration” —two voices, banjo, three oboes,
Glockenspiel, and a tambourine—is evocative of traditional Middle Eastern timbres, such as the
oud, rhaita, sorna, or rig. Like many of Stevens’s songs, which make use of religious stories,
allusions, or allegory, “The Transfiguration” is heavily influenced by the artist’s professed belief in
Christianity (Dombal 2015). Stevens paints a delicate picture of Jesus Christ’s Transfiguration that
dazzles the listener with its vibrant language. The lyrics detail a story from the New Testament in
which Jesus (the Son of God) ascends a mountain with his twelve Apostles.(lz) When the party
reaches the summit, Moses and Elijah appear to Christ, 1% and the party hears the voice of God.
The voice proclaims that Jesus is the son of God, and it is during this episode that Jesus reveals that
he will rise from the dead. Importantly, Jesus tells the Apostles to remember the event on the
mountaintop, but also to conceal it until after he is resurrected (Matt. 17:1-23).

[2.12] Stevens takes care to introduce mnemonic themes that help shape the story’s dynamism and
attract attention to important moments in the narrative. Three mnemonic themes tie to the major
plot points in the song: “The Prophecy” theme, “The Voice of God” theme, and “The
Resurrection/Remembrance” theme (Example 2a—c).

[2.13] These mnemonic themes are introduced in conjunction with their corresponding lyrics and
are repeated throughout the song, assisting in their memorability. The “Prophecy” theme is played
on oboes and adds an element of contrapuntal interest between the two instruments: a chromatic
line descends in similar motion against a diatonically descending upper voice. The theme’s steady
eighth notes provide a rhythmic counterpoint to the two later mnemonic themes, which introduce
dotted rhythms and duplets.

[2.14] The “Voice of God” enters against the hemiolic, two-against-three rhythms of “The
Prophecy” and is played in another oboe and doubled in the Glockenspiel. Its introduction brings a



higher register and noticeable inclusion of energy-generating leaps. Further, whereas the
“Prophecy” could be understood to reinforce the overall key area of F-sharp minor, the “Voice of
God” sits comfortably in B Dorian, creating a scalar interplay between the two mnemonic themes.

[2.15] The “Resurrection/Remembrance” theme rhythmically fills in the texture with tied quarters
and sixteenth notes. It seems to mediate the tonal distance between the other two themes,
beginning with what could also be considered B Dorian, but returning the listener back to F-sharp
minor by its end. The interplay between the three themes’ interlocking rhythms accentuates the
way in which each piece of the story creates both textural and narrative growth; each theme builds
to the remembrance of Christ’s Transfiguration. It is striking that the first and third themes rest in
F-sharp minor, while the heavenly “Voice of God” theme sits in B Dorian—sharing the key
signature, but not the earthly “key” perspective of the Apostles.

[2.16] In addition to the textural density lent by the motives and their contrapuntal interaction
within the different verses, Stevens deploys these themes as a cue for his audience to perform the
act of memory with him. In the final two minutes of “The Transfiguration,” beginning at 2:57, we
encounter an R-space. Stevens creates a thick, writhing texture of all of the event-associated themes
only after the final verse, when Christ asks the Apostles to remember the prophecy and keep it
concealed (“And keep your word / Disguise the vision ‘til the time has come.”). Thus, as Jesus and
the Apostles are remembering (an implicit action taken as Stevens repeatedly sings, “Lost in the
cloud, a voice / Lamb of God, we draw near / Lost in the cloud, a sign / Son of man, son of God”),
each motive attached to Christ’s experience on the mountain becomes active in the texture
(Example 3). This thematic deployment adds a layer of complexity to “The Transfiguration”: just
like Jesus and the Apostles, Stevens and the audience are also recollecting the prophecy through
the lyrical associations with each theme.

[2.17] Understanding that Stevens has deliberately drawn these themes together as a point of
contact for the listener helps uncover their strategic use; the music is being used to help the artist,
audience, and characters in the story remember the Biblical prophecy together. This is a clever play
on the use of musical mnemonics that I have already outlined: Christ wants the Apostles to
remember, and so an R-space is used to facilitate the memory of the preceding events. However,
the deployment of all themes in the R-space creates a moment where Stevens and the audience can
pause and remember the events fogether, sharing together in the experience of recollecting. The use
of music to foster shared memory and learning, and specifically its use as a way to build a bond
between Stevens and his audience, is particularly effective because psychological studies have
shown that shared recollection can foster deep feelings of connectedness, senses of community,
and increased feelings of intimacy.(14) This sense of bond between the artist and audience is a
crucial piece of building a sense of authenticity and trust, and is, indeed, a signature element of the
singer-songwriter genre.(15)

3. The Creation of Imagined Intimacy

[3.1] Though effective on their own merits with a story-song like “The Transfiguration,” mnemonic
themes and R-spaces are especially significant when lyrics concern narratives about the artist’s own
life, as is often the case with Stevens.(10) Similar to their use in “The Transfiguration,” Stevens
deploys mnemonic themes in “The Predatory Wasp of the Palisades is Out to Get Us!” and
“Casimir Pulaski Day,” both to channel the listener’s attention towards salient events and to
engage them in an act of memory. Significantly, though, these are autobiographical stories, which
means that listeners are asked to remember Stevens’s own memories with him. Whereas the clever
use of the R-space in “The Transfiguration” was still able to engage empathy and feelings of
closeness, adding the personal layer of autobiography serves only to increase feelings of intimacy
with Stevens for his listeners.

[3.2] I acknowledge it is possible that not all listeners may be aware of the autobiographical nature
of Stevens’s songs and would not necessarily notice the deeper meaning of R-space in these
instances. For listeners unfamiliar with the backgrounds of these songs, missing the
autobiographical piece will not preclude the hearing the mnemonic themes, noting their use in R-



space, or performing memory with Stevens—listeners may simply hear these as fictional
narratives, similar to how they would listen to “The Transfiguration.” To return to the effect of
sharing in the act of memory, listeners would still be able to act in tandem with Stevens, and could
thus still feel increased levels of empathy and intimacy with the artist through the shared act.

[3.3] As a thematic touchstone, many of Stevens’s songs center on the autobiographical. For
instance, he details his experiences of coming of age in Detroit, Michigan on Michigan (2003) and
the death of his mother on Carrie and Lowell (2015).(17) Themes, such as anger at his father,
abandonment and neglect by his mother, addiction, sorrow, and unrequited love are present in
each of his seven albums and give his output a sense of topical continuity. Stevens’s reception
makes it clear that this processing of his life experiences is an important part of his “artistic
persona” —the mediated persona that the artist has built as a consumable brand (Palfy 2016). In a
review of Carrie and Lowell, Ryan Dombal (2015) of Pitchfork writes:

For the last 15 years, Stevens has mixed his own life history with fantastical images
and stories of the ages—from the Bible, from Greek mythology, from American fables
—inventing a new sort of 21st-century folklore along the way. But while this creative
strategy has led to him being regarded as one of the finest songwriters on the planet,
it’s also taken a personal toll. “My imagination can be a problem,” he says. “I'm prone
to making my life, my family, and the world around me complicit in my cosmic fable.

In this quote, Stevens gives us a glimpse of how he understands and imagines his listeners
engaging in his songwriting and storytelling, where the listeners and “world around him” are
“complicit”: he expects to tell his story as well as involve his listeners as participants in his story.

[3.4] A quick perusal of Stevens’s YouTube videos shows that this expectation —that audiences will
feel involved with and close to Stevens because of his music—is shared by fans. Though there are
many listeners who simply describe how beautiful the songs are, their emotional responses, or how
they discovered the songs, a recurring trend stands out in the comments: commenters often
directly address Stevens, sharing their personal stories and emotions as if they were speaking to a
close friend.(!®) For instance, the user Keenan McCleary addresses their comment to Stevens in the
form of a letter:

Dear Mr. Stevens, I would like to thank you for what you have given. While I may
often struggle to express myself in a way that people understand, I feel as if you
sometimes give me a conduit to do so. I respect your ambition and your open
demeanor with sharing things that are personal to you. I often put on a facade, but
there is an honesty to your artistry. I would just like to thank you for that. (2016)

Another commenter, NikoOeyes, writes in response to the video for “Death with Dignity” from
Carrie and Lowell:

I have been dealing with abandonment issues from emotional neglect all my life and
was talking about it today at work. I honestly think that this song helped me finally
finalize the release of all the pain, not just that which my mom inflicted, but everyone.
I'have also recently left a long-term relationship because he did not love me
unconditionally. This song just makes me realize just how precious life can be and
unconditional love is the best feeling in the world. (2016)

A final commenter, isaac thoreson, shares their thoughts inspired by “Romulus” from Michigan:

This song touched my soul on a deep level. My mother was abusive and was always
on meth. She was there but not mentally, I would try to stay after school so I didn’t
have to see her as long when I got home. I eventually told her that I can't love her the
same way ever again and I left. | am now adopted into a really nice and loving family.
(2016)

All of these commenters are treating Stevens as though he might actually see the comments and

(19)

respond —similar to fan letters."*”/ In each case, the understanding is that the artist has touched the



listeners through the vulnerability of his music, by divulging his past in his lyrics.

[3.5] Social psychology has shown that modeling expected behaviors rewards actors with
reciprocal behavior.(29) Here, we have Stevens modeling authenticity, truthfulness, and disclosure
with his autobiographical narratives. In turn, he is rewarded with trust from his listeners. Even
more pertinently, Stevens’s disclosure of his autobiographical memories has inspired listeners to
both empathetically experience that pain, loss, and joy, as well as share their own experiences in
response. These comments are also extremely detailed; they engage Stevens’s work at a level of
empathy and understanding that might not have been reached had the artist not deliberately
encouraged intimacy through his work.

[3.6] It could be argued here that the artist and the protagonist of a song are not necessarily the
same. In some genres, I would certainly concede the point. However, in the singer-songwriter
tradition, it is generally understood that songs “about” the artist’s life are meant to be taken as real,
truthful reflections of the artist’s past. David Brackett notes, “In [the singer-songwriter] category,
the song’s lyrics usually fall into the ‘confessional’ mode, appearing to reveal some aspects of the
singer-songwriter’s inner experience. At one level, the idea that there exists some correspondence
between the biography of the singer-songwriter and his or her songs seems unquestionable” (2000,
14). Thus, it is a generic expectation that the stories reflect upon Stevens’s character himself and
that his stories are often taken to be about him, not a character. I have previously addressed this
nuance (Palfy 2016, 286-87) when dealing with the conundrum of the “artistic agent” and its
connection to Edward Cone’s “composer’s voice” (1974). It is posited that, while the composer’s
voice is not meant to be taken as a literal representation of the historical composer, the artistic
persona as produced by the music industry is specifically meant to be built up through cues taken
from mediated materials—in this instance, song lyrics.

A further, subtler distinction should be made between the composer’s voice and the
artistic agent. The composer’s voice refers not to the specific composer of the work, but
rather to an abstract force manipulating the elements. This may correspond to an idea
an individual listener has about the composer of a work; however, the composer’s
voice does not directly contribute to that composer’s identity. In contrast, works
within the popular canon are directly attributed to a specific, well-publicized artistic
agent . .. An audience is unduly aware of the artistic agent even when practicing
solitary listening . . . though we know the artist only through secondhand information
... the recording industry fosters very intimate, if distanced, interaction. (Palfy 2016,
287)

The divide between the composer’s voice and the historical composer, thus, is not present for the
artistic agent, and any media associated with the artistic agent can become a vehicle for the build-
up of intimacy.

[3.7] YouTube commenters have additionally addressed Stevens’s use of form and have explicitly
referenced the way in which multiple melodies signify memory and augment in the narrative. For
example, Brian Z comments about “Casimir Pulaski Day” and “The Predatory Wasp”:

I'm currently learning this song [“Casimir Pulaski Day”]. I love the little things about
it. The softness of his voice and the trailing off creates this dream-like atmosphere; he
is remembering, the song is structured in a rather chaotic way where fragments of his
memories are intertwined and it is difficult to create an order of events without
analyzing it afterwards. The thing I love the most is the fact that even if it is a song
about childhood memories, first love, terminal illness and ultimately death, with
reflections on religion, these are good memories. He sings about them lovingly, even
happily, sometimes even with sly irony (especially when referring to religious
themes). But in the end there is no doubt about his beliefs, the instrumental a

capella ending the song is very significant [here, the writer is speaking about the
reminiscence space]. The lyrics end at a negative: God takes away, but the chorus
[reminiscence space] afterwards celebrates life, and going forward in life and the fact
that death is not something to fear, it is a part of our lives. I am an atheist but I admire



Sufjan's honest and sincere religiosity and his ability to communicate such strong
emotions through song. I swear, “Chicago” and “The Predatory Wasp of Palisades”
give me shivers every time! (2D (2017)

[3.8] Note the difference here in relation to “The Transfiguration”: the interplay between Stevens
and his audience in the non-autobiographical song is created by the way in which the listeners are
asked to remember as though they are Apostles. In his autobiographical work, instead of simply
remembering a character’s story, the audience is remembering a character that is specifically
Stevens. This replacement of the intermediary character with Stevens himself may further enhance
feelings of closeness and intimacy with the artist, and, from his reception and the description of his
“artistic persona,” this seems to be what Stevens is aiming for. Listeners feel what /e feels and
remember when /e remembers in R-space—they are fully involved and participating in his story.

[3.9] This draws attention to the way in which there is an empathetic, imaginative engagement with
the narrative —listeners not only hear the story, but also empathize with the actions of the song’s
characters within the formal spaces made for enacting recollection. This is similar to what Marion
Guck (2006) identifies as listeners “meeting” music. She notes, “Such ‘evocative objects’ express,
play out, or alter some current self state, or they allow an individual to experience a new self

state. . . . [W]e meet or seek out objects, like musical works, which, thanks to their particular
character, have the power to engage us in experiences that express our character” (196; emphasis
original). The empathic role-taking opened up by the invocation of memories provides a powerful
moment in which the audience can experience a sense of trust and authenticity since they have, in a
sense, become the artist. These moments of empathic, shared acts of recollection thus allow for a
sense of blended self; listeners “become” or simulate becoming those they are remembering
(Rigney 2005).

[3.10] This is the case in “The Predatory Wasp of the Palisades is Out to Get Us!” The narrative
follows Stevens and is attributed to an experience he had with a childhood friend at summer camp
(Ralph 2012). As a catalyst for the story, the introductory verse describes a premonition the
protagonist [Stevens] sees as a child: a wasp crawling on the wall in the dark of his bedroom. The
protagonist later witnesses a wasp sting his best friend as they swim in a river, an event which
inspires Stevens to kiss his friend (“Touching his back with my hand, I kiss him”). The story
introduces two mnemonic themes within the texture, the “Premonition” theme (Example 4a) and
the “Love” theme (Example 4b), which coincide with these events.(??) The narrative closes with a
reflective chorus focused around the protagonist’s still-strong love, but which indicates that the
friendship has ended.

[3.11] Following the kiss and disclosure of love, the lyrics shift into past tense. Whereas the initial
three verses speak in the present, these lyrics implore us to reach into the past and interpret the
events that brought us to this point in the narrative. The mnemonic themes also allude to the song’s
prior events. Underneath the lyrics at 3:17, we hear an R-space that presents Stevens’s memories:
the Premonition theme and the Love theme intertwine, creating an ostinato-based counterpoint to
close the song (Example 5). The same combination of elements returns in a second R-space at 4:42,
the lyrics of which ruminate upon the deterioration of this friendship (“My friend is gone, he ran
away /I can tell you, I love him each day”).

[3.12] The structure of these melodies is unsettling in a way that calls attention to them as an
invocation for memory. While the harmonies, which shift between I and V in E major, are relatively
unremarkable, the metrical play of each theme encourages us to draw our attention to the themes

(23) The Premonition theme, for instance, alternates

because of their effect on the listening body.
between metrical groupings that suggest “switchbacks” (Cohn 1992) between a 6/8 and 3/4 time
signature (Example 6). Further, Stevens does not create an even alternation between these metrical
patterns within the two phrases of the Premonition theme; he changes the pattern of grouping
irregularities in the second phrase to create a contrasting period structure through the metrical

dissonance. This is of interest because the melodic content implies a parallel period.

[3.13] By contrast, the Love theme contains a displacement by a quarter note that shifts the metrical
structure through phenomenal accentuation. As can be seen in mm. 1-2 and mm. 5-6, there is a



literal repetition of each phrase’s initial measure-long gesture which is displaced by a quarter rest
in the following bar (Example 7). In the first four measures of the Love theme, this displacement
shifts the remainder of the theme as well, and metrical stability is regained when the half note adds
agogic strength to the first beat of the fourth measure. However, the final note in the first four-
measure phrase elides into the next four measures, functioning as both a melodic half cadence and
an anacrusis into the consequent. This elision propels us forward into the next four-measure
phrase, which disrupts and rebalances the meter through a parallel process.

[3.14] It is the layering of mnemonic themes against the 3/4 metered vocal lines that produces a call
to memory for listeners, both through melodic cues and through disruption upon the body from
the complex metrical play. The four independent melodies in Example 5 churn against each other,
creating unsettling metrical tension. This tension associated with the melodic cues provides a
visceral callback to the original introduction of both mnemonic themes within the R-space. By
reincorporating them in conjunction with the past tense lyrics, Stevens primes both body and mind
to recall the narrative events attached to those sensations and their mnemonic themes. This
noisome metrical dissonance is exacerbated by the phrases’ structural incongruities. Whereas the
Premonition theme contains contrasting metrical dissonance and parallel thematic structure
between its four-bar phrases, the Love theme contains precisely the opposite: its metrical
dissonance is repeated, but the melodic material reverses the contour of the opening motivic
material to create contrast.

[3.15] We might take a wider narrative view of the disruptive use of mnemonic themes, which
brings the idea of simultaneous, empathetic engagement between Stevens and his listeners to the
fore. First and foremost, the overlay of the two themes (“Wasp” and “Love”) implicitly compares
the two: somehow, the disclosure of love was painful, harmful. The link between the two and the
lyrical mourning Stevens employs creates the impression that the loss of friendship was due to the
disclosure of love (“Terrible sting and terrible storm /I can tell you the day we were born. / My
friend is gone, he ran away /I can tell you, I love him each day”). The metrical instability and
phrase structural incongruity invoke the awkwardness and discomfort that Sufjan feels as he is
enduring the loss; there is an uncomfortable “sting” to the interplay of displacement and grouping
dissonance as well as phrase structure.

[3.16] Listeners who know the song is autobiographical in nature will likely interpret the
protagonist as Stevens; thus, as we feel the visceral pull of the metrical dissonance, we also feel
(though it is simulated) the metaphorical pull and discomfort of Stevens’s loss, Stevens’s heartbreak.
Through these motives, Stevens has created a formal space that allows his audience to remember
with him, feel with him, and empathize with his past through elements of the song.

4. The Reminiscence Space in “Casimir Pulaski Day”

[4.1] I would like to end by analyzing Stevens’s most elaborate example of the R-space and
mnemonic theme techniques. “Casimir Pulaski Day” recounts a story of the loss of a friend to bone
cancer, drawn from Stevens’s youth (Eakin 2015). The story centers the two friends’ [Stevens and
an unnamed young woman] relationship in the wake of the woman'’s diagnosis and their
exploration of sexuality in the face of the disease. The song highlights the emotional extremes of
disease and loss, capturing moments of bliss, calm, rage, and sorrow in the vignettes presented
within each verse. Stevens introduces five mnemonic themes over the course of the song: the
revelation of a friend’s cancer (Example 8a);(24) a secret kiss between the two (Example 8b); the loss
of faith theme (Example 8c); the girl’s flight from her home, away from Stevens and her father
(Example 8d); and the final theme, coinciding with the girl’s death in the hospital (Example 8e).
Each of these mnemonic themes represent pivotal moments that Stevens and his friend shared as
they coped with her inevitable death, and each forms a point of mnemonic association as these
themes weave in and out of the texture. Each mnemonic theme is associated with a particular
instrument introduced immediately following the event described in the lyrics, and is repeated
after its introduction so that listeners can easily attach meaning to these mnemonic themes and
track the story as it moves along.



[4.2] These mnemonic themes facilitate an invocation to intimacy as Stevens recapitulates them in
the song’s elaborate and prolonged R-space. Following the nurse’s report that the young woman
has died (and the parallel death of the bird against the window), R-space is engaged, as though
Stevens is sitting with the immediacy of the loss. Shown in Examples 9a and 9b, we can see that the
mnemonic themes are drawn into a relationship with each other in the R-space, forming a tapestry
of ostinati that closes the final 1:33 of the song (from 4:20-5:33).

[4.3] The opening of this R-space creates a reflective zone within the song, much like reflection
during a wake or funeral service, when audience members can remember the events of the story
and how they coalesce meaningfully. For example, the immediacy of the loss, situated in the
Trumpet’s “Leaving” Theme, counters the “Death” theme, also played in the Trumpet. Both of
these events, which saw the friend disappear from the lives of those around her, interact in this
close contact, drawing a parallel to the feelings of loss and loneliness. A listener might also
consider the relationship between the “Loss of Faith” theme, which continues in the banjo, to the
Death theme. It is clear from the final lyrics, in which Stevens’s character seems to resent God for
taking the woman (“All the Glory that the Lord has made, / and the complications when I see His
face /... and he takes, and he takes, and he takes”). Indeed, the formal structure allows space for
sense-making in the wake of the death. Music critic Marah Eakin (2015) notes about this section’s
effect on listeners’ feelings of empathy:

Though Stevens repeatedly extols “all the glory that the Lord has made,” he ends
[“Casimir Pulaski Day”] instead possibly questioning God’s intentions, especially after
his friend’s death on the track’s titular holiday. Though part of life is death, Stevens
still struggles with God when, as he puts it, “He takes, and He takes, and He takes.”
Listeners feel his pain acutely.

As Eakin observes, Stevens ends his song with an exhortation to the audience: What are God'’s
intentions? What was the purpose of his friend’s death? These complex questions do not properly
resolve the narrative and do not encourage a listener to ignore, forget, or overlook the story. The R-
space, indeed, prolongs the narrative, encouraging the audience to contemplate the story’s
completion and their own responses to the memory of events that have befallen the protagonists.

[4.4] The structure of the mnemonic themes in “Casimir Pulaski Day,” too, convey or create a sense
of questioning, incompletion, and a sense of longing for closure or resolve in the listener. One of
the most salient characteristics is the contour of each melody; rather than completing an arch-like
form away from and back to tonic, many of the melodies ascend, stopping (seemingly) halfway
through a complete phrase. This unresolved ascent is particularly striking within the Leaving
theme as well as the opening Cancer theme. Both of these themes seem to be truncated at their
midpoint, almost as if there is a consequent phrase for each that is omitted.

[4.5] The harmony, too, is perplexing for a number of reasons. As is prominently seen within the
organ underpinning (Example 8b), the harmony regresses in G major from dominant to
predominant to tonic (V-IV—ii-I). This state of ambiguous functional closure (semi-Plagal closure?)
is caused by an illusion of sequential material in each theme; each theme has a repetitious,
transposed quality that hints at sequencing, but which ultimately fails to replicate the model in the
appropriate way. We can see this clearly in the Death theme, which sets up a descending thirds
motif for two measures (Example 10). In m. 3, Stevens begins what appears to be a sequence of the
initial motive, but the sequence stalls in m. 4, instead merely repeating the third drop with an
altered half note rhythm. The Leaving theme, too, performs a similar sleight of hand. The first two
bars set up an appropriate model, which begins to be transposed in m. 3 but is never completed
(Example 11).

[4.6] The coalescence of so many incomplete and unusual syntactical features (e.g., phrasing,
contour, harmonic function, and sequential setup) would generally convey a loose-knit formal
structure indicative of being in the middle of a formal process— perhaps analogous to
psychologically processing or grieving the loss of Stevens’s friend. These structural elements also
complement the final exhortation to God: What led Stevens (and us) to this point in the course of
the song? We are left hanging musically, implored by the combination of music and lyrics to



consider how the past catalyzed Steven’s current predicament. By questioning God'’s intentions
publicly and then recapitulating musical material in the R-space, Stevens asks the audience to join
his struggle for meaning as he remembers his experiences.

[4.7] The mnemonic associations present during the R-space create a wash of memory, evoking a
pain with which listeners empathize. Through this sonic memory, listeners remember the
experiences Stevens recounted, feel the sting of his (their) friend’s death, and indeed, perform a
kind of musical mourning through the recapitulation of the mnemonic themes in the R-space.
Indeed, it is the complexity of the R-space’s fragmented, incompleteness that creates such a pull for
the audience. The listener acts as an agent to fill in the (musical) gaps, to remember despite the
conflicting musical cues, and is emotionally invested as a result. It is, therefore, a multivalenced
experience for a listener: remembering, feeling, and empathizing with Stevens through the
narrative and musical design. Recalling Eakin (2015), this powerful, shared act of memory helps
listeners “understand Stevens’ pain acutely,” and it is these moments that foster closer ties between
audience and artist.

5. Conclusion

[5.1] While it is certain that Stevens’s use of mnemonic themes and reminiscence space is not the
only way a performer might activate and capitalize upon audience participation, it is his most overt
invitation to the audience within his oeuvre. Stevens’s care towards crafting an experience where
audience members feel that they, in some sense, understand Stevens by empathizing and
remembering with him all draw audience members closer to Stevens. This is what makes his shows
feel intimate, like “a family affair” (Entwhistle 2016), and his albums feel “emotionally

devastating” (Eggers 2015). These qualities make Stevens a master storyteller, but they also create
the sense of authenticity and trust that his audience so clearly latches onto within his music and
performance. Mnemonic themes and R-space are, indeed, formal phenomenon, but also serve an
active goal: to create a shared activity of remembering between artist and audience.(?®)
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Footnotes

* My sincere thanks to those who helped facilitate this project: Adrian Childs, Robin Attas, Ally
Wente, and the thoughtful reviewers who gave their time and feedback.
Return to text

1. This is purposeful; singer-songwriters’ subject matter also draws audience members in
personally. Musicologist Mike Swann comments that “emotional involvement is . . . the paramount
factor in music, and I find this more to the fore in these singer-songwriters because of the greater
lyrical explorations and the individuality and feeling that comes from an artist performing his or



her songs” (1989, 16).
Return to text

2. My initial impulse was to label these mnemonic themes “leitmotivic” in nature, but they fall
beyond the span of a motive, because they are often 4-8 bars in length.
Return to text

3. Though, we might go much further back and consider the use of chant and song to help preserve
the structure of Masses and words, epic poetry, and other historical artifacts. Indeed, the
Guidonian Hand is a type of musical mnemonic.

Return to text

4. Arnold Whittall (2002) cites Lacépede’s La poétique de la musique, ii (1785) as an early example of
an eighteenth century “Reminiscence motif.” Other examples can be found in Mozarts Le Nozze di
Figaro, Grétry’s Richard Coeur-de-lion, and Méhul’s Ariodant.

Return to text

5. This mnemonic asks language learners to imagine how a rabbit could interact with a log in order
to grasp prepositions (e.g., “The rabbit jumps over the log”).
Return to text

6. For further reading on musical mnemonics, see Grey 1996, Best 2005, and Vilaro 2013.
Return to text

7. “In another sense, as [Julius] Wend'’s evocation of the movement’s ‘psychological” effect or
imagery suggests, the fantastic or ‘kaleidoscopic’ quality of Berlioz’s melodic textures challenges
the listener to construct a coherent thread from the confusing array of impressions they convey —to
‘connect the dots,” as it were, of this nearly pointillistic composition by means of both the musical
and the extra-musical imagination, at once” (Grey 1996, 201).

Return to text

8. “As noted earlier, a thematically dependent version of these cathartic endings can be found in
Spicer’s cumulative forms. These endings, which are quite common in pop-rock, result in thicker,
accumulative textures presenting recapitulatory thematic materials such as the chorus. . . .
Cumulative endings seem to derive their particular apotheosis from the fact that they ‘release’
material that has been built up throughout the song” (Osborn 2013, 23).

Return to text

9. We can see more examples of these kinds of formal reminiscence spaces in shows like Stephen
Sondheim’s Sweeney Todd or Into the Woods, Lin Manuel Miranda’s Hamilton, or even Rachel
Blume’s hit television show, Crazy Ex-Girlfriend.

Return to text

10. See Hirst and Echterhoff 2012; Gaesser 2013; Weldon 2000; Abel and Bauml 2017; Wood and
Kenyon 2018; Wildschut et al. 2006; and Sedikides et al. 2006. Each of these sources engages with
social acts of remembering in different ways, but all emphasize that memory can serve to increase
social affiliation and feelings of connectedness.

Return to text

11. Research in the field of social psychology has demonstrated that performing cooperative actions
or parallel actions is beneficial for building empathy between two parties due to the necessary
attention between the two parties (Marsh et al. 2009; Fairhurst et al. 2013). Further, other research
has also shown that viewing familiar actions or previously performed behaviors increases feelings
of felt affiliation and empathy to the second party (Braten 2007; Iacoboni 2009; Kilner et al. 2009).
For more about music and empathy, see Cox 2016 and Larson 2012.

Return to text

12. The story is considered particularly significant within Christian scripture because it is one of the
five miracles performed by Jesus and also foretells Jesus’s imminent resurrection.



Return to text

13. Moses is considered a prophet in both Judeo-Christian and Islamic religions. He is considered
the seminal prophet of Judaism and is believed in Judaism to have freed the Israelites in Egypt. He
received the Ten Commandments on two stone tablets and is thought to have authored the Torah.
Elijah is another Judeo-Christian prophet and miracle-worker. He rejected the deity of the
Canaanites, worshipping instead the Hebrew God, and was said to have been resurrected and
ascended to Heaven through fire.
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14. For further reading on the psychological effects of collective memory and shared recollection,
see Assmann and Czaplicka 1995, Bartlett 1995, Muniz and O’Guinn 2001, Dijck 2006, and Soucie
2015.
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15. See Frith 1996 for a larger discussion of the illusion of accessibility and an audience’s sense of
trust and authenticity for artists.
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16. It is not uncommon in the singer-songwriter genre for the narratives to reflect aspects that are
intimately personal to the artist’s real life.
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17. Palfy (2016, 287) explores the difference between the “composer’s voice” and the “artistic agent”
as it applies to an artist in popular music. While there are interpretations that might attribute the
behaviors and beliefs on Stevens’s albums to an abstract agent, genre-specific characteristics and
expectations for singer-songwriters actually dictate that we should read these expressions as
Stevens’s own.
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18. T have chosen to share several comments that demonstrate my point in full. I have edited some
for grammar and syntax errors but have left the content unchanged.
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19. The expectation of a reply, vulnerability of writers, and relationship with artists is explored in
many of the essays included in The Adoring Audience: Fan Culture and Popular Media (Lewis 1992).
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20. In short, this research has essentially corroborated the Golden Rule: model how you’d like to be
treated through your behavior towards others, and others will treat you that way in return
(Simpson and Willer 2008; Gintis 2000).
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21. “Chicago” does not use R-space, but does make use of mnemonic themes.
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22. There are two additional themes introduced in the course of “The Predatory Wasp.” The
introduction contains one theme (present in the flutes from the beginning through 0:18), and a
descending, scalar horn theme is introduced after the fourth verse (2:11-2:30). Since neither of these
themes return in R-space, I have chosen to omit them from the analysis.
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23. I use Harald Krebs's (1999) analytical technique for metrical grouping and dissonance.
Grouping dissonance refers to the “association of nonequivalent groups of pulses” (31), and
displacement dissonance refers to the “association of layers of equivalent cardinality in a
nonaligned manner” (33).
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24. This particular theme is, arguably, just the song’s hook, but because the cancer diagnosis
underlies the larger narrative and this theme underlies the entirety of the song, I have chosen to



view it as a mnemonic theme. Other analysts may choose, understandably, to exclude this theme.
Its exclusion does not shift the effectiveness of the R-space delineated in Examples 9a and 9b.
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25. For those interested in a full bibliography, including uncited background sources, please find a
downloadable version here: https://tinyurl.com/PalfyMTO2020.
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