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Introduction 

 Most  recent   computer-based  attempts  to  create  expressive 
musical performances (e.g., Clynes, 1985; Freberg, 1991; Honing, 
1990;  Mazzola  &  Zahorka,  1994;  Sundberg,  1988;  Todd,  1989) 
have focused on the role of musical structure. 

 Recent  research (Bresin & Friberg,  1998;  Gabrielsson & Juslin, 
1996; Juslin,  1997) has returned to the question of  exactly what 
combinations of performance parameters are used to communicate 
which emotions. 

 Interpretation also appears to depend on the dramatic content of a 
piece of  music,  whereby  "drama"  may be understood to  imply 
interactions between real people, or at least fictional characters. 

 Yet another potentially important influence on musical 
interpretation may be the body of the musician - the brain, ears, 

lungs, lips, fingers and so on 

Introduction 

Expression   the 
expression  of  emotion 
in  speech  has  striking 
parallels  with  the 
expression  of  emotion 
in music. 

New insight 
in musical structure  

Accents  broadly 
defined as a relatively 
salient  event  -  that  is, 
an  event  that  attracts 
the  attention  of  a 
listener  (Parncutt, 
1987; Jones, 
1987) 

The approach adopted in the article is to return to the idea of structure from         
a new angle: the relationship between accents and expression. �
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Terminology for Accents  

IMMANENT ACCENTS  

are assumed to be apparent 

from the notated score 

Accents 

PERFORMED  ACCENTS  
are effectively added to the 
score by a performer. 

The distinction 
relies for its 
existence of a 
notated score. �

Terminology for Accents  
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 Terminology for Accents   

Reductional  
accents 

Melodic  
accents Harmonic  

accents 

Metrical  
accents 

Grouping  
accents 

IMMANENT 
ACCENTS  

ACCENT 

Melodic Accents  

Melodic accents may be divided into turns 
and skips. Turns are the peaks and valleys 
of melodic contours; Skips are disjunct 
intervals between consecutive tones. 

Pitches at the extremes of the musical 
texture are more clearly audible than pitches 
within the texture – another effect that may 
be explained by masking. Thus, the further a 
melodic turn lies from the mean pitch of its 
context, the greater will be its perceived 
accent. 

Examples 1 demonstrate melodic accents 
with reference to extracts from the scores of 
some well-known piano pieces. The accents 
are marked C for contour; �
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Harmonic Accents  

Harmonic accent corresponds closely to 
harmonic tension, as measured and 
modeled. Harmonic accents occur both at 
harmonic changes and at harmonic 
dissonances. The salience of a "horizontal" 
harmonic change increases as the 
harmonic distance between a chord and its 
context increases. 

Harmonic dissonance depends on the 
spectral and temporal envelopes of a 
sound, which in turn depend both on the 
instrument playing and on the playing 
technique; it may therefore be either 
performed or immanent. By contrast, the 
harmonic distance between two chords is 
always immanent. 

Metrical Accents 

&;E<2'GH'#'&;I6961A'6J'#::29/='09'"7=0: 

In the present definition, metrical accents 
are essentially confined to music; in 
speech, they only occur in metrically 
recited poetry. A possible definition is that 
metrical accents imply body movement or 
dance. 

Metrical accents are marked M in 
Examples 3. In the Eb Rhapsody (Ex. 3a), 
Brahms marks accents on the downbeats 
of the opening bars, evoking a march-like 
mood. Metrical accents with similarly 
powerful effect occur in the Ballade (Ex. 
3b). In Schubert's Des Baches Wiegenlied 
(3c), the regularity of metrical accents is 
evocative of the rocking of a cradle. 
. 
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Grouping Accents  

Group boundaries are similar to points of stream segregation (Bregman, 1990) in 
that they typically occur when time and pitch intervals between successive notes 
are bigger than others in the immediate context. The strength of a grouping 
accent depends on the number of hierarchical levels that it demarcates. 

According to this rule, the first and last grouping accents marked in both the Bach 
example (4a) and the Chopin example (4b) are more important than those that 
separate the two phrases in each case. 

Reductional accents 

Reductional (or linear) accents correspond 
to notes at a deeper reductional level than 
the musical surface. 

Table 2 shows some melodic reductions 
drawn from the above examples. The 
specific tones to which the reductions refer 
may be deduced by comparing the table 
with each example in turn. 
. 



Parncutt: Accents and expression in piano performance � 3/30/2010 

USC ISE 575 / EE 675: Presented by Li Bo 7 

Expression in Speech and Music  

           Speech   
Only grouping and reductional 
accents clear correlates to 
speech. Performed accents in 
speech fall in much the same 
categories as in music. 

there is a clear relationship 
between performed and 
immanent accents in speech 

Performed accents reinforce 
immanent accents 

Expression 

              Music 
pianists bring out grouping, melodic, 
and metrical accents by varying key 
velocity (stress), onset time (agogic 
accent), and articulation. 

The hypothesis that performed 
accents reinforce immanent accents 
allows for a wide variety of 
interpretations of a given piece of 
piano music. 

Musical expression is a highly 
complex phenomenon 

Expression in Speech and Music  

           Speech   
Grouping accents correspond to the 
beginnings and endings of serial 
groups on various hierarchical levels: 
phrases, sentences, paragraphs. 

Reductional accents apply to events 
that are important for syntactic and 
semantic reasons. 

for example, an unusual word 
appearing for the first time in a text will 
normally be semantically important. 

              Music 

The timing and velocity of key-strokes in 
performance may be used to bring out 
the marked accents. 

In Ex. 1a, Chopin's dynamic markings 
indicate that he prefers an interpretation 
in which the first and third of the melodic 
accents (marked C) are stressed. 

In the Mozart example (1b), timing and 
loudness variations in the vicinity of the 
marked accents must, for stylistic 
reasons, be very subtle 
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Applications 

The computer system would allow 
modulations of timing and dynamics 
associated with chosen immanent 
accents to be freely manipulated. 

The user sets parameters for each 
performed accent. The parameters will 
depend on the model of expression that 
is being used (which in turn depend on 
musical style). 

Fig. 1. demonstrates a simple model  of 
timing in which the strength of the 
accent corresponds to the height of 
peak. A parabolic or exponential shape 
is consistent with recent experimental 
data and models on timing. 

Applications 

Fig. 1. demonstrates a simple model  of 
timing in which the strength of the 
accent corresponds to the height of 
peak. A parabolic or exponential shape 
is consistent with recent experimental 
data and models on timing. 

Ex. 5. marks the accents that can be 
notated automatically on the score, in a 
similar way. The first note of Ex. 5 bears 
both metrical accent and grouping 
accent. 



Parncutt: Accents and expression in piano performance � 3/30/2010 

USC ISE 575 / EE 675: Presented by Li Bo 9 


