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Singing accents frequently involve some degree of stylisation, the phenomenon that has been
extensively analysed in particular with regard to Americanisation of British singing accent (Trudgill
1983, Simpson 1999, Beal 2009, Gibson and Bell 2012, Watts and Morrissey 2019 among others).
Some authors (e.g. Sackett 1979, Trudgill 1983) observe that American and Canadian vocalists also
style-shift and adopt salient features of Southern American English. This phenomenon has been
interpreted not only as an attempt to emulate the pronunciation style of admired folk and blues
singers, but also as the symbol of solidarity with the underprivileged.

This topic calls for an interdisciplinary perspective, combining the notions of modern identity
perceived as a “personal project” (Giddens 1991), reflexivity involved in staged performance
(Coupland 2007, Bell and Gibson 2011) and music understood as ““a container for temporal
structure of past circumstances” (DeNora 2000: 67). While the above concepts explain fundamental
meanings behind singing accent stylisation, phonetic science — accompanied by statistics — offers
the tools to describe both the details of the phenomenon, and the potential significance of the
observed trends.

This paper focuses on rhoticity loss as part of Bob Dylan’s SAE singing accent stylisation. Its aim
is to examine the potential significance of frequency effects in this respect and assess whether more
frequent words prove to be the best carriers of SAE singing style, favouring the loss of rhoticity.
The paper adopts the perspective of usage-based paradigm (Bybee 2001), represented as an
exemplar model (Johnson 1997, Pierrehumbert 2001), in which frequency effects and sociophonetic
variation occupy central positions.

The quantitative auditory analysis was based on five albums in the artist’s history: Bob Dylan
(1962), The Freewheelin' Bob Dylan (1963), Nashville Skyline (1969), Sow Train Coming (1979),
Tempest (2012), divided into two groups, representing distinct tendencies. The first two albums
show greater variability in the analysed feature (61and 42% of rhoticity loss, respectively), while
the remaining three albums indicate that the influence of SAE became stronger in the vocalist’s
style (about 80% of rhoticity loss). Frequency was measured locally, i.e. the word frequency of the
sample itself was used, following methodology and argumentation by Hay at al. (1999) and Erker
and Guy (2012) regarding “the spirit of usage-based models” and their acknowledgement of
individual speakers’ linguistic experiences.

All potentially rhotic words were identified as frequent (occurring 5 or more times) or infrequent
(occurring fewer than 5 times). In the case of the first corpus (first two albums, 635 tokens), the
percentage of frequent words undergoing the change was higher compared with infrequent ones
(56% vs. 40%) and the results are statistically significant (Yates’ chi-square=15,065, p <0.001). In
the second corpus (comprising the remaining three albums, 1083 tokens), the percentage of frequent
and infrequent words undergoing the change turned out to be identical (82%) and the statistical
analysis showed no difference between the two groups (Yates’ chi-square=0,003, p<0.99).

The results suggest that word frequency may affect singing style variation in the establishing period
of the dynamic process of stylisation. Next, the feature may be established as the major
characteristics of a given performer’s style and diffused across the lexicon.
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