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Nonsense is a fascinating and often misunderstood genre that blends playful vocalization with vibrant

musical rhythms. This style, characterized by its whimsical lyrics and improvisational vocal techniques,

has played a significant role in shaping various musical movements worldwide. In this article, we will

explore the origins, key features, notable artists, and cultural significance of this unique musical style.

Understanding the Genre: An Overview

Defining the Musical Style

The genre in question is distinguished by a lead singer who often employs improvisational singing,

scat singing, or vocalizations that may not form conventional words. Accompanying vocalists or choir

members typically contribute nonsensical sounds, syllables, or scat phrases that add texture and

rhythm to the performance. The lyrics are often playful, humorous, or surreal, emphasizing musicality

over lyrical clarity.

Historical Context and Origins

This style of music has roots in early jazz, vaudeville, and traditional folk performances, where

improvisation and vocal experimentation were commonplace. During the early 20th century, performers

like Louis Armstrong popularized scat singing—a technique involving improvised vocal sounds instead

of lyrics. Over time, this approach evolved into a musical form that celebrates spontaneity and vocal

dexterity.



Additionally, the genre has been influenced by cultural traditions where storytelling through song

incorporates nonsense syllables or playful sounds, such as the Caribbean calypso, West African

rhythms, and certain Asian musical forms.

Key Features of the Music Style

Vocal Techniques

- Scat Singing: A hallmark of this style, involving improvised, wordless vocalizations that mimic

instrumental sounds.

- Nonsense Syllables: Use of syllables like "la-la," "doo-doo," "bing-bing," or "zig-zag" that serve

rhythmic and melodic purposes.

- Vocal Improvisation: Singers often spontaneously create melodies and sounds, showcasing their

vocal agility.

Musical Characteristics

- Rhythmic Complexity: The music often features syncopation and intricate rhythmic patterns.

- Instrumental Accompaniment: Instruments like jazz band setups, percussion, or traditional ensembles

provide a rich backdrop for vocal improvisation.

- Playfulness and Humor: The overall tone tends to be lighthearted, emphasizing fun and spontaneity.

Performance Aspects

- Interactive Improvisation: Singers may interact with each other, creating call-and-response patterns

filled with nonsensical phrases.

- Audience Engagement: Performers often encourage audience participation through call-and-response

or clapping patterns.



Notable Artists and Contributions

Jazz Pioneers

- Louis Armstrong: One of the earliest and most influential scat singers, whose improvisational style set

the standard.

- Cab Calloway: Known for energetic performances filled with playful vocalizations and scat singing.

- Ella Fitzgerald: Famous for her improvisational vocal techniques, blending melodic improvisation with

scat singing.

Modern Artists and Influences

- Bobby McFerrin: His hit "Don't Worry, Be Happy" features vocalizations that resemble nonsensical

sounds, emphasizing vocal improvisation.

- The B-52’s: Known for their quirky style, with songs featuring playful vocal sounds and nonsensical

lyrics.

- Yoko Ono and Other Avant-Garde Artists: Incorporate vocal experimentation and nonsensical sounds

into their performances.

Cultural Significance and Impact

Creative Expression and Improvisation

This genre celebrates spontaneous creativity, allowing performers to showcase their vocal agility and

inventiveness. It fosters a sense of playfulness and encourages experimental approaches to music-

making.



Influence on Various Genres

- Jazz: The improvisational vocal techniques have influenced countless jazz vocalists and bands.

- Pop and Rock: Elements of scat and vocal improvisation appear in the works of artists like Frank

Sinatra and David Bowie.

- World Music: Nonsense syllables and vocal experimentation are integral to many traditional and

contemporary musical forms globally.

Educational and Therapeutic Uses

Vocal improvisation and nonsensical singing are used in music therapy to promote creativity, improve

vocal skills, and reduce stress.

Popular Songs and Recordings

- Louis Armstrong's "Heebie Jeebies" (1926): A famous example of early scat singing.

- Cab Calloway’s "Minnie the Moocher" (1931): Known for its catchy chorus and playful vocalizations.

- Ella Fitzgerald’s scat solos: Various recordings showcasing her improvisational skill.

- Bobby McFerrin’s "Don't Worry, Be Happy": Emphasizes vocal sounds over lyrics.

- The B-52’s "Roam": Incorporates playful nonsensical vocals and sounds.

Modern Interpretations and Revival

In recent decades, the style has experienced a resurgence through jazz festivals, vocal improvisation

workshops, and experimental music projects. Contemporary artists blend traditional scat techniques

with electronic music, hip-hop, and world music, creating innovative hybrid forms.



Conclusion

The style of music typified by a lead singer accompanied by other singers singing nonsense is a

vibrant, playful, and improvisational genre that values creativity, spontaneity, and musical expression.

Its roots in jazz and folk traditions have allowed it to influence a broad spectrum of musical styles and

cultures. Whether through the iconic scatting of Louis Armstrong or the experimental vocalizations of

modern artists, this genre continues to captivate audiences and inspire performers worldwide.

Embracing its whimsical nature, this musical style reminds us that music is not only about lyrical

meaning but also about the joy of sound, rhythm, and the limitless possibilities of vocal expression. Its

enduring appeal lies in its ability to bring people together through spontaneous creativity and shared

musical fun.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the musical style characterized by a lead singer accompanied

by others singing non-lexical vocals?

This style is often associated with scat singing or vocal improvisation, where the lead singer is

supported by other singers performing nonsensical syllables or sounds.

Which genre popularized the use of lead singers with background

vocalists singing improvised, nonsensical sounds?

Jazz, especially in the scat singing tradition, popularized this style, with artists like Ella Fitzgerald and

Louis Armstrong leading the way.

Can you name a famous song or performance that exemplifies this



musical style?

Yes, Louis Armstrong's scat singing in songs like 'Heebie Jeebies' and Ella Fitzgerald's improvisational

vocalizations are classic examples.

What are the main characteristics of this style of music?

It features a lead vocalist improvising melodies using nonsensical syllables, often supported by other

singers or instrumentalists improvising similarly, emphasizing vocal improvisation and rhythmic

creativity.

How has this style influenced modern music genres?

It has influenced genres such as jazz, swing, bebop, and even contemporary vocal jazz and

experimental music, encouraging improvisation and expressive vocal techniques.

Are there any notable artists besides jazz singers known for this style?

Yes, artists like Frank Sinatra and Dean Martin incorporated scat-like improvisations, and some rock

and pop artists have also used nonsensical vocalizations in their performances.

What techniques do singers use to master this style of singing?

Singers practice improvisation, mastery of rhythm and pitch, and often use vocal exercises to develop

flexibility for singing nonsensical sounds fluidly and expressively.

Is this style still popular today, and in what contexts is it used?

Yes, scat singing and similar improvisational vocal styles are still used in jazz performances, vocal

competitions, and experimental music, showcasing vocal agility and creativity.



Additional Resources
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Singing Nonsense

In the vast landscape of musical genres, certain styles stand out not only for their distinctive sound but

also for their unconventional presentation and performance techniques. One such intriguing style is

characterized by a prominent lead singer who often performs alongside a chorus of other singers,

whose vocalizations often border on the nonsensical or abstract. This musical approach, blending

elements of traditional singing with seemingly improvised or playful vocal sounds, has carved out a

unique niche in the world of experimental and avant-garde music. It challenges conventional notions of

melody, lyricism, and musical coherence, inviting listeners into a world where sound itself becomes the

primary medium of expression.

This article explores the origins, defining features, cultural significance, and notable examples of this

distinctive musical style, providing a comprehensive overview that is both technically insightful and

accessible to a broad audience.

Origins and Evolution of the Style

Historical Roots

The roots of this musical style can be traced back to early 20th-century avant-garde movements,

where experimentation with sound and voice was central. Artists and composers sought to redefine the

boundaries of music, often emphasizing the physicality and expressiveness of vocal sounds over

traditional melodic structures.

- Dada and Surrealist Influences: The Dada movement, with its penchant for absurdity and anti-

establishment sentiments, inspired vocal experimentation that often involved nonsensical sounds and



words. Surrealists embraced the subconscious, leading to vocalizations that mimicked automatic

writing or free association.

- Folk and Indigenous Traditions: Many indigenous cultures incorporate vocal sounds, chants, and

nonsensical syllables as integral parts of their musical rituals, emphasizing communal participation and

spiritual connection over lyrical meaning.

Modern Development

From the 1960s onward, this style gained prominence through experimental musicians and bands who

sought to push the boundaries of traditional pop and rock music. Key developments include:

- Psychedelic Rock and Folk: Artists like The Beatles, especially in their later works, incorporated

nonsensical sounds and playful vocalizations.

- Vocal Experimentation in Jazz and Free Improvisation: Musicians like Sun Ra and the free jazz

movement explored extended vocal techniques and sounds that defy conventional singing.

- Electronic and Avant-Garde Movements: The advent of electronic music and samplers allowed artists

to manipulate vocal sounds into abstract textures, further blurring the line between song and

soundscape.

This historical evolution reflects a continuous quest to explore the expressive potential of the human

voice beyond traditional singing and lyricism.

Defining Features of the Style

Understanding this style involves dissecting its core characteristics, which set it apart from mainstream

genres.



Vocal Techniques and Sounds

- Nonsensical Syllables: Use of syllables like “la,” “na,” “do,” “ba,” often improvised or repeated in

rhythmic patterns.

- Extended Vocal Techniques: Including growls, shrieks, falsetto, glottal stops, and other

unconventional sounds.

- Vocalization as Instrument: Treating the voice as a musical instrument, creating textures, drones, and

sound effects.

Performance Dynamics

- Lead and Supporting Singers: The lead singer often carries the melody or central figure, while

supporting singers contribute with abstract vocalizations, sometimes improvisational.

- Group Choral Nonsense: Multiple voices singing nonsensical sounds simultaneously, creating dense,

layered textures.

- Interaction and Spontaneity: Performances may include improvisation, call-and-response, and playful

exchanges.

Musical Structure and Composition

- Non-linear Forms: Many compositions eschew traditional verse-chorus structures, favoring free-form

or cyclical patterns.

- Rhythmic Emphasis: Rhythms may be driving or hypnotic, with emphasis on percussive vocal sounds

and rhythmic repetition.

- Use of Silence and Space: Strategic pauses and space are often employed to heighten the abstract

nature of the soundscape.



Cultural and Artistic Significance

This musical style serves as a platform for artistic expression that challenges the listener’s

expectations and perceptions.

Expression of the Subconscious

By embracing nonsensical sounds, performers tap into the subconscious mind, allowing raw emotion

and spontaneity to surface. This aligns with surrealist ideals and automatic writing, emphasizing the

unfiltered flow of creativity.

Rejection of Conventional Lyricism

The focus shifts from storytelling or lyrical meaning to pure sound and emotion, offering a more

visceral experience. It democratizes music-making, reducing reliance on language proficiency or poetic

skill.

Community and Participatory Elements

In many cultures, these vocal practices are communal, fostering participation and shared experience

rather than individual virtuosity. This aspect underscores the social function of the style as a form of

collective catharsis or celebration.

Influence on Contemporary Genres



Modern genres like experimental noise, sound art, and even some forms of electronic dance music

owe a debt to this tradition. Artists incorporate nonsensical vocalizations to create immersive

soundscapes that transcend traditional musical boundaries.

Notable Examples and Artists

While this style is often associated with experimental and avant-garde artists, several notable figures

have exemplified its principles.

Historical Pioneers

- Yoko Ono: Known for her avant-garde vocal performances and use of nonsensical sounds, Ono’s

work emphasizes the importance of spontaneous vocal expression.

- Screaming Jay Hawkins: His theatrical performances often included exaggerated vocalizations and

nonsensical shouts that contributed to his unique style.

- Sun Ra and the Arkestra: Their free improvisational approach incorporated abstract vocal sounds and

chants.

Contemporary Artists and Groups

- Merzbow: A pioneer of noise music, Merzbow integrates distorted vocal sounds into his compositions.

- The Residents: Known for their surreal performances and use of absurd vocalizations, emphasizing

the theatrical aspect of nonsensical singing.

- Animal Collective: Their experimental approach sometimes includes playful, nonsensical vocalizations

layered into their psychedelic soundscapes.

- Bjork: Her innovative vocal techniques and use of abstract sounds reflect elements of this style,

especially in her more experimental works.



Influence in Popular Culture

- Children’s Music and Nursery Rhymes: Many traditional songs incorporate nonsensical sounds,

emphasizing rhythm and fun over meaning.

- Performance Art and Avant-Garde Theater: Vocal nonsensicality is often employed as a form of

expression and rebellion against conventional aesthetics.

Challenges and Criticisms

Despite its creative richness, this style faces skepticism within mainstream music circles.

- Accessibility: Its abstract nature can be alienating or confusing to audiences expecting traditional

melodies or lyrics.

- Technical Skill: Critics may undervalue non-traditional vocal techniques, viewing them as lacking in

craftsmanship.

- Commercial Viability: The unconventional sound often limits commercial appeal, relegating it to niche

markets or art contexts.

Nonetheless, its influence persists, inspiring new generations of artists to experiment with the human

voice and sound.

Conclusion: An Ever-Evolving Vocal Frontier

The musical style characterized by a lead singer accompanied by other singers singing nonsense is a

testament to the boundless creativity inherent in human sound production. It challenges traditional

notions of melody, lyrics, and musical coherence, emphasizing improvisation, emotion, and the

expressive power of the voice as an instrument. Rooted in avant-garde movements and cultural

traditions, it continues to evolve, influencing contemporary experimental genres and inspiring artists to



explore the depths of vocal expression.

In a world increasingly fascinated by the boundaries of art and the exploration of consciousness, this

style reminds us that sometimes, the most profound musical experiences come not from structured

composition but from spontaneous, playful, and raw vocal expression. Whether viewed as a form of

artistic rebellion, spiritual ritual, or sonic experimentation, this approach to music underscores the

limitless potential of the human voice as a tool for innovation and connection.
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