Listening Guide  1.3

“I’ve Got You Under My Skin” 4 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description

0:00
Intro
Vamp with bass clarinet, celeste (6 measures)


0:10
Chor. 1, A1
Soft vocal enters; strings enter halfway through (16 measures)


0:41
A2
Add baritone sax and trombone to vamp, strings go higher in range

1:11
B
Vocal swings more, insistent saxophone section figure and smooth strings

1:26
C
Intensity is maintained

1:53
Interlude
Vamp figure is heard expanded among the trombones, string climb higher

2:15
Chor. 2, A 2
Brass play the melody in a swing style; loud trombone solo mixed in, intense

2:45
B
Similar setting as previous B but stronger

3:03
C
Brass stabs help push to the end

3:27
Ending
Vamp is reduced to bass clarinet and celeste once more; pause; string chord with celeste.

3:40
End
Analysis of “I’ve Got You Under My Skin” (Songs for Swingin’ Lovers, CD format, Capitol C2-46570)

Frank Sinatra’s earliest major exposure was with the big bands of Harry James and Tommy Dorsey. In the mid-1940s he was signed to Columbia Records as a solo artist and was also pursuing live concerts, the fledgling medium of television, and film acting. By 1952, however, he was without a record, film, radio, or television contract. He then signed with Capitol Records, founded a decade earlier by songwriter Johnny Mercer. He entered into a long-term contract, collaborating on a series of theme albums with the great arranger Nelson Riddle. A high point of this period was the 1956 album Songs for Swingin’ Lovers, which went gold and almost made number one on its release.

“I’ve Got You Under My Skin” is one of the most memorable Riddle arrangements and Sinatra vocal performances of all time. The song was composed by Cole Porter. Typical of Porter, it is not a conventional 32-measure AABA song form. The first section is 16 measures in length (twice the usual length); the second is a variation of the first. The third section is 8 measures long, then, instead of repeating the first section again, there is a fourth section 16 measures in length, making the chorus an unusual 56 measures in length.

Nelson Riddle’s arrangement opens with a low repeated figure, called a vamp, played by a bass clarinet, punctuated by high bell-like sounds from a celeste (a small keyboard instrument). This vamp will be a recurring and prominent feature throughout the arrangement and manages to get as much attention as Sinatra’s vocal.

Sinatra’s vocal begins with an easy and dreamy demeanor. He carefully shapes the sound of each word to accommodate his vocal quality; notice the striking way in which he sings through the “ooh” sound of “you,” the closed “n” sound of “skin,” both in the opening line and in the resonant low note he sings in the fourth line. In the second A section of the song Sinatra uses a bouncier, more swinging phrasing that adds lilt and aggressiveness to the line. But notice when he comes to the word “baby” he brings back a moment of tenderness appropriate to the affection expressed in that name.

The vocal and the arrangement continue their logical climb along with the shape of the melodic line and the nature of the lyric. At the end of the first chorus Sinatra’s voice dies away, handing the spotlight over to the band. The vamp figure is now a chatter among the lower instruments of the band, while the string section’s long notes climb higher in register, almost to a squeal. The brass section now enters with a pounding, swinging rendition of the song’s second A section while a forceful trombone solo wails over the band. Sinatra reenters at the B section of the song, more forcefully than his rendition of the same section in the previous chorus. In the last C section the brass come in behind Sinatra with almost the same ferocity that they had when they were playing alone. At the end Sinatra again fades away, and the vamp goes out as gently as it began the arrangement. There is a brief pause, then a shimmering chord held by the strings with the chime of the celeste over the top.

