Listening Guide 21.1

“Stairway to Heaven” 4 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Sect. 1 VI
Solo acoustic guitar, recorders (8 measures: 4 1 4)


0:28
Sect. 1 C1
Recorders (8 measures: 4 1 4)


0:56
Sect. 1 V2
Vocal (8 measures: 4 1 4)

1:24
Sect. 1 C2
Vocal (4 measures: 1/2 chorus)

1:38
Sect. 1 V3
Vocal (8 measures: 4 1 4)

2:06
Sect. 1 V4
Recorders (4 measures 1/2 chorus)

2:20
Sect. 2 Int. 1
Guitars and electric piano (8 measures)

2:46
Sect. 2 V1
Vocal (8 measures: 4 1 4)

3:12
Sect. 2 Int. 2
Guitars with vocal responses (9 measures: 3 1 2 1 4)

3:39
Sect. 2 V2
Vocal (8 measures: 4 1 4)

4:04
Sect. 2 Int. 3
Guitars with vocal responses (9 measures: 3 1 2 1 4)

4:31
Sect. 3 V1
Vocal (8 measures: 4 1 4)

4:55
Sect. 3 Int. 1
Guitars with vocal responses (9 measures: 3 1 2 1 4)

5:21
Sect. 3 V2
Vocal (8 measures: 4 1 4)

5:45
Sect. 3
Transition—guitar fanfare (10 measures: 2 1 4 1 4)

6:11
Sect. 4
Electric guitar solo (20 measures: 2 meas. 3 10)

7:02
Sect. 5
Scream vocal (26 measures: 8 1 10 1 8)

8:06
Coda
Soft vocal alone (2 measures1)

8:19
End
Analysis of “Stairway to Heaven” (Led Zeppelin IV, 
Atlantic 7208)

“Stairway to Heaven” remains a classic in the history of rock. It is a model of the multisection heavy metal concert epic, traversing from gentle acoustic music to raging electric rock in eight minutes. Jimmy Page’s fascination with old English lore is apparent from the beginning. He opens “Stairway to Heaven” with a supple acoustic guitar solo passage. It is repeated, accompanied by an ensemble of recorders (vertical wooden flutes prominent in the Renaissance, roughly thirteenth to sixteenth centuries). In the chorus, the recorders play a more dominant, melodic role. This section of “Stairway” consists of a minor-key verse and a major-key chorus.

Robert Plant enters with a subdued but pain-filled vocal. The story line of the song is disjunctive, its meaning as elusive as many a John Lennon psychedelic lyric. But a pained, lonely feeling remains a constant throughout. The form of the vocal in this section is somewhat different from the introduction’s form: a verse, a half-chorus, then a closing vocal verse and an instrumental verse similar to the introduction. This concludes the first section of the song.

An interlude begins and the acoustic guitar changes from a light picking style to a stronger strumming pattern. A Wurlitzer electric piano and an electric guitar join in. The second section of the song has a verse similar to the first section, except the chord progression has been altered a bit. The interlude now acts as a chorus. The form for this section is interlude, verse, interlude, verse, interlude.

The drums enter for the third section. The form is based on repetition of the interlude from the second section. A new vocal melody is now heard over that interlude. There is a fanfare-like guitar transition to the fourth section, a guitar solo. The form is a two-measure, three-chord figure over which Page plays a screaming, blues-based prototypical heavy metal guitar solo. The song has been making a gradual buildup all along, and Page’s solo brings us to the climax of the song, the fifth section.

The fifth section features Robert Plant singing in the upper-most register of his voice, a characteristic of the heavy metal style of singing that has influenced singers to this day. Plant’s verse is based on material heard earlier in the piece, but it is superimposed over the chord progression used in the previous section for Page’s guitar solo. The band suddenly slows to a halt and Plant finishes the song alone, bringing back the earlier mood of loneliness and melancholy.

