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Below is my analysis/critique of an Ed Sheeran song as an example of how I would 
approach an analysis of your songs.  
 
Analysis of “I’m a Mess” 
 
Artist: Ed Sheeran 
 
Overview: One of my favourite songs is Ed Sheeran’s “I’m A Mess” off of his second 
album Multiply. I think that it is an amazing example of how Ed Sheeran’s music had 
developed from his first album but his authenticity remained the same. This takes us 
on an emotional journey through a breakup and the feelings associated with that. It 
marks a developing emotional maturity paralleling his maturity as an artist. 
 
Structure: This is a strophic song using verses, pre-choruses, choruses and an 
outro. It is interesting that there is no bridge as is typically expected of a pop song. 
The outro feels like a replacement for the bridge as it introduces new material, 
creating variance in the song. The structure is otherwise quite conventional: VERSE 
1 (0:00) – PRE CHORUS (0:29) – CHORUS (0:46) – VERSE 2 (1:18) – PRE 
CHORUS (1:46) – CHORUS (2:04) – OUTRO (2:37), with the verses sharing 
melodic material, the pre choruses sharing melodic material and the choruses being 
repeats of each other. The song lasts approximately 4 minutes, which is fairly 
average of modern pop songs (averaging between 3 and 5 minutes). 
 
Melody: The melodies used are catchy and due to the verse/chorus structure, 
repeated many times throughout the song, this unifies the song and means that it 
sticks in people’s head. The main hook is within the chorus which has a much higher 
range than the verse, this makes the chorus stand out and contrast with the rest of 
the song and is quite a common technique of pop music. The melodies are conjunct 
(the pitch of consecutive notes aren’t really far away from each other) and diatonic 
(only notes in the key signature are used) which means that there are no clashes 
with the backing music and no unexpected or sudden leaps between notes, making 
the song easier to listen to. 
 
Harmony/Tonality: The song is in a minor key (C minor) which automatically gives it 
a somewhat darker feel which works well with the lyrics to convey the emotions of 
the song. There is a large use of open chords, and these somewhat obscure the 
tonality of the music as there is no 3rd note making the music more mysterious as 
there is no sense of tonal security. As said before the melodies are all diatonic, 
meaning it safely stays within the key making sure it is always comfortable to the 
listener’s ear. 
 
Texture: Texture in a musical sense describes the layers of different melodic or 
instrumental lines a song has. The main texture of this song is melody dominated 
homophony (melody over chordal accompaniment). As the song develops, the 
texture begins to build, especially at the start of the second verse (1:18) when new 
instruments are introduced such as the kick drum. This keeps variety and interest in 
the music and stops the verses and choruses being exact replicas of each other. 
There is a large amount of counterpoint (when two independent melody lines play 
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over each other) during the outro as Ed Sheeran layers up melodies on top of each 
other (2:37). I think that this is really clever as the layering of multiple different ideas 
can make the music sound crowded but, in this case, the layers perfectly 
complement each other.  This is achieved by keeping the individual melodies simple 
so that they aren’t overcrowding the music. 
 
Instrumentation: There are some incredibly impressive production values because 
although only a guitar and vocal are featured at the beginning, the music does not 
feel as though it is missing anything due to Ed Sheeran’s palm muting of the guitar 
on the bass strings – this fills out a wide frequency range. The vocals are very 
percussive which could be to compensate for the lack of drums in the first verse and 
chorus but serves to put an angry inflection on the vocal line. When the kick drum 
enters (1:18), it is on every beat of the bar, this really drives the music forwards and 
helps to highlight the fast tempo. It is quite clear at which points the music reaches 
an emotional climax as the previously palm-muted guitar chords begin to open up 
(0:46) mirroring the meaning of the lyrics. As a loop pedal plays a large part in Ed 
Sheeran’s live shows, the song uses a lot of ideas looped and layered over each 
other had obviously been taken into consideration by the production team. 
 
Rhythm, Metre and Tempo: One of the reasons this song feels more aggressive 
than sad is the very fast tempo. The tempo is 140bpm which is the speed of a highly 
raised heartbeat. This raises the heartbeat of the listener making them feel more 
agitated mimicking the way in which one’s body reacts to anger, reflecting the 
emotions that the lyrics are expressing. Rhythm plays a huge factor in the feel of the 
song, and whilst the time signature is common time and there is no syncopation, 
there is an accent on the offbeat halfway through the bar as well as on beat one and 
beat four. This unusual pattern used adds both colour and tension to the music 
making it sound unsettled. 
 
Suggestions: Although, undoubtably this is a masterpiece, if I were to pass 
comment, what would strike me is that there could have been more use of the 
backing vocals. The darker undertones of the vocals of the very accomplished 
musician William Hicks bring a more serious feel to the song, but only appear during 
the outro. This can come as a bit of a surprise to the listener has become 
accustomed to only Ed Sheeran’s voice at this point in the song. If used throughout, I 
think the sudden change to the lower voice would be a slightly smoother transition.  
 
Conclusion: I think that this song was very important to put on the album as it 
shows a raw vulnerability to the musician and has the ability to emotionally connect 
with a large and varied audience. Musically, the song is extremely clever and has 
been executed masterfully by both the production team and performers. 


