


KEEP YOURSELF ALIVE

Words and Music by Brian May

Figure 1—Intro, Verse, and Chorus

This Brian May composition, released in Summer 1973, was Queen’s first single.
It was also a standout track from their debut album, Queen. In this spirited rocker, Brian
immediately establishes a driving post-Zep mood, a cappella, by means of a low-register,
single-note gallop figure on F—made raspier by the scratchy sound of his serrated-edge
English sixpence pick. He colors the figure with his unmistakable Vox AC-30 distortion
tone, heavy palm muting, and swirling phased signal processing. (That’s real tape phas-
ing you hear on the track. According to Brian, the tape was taken off the sync head, put
through a couple of delays, and then returned to the playback head.)

After four measures, the rhythm figure is moved from F to A, and at that point, a
two-guitar texture is heard. Gtr. 1 continues the galloping rhythm, now in octaves, while
Gtr. 2 begins doubling the figure l0osely and then introduces a bluesy bent-dyad riff. Here,
Brian applies the same two-string bending approach favored by T-Bone Walker, popular-
ized by Chuck Berry, and seized by practically every rock guitarist since.

The verse (0:36) finds Brian again resorting to a palm-muted gallop figure on the
low strings, punctuated by power chords. Note the unusual chord progression in this sec-
tion. The F, Bb, and C chords in the first five measures are normal |, IV, and V chords in
F, but Brian gives us a harmonic surprise in measures 19 and 20 when he abruptly moves
through Db and Ab (borrowed from the parallel minor, F minor). It is this sort of sophisti-
cated and unexpected movement in a rock composition that distinguishes many a note-
worthy Queen song and is a halimark of their unique style.

The chorus (1:04) provides another harmonic surprise. This time the tune modu-
lates to the key of D major for its catchy main theme. Note that Brian cleverly begins to
weave in his signature guitar orchestration with a tasty A7 arpeggio line (Fill 1, Gtr. 3) to
lead into the section. Another Queen trademark is found in measure 25, where Brian (Gtr.
1) plays a descending, low-register counterline that complements the upper melody
played by Gtr. 2 in the arrangement. This creates an orchestral, melodic sound that effec-
tively contrasts the more predictable and common power-chord texture heard just previ-
ously. Clearly, Brian was thinking and recording orchestrally as far back as their first
record.
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Figure 2—Guitar Solo and Chorus

“Keep Yourself Alive” introduced the world to the singular multi-guitar layering tal-
ents of Brian May. May’s take on overdubbing and arranging guitar voices was distinct
from that of his predecessors. Compared with Jimmy Page’s strategies, which resulted in
a guitar army, Brian’s produced a complex web of sounds which were more akin to a gui-
tar choir or a guitar orchestra. This solo is a case in point.

Brian begins at 2:30 with Gtrs. 2, 5, and 6 as an ensemble group. With these three
guitars he develops a triadic texture that effectively balances parallel harmony with coun-
terpoint. Notice the different types of motion, both rhythmic and melodic. Especially note-
worthy is measure 3, where Gtrs. 5 and 6 move in contrary melodic motion, while Gtr. 2
seems to have a separate melody that still manages to harmonize with the lower guitars
at crucial points in the line. (Notice that Gtr. 2 generally has lead-type independence

13



though it is definitely part of the three-part harmony.) In measure 4, a second battery of
guitars, Gtrs. 3 and 4, creates a counterpoint figure in two-part harmony that is main-
tained throughout the rest of the solo. This duet is voiced in thirds. Beneath ali of this,
Gtr. 1 plays heavy power chords in accompaniment.

Brian’s tone is unique and immediately recognizable in these sections. He used
a custom preamp, built by bassist John Deacon, plus his signature Vox AC-30 for the
harmony guitar passages.

The ensuing chorus (2:44) contains a definitive Brian May parallel-harmony fig-
ure. Played by three guitars in measures 19 and 20, it is a climbing melody voiced in first
inversion triads. Check out the combination of diatonic and chromatic melody in this dra-
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Doing Alright

Queen
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Words & Music by Brian May / Tim Staffel
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Words & Music by Freddie Mercury
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Modern Times Rock 'n” Roll
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Son and Daughter

Queen
Queen
Words & Music by Brian May
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Queen

Queen

Words & Music by Freddie Mercury
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