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Music Examples

2.1 Melodic pattern of opening eight bars of David Bowie: ‘Life on Mars?’ (Bowie)

2.2a Prominent rhythm during instrumental section of the Rolling Stones: ‘It’s all over now’

2.2b Extended upbeat to the Beatles: ‘Drive my car’

2.3 Hook rhythm to the Who: ‘Substitute’ (Townshend)

2.4 Sixteen bars grouped as four 4-bar units

2.5 Hypermetric organisation of the verse of the Kinks: ‘Waterloo sunset’ (Davies)
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2.6b Vocal rhythm to bars 5–6 of the verse of Bill Haley: ‘Rock around the clock’ (DeKnight/Freeman)
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2.8 Vocal rhythm to the opening of Fats Domino: ‘Blueberry hill’ (Lewis/Stock/Rose)

2.9 Typical vocal rhythm from Elvis Presley: ‘Heartbreak hotel’ (Axton/Durden/Presley)

2.10 Compressed contour analysis of the melody of Howlin’ Wolf: ‘Somebody walkin’ in my house’ (Burnett)

2.11 Melodic reduction of Cliff Richard: ‘Move it’ (Samwell)

2.12 Melodic reduction of the Icicle Works: ‘Don’t let it rain on my parade’ (McNabb)

2.13 Dominant seventh on C with potential resolutions

2.14 Lydian mode – scale and triads based on C

2.15 ‘Classical’ rock rhythm according to Finkelstein (1979)

2.16 Open position guitar chords

2.17 Guitar chord of (sounding) E with capo on the second fret

3.1 ‘Take good care of my baby’ (Goffin/King) – melodic line as sung by the Beatles & Bobby Vee

3.2 Change-over to instrumental interlude in Cream: ‘Deserted cities of the heart’

3.3 Harmonic/melodic structure organising Pink Floyd: ‘Bike’ (Barrett) and Cream: ‘Passing the time’ (Baker/Taylor)

3.4 Metric change in Cream: ‘Spoonful’

3.5 Opening of Led Zeppelin: ‘Kashmir’ (Bonham/Page/Plant)

3.6a Stray: ‘Taking all the good things’, guitar, verse

3.6b Stray: ‘Taking all the good things’, kit, ‘hard rock pattern’

3.6c Stray: ‘Taking all the good things’, guitar second riff

3.7 Stray: ‘Georgia’, harmonic framework of the verse

3.8a Gravy Train: ‘Starbright starlight’, riff

3.8b Gravy Train: ‘Starbright starlight’, refrain reduction

3.9 Spooky Tooth: ‘Waitin’ for the wind’, reduction of verse harmonic material

3.10a Toe Fat: ‘That’s my love for you’, opening dual guitar riff

3.10b Toe Fat: ‘That’s my love for you’, sketch of verse

3.11 Steeleye Span: ‘Female drummer’, bass riff

3.12 Steeleye Span: ‘Skewball’, guitar riff

3.13 Steeleye Span: ‘One misty moisty morning’, bridge riff

3.14 Quiver: ‘Dorset’, chorus bass line

3.15a Man: ‘Angel easy’, metric shift

3.15b Man: ‘Angel easy’, chromatic transition

4.1 Tihai at the beginning of the last solo on Derek and the Dominos: ‘I looked away’ (Clapton/Whitlock)

4.2a–d Guitar box positions

4.3 Falling basses from the Beatles’: Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (Lennon/McCartney)

4.4 Harmonic movement of King Crimson: ‘Larks’ tongues in aspic (part II)’ (Fripp)

4.5 Metric reinterpretation in Jethro Tull: ‘Alive and well and living in’ (Anderson)

4.6 Constant metric shifts in Jethro Tull: ‘Cold wind to Valhalla’ (Anderson)

4.7 Vocal rhythm of third verse of Jethro Tull: ‘Songs from the wood’ (Anderson)

4.8 Jethro Tull: ‘Aqualung’, main guitar riff (Anderson/Anderson)

5.1 Rhythmic profiles in Be-Bop Deluxe: ‘Fair exchange’

5.2 Riff of Sex Pistols: ‘Holidays in the sun’ (Rotten/Vicious/Cook/Jones)

5.3 Comparative articulations in Dave Clark Five and Rezillos: ‘Glad all over’ (Clark/Smith)

5.4 Regular drumming pattern becoming ‘backward shuffle’ pattern

5.5 Common syncopations for the Gang of Four

5.6 Bass rhythm to Madness: ‘Sunday morning’

5.7 Harmonic roots in Madness: ‘March of the gherkins’ (Barson/Thompson/Barson)

5.8 Harmonic roots in Madness: ‘The blue-skinned beast’ (Thompson)

5.9 Harmonic roots in Madness: ‘Shadow of fear’ (Barson/McPherson)

5.10a–c Melodic hooks to: (a) Cliff Richard: ‘In the country’ (Marvin/Welch/Benett/Rostill), (b) the Cuff Links: ‘Tracy’ (Vance/Pokriss), (c) the Jam: ‘David Watts’ (Davies)
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5.13 Opening bass/synth phrase in Talk Talk: ‘Call in the night boys’

5.14 Outline of kit pattern to Asia: ‘Sole survivor’ (Wetton/Downes)

5.15 Riff to Metallica: ‘The frayed ends of sanity’ (Hetfield/Ulrich)

5.16 Normative phrase ending syncopation on Black Sabbath: ‘Paranoid’

5.17 Harmonic outline to Human League: ‘Seconds’ (Callis/Oakey/Wright)

5.18 Melody and bass contours to Big Country: ‘Where the rose is sown’ (Adamson/Brzezicki/Watson/Butler)

5.19 Guitar hook to Big Country: ‘Steeltown’ (Adamson/Brzezicki/Watson/Butler)

5.20 Guitar hook to Big Country: ‘Flame of the west’ (Adamson/Brzezicki/Watson/Butler)

5.21 West African ‘time-line’

6.1 Melodic outline to (a) Ivy League: ‘Tossin’ and turnin’’ (Carter/Lewis/Ford) and (b) Cast: ‘Promised land’ (Power)

6.2a The Beatles: ‘Lady Madonna’ (verse) (Lennon/McCartney)

6.2b Oasis: ‘She’s electric’ (verse) (Gallagher)

6.3 Oasis: ‘She’s electric’ (opening of the chorus) (Gallagher)

6.4 Franz Ferdinand: ‘Take me out’ (kit pattern)

6.5 Kit pattern to Oysterband: ‘Hal-an-tow’

6.6 Loop in TesseracT: ‘Of reality’

6.7a Metalcore breakdown drum pattern

6.7b Metalcore drum riff pattern

6.8 Outline sequence of Flower Kings: ‘The truth will set you free’

6.9 Final sequence from Thieves’ Kitchen: ‘The long fianchetto’

6.10 Cycle of fifths in Flower Kings: ‘The truth will set you free’

6.11 Cycle of fifths in Yes: ‘Awaken’

6.12 Opening to Beardfish: ‘Without saying anything’

6.13 Opening to Procol Harum: ‘Nothing but the truth’

6.14 Flute/guitar line in Syzygy: ‘The morning song’

7.1 Basic groove to David Bowie: ‘Baby can dance’

7.2a Riff to Elvis Costello: ‘Secondary modern’ (Costello)

7.2b Riff to Marvin Gaye: ‘I heard it through the grapevine’ (Whitfield/Strong)

7.3a Simplified groove to Elvis Costello: ‘Love for tender’ (Costello)

7.3b Simplified groove to Supremes: ‘You can’t hurry love’ (Holland/Dozier/Holland)

7.3c Simplified groove to Phil Collins: ‘You can’t hurry love’ (Holland/Dozier/Holland)

7.4 Riff to Queen: ‘Stone cold crazy’

7.5 Pattern of stresses in Gentle Giant: ‘The river’ (Minnear/Shulman/Shulman/Shulman)

7.6a–b Guitar patterns: (a) boogie, (b) driving
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Preface to the Third Edition

Sometime in 2010, it must have been (I can never work out until too late whether it’s worth noting the date on which something happens), Ashgate contacted me to ask whether I was interested in bringing out a third edition of this book. Remembering the effort I had put into entirely rewriting the second edition, my first impulse was politely to decline. However, the more I thought about it, the more I felt that it might be worth taking the opportunity to correct still more of the lacunae that had littered that first attempt more than twenty years ago, and so began the process of putting together the edition you now have before you.

I still recall very clearly a comment Richard Middleton made to me on that initial publication (at the time I was a very green young academic, who had only just finished his doctorate in a markedly different music-stylistic field, and had no substantial publications at all), that I should expect the book to have a ‘limited life’ (I think that was his wording). At the time I completely agreed – things outlive their usefulness, after all. I think it is only because I am aware of the impact my attempts have had on a varied number of readers, that I think there are still more readers who can find the book useful, that I have agreed to work on this edition.

This edition differs markedly in one respect from the second edition, in that I have intervened little in what I wrote then. I no longer have the time (or probably the energy) to completely rewrite the text (as I had done in that second edition), and thus the text of the second edition stands firm, with the occasional emendation in respect of the time at which it was written. What is new in this edition is a revised structure, three large, and some small, blocks of new material (on both of which see below) and some updated references where these are key.

I’ve recently re-read the second edition again. Occasionally I squirm, of course, but for the most part there isn’t anything I would want to remove. Mark Spicer has made a very important (and largely valid) point about my coining of the term ‘synthesiser rock’ as opposed to the more usual ‘synthpop’, and in the process has questioned the distinction between ‘pop’ and ‘rock’, one he claims not to be able to hear (I return to this point in Chapter 2). Indeed, in my first published paper, I problematised one specific area of plausible distinction between the two, that of use of harmony. In previous editions of this book, I have maintained that, as a style label, rock is not susceptible to unambiguous definition of its characteristics, a position I maintain, although I now realise the reason for this is a general cultural misconception of the way conceptual categories actually operate, to which I also was party at the time. However, this does not mean that I accept that there is a lack of distinction between ‘pop’ and ‘rock’ – were that the case, how did two different terms arise among the same general audience? There is clearly something that users of these terms want(ed) to specify by their use (whether it is a difference of style, of object, of type of experience, or type of meaning), even if that something is highly resistant to capture.

So, where might we find this difference? A starting-point is made by consideration of sound. Rock has a tendency to promote the electric guitar as a potentially soloistic instrument, a resource it inherited from the urban blues. Indeed, the mode of categorisation George Lakoff claims operates in everyday discourse argues that certain exemplars act as prototypes of a category, while others may be more marginal. In this way of thinking, a dominant electric guitar, played in a certain sort(s) of way, is protoypical of the category ‘rock’. But played in what sort(s) of way? This is harder to get at, but it seems to me that rock, in all its guises hithertofore, has been concerned at some level with the social relationship between individuality and communality in such a way not that the former is privileged over the latter, but that a mass, undifferentiated, communality is always implicity rejected. I say ‘implicitly’ because the aura of rock is, of course, illusory; even in the age of individuated marketing, rock is dependent on the mass structures of the music industry (and perhaps even more so as it appeared to become co-opted through the past couple of decades, prior to the advent of direct marketing enabled by websites like bandcamp). This is not to claim that there isn’t a rock way of playing drum kit, or Hammond organ, for example, but I think that way takes as its model a way of playing the guitar.

My own way of thinking about this is to work with what I call an outsider/outrider mentality which is exhibited by, for instance, Jimi Hendrix and Steppen-wolf (most overtly), Slade and Queen, Happy Mondays and Jarvis Cocker, Arctic Monkeys and the Feeling, Black Sabbath and the Answer. However much the style has become co-opted, rock desires to see itself as occupying that liminal space between inside and outside, both inside looking out (at whatever may encroach) and outside looking in (at the comfortable hearth). The relationship between style and persona is slippery, such that I would not claim that all the work by these musicians falls into the ‘rock’ category, but that it represents a stylistic position into which they and their fellow musicians can, and have, slipped. But this is to go beyond merely aspects of style. In my essay on rock in The Routledge Companion to Philosophy and Music – a sign of rock being taken seriously within the larger academy if ever there was one – I argue that the term ‘rock’ can be more confidently defined, or at the very least engaged with, through the consideration of four related terms. The first, style, explicitly concerns sound-structures. Genre, a term often conflated with ‘style’, refers to the workings of individuals and institutional networks in making sound-structures available to listeners, as well as the individuals (listeners, professional critics, etc.) who become involved with these sounds. The outrider/outsider mentality I mention above is, then, a conception of practice as well as style tendencies. This term describes the behaviours and stances of rock musicians and the roles (including those in relation to authorship, recording and performance) they play. Finally, ‘rock’ is also used to describe a collection of individual items – a repertory.

So, to the revised structure and blocks of new material. The second edition’s five chapters have grown to this edition’s seven. The Introduction and Chapter 1 remain largely as in previous editions. Chapter 2 has been augmented by discussion of some of the more significant developments in the application of music theory to rock, emanating almost entirely from the new century. These alone indicate how important a musicological field rock music scholarship has become and, to the extent that there remain unanswered questions over and above the style’s historical growth, there is no obvious reason why this situation should change some time soon. While I do not believe any of these new findings invalidate the theoretic position I took so long ago, it certainly means that position can be far more finely nuanced now. I have not sought to update my theoretic stance in any detail, since I have elsewhere undertaken precisely that task, in my recent Song Means. Indeed, one impetus for that latter book was my realisation that the theoretic offering in Rock: The Primary Text was too limited once one began to think about its application to other forms of popular music. Chapters 3 and 4 arise from a sundering of the large, central chapter of previous editions. Chapter 4 focuses on the first generation of progressive rock, while Chapter 3 now observes the origins of rock in the electric blues and covers some of the interesting early rock which did not lead in a progressive direction. Chapter 5, with some amendments, covers post-progressive developments much as earlier editions, while the new Chapter 6 begins with Britpop and then surveys, in less detail, some of the principle developments of the last couple of decades. The lower level of detail here is, in part, a result of the stability which rock’s stylistic attributes have by now acquired. The focus of discussion here becomes the involvement much recent rock has with the style’s past, although it could also be portrayed as the fragmentation in metal and the Britpop legacy post-2000. The final chapter covers issues of Meaning, as had that of previous editions, but is slightly expanded and reconceptualised.

The issue of (understanding) rock history was broached intermittently within the previous editions of this text. I argued that observing tendencies for stylistic reconciliation and regression undermines the popular view that rock advances in a linear fashion even if, in my over-concentration on prog, I tended towards presenting the opposite view. This idea sets up the style analysis of David Bowie and Elvis Costello, of Queen and Elton John, contained within Chapter 7 of this newly shaped text. I noted that punk, too, in its careful positing of itself within rock history, falsifies accounts that view rock as a series of clean breaks (see new Chapter 5). Sociologist Andy Bennett recognises the misunderstanding of punk as a rejection of all that came before as, ‘wholly illustrative of a historiographical trend in popular music studies that has tended to view popular music history as a series of revolutionary historical moments’. Crucially, Bennett understands that a careful consideration of sound leads to a relational view of rock history and, with this, the deflation of the (industry-generated) hype of ‘the new’. A charting of sonic behaviours reveals that:


	rock often stays the same;

	when rock does change, it also remains in some ways consistent with earlier practices;

	rock refers, sometimes deliberately invoking chains of signification, to prior stylistic utterances.





It is never wholly new and, equally, repeats are never entirely pure.

How history is apprehended informs how it is presented. Rather than outlining rock history as a succession of musicians, as written histories habitually do, I analyse styles, spotlighting musicians and recordings that serve as exemplars. This is one subtle point of distinction between my historicisation and that of John Covach and Andrew Flory (their expansive book is a rare instance of a musicologically-minded historical study). As well as local groupings of repertory by style and genre, their discussion advances through the procession of individual musicians and bands. And while their book aims to deepen the reader’s understanding of rock ‘as music’, contextual commentary (including discussions of genre and practice) equals (if not outweighs) style description (the limited level of analytical detail is, I suspect, a compromise made with a non-expert audience in mind). A second point of difference relates to perspective. In the introduction, Covach and Flory explicate their aim of providing ‘a fair and balanced account of rock history’. This might have been included to assure the non-expert reader, to satisfy an ideal of impartiality and rigour. But for the critically-minded, it will not suffice. There is never a perspectiveless position to work from, especially, as is often said, in the reporting of history. Their musical and experiential perspective is North American. Rock: The Primary Text does not constitute a complete historical account – I doubt such a thing is possible – but it does go some way toward demonstrating what a (separatist?) British style history might look like, taken from a British perspective. North American and British style equivalents can, of course, be identified, but so too can indigeneities. This new text updates and strengthens the British style history established in the first and second editions. Chapter 3 details some of the effervescent and exploratory (and largely critically ignored) British rock underground of the early 1970s, together with British folk rock and country rock. British indie forms and synthesiser rock are considered in Chapter 5, which includes new analyses of recordings by the Smiths, Slowdive, Inspiral Carpets, Flock of Seagulls, and Talk Talk.

I have been blessed with the opportunity of working with two colleagues on this edition of the text. Much of the new material has been developed by Remy Martin, whose incisive ear and performer’s insight I have found invaluable. Steven Gamble helped us out by contributing some of the material which has found its way into Chapter 6. To both of them I am exceedingly grateful. We have, however, decided not to apportion responsibility individually within the text, something which would have made it unnecessarily cumbersome. I have worked with Remy, and with Steve, for quite a while now, such that there are many convergences in the ways we think and write about music. The author of the text is, thus, still to be considered singular (we write as ‘I’, and are yet to come to fisticuffs).

Allan F. Moore
Earley
December 2017





Preface to the Second Edition

The original edition of this book appeared in 1993, as part of a series of texts looking at different aspects of British popular music. A great deal has happened within the academic community within the intervening years, even if not a great deal has changed within the music under discussion. It seems, however, a good time to bring out a revised version both in order to respond to developments within the discipline, an also to meet the demand from new readers. The focus of the book remains British rock although, because the book had three aims (firstly the establishment of analytic criteria for rock as a whole, secondly a historicised discussion of British rock), those passages focusing on methodology necessarily make reference to rock outside the UK. The third aim, to enable a critical reevaluation of progressive rock itself, has borne fruit in work by Macan, Stump, Covach, Spicer and others. Thus the title: it is perhaps worth clarifying that my ‘primary text’ was intended not in opposition to ‘secondary context’, but to ‘secondary text’.

The text of this edition has been thoroughly revised and new material has been added both to reflect my further work, and also to respond to further work undertaken by others. In particular, the discussion of texture in Chapter 4 has been extended, while new sections on melody (in Chapter 2), Britpop (in Chapter 4) and on authenticity and intertextuality (in Chapter 5) have been added. Although I cannot claim to have corrected, or even justified, all the points considered dubious by various reviewers of the first edition, it is my belief that the consideration given it my its many readers with whom I have had encounters has made this edition a better study.


Allan F. Moore
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A Note on Attributions

Throughout, my emphasis is on the heard text, the sounds themselves as listeners receive them. Therefore, I refer to songs as performed by certain people rather than as written by them, since the differences between different performances are material and must be acknowledged. This does not mean that I regard the act of writing, and songwriters, as inconsequential, but for the purposes of this book, citations of authors of songs would only confuse. Therefore, in referring to Martin Carthy’s ‘Palaces of gold’, for example (Introduction, note 4), I do not intend to denigrate Leon Rosselson, the song’s author, but in effect I refer to Martin Carthy’s singing of ‘Palaces of gold’. This should always be understood, throughout the book.




Introduction

The title of this book raises two fundamental questions: what is ‘rock’ and, with respect to studies of musical practices, what constitutes ‘the primary text’? The first of these questions is highly problematic, and I shall begin by refusing to offer a definition, in the belief that all readers will bring with them commonsense, and highly diverse understandings of what ‘rock’ is to them. The question will receive its first detailed treatment in subsequent paragraphs of the introduction. Let me deal initially with the second question. This book has been written in the conviction -that, within ‘rock’ criticism and commentary in general, insufficient attention is paid to what I call the ‘primary text’, i.e. that constituted by the sounds themselves, as opposed to commentaries on them, which I take to constitute the ‘secondary text.’1 In its principal concern with the primary text, this book’s emphasis differs from that of many other discussions of popular music. I do not believe that in-depth consideration of the primary text is necessarily the most important approach for every music, at every time of writing, but for rock, in the late 1990s, it remains necessary. Rock is now into its sixth decade (the term was first coined around 1967) and is still, at the detailed level, relatively unstudied.

This is not the first book on popular music to challenge established assumptions: Derek Scott’s The Singing Bourgeois argues that the ‘Victorian parlour song’, perceived as a distinct genre, does not exist, while Dave Harker’s Fakesong undertakes a similar task for the British ‘folk song’. Although it is not my primary intention to argue that the hallowed ‘rock’ is a similarly valueless term, it will be found that the range of applications and musics covered by it is sufficiently wide to caution against the belief in an ‘essence’ that separates rock from other sorts of music.

What does serve to separate rock from other sorts of music is a degree of consistency which can be found within its musical tendencies and practices. This consistency can most clearly be discussed by invoking the concept of ‘style’. This concept I have borrowed from conventional musicological discourse (its first significant application was that of Guido Adler writing in the early 1900s: see Bent 1987: 41–3). For some writers, such as LaRue (1970), ‘style’ has a high degree of conceptual autonomy. Others, such as Crocker (1987) see it as historically mediated, at least: my approach is closer to Crocker’s than LaRue’s. Writers have also applied the concept of ‘style’ to rock, and here there is some real confusion over its meaning: thus Fabbri (1982: 133), discussing music, describes as ‘genres’ what many musicologists would tend to term ‘styles’, including those of hard rock, progressive rock and jazz rock. For many cultural theorists and theorists of other media, categories of genre seem to have priority over those of style. Style for these writers is more generally associated with ways of playing, singing, writing, etc., i.e. the specific techniques employed by an individual or established group (what I have come to term ‘idiolect’) and through which their work can be recognised. ‘Genre’ is often elided with what musicologists might term ‘form’ (that is, the surface patterning of musical events), although the category tends to carry explicit connotations of audience expectation absent from the discussion of ‘style’. In discussion of music, I believe all three categories to be present and distinguishable, while it is through consideration of ‘style’ that we can most clearly approach ‘rock.’2 Stefani (1987: 14) offers a simple definition: ‘“Style” is a blend of technical features, a way of forming objects or events; but it is at the same time a trace in music of agents and processes and contexts of production.’ This fuller definition by Byrnside may be clearer:


The term style refers to various levels, from the very general to the very particular. For instance, on a very general level one can refer to a Western style of music (as opposed to a non-Western style), or to a Renaissance style (as opposed to, say, a baroque style) … On a more particular level one may speak of a dixieland jazz style, as distinct from jazz style in general. On a still more particular level one can deal with the style of a given composer [sic], or even a specific composition. On any level the term style usually involves a description of the technical elements of the music. But a more complete assessment of a style takes into account certain things in the music that are not readily illustrated, verbally or graphically – certain aspects of performance, for instance, that are associated with, but not notated [sic] in the music. A full assessment of a style also includes information and sometimes even speculation about the various relationships among the composer, the music, and its audience.

(Byrnside 1975: 159–60)





The notion of ‘one way of playing/writing’ being more similar to a second than to a third, implicit in both Byrnside’s and Stefani’s definitions, is important for at least two reasons. Not only do rock’s listeners concern themselves with such questions implicitly (by aligning themselves with, for example, ‘heavy metal’ but against ‘progressive rock’) but also serious analysis of any area is predicated upon the recognition of degrees of difference within it. Nonetheless, Philip Tagg has recently called attention to the essentialism often present in such terms as ‘black’, ‘white’, ‘Afro-America’ and ‘European’ when they refer to musics, questioning at how ‘deep’ a level supposed descriptions of style can be meaningful (Tagg 1989). Although Tagg is, it seems to me, right, this must not blind us to degrees of similarity between items of music. Thus, I shall take Byrnside’s model of style as a starting point here, noting that although there can be no static definition of a ‘rock’ style, there do seem to be ways of articulating musical sounds that are common to (rather than of the essence of) many of those songs which listeners call ‘rock’, and that within this there are further sets of stylistic practices which, although they differ musically, need not imply other differences in cultural practices. It is those common features which are found widely pertinent to a style’s practitioners which are basic to definitions of it. Genres, on the other hand, cut right across styles, such that there will be genres that intersect both rock and other styles of popular music. Any performance of an individual song will necessarily exemplify both. Thus, a list of genres relevant to rock styles might include the ‘uptempo dance number’, the ‘anthem’ and the ‘romantic ballad.’3 A more complete categorisation would surely want to differentiate, with this last example, between the positions taken by the singer (unrequited approaches, love lost, etc.). The distinction approximates to that between the ‘what’ of the meaning of the song (genre) and the ‘how’ it is articulated (style). In some cases, the link between a particular genre and a particular style has taken on a degree of autonomy, as in what is often called the ‘folk protest’ song.4 Throughout, my concern tends towards style, rather than genre. I shall also be concerned with how styles are musically constituted and shall argue that styles tend to operate relatively passively, whereby they are historically constituted through the practices of particular bands, which practices thereby set up discernible stylistic conventions. It is these conventions which contribute to the concrete form of the consistencies alluded to above.

I am now in a position to begin to suggest what ‘rock’ is considered to be. I shall first parade some tentative definitions offered in the literature. Clarke (1989), the nearest we have to a complete encyclopedia of popular music in western industrial society,5 suggests that rock was no more than rock’n’roll which had grown up, going on to assert that ‘the name of the music was shortened to “rock” c.’67 to differentiate it from the manufactured pop that had briefly subverted rock’n’roll’ (Clarke 1989: 996). In this short note we find a formulation of the biggest problem surrounding the term ‘rock’, that it was the antithesis of ‘pop’. Thus Street (1986: 5) chooses to discuss ‘rock’ in terms that distinguish it from ‘pop’, while Ward et al. (1987: 249) insist that ‘rock was more than just a musical development; it was a way of seeing the world, a way of life’, setting up the opposition of ‘authentic’ rock and ‘commercial’ pop, to which I shall return. Ryback (1990), in discussing the developments of the music in ‘Eastern Europe and the Soviet Union’ (developments with which I am not concerned here), uses the terms ‘rock’ and ‘rock’n’roll’ interchangeably, while Rees and Crampton (1989), although offering no definition, include chronologies of artists as diverse as Marvin Gaye, Tina Turner, Willie Nelson, Grandmaster Flash and Barbra Streisand, suggesting that ‘rock’ is almost synonymous with ‘popular music’.6 Rather than adopt a simple definition, a more constructive approach is to focus on stylistic practices, suggesting that listeners cognise distinctions between styles through recognising differences in the articulation of musical sounds, even though most listeners may be unable to explain those differences of articulation. Thus, rock styles tend to be distinct from ‘soul’ and its later offshoots (such as ‘funk’) in their treatments particularly of instrumentation, syncopation and the voice (although, as funk bandleader George Clinton observed: ‘Who says a funk band can’t play rock?’). Rock styles are distinct from rock’n’roll with reference to the same musical elements, although that latter music is a major progenitor. Rock styles are distinct from ‘disco’ and more recent ‘dance’ styles again in their treatment of syncopation (at least until the music of a band like James, and continuing through to the music of Leftfield or the Chemical Brothers), and also in their preferred media of transmission and venues.7 But, distinctions between rock and ‘pop’ styles are made not in terms of stylistic practice but in terms of the observations that rock (as opposed to ‘pop’) musicians apparently have control over both their material and their music’s production. Rock is therefore ideologically defended simply as ‘authentic’ rather than ‘commercial’. This is the greatest problem in defining ‘rock’, but I have reserved particular discussion of it until three sections, ‘Blues as pretext’ in Chapter 3, and ‘An intertextual perspective’ and ‘Authenticity’, both in Chapter 7, because my argument depends on the techniques for which I shall argue in Chapter 1, and begin to develop in Chapter 2.

Aside from these difficulties, we should note here that rock is both a recorded and a live music, although my focus will be on the former, since it is in that format that the majority of its listeners know the majority of it. It is also as indigenous to the UK as it is to the USA and, as Ryback (1990) has shown, it is by no means restricted to these two main centres. For reasons explored above, I restrict this study to historical developments in UK rock. There are material differences between UK and US rock, not only in terms of cultural practices, but in terms of stylistic factors too. I shall briefly raise these differences under the heading ‘An insular path’ in Chapter 4. The final thing to note here about rock is the very fact that it changes. Styles are brought to the fore through the prominence both of particular artists and associated cultural practices. Many will then recede and some will even seem to die. The industry that constructs the music develops new ways of operating. All of this means that we are always in the process of defining rock, and that no formulation I shall offer can be considered definitive.

Not only are there problems in defining ‘rock’, but similar problems arise in defining a type of music to which I shall have to refer, that (largely Central and Western European) music often called ‘classical music’, or ‘concert music’, or ‘art music’, or ‘cultivated music’ or ‘serious music’. That so many synonyms are used is an indication that there is no single music being referred to. Popular understanding frequently lumps together under a single heading the work of Bach, of Mozart, of Beethoven, or Wagner and a multitude of other composers, as if the stylistic and cultural practices of which they are a part are in some sense monolithic. Our contemporary practices (concert going, record buying, etc.) may make them appear so, but only through placing them in these, altogether new, contexts. I shall make reference to ‘classical’ and ‘concert’ and ‘art’ musics, but shall define the terms further if I intend to refer to the practices which brought the music about, leaving the terms alone if I refer to current practices.

Because my emphasis is on texts, it will be necessary for me to establish the grounds for conceptualising and considering such texts, which I shall largely do in Chapters 1 and 2. Thus, I shall have recourse to existing musicological concepts, although I shall further argue that wholesale application of a conventional academic musicology is both unwarranted and unhelpful. My argument here will take the form that, since the techniques of such a discipline were developed for the analysis of musical pieces from European ‘classical’ tradition, their application towards a music (rock) that involves very different assumptions and practices leads to unsupportable conclusions. Richard Middleton has recently suggested:


A musicologist of popular music … [is] drawn to the ‘cultivated’ side by his training, to the ‘popular’ side by his subject-matter. Rather than pulling to one side, with the traditional musicologists, or the other, with the ‘total critics’ of musicology, it will be better to look both ways, living out the tension.

(Middleton 1990: 123)





Although I would not claim to have succeeded in such a programme here, this has been my intention. While I neither require nor expect a reader to have prior musicological competence, a familiarity with some technical concepts may make some of my illustrations easier to follow. Notation examples are in all cases illustrative rather than central, and I have not therefore included notes on how to read notation: any standard introductory text (e.g. Karolyi 1965) performs this task simply. Although I shall take up the matter of competence in more detail in Chapter 7, I should say here that I recognise different types and degrees of competence. An inability to explain the syntactical details of a song (explanatory competence) does not entail an inability to understand those details (cognitive competence). I shall also cite what some psychological literature calls the ‘trained listener’. This refers specifically to a listener who has acquired a high degree of cognitive competence, but with reference to (some) examples of the European ‘classical’ tradition. This point it important, because I shall maintain that competence is style-dependent, and thus that the ‘trained listener’ is not in a privileged position with regard to understanding rock.

My emphasis on the listener I regard as central. We are not all performers, writers, producers, critics or agents in any of the other activities supported by rock, but we are all listeners. Nattiez (1990) codifies three levels of analysis with which one can be concerned: the immanent (what actually inheres in the music), the poietic (how that music appears from the vantage point of those producing it) and the esthesic (how that music appears from the vantage point of those receiving it), and it is the third on which I concentrate. As such, I deviate from most conventional musicological texts, which focus on the first two of Nattiez’ levels. The esthesic level is, however, a difficult matter, for it is simply impossible to find out from every listener what sense they make of their listening activity.8 Basic information can potentially be sought from within two sub-disciplines. Psychologists of music collect data from listeners (whether ‘trained’ or not) with respect to European ‘classical’ music or its models. Although I shall make use of its findings where relevant, these must be considered provisional until such workers choose to collect data more widely. Sociologists of music have a tendency to assume monolithic listening publics, perhaps a necessary device in order to enable the question of music’s reception to be addressed at all. Yet, as Grossberg (1985: 225) has noted: ‘[Rock’s] fans differ radically among themselves although they may listen to the same music. Different fans seem to use the music for very different purposes in very different ways.’ Thus, failing the detailed statistical exercises that are a necessary prerequisite to an adequate handling of how rock is used, I shall resort to a structure laying out possible ‘functions’ in the section of Chapter 1 on ‘Listening strategy, style and functions’. I shall also adopt those tools of conventional analytic musicology that are pertinent to this study, largely those relating to discussions of harmony, melody and rhythm, but I shall re-interpret them in the light of the practices of rock.

Although the techniques I use are musicological, that does not mean that I regard them as self-sufficient. I must acknowledge here my indebtedness to those other secondary texts that approach rock from differing angles (particularly Frith 1983, Chambers 1985, Street 1986), to which I intend this book to be complementary. Consideration not only of musicological, but also of historical, political and sociological approaches are necessary to acquire anything like a rounded picture of the music. The problem is that the importance of the sounds is too often ignored. I shall tend to downplay cultural formations because of the difficulties in determining the mechanism(s) by which social relationships and cultural practices are embodied in musical sounds, difficulties which are yet to be satisfactorily resolved. Although the sounds of rock cannot, ultimately, be divorced from their setting, they must be loosely separated in the interim, if the listening act is to receive adequate attention in any discussion of the cultural practices of rock.9

Much of the book explores what may loosely be called an ‘aesthetic’ position. Simon Frith (1983: 54–5) suggests that the aesthetic question (‘how does the text achieve its effects?’) is secondary to the interpretation of the text’s generalised social meaning: ‘Is it repressive or liberating? Corrupting or uplifting? Escapist or instructive?’ I remain unconvinced by the implicit essentialism here, and would suggest that what Frith cites as the aesthetic question is secondary to at least two others, which are ‘what precise effects can the text achieve?’ and, even more fundamentally, ‘what does the text consist of?’ Although it must be recognised that effects achieved for one listener may well not be perceived by another, there tends to be a range of effects that listeners are likely to find within a text. Gibson (1979) suggests that features of the environment afford a range of meanings to the perceiver, which is a useful concept because it throws the emphasis on the text rather than the perceiver,10 the text being by far the more accessible. Although, ultimately, I think we should be most interested in the perception of a text, feasible responses, centred on that text, must first be explored, and it is in this area that my work moves.

Any writing on music that attempts to be more than superficial does depend on prior familiarity with the music under discussion. Owing to the introduction of compact disc technology, and the policy of many record companies to re-issue old discs in this format, access to much of the rock that was unavailable a few years ago is now possible, and not only in the countries in which that music originated. Although the thrust of my arguments throughout does not require access to any music, following up my detailed points does require some such access. In the UK, this is facilitated by the presence in many local libraries of compact disc and cassette tape stocks. My examples are many and varied. One important reason for this comes from my attempt to subvert the growth of an accepted ‘canon’ of popular music (which already accepts the Beatles, ‘punk’ and Bob Dylan, at the very least). The study of European ‘classical’ music has been greatly hampered by an over-profusion of studies of ‘the great composers’ at the expense of those whose music is considered self-evidently to be of lesser value. Popular music studies must not be allowed to fall into the same trap.

So, the title of this book encapsulates both my subject matter and my approach to it. The argument it supports is diverse, and so I summarise its main elements here. Simple definitions of ‘rock’ are problematic, as I have shown. We can, however, evolve an understanding of what ‘rock’ is, in musical terms, by treating it as structured by a multiply-evolving but coherent set of rules and practices. In order to elucidate these, Chapter 1 argues for the development of a musicology particular to rock, which may share aspects of established musicology, but which acknowledges that rock differs in its purposes, publics and aims. The primary elements of such a musicology are then laid out in Chapter 2, chiefly exemplified by the beat and rhythm ‘n’ blues styles of the early 1960s, while further aspects are held back until later. Like all musics, the rules of rock are culturally constructed. Meaning, feeling, expression and the like are always mediated. This leads me to critiques of rock myths of authenticity and unmediated expression. These are centred on the ideological appropriation of the ethos and techniques of the ‘blues’ in Chapter 3, and extend to discussions of a range of more recent rock styles in Chapters 5 and 6. The crucial role nonetheless played by authenticity in the reception of rock is considered at more length in Chapter 7. Rock’s mediated meanings also lead me, in Chapter 4, to a critical rehabilitation of ‘progressive rock’ (which is often attacked as too constructed), through consideration of the sources of the styles which constitute it, and related issues such as the practices of improvisation. The internal consistencies of rock’s rules and practices enable rock history to be explained in a relatively immanent way, and ‘progressive’ rock occupies a pivotal position in such an explanation. The concept of style is crucial to an understanding of these rules and practices, since it is in this context that their consistencies are most clearly exhibited. This will be demonstrated throughout Chapters 2 to 6. It is, moreover, the main mechanism of musical meaning. This issue forms the focus of Chapter 7 where I shall problematise other mechanisms, notably the concept of homologies and the semiotic interpretation of individual songs. I shall propose an alternative way of proceeding with the latter. Other meanings exist, and I do not deny the cultural and political power of much of rock, but my findings lead me to question the extent to which these meanings inhere in the music.

Notes

1 In this, I do not intend to privilege ‘text’ over ‘context’, as some of my original readers appear to have thought.

2 Since this was originally written, the confusion obtaining particularly between ‘style’ and ‘genre’ has become for me far more problematic, such that it requires treatment elsewhere. See my ‘Categorical Distinctions in Music-Discourse: Style and Genre’. The distinctions made in this introduction, while somewhat under-theorised, are nonetheless adequate for what follows.

3 To exemplify: the Beatles’ singing of ‘Twist and shout’, Elvis Costello’s singing of ‘Mystery dance’, Elton John’s singing of ‘Crocodile rock’ or Slade’s singing of ‘Get down and get with it’ (uptempo dance numbers); Jeff Beck’s ‘Hi-ho silver lining’, Rod Stewart’s ‘Sailing’, Sheila Walsh’s ‘Hope for the hopeless’, or the Edgar Broughton Band’s ‘Out demons out’ (anthems); the Beatles’ ‘And I love her’, Elvis Costello’s ‘Alison’, Elton John’s ‘Your song’, or Slade’s ‘Everyday’ (romantic ballads).

4 For example, Bob Dylan’s ‘The times they are a-changing’, Martin Carthy’s ‘Palaces of gold’ or Elvis Costello’s ‘Little palaces’.

5 This was true at the original time of writing.

6 Later editions have also followed this strategy.

7 The recent penchant for DJs like Norman Cook (FatBoy Slim) to play big concert venues may herald a change in this distinction.

8 Martin Stokes’ generous criticism of the first edition is exercised about this point, arguing as it does that texts “only exist in social situations of production and reception which are culturally defined and constrained.” (Stokes 1994: 121). It seems to me, however, that with a music as widely marketed and consumed as the music discussed in this book, the cultural constraints on its use are insufficiently limited to permit anything more than a cursory discussion of any more than a very narrow corpus. I still maintain that the time for such depth work is later within the process of discovery about what rock music is. There is no single community of listeners to observe.

9 This reductive technique, while unpalatable to some, is of the essence of the analytic process, in all fields of endeavour.

10 See especially Clarke (1999) and Clarke and Dibben (2000).


1
Issues in Theory

The opening sections of this chapter situate the activity of analytical musicology and explore its use to date in discussions of ‘rock’. The remainder of the chapter focuses on purported differences between ‘classical’ and ‘popular’ musics. ‘Classical’ in this sense refers to the musical tradition of Mozart and Beethoven, of Tchaikovsky, Stravinsky and Stockhausen, about whose products detailed musical theories have been constructed. ‘Popular’ here refers not only to ‘rock’, but in this discussion, it would be pedantic to insist on a separation of ‘rock’ from the more general ‘popular’. After discussing the generalised differences which are supposed to distinguish these musics, I argue that conventional bourgeois musicology (those ‘detailed musical theories’) cannot simply he applied to rock. It will be the task of Chapter 2 to begin the necessary re-formulation.


The musicological background

As a musicologist practising in twentieth-century music, but with many years’ experience and love of that music called ‘rock’, I find it as difficult as ever to understand the intransigence of the academic musical community in refusing to negotiate with what has recently been, according to Frith (1983: 137–50) and Wallis and Malm (1984: 74–85), the fastest growing industry in the world. Some initial reason1 for this may be sought in the fact that most musicologists still labour under a notion of music as ‘pure form, liberated from any object or from matter’ (Schelling, writing in the eighteenth century, quoted in Street 1989: 86). This notion encourages a belief that music is somehow autonomous with respect to the culture in which it appears, a belief that has become an intrinsic aspect of most analytic musicology. As a set of techniques for dealing with musical texts, analytic musicology (or music analysis) can be traced back as far as the fifteenth century, where it was used to supply tools for composition. It only began to assume its present form in the early nineteenth century (see Bent 1987: 32–6), when musicologists became particularly concerned with the canonical ‘masterpieces’ of the western tradition (which they largely situated in what are now Austria and Germany). Their programme was to discover what made these works ‘great’. In this century analytic musicology has come under the sway of positivism, such that it has argued that the ‘effects’ of music, because they are unquantifiable, are not worthy of consideration. Although the activity of analysing music has, thus, treated the music as autonomous, that activity itself is clearly an expression of its culture. As the historian of analysis Ian Bent observes:


Analysis is the means of answering directly the question ‘How does it work?’… [but] the analyst works with the preconceptions of his [sic] culture, age and personality. Thus the preoccupation which the 19th century had with the nature of ‘genius’ led to the phrasing of the initial question not as ‘how does it work?’ but as ‘What makes this great?’, and this has remained the initial question for some analytical traditions late in the 20th century.

(Bent 1987: 50)





The programme of Heinrich Schenker, the most notable of the early twentieth-century analysts, was designed to ‘prove’ that the music of Bach, Beethoven and Brahms was intrinsically better than the modernism of Stravinsky, Schoenberg et al. (see, for example, Schenker 1979). His methods remain paradigmatic. As will become plain, it is not this initial question (what makes this great?) that concerns me. Lucy Green, a writer who regards the wholesale assumption of autonomy as erroneous, nonetheless notes that styles of music are autonomous in the sense that their internal logic can be explored without reference to external matters (Green 1988: 82). This gives rise in the minds of musicologists to the belief that this internal logic somehow represents the essence of the music (an essence which is incommunicable), while extra-musical factors act to distract listeners from this and are thus dispensable (Green 1988: 100).2

Against this assumption of autonomy, sociologists in particular have argued that musical structures are entirely socially determined (e.g. Willis 1978), a position with which the musicologist John Shepherd seems to have some sympathy. He notes that music in Western societies has been considered autonomous because of the marginal position it occupies: he notes that ‘music is not seen as central to social processes’ (Shepherd 1991: 215), a belief that is far less common in other societies. The oppositional views adopted by musicologists and sociologists arise because, whereas musicologists have assumed that the ‘internal logic’ constitutes the entire meaning of music, sociologists have argued that the ‘social role’ of music constitutes its entire meaning. Neither position, I think, is useful to adopt. Although in explaining the internal logic of a style it is not always necessary to refer to external factors, a style cannot appear ex nihilo. To take a gross example, ‘rock’ could not have arisen in sixteenth-century Florence, for its style is in part constituted by the use to which it puts electronic technology (see Chapter 4, first section). It is necessary, therefore, to regard musical styles as partially autonomous, whereby internal and external features inform each other.




Analytical approaches

Fortunately, over the past thirty years, musicologists have begun to focus their attention on rock and its related musics. Although these writers have adopted a number of different approaches, they seek one of three goals.3 The first is to elucidate theoretical approaches pertinent to the music. This activity is best considered pre-analytical, since any analysis must he based on theoretical preconceptions, which too often remain implicit. Its most outstanding example is Middleton (1990). The remaining approaches are both strictly analytical. Of these, one aims to unearth the ‘meaning’ of individual songs, while the other aims to discover the characteristic features of particular styles. To the specialist reader, probably the most familiar of the texts taking either of these latter approaches is Wilfrid Mellers’ treatment of the Beatles (1973). It is also, perhaps, the most conventional, for Mellers writes from a position firmly within established musicology. He approaches the meaning of individual songs through examining music-theoretical constructs, particularly those of rhythm4 and mode/key, referring these back to the content of the songs’ lyrics. Speaking of the girl in ‘Norwegian Wood’, Mellers tells us that ‘her polished archness is satirised in an arching waltz tune wearily fey, yet mildly surprising because in the mixolydian mode. Here the flat seventh gives to the comedy an undercurrent of wistfulness’ (Mellers 1973: 59). Elsewhere, discussing Debussy’s opera Pelléas et Mélisande, Mellers suggests that Pelléas’ ‘life-enhancing qualities are associated with a characteristically eager, syncopated rhythm, and with the “sharp” key of E. But his music … never “gets anywhere” harmonically’ (Mellers 1968: 66). The terms of discussion are fundamentally the same: they support his general programme of ‘Starting from a … detailed description of what happens in musical terms, [and proceeding] to relate these musical events to their physiological and psychological consequences’ (Mellers 1980: vii).

Mellers clearly does not believe that ‘popular’ and ‘classical’ musics need to be discussed in different terms; he straightforwardly applies the same types of criteria to the music of both Lennon and McCartney, and Debussy, although he avoids making value judgements between these musics on the basis of those criteria. In so doing, he assumes that mode/key, lyrics and basic rhythmic pattern are the fundamental aspects of the Beatles’ music: they are what constitute the ‘musical events’. All other factors, including those others we are able to hear, have secondary, articulative functions.5 This assumption is taken over wholesale from the established musicological position relating to concert music (whether it is adequate to suggest that music is not an issue I can raise here). The music of Lennon and McCartney is also the subject a number of articles by Walter Everett (e.g. 1985, 1986, 1995), the first two of these among the first on rock to appear in musicological journals. That neither seems to have attracted comment may be taken to mean that the Beatles have joined some established musical canon, although what other music that canon may include is unclear. Everett undertakes analyses of ‘She’s leaving home’ ‘Strawberry fields forever’ and ‘Julia’, from the perspective of Schenkerian theory:6 I shall restrict my own comments to the first article. Schenkerian theory assumes (and undertakes to demonstrate) that any musical surface (foreground) is an elaboration of more middleground and background successions of sound-events. As such, it does not suggest that musical phenomena are in some way special: this theory of elaboration would correspond to established theories of generative linguistics, taking the spoken sentence as an elaboration of an underlying ‘deep’ structure: see Brown (1984: 117–20).7 A Schenkerian theorist interested in Cream’s ‘Sunshine of your love’ would demonstrate how the riff that underlies the first two-thirds of each stanza elaborates the chords of the blues progression that form its conceptual background. This is an unproblematic example, for there are direct correspondences between the notes of the blues chords and the notes of the riff, and between the I-IV-I succession (A minor – D minor – A minor) which begins the blues progression, and the transposition of the riff by the equivalent interval. In ‘She’s leaving home’, Everett argues that the surface (the notes we actually hear) and the background (which, at its deepest level, is simply a I-V-V-I progression) are rather divorced from each other. Indeed, he suggests that this background actually becomes lost as the song progresses, and uses this observation to suggest that the music itself thereby enhances the psychological conflict between the parents and daughter that is the subject of the lyrics. As a demonstration of the interdependence of music and text it is both interesting and persuasive. In practice, it is a sophisticated attempt to carry out the same task Mellers set himself, to understand the meaning of the song (both words and music) through the application of established music-theoretical methodology. It is hard to argue that ‘surface’ and ‘background’ are inappropriate concepts for popular musics, but it cannot be unquestioningly assumed that those procedures for generating a surface from a middleground that are normative in tonal concert music will necessarily apply to these musics. As I shall later argue, they must be considered different ‘languages’, especially with regard to harmonic succession and rhythmic profile. Again, Everett assumes that pitches and the order in which they occur (the subject of Schenkerian theory) constitute the events of this music, articulated as they are by instrumentation, timbre, studio techniques and other musical features.

The most thoroughgoing attempt at providing an analytical model for the study of popular music is probably that of Philip Tagg (1979), a summary of which is reported in Tagg (1982).8 Part of the value of his work lies in its concern both with the sounds themselves, and with their transmission and mediation. The music-analytic part of his theory is explicit and detailed in its concern with the encoding of meaning within harmony and melody, a topic which has long exercised music theorists, and to which I shall return in Chapter 5. Indeed, in this area his theory seems most reminiscent of that developed by Deryck Cooke (1959), who effectively offered a lexicon of melodic phrases and their range of associative meanings. Tagg (1982) analyses the Abba hit ‘Fernando’. Part of his argument hinges on the interval of the tritone (six semitones), which he describes as ‘a stereotype of longing’. Although this enables him to make a very powerful interpretation of the song, the link between ‘longing’ and the tritone is merely one hallowed by association. (I find the importance attached to such associative meanings unsatisfactory and shall return to the question in Chapter 7.) In the same article, we are offered a detailed ‘generative’ analysis of the opening of the signature tune to the 1970s TV show Kojak. This utilises not only the Schenkerian notions of foreground and background, but also the somewhat anti-Schenkerian theories of melodic implication adapted from Gestalt psychology by Meyer (especially 1956) and Narmour (1977, 1990, 1992). Tagg argues that much popular music relies on a melody-accompaniment dualism, and there is the implication in this work that an explication of the melody can largely stand for an explication of the entire musical fabric. Thus, other features of the sound-surface can effectively be ignored. As far as the music-analytic part of his theory is concerned, his aim is reminiscent of those of both Mellers and Everett.

A rather different approach was adopted in Richard Middleton’s early discussion of the relationship between the ‘blues’ and what was then just ‘pop music’ (Middleton 1972). Middleton’s implicit concern is with style, and with the adoption of stylistic features of what was understood as ‘the blues’, and of its cultural position, by white youth in the 1950s and 1960s. Aside from providing a useful investigation into the cultural role of the style, for both its black originators and its more socially advantaged white adopters, Middleton defines the blues stylistically with reference primarily to rhythmic profiles, but also to harmonic usage, melodic patterns and vocal tone. In its refusal to make reference to criteria adopted from concert music, his treatment of pop is illuminating, and his discussion of how effects are achieved is not limited to the melodic and harmonic aspects of the music:


In Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds … the visionary dream induced by the uninvolved, feelingless glare of the timbres (the brightness of hallucination), by the ostinato, the surrealist lyrics, the electronics and the vague, ‘timeless’ vocal tone is ‘awakened’ by a faster, simpler, more tonally obvious refrain, which each time it comes brings us back to ‘reality’.

(Middleton 1972: 233–4)





Although Hatch and Millward (1987) are also concerned to trace the stylistic development of blues into rock, they adopt an alternative approach in their ‘analytic history of pop music’ (to quote the book’s subtitle). They offer definitions of the blues in terms of harmonic structure and rhythmic contour, which (like Middleton 1972: 34) they insist distorts the musical object, but their music-analytic content focuses on the concept of ‘song families’. This derives from studies of so-called traditional song, wherein songs are considered to belong to the same family if their tunes share a putative common origin, or if one can be considered as derived from another by the ‘normal’ processes of transmission, both oral and written (see Bohlman 1988: 14–32). It is a concept far removed from those of conventional analytical musicology, which is interested in what makes individual pieces unique. Hatch and Millward’s emphasis is likewise on mode/key, harmonic patterns and melodic structure, although they do attempt to incorporate the particular performance characteristics that are always so hard to notate: slides, vocally toying with the beat, non-tempered pitching and the like. This is important because the object, for analytical musicology, tends to be visual (the score) rather than aural (the performance). Thus, anything resistant to notation usually gets marginalised.

Thus far, two broad approaches can be discerned. Mellers and Everett make use of tools from conventional analytical musicology in making interpretations of individual songs. Middleton and Hatch and Millward demonstrate that it is possible to make some analytical comment on popular music without wholesale recourse to criteria derived from concert music. Ronald Byrnside’s short essay on the formation of early rock’n’roll style (1975) further develops the discussion of rhythmic, rather than pitch, patterns, but to a different end. His aim is to define the style through certain exemplars, rather than to interpret those examples themselves. He provides justification for his approach through noting that ‘rhythm and blues was dance music’, where the accentual pattern he identifies in the music closely corresponds to the bodily movements made in dancing to it. Byrnside does not ignore other domains – indeed, he acknowledges the importance of the harmonic language and formal structure of the blues in the formation of rock’n’roll style – but his concentration on rhythmic patterns leads one to believe that he would have the listener hear this as the style’s defining element (as listeners may well do). Although this is hardly an approach one would find adopted by an analyst of concert music, it is possible to argue that other musical styles are equally rhythmically, rather than harmonically, determined. Reggae comes clearly to mind, as does the eighteenth-century classicism of Mozart and Haydn. The fact that such arguments are rarely proposed with reference to Western styles9 probably tells us more about writers on such music, and their traditions of enquiry, than about the styles themselves. Byrnside’s approach does have links with conventional musicology, for in his concentration on the formation of rock’n’roll style, he draws analogies with stylistic change in Western art music at the beginning of the seventeenth and twentieth centuries. These links are wholly absent in Gary Burns’s discussion of ‘hooks’ in popular music (Burns 1987).

Burns adopts an initial definition of a hook as ‘a musical or lyrical phrase that stands out and is easily remembered’ (Burns 1987: 1). His definition would seem to limit the ‘hook’ to the realm of melody, but he attempts to extend it to cover almost every conceivable realm, from rhythm, melody, harmony and lyrics through to improvisation, tempo, dynamics, effects, editing, mix etc. Although he actually argues that rhythm should be accorded priority, the implication in his analysis is that none of these domains is effectively prior, and that all can contribute independently. (It would be interesting to see the use of this typology pursued in practice.) Indeed, he defines his aim in terms of providing the basic elements for a musical analogue to the ‘close analysis’ of film criticism, in that he suggests the ‘hook’ to be the musical equivalent of the film ‘frame’, the ‘smallest unit that has meaning in itself and is recognisable as belonging to a specific whole’ (Burns 1987:17). Thought of in this way, his ‘hook’ is remarkably similar to the ‘chunk’,10 in terms of which, psychologists tell us, all perception seems to be organised. The article originating this notion was Miller (1956), and a great deal of work has been directed to it among researchers in the psychology of music. An explanation of its major use in this sphere appears in Lerdahl and Jackendoff (1985: 13–17), while Moore (1990) gives an overview of its use. The aim of Burns’ analysis may be interpreted as enabling possibly more sophisticated analyses of meaning than those mentioned above.

Although this brief survey of early work would tend to suggest that a variety of analytical approaches has been adopted by musicologists, their aims are really only twofold. Some are interested in individual songs, in which case the aim is to discover their meaning through the (adaption and) application of established musicological theories that treat the music as an established entity largely in isolation from its transmission, mediation and style (Tagg’s work clearly stands out against this trend). Others are interested in the style constituted by individual songs, in which case the interpretation of the meaning of those individual songs is of far less importance. The criteria adopted tend to assume that the musical entities under discussion are formed from domains of different levels of importance. Pitch (melody and harmony) or rhythm are considered prior; texture, timbre, sound manipulation etc. are secondary. Nowhere does this position, which derives directly from the theoretical position adopted towards concert music, seem to be argued. Even in more recent writing, the most important of which is surveyed in Chapter 2, the same approach dominates.




The aesthetic question

Because of the importance of rock to the leisure industry, with all that this entails, the majority of writers on it have not been musicologists. Aside from the mass of popular music journalism, we can find general histories of the styles of popular music (Ward et al. 1987) and histories of particular eras (Taylor 1987). We have myriad biographical studies, from those of individual artists (Sanders 1976), to those of individual record companies (Gillett 1975), to those of particular movements (Rimmer 1985). We have sociological overviews of the music’s institutions (Frith 1983), its cultural meanings (Hebdige 1985) and its lack of them (Reynolds 1990), its political content (Harker 1980), its record companies (Gillett 1983) and its history (Chambers 1985). We can also find interpretations of purpose (Turner 1988), personal histories (Cohn 1970), involved backgrounds to individual projects (Braun et al. 1970) and studies that attempt to incorporate almost every possible approach (Eisen 1969). To the musicologist interested in popular music, this wide range of writings is extremely valuable for, as Tagg states, ‘Studying popular music is an interdisciplinary matter. … The musicologist … can draw on sociological research to give his analysis proper perspective’ (Tagg 1982: 40). Yet the general lack of concern in such writing with the primary text, with the sounds themselves, cannot go unchallenged. I would concur with Middleton (1990: 115ff.), who argues for the value of giving ‘an independent account of what actually happens in the music’, for reasons that I hope are worth exploring.

At the outset of Simon Frith’s key work, in what seems to me a crucial passage, he states:


Most rock musicians lack formal training, and so do all rock commentators. They lack the vocabulary and techniques of musical analysis, and even the descriptive words that critics and fans do use – harmony, melody, riff, beat are only loosely understood and applied. I share this ignorance.

(Frith 1983: 13)





In the face of such professed ignorance, it would seem foolhardy to attempt to come to terms with the sounds themselves. As we shall see below, Frith does not consider this a particularly important exercise although he, at least, is aware of the intoxicating effect of the sounds of the music (Frith 1987, 1988a). To exemplify the problem, note that he suggests that ‘disco is a much richer musical genre than progressive rock’ (Frith 1987: 134), a statement he does not pursue. Paolo Prato appears to disagree: ‘Disco music can be viewed as a “senile disease” of rock and soul music’ (Prato 1985: 381); this is a view he does something to support. At the very least, we would need to know how ‘richness’ and ‘senility’ are musically constituted, unless they are simply rhetorical disguise for ‘like’ and ‘dislike’. The problem is that a commentary that does not have a sound theoretical under-pinning is liable to be of uncertain quality at best. Certainly no sociologist would attempt to explain, say, the role of the record companies in the changing business of popular music without having an acceptable framework of cultural theory on which to base it (Frith has recently offered such a theory; see Frith 1990: 104–14). Such an explanation (as opposed to a description) would be impossible. The sounds, however, are frequently considered not to merit such a framework.

This in turn makes it vital to distinguish between the text and its interpretation, between cognition and aesthetic value.11 The interpretative content of subsequent chapters, which follows on from textual description, is limited to the development of an acceptable framework for considering rock’s sounds, and to discussions of style. Frith, on the other hand, emphasises value, taking what Paul Willis cites as one extreme position, insisting ‘that the “value” of the music is totally socially given’ (Willis n.d.: 14). Frith considers value a function of use:


What makes a work of mass culture good or had? The problem is to decide the criteria of judgment. High art critics often write as if their terms of evaluation were purely aesthetic, but mass culture critics can’t escape the fact that the basses for cultural evaluation are always social: what is at issue is the effect of a cultural product. … The aesthetic question – how does the text achieve its effects? – is secondary.

(Frith 1983: 54–5)





It seems to me that our concern with the music includes, but does not begin from, the ways that it is used: in other words, the aesthetic question is primary, as I have suggested in the introduction. Our concern has to begin from the sounds, because until we cognise the sounds, until we have created an internal representation on the basis of their assimilation, we have no musical entity to care about, or to which to give value.12 Once it has been produced, nobody is in a position to exclusively determine how it is to be taken (the appropriation by racist skinhead culture of millenarian reggae is a prime example).13 This does not mean that the musical text may be considered to arise ex nihilo. It is produced by groups of musicians working in social contexts, but they are not my primary concern. I am far less interested in uncovering the circumstances that produced the music than I am in exploring how listeners may respond to it. As listeners, although we must recognise and exteriorise our grounds for cognising the text, this does not imply that we will all do it in the same way. How we do it will depend on the style to which we assign that text, and our competence within that style, a matter I shall pursue in Chapter 7. I therefore make no apology for my emphasis throughout being on the sounds themselves, nor for attempting to provide for any interpretation of them a theoretical underpinning that does not assume one particular established musicological theory to be congruent to the music at all points (and thus correct), merely because of apparent surface similarities between the melody, chords or rhythm used by Schumann (say) and the Beatles.14 I shall ‘draw on sociological research to give my analysis proper perspective’ (Tagg 1982: 40) but, for me, the aesthetic question has primacy.

In order to propose answers to this question, quite a large amount of technical discussion will prove necessary. I would encourage you, from whatever background you come, to persevere with the discussions of styles that interest you. It seems to me important to explore any human activity as fully as possible, from any angle that may hold promise, especially since, with this activity (listening to rock), so many pairs of ears are involved. Any thought about music must be predicated upon the perception of differences and degrees of difference, and I intend subsequent chapters to develop something of a ‘language’ to permit this to take place for rock. Ultimately, I doubt that the value of any music analysis can actually be argued – it can only be demonstrated – but I hope to demonstrate that the criteria I explicitly put forward are of more use than those adopted by musicologists considered above.




The pop-classical split

I shall consider many of the supposed distinctions between ‘popular’ and classical’ musics in detail later in this section. For now, let me focus just on the most blatant of these. Musicologists have tended to ignore popular musics through a misequation of complexity with profundity (see Blacking 1987: 1–27). Popular musics, with their apparently simplistic uses of the most banal harmonic and rhythmic material, have simply not been thought worthy of any effort. Excellent studies such as Dunsby and Whittall (1988), intended for the informed amateur, are thought to need no qualification as to the sort of music they are concerned with. The one area where musicologists have been unable to avoid the confrontation is in the use of electronics in music. Most of the standard texts on the development of electronic concert music include a chapter or so on rock, and their treatment can be poor and uncomprehending. For example, Peter Manning’s introduction to the area praises the dexterity of Rick Waterman [sic] of Yes, and Brian Eno in his album ‘Roxy Music (1972) [sic]’. His understanding of the electric guitar also seems suspect, resulting in some confusion between vibrato (frequency modulation) and tremolo (amplitude modulation):


Tremolo … found early favour. … Pitch vibrato could not be generated electronically except with extreme difficulty … the presence of frets on the finger-board restricted the performer’s ability to produce such an effect himself.

(Manning 1985: 202).





Manning is an acknowledged expert in the field of electronic avant-garde music, but no rock writer considering the importance to the classical style of, say, ‘Bathoven’15 could expect to be taken seriously. (I have found the best cursory survey of this type to be that in Griffiths 1979: 60–5.) Clearly, any attempt at evaluation has to be made against the background of a (stylistic) norm. The issue for any critic is one of choosing a valid norm. The cultural practices of rock not being those of most musicologists, such critics tend to use the norms of music familiar to them that hold the greatest surface similarity to that of writers like Paul McCartney, for instance, i.e. songs and other miniatures of late eighteenth- and nineteenth-century concert music. Where this concert music tradition can be shown to have a direct influence, such an approach is justified. But, the norms of this tradition leave untouched those very factors where rock can be at its most interesting (and complex and profound): timbre, texture, sound manipulation, performance practice etc. Thus, whatever criteria are proposed, they must relate explicitly to the music under discussion, rather than be imported unaltered from some distantly related tradition. (Much of my purpose in the ensuing chapters will be to try to map out certain normative aspects.) This point cannot be over-stressed. It explains many of the difficulties that have marked the inclusion of pop music in the school music curriculum, and also the misunderstandings of classical music perpetrated by pop educators.16 This brings me to explicit consideration of the supposed distinctions between ‘popular’ and ‘classical’ musics, or the ‘pop-classical split’, which, although less vehemently argued than it was ten or fifteen years ago, is still a matter of some import.

The historical basis of the demarcation between ‘popular’ and ‘classical’ musics in Europe is well attested and can be located in the decline of artistic patronage and the attendant rise of a bourgeois market in the late eighteenth century. (I am inclined to agree with Harker (1985), who argues that the third strand, the music of the so-called ‘folk’, was effectively a creation of the leisured audience.) The division is not as straightforward as it is sometimes made out to be. Richard Middleton (1990: 12–15) argues for three periods of momentous change in the relationship between the two musics, citing (with respect to Britain) the 1790s to 1840s, the 1980s to 1920s, and possibly the 1950s. After each period, the lines of demarcation have been redrawn. Thus, for example, in the second half of the previous century, composers such as Grieg and Brahms would produce music that often straddled the divide. In the early years of this century, classical composers were recognised as either more ‘serious’ (e.g. Schoenberg) or more ‘popular’ (e.g. Léhar). In recent years, partly owing to apparently declining audiences for classical musics, the split has become properly worthy of debate (see Tegen 1985).

Although those who have taken part in this debate have come from a variety of intellectual traditions, they seem to have taken up one of three basic positions. The first of these, to deny the split, and the second, to use it to argue the concomitant superiority of one or the other music, will be explored now. The third, to deny that the split enables judgements of comparative value to be made, will be approached below.

Many writers have denied the pop-classical split, frequently implying in the process that ‘good’ music is self-evident, no matter what the style. This is the approach adopted by those who have tended to argue that the Beatles were in a direct line of descent from the lieder composers of the nineteenth century, a position exemplified by Mellers and Everett (see above), who apply to rock techniques developed from, and for, classical styles. Graham Vulliamy (1975) has argued that this denial of the split is a result of the increasing legitimation gained by rock, as it has approached the status of a canonical music. With the work of the Beatles and, later, progressive rock groups, this came about both through their appeal to higher status social groups, and through the changing content of the music. Such musics are thus opposed to reggae, for example, which in its appeal to ethnic, religious and sub-cultural minorities (Rastafarians and skinheads) has never been burdened with the same charges. Vulliamy does not suggest that the rock musicians involved have consciously striven for this legitimation, although he does argue a parallel case for the ‘third stream’ jazz that arose in the 1950s. He further points out that the ‘legitimations of rock music which incorporate “high culture” terminology serve merely to reinforce the acceptance of a set of assumptions which have been shown to be highly questionable’ (Vulliamy 1975: 147).

A further legitimation has been sought by those apologists for classical music who have felt their position to be beleaguered, and who attempt to accommodate the ‘best’ rock into their canon on the basis of certain observed similarities with classical styles. They frequently seem to be involved in education (see Green 1988: 116–18). Middleton has argued that this position is unnecessarily simplistic, insisting that ‘there is no longer a basic division in the musical field between “pop” and “classics”. Instead the lines of contradiction cross all genres and practices’ (Middleton 1985b: 41; see also 1990: 248). Thus, the most generous formulation of this position holds that differences cannot be adequately accounted for along the lines of a simple ‘pop-classical’ split.

Both the remaining positions involve acceptance of a split, but disagree over its consequences: writers have argued the necessary superiority of both classical and popular styles. Arguments in favour of classical music ultimately depend either on its continued existence through historical time, or on its aesthetic autonomy (a concise summary of these is given by Vulliamy 1975: 133–4). The ideology of musical autonomy, which has held sway since the Enlightenment, has been discussed above. In this context, its most important assertion is that European ‘classical’ music is functionless: the music is therefore divorced from the more mundane concerns of living. Consequently, it somehow transcends these and is thus ‘superior’ to musics that are clearly functional. (Oddly, arguments proposing lack of functionality tend not to be levelled at the ‘classical’ musics of South-East Asia.) I shall argue below that this apparent lack of function is not actually the case.

Arguments in favour of popular musics are mostly of more recent origin, and tend to focus on the belief that classical music is elitist, both because it considers itself autonomous and because its ‘language’ needs to be learnt (unlike the ‘languages’ of ‘popular’ musics).
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