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Preface with Acknowledgments

Food, shelter, and sleep are necessary to maintain an existence, but relationships, sex, and the arts lie at the core of a meaningful life. Sex is naturally a central subject in the arts, particularly in popular music; a book covering shelter in all of its musical manifestations would be hard to imagine! Our purpose is to present a comprehensive introduction to the topics of sex and gender as central to pop/rock music. The theories behind these matters are drawn not only from present-day understandings, but because arguments have changed in both science and practice throughout the historical course of our repertoire, they will be sought from centuries’ worth of thought—even in cases where those judgments are now deemed obsolete), as appropriate to the songs under discussion. An almost bewildering array of subtopics confronts us when we approach the characteristics of sex (understood here as physiological and psychological identity), gender (masculine, feminine, trans, and other nonbinary characteristics), sexuality (sexual preference), and erotics, and indeed these have been redefined over the era of recorded music as often as consideration of them has aligned with major societal and cultural shifts in the Western world, shifts that are still very much ongoing.1



This book thus wrestles with many clashing and controversial stances. Through most of the period covered here, sex has typically been identified by genitalia at birth but is sometimes ambiguous then and certainly subject to different degrees of alteration through dress, hormonal treatment, and sex confirmation surgery later. Gender has typically followed sex as assigned at birth but is enculturated to varying degrees—perhaps based on some level of genetic propensity—to vary from person to person. Sexual orientation, or object desire, most often fixes on the sex opposite of that assigned at birth, but same-sex attraction is obviously common as well. Pathological considerations (incest, pedophilia, bestiality) are treated in rock music just as are more acceptable forms, although they are most heavily concentrated in the singular work of Frank Zappa. These areas are independently subject to a range of biological, cultural, and social influences and are potentially fluid over the course of a lifetime, to different degrees with different individuals, and accepted by different classes/races at different levels at different times. The pop music analyzed here will generally be approached as its contemporaneous practitioners and audiences would have understood its references to matters of sex and gender, with the understanding that today’s listeners will have a much broader and sometimes ironic context for interacting with it. Gender, for instance, is tacitly understood to be a binary matter in the voices and ears of nearly all originally involved in the music discussed here, but this does not keep us from a broader grasp today. For the most part, cultural shifts are reflected in music only after some time has passed, but conservative and radical strains have always existed side-by-side. Further, today’s preferences for studying the intersection of all of these matters (perhaps particularly involving questions of transgenderism and transsexuality) will not preclude us from first approaching the main topics and their subtopics in isolation.2
 Regarding the subject of controversy itself, this author has endeavored to communicate no moral stances as to artists’ biographies, no matter how egregious and—in some cases—criminal they may be.

This book traverses a progression of approaches: following the Introduction, the first three chapters—covering sex, gender, and sexuality in turn—address ideologies by investigating scholarship in a variety of disciplines, drawing from writings in physiology, psychology, sexology, sociology, gender studies, aesthetics, the parsing of poetic texts, linguistics, and music history, criticism, and analysis. Along the way, we will see how hundreds of pop/rock music examples reflect these ideas in their lyrics and in text-music relations. A few thumbnail sketches of particular songs will flesh out some ideas in more detail: phallic attack in Lou Christie’s “Lightnin’ Strikes,” Lacanian imagery in Lorraine Feather’s “The Girl with the Lazy Eye,” the shame of taboo in Diana Ross and the Supremes, “Love Child,” and LGBTQ+ concerns in Conchita Wurst’s “Rise Like a Phoenix,” Frank Ocean’s “Self Control,” Rufus Wainwright’s “Perfect Man,” and Katell Keineg’s “Leonor.”

Chapter 4 represents a bit of a transition from the theoretical underpinnings of prior units to the deep-dive case study that is Chapter 5. In doing so, Chapter 4 will rely far less on prior scholarship in developing musical approaches to erotic factors including physical attraction (especially in Roberta Flack’s “The First Time Ever I Saw Your Face”), fantasy (Bob Seger’s “Night Moves”), romance (the Toys’ “A Lover’s Concerto”), lascivious ecstasy (“Etta James’s “Something’s Got a Hold on Me” and the Clovers’ “Love Potion No. 9”), and orgasm (the Mothers of Invention’s “Brown Shoes Don’t Make It,” Labelle’s “Lady Marmalade,” and Jane Siberry’s “Mimi on the Beach”). Patti Smith’s monumental track, “Land,” is then the subject of Chapter 5: the song’s eight subsections advance improvised concepts of fantasy that mingle with many matters of sex, gender, and sexuality undertaken in our preceding chapters, and will be engaged in some detail.

Four decades’ worth of research into pop/rock music has brought this author no closer to simple definitions of this/these musical style(s). The rock era began sometime in the 1940s, was recognized as rock ’n’ roll in the 1950s, and was distilled as rock in the 1960s. But other forms of pop music, including R&B, country, folk, prog, metal, punk, rap, and so on can often be inextricably linked to the rock core; edges marking different means of expression and audiences are substantially blurred, allowing for no easy distinctions. Therefore, we remain primarily interested in popular music of the rock era (that generally registering in Billboard’s pop, R&B/soul, C&W, and album charts), but will draw—particularly in the opening chapters—from any works of the recording age, recognizing blues, pop/jazz standards, and musical theater, nearly always from the Anglophone tradition. Music videos, album art, other visual representations; and artists’ biographies, interviews, and performing personae will be given attention in only the rarest instances (as they are commonly addressed elsewhere), our focus maintained as much as possible on the music itself.

We will not attempt to interpret the whole of our repertoire through a lens that seeks a neat linear evolution of trends and styles, which in the space we have could only result in unworthy overgeneralizations. We’re dealing with a complex tapestry of—again—both conservative and radical attitudes to our topics within competing styles and genres, let alone among coexisting and successive ones. Instead of attempting such a narrative, we provide an online Appendix comprising a detailed chronological throughline of sex, gender, and erotic emotions and behaviors as expressed in more than 3,000 examples culled from the dawn of recorded sound to today, favoring the repertoire of the rock era.

Decades of experience with highly musical university students at all levels have shown they typically have very little background in reading a poetic text, so as preparation for the book proper, we offer an Introduction to the interpretation of expression, metaphor, and irony. Conversely, we hope to reach an audience with little or no experience in the study of musical analysis. If some readers lack a desired foundation in the book’s music-analytic techniques that are normally covered in the first year or two of a college curriculum, they are urged to view the videos posted in support of my most recent book, What Goes On: The Beatles, Their Music, and Their Time, that cover basics of melody, harmony, rhythm, form, and arrangement.3
 Note that here, scale degrees are designated as ^1, and so on. On very rare occasions (notably, in two instances in Chapter 1), skills attained only in higher-level music study would yield full appreciation.

Finally, a trigger warning is in order. This book does not shy away from the language of its texts, even though social propriety still regards it necessary in many contexts to censor a number of the sex-related words contained therein, as they offend many. More problematic are words offensive to everyone, especially those denigrating classes of people, whether by sex or by race. Today’s classrooms in many disciplines do not permit the use of the N-word, in particular, even in the cold analysis of texts that employ it. This text, however, will occasionally quote such words, even though they will pain the reader. Apologies for this decision and its effects.


Acknowledgments. I am indebted to my editor, Leah Babb-Rosenfeld, who provided solid support throughout the creation of this book and especially nimble direction when the project took a major unexpected turn midway through. My partner, Lisa Everett, inspired me in late 2015 to choose Patti Smith as an object of study, a decision that kick-started the entire venture. My colleague Katie Kapurch was key in helping me define the book’s trajectory and offered expert and face-saving advice in her thorough readings of the Introduction and Chapters 1 and 5. The Center for Popular Music Studies at Case Western Reserve University, directed by Daniel Goldmark, awarded a Research Fellowship that allowed me to spend a week in July 2016, at the archives of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum to study early Smith documents that made Chapter 5 possible. In turn, Chapter 5 is an expansion of a paper presented to the “Women in the Creative Arts” conference in Canberra, Australia, in August 2017. Similarly, several of the book's analytical arguments were tested at the Euromac 10 conference in Moscow, in September 2021; I thank the organizers of, and participants in, those events for the opportunities to benefit from feedback on early ideas. Thanks to Ben Ayotte for his expert engraving of Figures 1.1 and 1.2. I am grateful to the University of Michigan for strong research support, including a semester’s leave from teaching responsibilities in 2021, and for allowing me to enjoy a thirty-three-year career with a home base of excellent students and colleagues, and an international discipline full of fantastic researchers, while on a path devoted to listening to, and talking about, music, for which life this book is the capstone.

Notes



	1 This tripartite division of sex, gender, and sexuality follows contemporary scholarship as noted in both Dess, Marecek, and Bell 2018 and Cameron and Kulik 2003, 1.

	2 The treatment of topics such as transsexuality and transgenderism, but also many other strands of sex-related inquiry, is seen as unhelpfully territorial if researched separately from colonialism, racism, classicism, ableism, feminism, and so on, by Deleuze and Guattari, as cited and elaborated upon in Lykke 2011, 211–14. See also Nagel 2003 and Manalansan 2006, 226–7. A somewhat contrary view is held in Serano 2016, 132. Warnings against anachronistic pitfalls in assigning identities of sex, gender, and sexuality across time periods are provided in Halberstam 2018, 25.

	3 These videos are found at http://youtu.be/3UvJvSJRMrA, http://youtu.be/lv1dHWLg_Rw, http://youtu.be/XY__57yCviI, http://youtu.be/yWaDafGaLoU, http://youtu.be/fuGQp_6oT8U, http://youtu.be/kdSv39J22HE, http://youtu.be/hzS5QpY8wkg, http://youtu.be/Fbq43W-Jndw, http://youtu.be/fCoc0bATJ_Q, and http://youtu.be/36j6CXO8QEM.









Introduction

Means of Expression and Reception in Poetic Texts

The manner in which sex-related themes are expressed is a marker of how a society sees itself. The breaking of taboos is usually a serious matter that involves the individual participant’s superego (“participant” standing in for composer, performer, and listener) and levels of censorship ranging from friendly to litigious on the part of recording teams and corporate ears, radio programmers, FCC guidelines, merchandisers, and the press. When musical output is heavily controlled, as it was through the first half of the twentieth century, sexual ideas emerge only in euphemism and metaphor, humor, and irony, whether intended or not. One interesting aspect about the rock age is that because its music spans an era of tremendous new sexual freedom and openness to new ways of considering gender and sexuality, its expressive nature changes throughout the period. In times when mores change more slowly, “metaphors of poetry become more and more abstract as a result of the law of novelty. [Over time,] metaphors are found further and further away from the object they are supposed to describe” (Høge-Olesen 2019, 125). In the face of relaxing mores, conversely, rock music directs and reflects loosening strictures, as when gradually abandoning such masking devices as the double entendre and stating ideas in frank language, Exhibit A being Liz Phair’s “Flower” (1994): “I want to be your blowjob queen.” Of course, what seemed progressive in the rock era can seem tame today, as Susan J. Douglas notes wryly,


Eamon’s classy 2004 hit record “Fuck It, I Don’t Want You Back,” with the immortal lyrics “Fuck what I said, it don’t mean shit now” and “Fuck you, you hoe.” Ditto for Shaggy’s “It Wasn’t Me” [2000], which urged her to “Picture this, we were both butt-naked banging on the bathroom floor.” Or there was 50 Cent bragging metaphorically, “I got the Magic Stick” [2003], which evoked Lil Kim’s somewhat less allegorical response, “I got the magic clit.” The Beatles’ “Why Don’t We Do It in the Road” [1968] suddenly seemed like an Osmond Brothers song.” (2010, 157)




This introduction will not be the place to track historical arcs of explicit lyrics, but we can investigate here the figures of speech that allow for sexual expression a bit further.


Metaphor and euphemism. Metaphor has always been a property of song.


Sumerian love songs [c 1500-2000 BC?] are no exception to this tendency. [In one example, the] proximity of her lover has filled Inanna with such passion that, as described by scholar Samuel Noah Kramer, “then and there she composes a song for her vulva in which she compares it to a horn, ‘the boat of heaven,’ to the new crescent moon, to fallow land, to a high field, to a hillock,” and ends by demanding “Who will plow it for me?” How does the royal visitor respond? “Oh Lordly Lady, the king will plow it for you, Dumuzi, the king, will plow it for you.” His ability matches his willingness. For as the hymn notes: “At the king’s lap stood the rising cedar.” (Gioia 2015, 16)



No one reads this literally. Metaphors are ways of suggesting inexactly—ambiguously or even obscurely—one thing in terms of another. In pop music, for instance, references to dance may often represent sex, and border crossings of various sorts may represent transgenderism.1
 The symbols may be employed euphemistically, to avoid taboos; they may also have artistic merit in motivating the listener to work toward an interpretation. Some terms are dead metaphors: designations such as “pussy” and “going all the way” originally masked their intentions but now require no translation. We encounter metaphors (and related speech acts such as simile and, less often, metonymy) for sexual ideas, and such ideas may in turn refer to more general qualities and relationships.

Especially when pop/rock music is approached as art, songs are open to varying interpretations, and these meanings can be idiosyncratic to each listener (perhaps even as a result of mishearing lyrics) or agreed upon in large numbers. After all, art reaches many different audiences, in the past, present, and future. Young, naïve listeners may initially accept all lyrics literally but find new allegorical or less precise symbolic meanings as they mature. The listener need not understand the music as intended by its creators—there are no rules—but parsing applies Occam’s razor to achieve the most satisfying and insightful comprehension possible of “hidden meaning.”2
 Carrying its own layers of signification, the music accompanying the lyrics may also work empathetically, indifferently, or ironically: tensions in tonal, rhythmic, textural, or formal relations hold metaphoric potential in suggesting sex-related imagery.3
 Table 0.1 presents a representative number of erotic metaphors and similes in pop/rock lyrics dating back to the beginnings of sound recording, reaching back a century to demonstrate the importance of early blues for our understanding of later popular song. Relationships between lyrics and accompanying music will be discussed throughout this book.

Table 0.1 Erotic Metaphor and Simile in Popular-Music Recordings





	
Thing Symbolized


	
Symbol


	
Example(s)





	
Lust


	
Heat, fire, burning


	
Georgia Gibbs, “Kiss of Fire” (1952); Martha & the Vandellas, “Heat Wave” (1963); Supremes, “Love Is Like an Itching in My Heart” (1966); Association, “Along Comes Mary” (1966); Doors, “Light My Fire” (1967); Shocking Blue, “Venus” (1969); Elvis Presley, “Burning Love” (1972); Ohio Players, “Fire” (1974); Quincy Jones, “Body Heat” (1974); Pointer Sisters, “Fire” (1978); Blue Öyster Cult, “Burnin’ for You” (1981); George Strait, “A Fire I Can’t Put Out” (1983); Madonna, “Burning Up” (1983); Bruce Springsteen, “I’m on Fire” (1984); Kenny Rogers, “Morning Desire” (1985); 2 Live Crew, “Me So Horny” (1989); Tina Turner, “Steamy Windows” (1989); Michael Jackson, “Give In to Me” (1991); PJ Harvey, “Rid of Me” (1993); The The, “Dogs of Lust” (1993); Aaliyah, “Hot Like Fire” (1996); Missy Elliott, “Dog in Heat” (2001); LL Cool J, “Control Myself” (2006); Rihanna, “Push Up on Me” (2007); Jonas Brothers, “Burnin’ Up” (2008); Kings of Leon, “Sex on Fire” (2008); Adele, “Rolling in the Deep” (2011); Madonna, “Girl Gone Wild” (2012); Coldplay, “True Love” (2014); Adele, “Send My Love (To Your New Lover)” (2015)





	
“


	
Magic, witchcraft, devilry


	
Ivory Joe Hunter, “I Almost Lost My Mind” (1950); Muddy Waters, “I’m Your Hoochie Cooche Man” (1954); Bo Diddley, “I’m a Man” (1955); Ricky Nelson, “Poor Little Fool” (1958); Clovers, “Love Potion Number Nine” (1959); Nina Simone, “I Put a Spell on You” (1965); Cream, “Strange Brew” (1967); Jimi Hendrix Experience, “Voodoo Chile” (1968); Bob Dylan, “Tonight I’ll Be Staying Here with You” (1969); Brian Hyland, “Gypsy Woman” (1970); Santana, “Black Magic Woman” (1970); Honey Cone, “Stick-Up” (1971); Don Gibson, “Woman (Sensuous Woman)” (1972); Eagles, “Witchy Woman” (1972); Heart, “Magic Man” (1976); Cliff Richard, “Devil Woman” (1976); Scorpions, “Virgin Killer” (1979); Johnny Gill, “Rub You the Right Way” (1990); Ween, “Voodoo Lady” (1994); Bon Jovi, “One Wild Night” (2000); Holly Near, “Infatuation” (2000); Carrie Underwood, “Cowboy Casanova” (2009)





	
“


	
Hunting


	
Marvelettes, “The Hunter Gets Captured by the Game” (1967); Duran Duran, “Hungry Like the Wolf” (1982); Tom Waits, “Just the Right Bullets” (1993); White Stripes, “Conquest” (2007); Ricky Martin, “Te Busco y Te Alcanzo” (2011); Maroon 5, “Animals” (2014)





	
“


	
Illness, fever, need for doctor


	
Little Willie John, “Fever” (1956); The Young Rascals, “Good Lovin’“ (1966); Bill Anderson, “I Get the Fever” (1966); Janis Joplin, “Woman Left Lonely” (1971); Gary Glitter, “Do You Wanna Touch Me?”; The Sylvers, “Boogie Fever” (1975); Tina Charles, “Dr. Love” (1976); Foreigner, “Hot Blooded” (1978); Little Feat, “Rock and Roll Doctor” (1981); Le Roux, “Addicted” (1982); Marvin Gaye, “Sexual Healing” (1982); Thompson Twins, “Doctor! Doctor!” (1984); Warrant, “Machine Gun” (1992); Jennifer Lopez, “Come Over” (2001); Santana, “Why Don’t You & I” (2003); Billie Eilish, “My Strange Addiction” (2019)





	
“


	
Madness


	
Michael Sembello, “Maniac” (1983); Rolling Stones, “Sex Drive” (1991); Ricky Martin, “Livin’ La Vida Loca” (1999); Enrique Iglesias, “Bailando” (2014)





	
“


	
(Interior) beast


	
Sam the Sham & the Pharaohs, “Lil’ Red Riding Hood” (1966); Isaac Hayes, “The Feeling Keeps on Coming” (1973); Ted Nugent, “Stranglehold” (1975); Hall & Oates, “Maneater” (1982); R. Kelly, “Snake” (2003)





	
“


	
Machine


	
Ethel Waters, “My Handy Man” (1928); Steppenwolf, “Born to Be Wild” (1968); Smokey Robinson, “Love Machine” (1975); Daddy Yankee, “Gasolina” (2004)





	
Gay orientation


	
Friend of Dorothy


	
John Lennon, “She’s a Friend of Dorothy” (1976)





	
“


	
Vampirism


	
Pet Shop Boys, “In Denial” (1999)





	
(Erect) penis


	
Snake


	
Victoria Spivey, “Black Snake Blues” (1926); John Lee Hooker, “Crawlin’ King Snake” (1949); Doors, “The End” (1967); Frank Zappa, “Baby Snakes” (1979); Bow Wow Wow, “Wild in the Country” (1982); PJ Harvey, “Snake” (1993); Nicki Minaj, “Anaconda” (2014)





	
“


	
Gun


	
Bo Carter, “Ram Rod Daddy” (1931); Bing Crosby & the Andrews Sisters, “Pistol Packin’ Mama” (1944); Frank Zappa, “Rudy Wants to Buy Yez a Drink” (1970); David Bowie, “Moonage Daydream” (1972); Queen, “Bohemian Rhapsody” (1975); Kiss, “Love Gun” (1977); Bruce Springsteen, “Real Man” (1992); Nine Inch Nails, “Big Man with a Gun” (1994); Jeff Buckley, “I Woke Up in a Strange Place” (2000)





	
“


	
Car


	
Jackie Brentston, “Rocket ‘88’” (1951); The Beatles, “Drive My Car” (1965); Queen, “I’m in Love with My Car” (1975); Scorpions, “Lovedrive” (1979); Prince, “Little Red Corvette” and “Lady Cab Driver” (1982)





	
“


	
Rocket


	
Kiss, “Rocket Ride” (1978); Knack, “Rocket o’ Love” (1991)





	
“


	
One-eyed cat


	
Joe Turner, “Shake, Rattle and Roll” (1954)





	
“


	
Peace pipe


	
Loretta Lynn, “Your Squaw Is on the Warpath” (1968)





	
“


	
Key


	
Jimi Hendrix Experience, “Red House” (1969); Melanie, “Brand New Key” (1971); Madonna, “Open Your Heart” (1986); R. Kelly, “Ignition” (2002)





	
“


	
(Floppy) disc


	
Prince, “Batdance” (1989)





	
“


	
Food: hot dog


	
Bessie Smith, “Need a Little Sugar in My Bowl” (1931); David Lee Roth, “Hot Dog and a Shake” (1988)





	
“


	
Food: banana


	
Bo Carter, “Banana in Your Fruit Basket” (1931); Pauline Daniels, “The Banana for My Pie” (1999)





	
“


	
Food: lollipop


	
Bessie Smith, “You’ve Got to Give Me Some” (1929); Millie Small, “My Boy Lollipop” (1964); Salt-n-Pepa, “Shoop” (1993); Tha Dogg Pound, “Big Pimpin’“ (1994)





	
“


	
Food: hard candy


	
George Formby, “With My Little Stick of Blackpool Rock” (1937); Bird & MacDonald, “Candy Wrapper” (1985)





	
“


	
Dentist’s drill


	
Dinah Washington, “Long John Blues” (1949)





	
“


	
Oil drill


	
Dorothy Ellis, “Drill Daddy Drill” (1952)





	
“


	
Lightning


	
Lou Christie, “Lightnin’ Strikes” (1965)





	
“


	
Bee’s stinger


	
Big Mama Thornton, “Bumble Bee” (1966); Carrie Underwood, “Good Girl” (2012)





	
“


	
Scorpion’s tail


	
Tori Amos, “Sweet the Sting” (2005)





	
“


	
Bone


	
“Wynonie Harris, “Come and Get Your Rib” (1952); Terry Jacks, “Put the Bone In” (1974); Juvenile, “Slow Motion” (2004); John Prine, “Egg & Daughter Nite, Lincoln Nebraska, 1967 (Crazy Bone)” (2018)





	
“


	
Trombone


	
Dinah Washington, “Big Long Slidin’ Thing” (1954)





	
“


	
Telephone to be plugged in


	
Meri Wilson, “Telephone Man” (1977); Rufus Wainwright, “Vibrate” (2003)





	
“


	
Telephone extension


	
Nick Lowe, “Switch Board Susan” (1979)





	
“


	
Love boat


	
Bell Biv Devoe, “B. B. D. (I Thought It Was Me)” (1990)





	
“


	
“Stiff upper lip”


	
AC/DC, “Stiff Upper Lip” (2000)





	
“


	
Arrow


	
Sean Paul, “(When You Gonna) Give It Up to Me” (2006)





	
“


	
“Disco stick”


	
Lady Gaga, “LoveGame” (2008)





	
“


	
Magic wand


	
OMI, “Cheerleader” (2015)





	
“


	
[Huge size]


	
Julia Lee, “King Size Papa” (1948); Bull Moose Jackson, “Big Ten-Inch Record” (1952)





	
Testicles


	
Two-dollar bill


	
Hank Williams, “Hey, Good Lookin’“ (1951)





	
Semen


	
Sugar (for tea)


	
Ma Rainey, “Bo-weavil Blues” (1923); Neil Patrick Harris, “Sugar Daddy” (2014)





	
“


	
Jelly


	
Tampa Red, “Don’t You Lie to Me” (1940)





	
“


	
Honey


	
Slim Harpo, “I’m a King Bee” (1957)





	
“


	
Lemon juice


	
Led Zeppelin, “The Lemon Song” (1969)





	
“


	
“A protein surprise”


	
Frank Zappa, “SEX” (1983)





	
“


	
Oil


	
Faster Pussycat, “Little Dove” (1989)





	
“


	
Rain


	
Beatles, “Please Please Me” (1963); Rihanna, “Umbrella” (2007)





	
“


	
Tears


	
Joni James, “Your Cheatin’ Heart” (1953); Rufus Wainwright, “Between My Legs” (2007)





	
“


	
Seeds


	
Tyler, The Creator, “Droppin’ Seeds” (2017)





	
Anus


	
“Chocolate starfish”


	
Limp Bizkit, “Hot Dog” (2000)





	
Breasts


	
“Big bazookas, big balloons,” etc.


	
Valeria Bader, “Boobies in the Eye of the Beholder” (2008)





	
Vulva


	
Door


	
Arthur Collins, “Hannah, Won’t You Open That Door?” (1904); Leroy Carr, “Papa Wants a Cookie” (1930); Big Mama Thornton, “Hound Dog” (1953); Gale Storm, “I Hear You Knocking” (1955); Jerry Lee Lewis, “It’ll Be Me” (1957); Sensations, “Let Me In” (1962); Bob Dylan, “Temporary Like Achilles” (1966); Grand Funk Railroad, “T.N.U.C.” (1969); Great White, “On Your Knees” (1984); Rod Stewart, “Love Touch” (1986); Lisa Fischer, “How Can I Ease the Pain” (1991); RuPaul, “House of Love” (1993); Steve Earle, “Hard-Core Troubadour” (1996); Melanie Chisholm, “Never Be the Same Again” (2000); Britney Spears, “Lonely” (2001); Queens of the Stone Age, “Little Sister” (2005)





	
“


	
Delta


	
Joe Cocker, “Delta Lady” (1970)





	
“


	
“Vertical smile”


	
Insane Clown Posse, “Bitches” (1999)





	
“


	
Black hole


	
R. Kelly, “Sex Planet” (2007)





	
“


	
Muffin


	
Aerosmith, “Walk This Way” (1976); Lady Gaga, “Poker Face” (2008)





	
Vagina


	
Treasure


	
Laura Nyro, “Map to the Treasure” (1970)





	
“


	
Food: jelly-roll 


	
Bessie Smith, “Nobody in Town Can Bake a Sweet Jelly Roll Like Mine” (1923)





	
“


	
Food: cabbage


	
Maggie Jones, “Anybody Here Want to Try My Cabbage” (1924)





	
“


	
Food: fish (in sea)


	
Ma Rainey, “Don’t Fish in My Sea” (1926); Mary Martin, “My Heart Belongs to Daddy” (1939); Dodie Stevens, “Pink Shoe Laces” (1958)





	
“


	
Food: candy


	
Rosemary Clooney, “Come On-a My House” (1951)





	
“


	
Food: honey


	
Muddy Waters, “Honey Bee” (1951); Mötley Crüe, “Tonight (We Need a Lover)” (1985); Tom Petty, “Honeybee” (1994)





	
“


	
Food: sugar


	
Doris Day & Frankie Laine, “Sugar Bush” (1952); Archies, “Sugar, Sugar” (1969); Sheena Easton, “Sugar Walls” (1984); Def Leppard, “Pour Some Sugar on Me” (1987); Baby Bash, “Suga Suga (So Fly)” (2003)





	
“


	
Food: pie


	
Aerosmith, “Cheese Cake” (1979); Mötley Crüe, “Slice of Your Pie” (1989); Jewell, “It’s Not Deep Enough” (1994)





	
“


	
Food: fruit


	
Peter Gabriel, “Sledgehammer” (1986)





	
“


	
Saddle


	
Bull Moose Jackson, “I Want a Bowlegged Woman” (1948); Lamplighters, “Ride Jockey Ride” (1954); Aerosmith, “Back in the Saddle” (1976)





	
“


	
Car


	
Bruce Springsteen, “Pink Cadillac” (1984); Aretha Franklin, “Freeway of Love” (1985); Pebbles, “Mercedes Boy” (1988); Elastica, “Car Song” (1995); Rihanna, “Shut Up and Drive” (2007)





	
“


	
Little red wagon


	
Miranda Lambert, “Little Red Wagon” (2014)





	
“


	
Box (perhaps as piano or accordion)


	
Toppers, “(I Love to Play Your Piano) Let Me Bang Your Box” (1954); Yoko Ono, “Open Your Box” (1971); Who, “Squeeze Box” (1975); Christina Aguilera, “Your Body” (2012)





	
“


	
Garden [note 1973 publication of Nancy Friday’s My Secret Garden]


	
John Cougar, “China Girl” (1982); T’Pau, “Secret Garden” (1988); Quincy Jones, “The Secret Garden (Sweet Seduction Suite)” (1990); Heart, “All I Wanna Do Is Make Love to You” (1990); Madonna, “Secret Garden” (1992); Bruce Springsteen, “Secret Garden” (1995); Tori Amos, “Original Sinsuality” (2005); John Mayer, “I Don’t Trust Myself (With Loving You)” (2006); R. Kelly, “Pregnant” (2009)





	
“


	
Down south


	
Conway Twitty, “Red Neckin’ Love Makin’ Night” (1981)





	
“


	
Warehouse


	
Steely Dan, “Pixeleen” (2003)





	
“


	
Pocket


	
Avril Lavigne, “Hot” (2007)





	
“


	
Labyrinth


	
Luis Fonsi & Daddy Yankee, “Despacito” (2017)





	
Clitoris


	
Boy in the boat


	
George Hannah, “The Boy in the Boat” (1930)





	
“


	
Button


	
Lil Johnson, “Press My Button (Ring My Bell)” (1936)





	
“


	
Trigger


	
Beatles, “Happiness Is a Warm Gun” (1968)





	
“


	
Bell


	
Anita Ward, “Ring My Bell” (1979)





	
Hymen


	
Beret


	
Prince, “Raspberry Beret” (1985)





	
Legs


	
Wings


	
Rod Stewart, “Tonight’s the Night” (1976)





	
(Potential for) female arousal


	
Waves of (ocean) water


	
Phil Phillips, “Sea of Love” (1959); Phil Ochs, “I’ve Had Her” (1967); Beatles, “Julia” (1968); Jane Birkin & Serge Gainsbourg, “Je t’Aime” (1969); Harry Chapin, “Dogtown” (1972); Rolling Stones, “Soul Survivor” (1972); Heart, “Soul of the Sea” (1976); Jane Siberry, “Mimi on the Beach” (1984); Belinda Carlisle, “Heaven Is a Place on Earth” (1987) and “I Get Weak” (1988); PJ Harvey, “Water” (1992); Prince, “Orgasm” (1994); Fiona Apple, “Sullen Girl” (1996); Janis Ian, “Ride Me Like a Wave” (1997); k.d. lang, “Love’s Great Ocean” (2000); Janet Jackson, “Moist” (2004)





	
Sexual advances


	
Game


	
Mindbenders, “The Game of Love” (1965); Meatloaf, “Paradise by the Dashboard Light” (1977); Britney Spears, “Oops! . . . I Did It Again” (2000); Katy Perry, “I Kissed a Girl” (2008)





	
Sexual intercourse


	
Dance


	
Frankie Laine, “That’s My Desire” (1947); Tommy Dorsey, “The Huckle-Buck” (1949); Hank Ballard, “The Twist” (1959); B2K & P Diddy, “Bump, Bump, Bump” (2002); Janet Jackson, “All Nite (Don’t Stop)” (2004)





	
“


	
Rocking/

rolling


	
Roy Brown, “Good Rockin’ Tonight” (1948); Helen Humes, “I’m Gonna Let Him Ride” (1950); Etta James, “The Wallflower” (1955); Michael Jackson, “Rock with You” (1979)





	
“


	
Riding


	
Fats Noel, “Ride Daddy Ride” (1951)





	
“


	
Playing house


	
Eddy Arnold, “I Wanna Play House with You” (1951); Elvis Presley, “Baby Let’s Play House” (1955); Tammy Wynette, “I Don’t Wanna Play House” (1967)





	
“


	
Sleeping


	
Everly Brothers, “Wake Up Little Susie” (1957)





	
“


	
Playing with toys, playing game


	
Paul Reed, “A Secretary Is Not a Toy” (1961); Garth Brooks, “Workin’ On a Full House” (1991)





	
“


	
Faucet needs a plumber


	
Joni Mitchell, “Marcie” (1968)





	
“


	
Steam rolling


	
James Taylor, “Steamroller Blues” (1970)





	
“


	
Getting lucky


	
George Jones, “I Always Get Lucky with You” (1983)





	
“


	
Stabbing the wound


	
MC Brains, “Oochie Coochie” (1992)





	
Stamina


	
All-night-long activity


	
Ruth Wallis, “Long Playing Daddy” (c. 1953); Bruce Springsteen, “Ramrod” (1980); Eugene Wilde, “Gotta Get You Home Tonight” (1984)





	
Fellatio


	
Cigarette smoking


	
Bo Carter, “Cigarette Blues” (1936)





	
“


	
Blowing one’s mind


	
Rolling Stones, “Honky Tonk Women” (1969)





	
“


	
Blowing one’s whistle


	
DJ Aligator Project, “The Whistle Song (Blow My Whistle Bitch)” (2002)





	
Cunnilingus


	
Sea diving


	
Bessie Smith, “Empty Bed Blues” (1928)





	
“


	
Eating candy


	
Ohio Express, “Chewy Chewy” and “Yummy Yummy Yummy” (1968)





	
Anal sex


	
Servicing trash can


	
Harlem Hamfats, “The Garbage Man” (1936)





	
“


	
Flipping it


	
Tag Team, Whoomp! (There It Is)” (1993)





	
“


	
Back door


	
Mothers of Invention, “My Guitar Wants to Kill Your Mama” (1970); Iron Maiden, “Bring Your Daughter to the Slaughter” (1990); Scissor Sisters, “Skin This Cat” (2010)





	
Masturbation


	
Playing with toy


	
Chuck Berry, “My Ding-a-Ling” (1972)





	
“


	
Crying tears, rain


	
Everly Brothers, “Crying in the Rain” (1962); Marty Robbins, “Tonight Carmen” (1967); Laura Nyro, “Lonely Women” (1968); Smokey Robinson & the Miracles, “The Tears of a Clown” (1970); Gary Morris, “100% Chance of Rain” (1986); Samantha Fox, “I Surrender (To the Spirit of the Night)” (1987)





	
Unspecified (perhaps kinky) sex


	
Freaking


	
Leon Haywood, “I Want’a Do Something Freaky to You” (1975); Silk, “Freak Me” (1993); Adina Howard, “Freak Like Me” (1995); Coolio, “Too Hot” (1995); Usher, “Nice & Slow” (1998); 2Pac, “How Do U Want It” (1996); Another Level, “Freak Me” (1998); Macy Gray, “Caligula” (1999); Missy Elliott, “Get Ur Freak On” (2001); Macy Gray, “Sexual Revolution” (2001); Christina Aguilera, “Still Dirrty” (2006); Britney Spears, “I Wanna Go” (2011); Lonely Island, “3-Way (The Golden Rule)” (2011); Janelle Monáe, “Q.U.E.E.N.” (2013); Jason Derulo, “Kama Sutra” (2014)





	
Climax, frisson


	
Shivering


	
Eartha Kitt, C’est Si Bon (1953); Alma Cogan, “Never Do a Tango with an Eskimo” (1955)





	
Climax, ejaculation


	
Blowing one’s top


	
Dominoes, “Sixty Minute Man” (1951); Swallows, “It Ain’t the Meat” (1951)





	
“


	
Fireworks


	
Joni Mitchell, “My Old Man” (1971); Starland Vocal Band, “Afternoon Delight” (1976); Krokus, “Long Stick Goes Boom” (1982)





	
“


	
Butter flowing


	
Wynonie Harris, “Keep on Churnin’“ (1952)





	
“


	
Shooting a gun


	
AC/DC, “Shoot to Thrill” (1980)





	
“


	
Happy ending


	
Bing Crosby, “Please” (1932); Sharon Brown, “I Specialize in Love” (1982)





	
“


	
Busting a nut


	
N.W.A., “Findum, Fuckum & Flee” (1991); 2Pac, “Me and My Girlfriend” (1996); Lil’ Kim, “Not Tonight” (1996); Notorious B.I.G., “Big Booty Hoes” (1999); Wu-Tang Clan, “Let My Niggas Live” (2000); Nicki Minaj, “Slumber Party” (2009); YG, “Do It to Ya” (2014); Lil Yachty, “Dirty Mouth” (2017)





	
Premature ejaculation


	
Early appearance of 5 o’clock shadow


	
Merle Travis, “So Round, So Firm, So Fully Packed” (1947)








Humor and irony. Humor is a celebration of incongruity. For Freud, it is the expression of suppressed thoughts, often lustful ones. Since the bawdy verse within the thirteenth-century songs of Carmina Burana and the later tales of Chaucer and Rabelais, sex has been a central topic for humor.4
 Sexual jesting can be particularly incongruous when it is at once disgustingly offensive and ostensibly innocuous, detached from any need for empathy with its target. What is offensive or innocuous will differ from person to person:


At the furthest, most disturbing end of that continuum, “funny” and “hilarious” become a defense against charges of sexual harassment, misconduct, or assault. Consider the boy from Steubenville, Ohio, who was captured on video joking about the repeated violation of an unconscious girl at a party by a group of his friends. “She is so raped,” he said, laughing. “They raped her quicker than Mike Tyson.” When someone off camera suggested that rape wasn’t funny, he retorted, “Rape isn’t funny—it’s hilarious!” (Orenstein 2020, 32–3)



Musical examples, especially those in the pop-music sphere, are usually not quite so extreme, but cases do come close. Through an over-the-top performance, k. d. lang’s perennial concert cover of Joanie Sommers’s “Johnny Get Angry” (1962) exposes the original song’s potential for veiled violence (“I want a brave man, I want a cave man, Johnny show me that you care, really care for me”).5
 Any perceived humor is very dark and removed from irony since the listener can’t help but empathize with the singing victim.









Sex-based comedy’s origins are in anonymous limericks and, more recently, in American vaudeville and the British music hall, which became the variety show. We thus see the evolution of sex jokes in blue humor such as that of Lenny Bruce, 1970s sitcoms like “All in the Family” (United States), “Mad About the House” and “The Benny Hill Show” (both United Kingdom), “Saturday Night Live,” and other late-night TV. Stand-up comics known for delivering bawdy humor include Andrew Dice Clay, Chris Rock, Wanda Sykes, Margaret Cho, Sarah Silverman, and Ali Wong. Cable networks and streaming services have allowed comics and editors to push the limits even more, while the popularity of podcasts—particularly in the pandemic era—made a stage and a live audience less relevant.

In music, such a timeless classic is one bawdy nineteenth-century sea limerick set to a tune, “Friggin’ in the Riggin’,” which tells of a sailor who “stuffed his ass with broken glass and circumcised the skipper,” recorded by both the Sex Pistols (1979) and Loudon Wainwright III (2006, as “Good Ship Venus”). A few years earlier in 1964, the Beatles pleaded in a cover of Carl Perkins’s “Matchbox,” “if you don’t want Ringo’s peaches, honey, don’t mess around my tree.” This sexual innuendo may be traced back to the hokum blues of Ma Rainey’s “Don’t Fish in My Sea” (1926): “if you don’t like my ocean, don’t fish in my sea; stay out of my valley and let my mountain be.” The topic of sexual stamina followed the blues from Ida Cox’s complaints about premature ejaculation in “One Hour Mama” (1939) through Bill Brown’s R&B bravado in the Dominoes’s “Sixty Minute Man” (1951) (updated by Clarence Carter in 1973), which finds more recent expression in Missy Elliott’s “One Minute Man” (2001). In between, Mötley Crüe boasted (presumably for an all-male audience) of getting off without foreplay with the super distorted guitars and strong snare backbeat of “Ten Seconds to Love” (1983). Ruth Wallis’s “Long Playing Daddy” (c. 1953) was one of her many off-label double entendre-packed “party records” sold under the counter. In this song’s reference to an outdated mechanical spring-driven gramophone, “I used to have the old-fashioned kind; he used to stop—I had to start him up by giving him a wind,” Wallis sang the last four words with a syncopated melody quickly leaping back and forth, ^2 - ^5 - ^2 - ^5 - ^1, to comically simulate a hand job. A similar situation is lampooned in Bull Moose Jackson’s “Big Ten-Inch Record” (1952) (“she begs for my big ten-inch [pregnant pause] record of the band that plays the blues”), covered by Aerosmith in 1975.

John Lennon’s newfound love with Yoko Ono rekindled a youthful intrigue with funny smut. The Beatle was asked to contribute to the crowdsourced book for the show Oh! Calcutta (1969), for which he penned an adolescents’ circle-jerk sketch in which various wankers would call out names of beauties such as Brigitte Bardot for inspiration until Lennon had an actor break the mood by intoning, “Winston Churchill!” The Beatles’ “The Ballad of John and Yoko” (1969) includes Lennon’s punning verse, “the newspeople said, ‘Say, what’cha doin’ in bed?’ I said, ‘we’re only tryin’ to get us some peace,’” a conflation of world accord with “piece [of ass].” On their Wedding Album (also 1969), “John and Yoko” is a recording of the two calling each others’ first names in alternation during twenty-plus minutes of simulated lovemaking, a parody of Stan Freberg’s soap-opera send-up, “John and Marsha” (1951).

Many of the euphemisms listed in Table 0.1 appear for humorous effect. Double meaning is rife among them. Terry Jacks’s “Put the Bone In” (1974) is ostensibly a woman’s dirge begging her butcher for a pork bone as a special treat for her seriously injured dog: “Put the bone in, she asked him, at the store,” the dog owner pausing for effect at each comma. Wordplay brought us album titles like Caravan’s Cunning Stunts (1975). Parodies of known models, such as William Belli’s “Love You Like a Big Schlong” (2012)—taking on Selena Gomez’s far more innocent “Love You Like a Love Song” (2011)—are often given hard sexual turns. Sometimes hilarious incongruity would play upon musical style earmarks: David Allan Coe satirized country laments with his reaction to the evidence of a cheating spouse in “Cum Stains on the Pillow (Where Your Head Used to Be)” (1978). At other times, incongruity stems mostly from an unexpectedly immature level of public rudeness—an absent superego—as with Frank Zappa’s frequent toilet humor or with “Jizz in My Pants” (2009) and “I Just Had Sex” (2011) by Andy Samberg’s group, the Lonely Island, joined by Justin Timberlake and Lady Gaga for “3-Way (The Golden Rule)” (2011).

Public displays of sexual funny business can incur censorship. One seemingly innocuous example, Uncle Bonsai’s children’s-song-like “Penis Envy” (1984), had lyrics that


were a humorous listing of how the lives of the female members of Bonsai would change if they possessed the valued item, closing with the line, “If I had a penis I’d still be a girl/But I’d make much more money and conquer the world.” The song was condemned by some critics for its “revolting lyrics,” and in 1989 was cited in obscenity charges filed by the FCC against Florida radio stations WIOD and WZTA. (Gaar 1992, 276)



Perhaps it was the song’s then-shocking feminist message, more than the not-so-scandalous use of the word “penis,” that resulted in the song’s suppression.


One clever means of covering up a taboo word is ghost rhyme, in which the end of a line of verse awkwardly veers away from the expected risqué word.6
 The offense may be scatological, as in Benny Bell’s “Shaving Cream” (a radio hit in 1975, but originally released in limited numbers in 1946): “I have a sad story to tell you; it may hurt your feelings a bit. Last night when I walked into my bathroom, I stepped in a big pile of shhhhhaving cream . . .” But sex-related taboo themes often lurk in the unsaid as well:


Anthrax, “I’m the Man” (1987): “They say rap and metal can never mix / Well, all of them can suck our . . . sexual organ in the lower abdominal area!”




The Killers, “Mr. Brightside” (2005): “Now they’re going to bed and my stomach is sick / And it’s all in my head but she’s touching his . . . chest now.”




Meghan Trainor, “Dear Future Husband” (2015): “I’ll be sleeping on the left side of the bed / Open doors for me and you might get some . . . kisses.”



In some cases, nonsense syllables fill the gap:


Lady Gaga, “LoveGame” (2008): “I can see you standing there from across the block / with a smile on your mouth and your hands on your huh!”



Jacqueline Warwick suggests that the vocables in the chorus of the Crystals’ “Da Doo Ron Ron” (1963) (“and when he walked me home, da doo ron ron ron”) might be “ooh-la-la” sorts of vocalizations for “ecstatic expressions of sexual longing and even fulfillment” (2007, 36–7). Related are the zeugma, in this case a homographic pun in which a single word relates differently to two ideas, and the last-second paragoge, in which sounds are added to the end of a word:


Blondie, “Look Good in Blue” (1976): “If it’s all right with you / I could give you some head . . . and shoulders to lie on.”




Kacey Musgraves, “Follow Your Arrow” (2013): “If you save yourself for marriage you’re a bore / if you don’t save yourself for marriage you’re a whorrrr . . . ible person”



Simple puns run the gamut in Ray Stevens’s ode to the mid-1970s fad for public groups of naked sprinters, “The Streak” (1974)—“he likes to turn the other cheek” among them. Two examples are heard in the Australian musical, Breast Wishes (2008): “we haven’t got time to beat around the bush” in “Let’s Not Talk . . . (About Vaginas)” and “there are sights to behold when there’s a nip in the air” in “It’s All About Them.” Finally, and only humorous in an ironic context, minced oaths are common when profane lyrics are doctored up for social acceptability in alternate mixes for radio play or sale to minors, as when Cee-Lo Green’s “Fuck You!” (2010) was also released as “Forget You!” Paul McCartney seems to continue this tradition with his coy “Fuh You” (2018).

Irony may provide humor but not always; some ironic phrasing is harshly judgmental. A popular strain of irony in music performs the sort of halting plot twists of short-story writer O. Henry or the “Twilight Zone” television series. Examples are found in the Ames Brothers’ “The Naughty Lady of Shady Lane” (1954) (no, it’s not after all about a whore with a heart of gold, but a nine-day-old whose diaper needs changing) and Mary Wells’s “Two Lovers” (1964) (no, it’s not sung by a philanderer, but one confused by good and bad traits in the same person). In the Monks’ “Nice Legs Shame About Her Face” (1979), the tables turn on a misogynist singer who finds his blind date unattractive, when we learn she thinks the same about him. In Nicki Minaj’s “Sex in the Lounge” (2012), sustained homophonic synth chords reminiscent of a sacred organ chorale seem incongruous beneath Lil Wayne’s secular rap, “sit that pussy on my bottom lip, then after that, you know we gotta switch,” until he ends, “if you’re scared, go to church—it’s open Sunday.”7



The paradoxical condition may be met any time one imagines a context beyond which the text would constrain awareness, often but not necessarily leading to contradiction. Measuring irony through intertextual reference may focus on lyrics: Conway Twitty sings “I won’t talk of starry skies or moonlight on the ground” in “I’d Love to Lay You Down” (1980), but two years later he covered the Pointer Sisters’ “Slow Hand,” which features the line “moon shadowed ground with no one around and a blanket of stars in our eyes”; the listener aware of both songs has an ironic appreciation beyond the bounds of a single song, despite a lack of incongruity. Unlike the humorous closing twists enumerated earlier, irony may be present right from the song’s opening, especially when the musical setting is involved: David Allan Coe, the country singer, seems unaware of “the track’s vaguely corny introduction, a vaudeville razzle-dazzle tinged with twang” (Hubbs 2014, 134) when his vocal enters, “Hey! Fuck Anita Bryant—who the hell is she?” taking on the anti-gay logroller in “Fuck Aneta Briant” [sic] (1978).

Intent is usually irrelevant; irony is present whether or not Frankie Valli is aware of how his squealy falsetto contradicts gender norms in the Four Seasons’ “Walk Like a Man” (1963), but the question of his awareness adds an additional layer of possibly humorous interest.8
 Irony can peak precisely because an artist is unaware of self-contradiction; Gilbert O’Sullivan’s “A Woman’s Place” (1974) contains no trace of irony within, but its theme—boldly stated as “I’m all for a woman who can make it on her own, but I believe a woman’s place is in the home”—betrays a miles-wide blind spot. Successful communication of incongruous irony depends on the artist’s making clear what’s inappropriate. X’s “Johny Hit and Run Pauline” (1988) is an ugly tale of rape, its chorus clashing a major VII♯ triad against the major tonic, but with guitar interludes carrying the good-time charm of Chuck Berry licks. If irony is intended here, it is not successful, because fans typically lack the hoped-for disgust, identifying with the rapist: of “Johny,” Theodore Gracyk says, “the problem arose when a sizable part of the audience didn’t share the band’s moral vision and made a different inference at the point where the audience must be trusted to make their own inferences” (2001, 48). Examples of an audience’s inability to grasp the performer’s intended irony include that for Randy Newman’s “Short People” (1977), sometimes misread as offensive to little people, and Bruce Springsteen’s “Born in the U. S. A.” (1984) as famously misread by George Will as a supposed example of patriotic fervor. In both of these earlier instances, some listeners failed to appreciate how verses provide ironic context for choruses. The X example, however, has far more disturbing results that recall the Steubenville, Ohio, rape witness.

Pastiche, which Frederic Jameson defines as the “wearing of a stylistic mask” (1983, 114), is a common vehicle for musical irony; Ween’s tribute to Prince’s musical sound is exaggerated, almost to the point of satire, in the lyrics for “She Fucks Me” (1991).9
 Similarly, the slow R&B alternation of I and ♭VII guitar chords in heavy tremolo bespeak a sincerity undermined by the lack of self-awareness in Beck’s vocal for “Debra” (1999): “I want to get with you and your sister, I think her name’s Debra.” Musical figures such as the dandy (e.g., Jimi Hendrix, whose African American lineage itself comments on the nineteenth-century construction of white British masculinity) and the diva (e.g., Judy Garland and the gay camp sensibility she inspired) depend on an unspoken but understood stylistic commentary.10



Postmodern irony seemed to have overshadowed all of Western culture in the 1980s and beyond: David Letterman’s late-night run, 1982–2015, teeming with conspiratorial cynicism, marks this era.11
 Susan J. Douglas’s book Enlightened Sexism (2010) shows how messy irony can be when it comes to sexual relations: retrograde presentations of women as sex objects during these decades were interpreted as empowering to women because they chose to appear this way, as sexual subjects at a time when “full equality has allegedly been achieved” (2010, 9). In this case, near-nudity and sex-kitten behavior are not signs of patriarchal domination; they’re feminist and ironic. But, at the same time, if it’s titillating to straight men, women are thereby enslaved by a continuing underlying patriarchy. Madonna, Lady Gaga, and many lesser lights become complex topics in this regard.12
 Susan McClary (1991, 155) finds Madonna ironic in using her “little-girl voice” in “Like a Virgin” (1984), but this was already characteristic of Melanie’s “Brand New Key” (1971). Such ironic portrayals of children singing sexually knowing songs are seen with Courtney Love performing “Teenage Whore” (1991) in her baby-doll dress and Babes in Toyland’s Kat Bjelland singing “Swamp Pussy” (1990) (“looking like a five-foot-something porcelain blonde”).13
 More recently, attitudes to sex become ironic metacommentary on themselves. Nicki Minaj (née Onika Tanya Maraj, taking her name from the ménage à trois) has a “quirky, cartoon-like, hypersexualized appearance [that] does more than just entertain; it disrupts traditional codes of femininity . . . through the accoutrements of camp, irony, and parody” (Hawkins 2016, 96). Irony can be applied more broadly still; a Chapter 1 discussion on hookup culture will demonstrate that whereas sex itself can be portrayed as uninhibited, romance is in that context often repressed.

The parsing of lyrics in this book will reveal interpretive leaps away from literal readings that some may find imaginative and others, extravagant. To the latter, I offer apologies but defend my decisions as based on the principles given earlier. Unfortunately, the musical analytic techniques practiced in the coming pages—sometimes similarly straying above or below the text’s surface—are not so easily laid out for the uninitiated. Hopefully, the gist of arguments that follow will be clear to the forgiving reader even in cases where technical mechanisms may not be.


Notes


	1 The latter metaphor is discussed in Halberstam 1998, 165. One example might be “Tear Me Down” from the show Hedwig and the Angry Inch (2014), telling the story of a male-to-female transsexual, “I was born on the other side of a town ripped in two; I made it over the great divide and now I’m comin’ for you.”

	2 Much more on these general principles may be found in Basler 1970, Lakoff and Johnson 1980, Lakoff 1987, 409–15, Edwards 1994, Deighnan 1997, Gracyk 2001, 37–53, Chion 2009, 430–3, Moores 2010, and Bradley 2017.

	3 Pioneering work in this area is found in McClary 1991, Sayrs 1993–94, Reynolds and Press 1995, Cusick 1999a, Gracyk 2001, Macarthur 2002, and Kopkind 2009, 357–9. See also Blecha 2004, 89, on metaphorical implications in early jazz and blues, Hajdu 2016, 108, on the same in jump blues, Green 2009, Stilwell 2010, 71, and de Boise 2015, 134–5, on the same in rock ’n’ roll, Weinstein 2000, 35–6, on the same in heavy metal, and Woods 2011 on the same in rap.

	4 The early bawdy song is a topic in Hamm 1983, 8 and 23, Van der Merwe 1989, 80–2 and 189–91, Blecha 2004, Otis 2009, and Gioia 2015.

	5 Lori Burns (1997) presents an insightful take on lang’s performance. Jacqueline Warwick’s analysis (2007, 64–70) of the Crystals’ “He Hit Me (And It Felt like a Kiss)” (1962) is fascinating in a related context.

	6 Because the technique involves controlling one’s anxiety over a taboo, ghost rhyme is found to be an example of anal regression in Adorno 2002, 432. All but three of the examples of ghost rhyme listed previously are taken from Bradley 2017, 123, 125, 160, 169, 281, and 335.

	7 Tim Riley (2004, 95) finds a related musical irony in the Rolling Stones’ “Heart of Stone” (1965), as Stan Hawkins (2016, 58) does in Lou Reed’s “Perfect Day” (1972). Musical irony is treated extensively in Everett 2004.

	8 Susan McClary (2013, 37) relates this instance to the Bee Gees’ reclamation of “the falsettist and even disco itself for heterosexuality” in Saturday Night Fever (1977); Jacqueline Warwick (2004, 192) notes a different kind of vocal irony in the Exciters’ “He’s Got the Power” (1963).

	9 Prince himself, particularly with his androgynous cross-dressing in many domains, performs gender ironically; see Hawkins 2002, 21–2 and 185.

	10 See McRobbie 1994, 86, Hawkins 2009, Taylor 2012, 71, and Hawkins 2016, 14 and 37.

	11 An interesting take on the role of irony in downmarket teen magazines of the 1990s appears in McRobbie 1997, 198.

	12 Such ironic aspects of Madonna’s videos are discussed in Leibetseder 2012, 23–6.

	13 O’Brien 2002, 166. For more on Madonna’s persona, see O’Brien 2002, 29–36.
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The Musical Expression of Identity in Terms of Biological Sex

The Self in Physiology and Psychology

Like Alice discovering the forest of towering, technicolor flowers, we encounter a fascinating array of subtopics when approaching the musical expression of sex and gender, especially when it comes to issues of identity. The image of Alice in her Wonderland is a useful metaphor for thinking about identity, which is shaped by the complex intersections of social categories that include sex, gender, and sexuality. When she falls through the looking glass, Alice becomes variously too tall and too small, the objects around her subject to her changing, curious perspectives. Listeners of pop/rock music are like Alice, often hearing the gendered and sexed representation of identity in terms of their own individual experiences. We find in pop/rock music a touchstone for appreciating and understanding how sex, gender, and sexuality have been defined and redefined, especially over the past century. The many songs we consider in this chapter reflect the myriad ways that writings in physiology, psychology, sexology, sociology, gender studies, aesthetics, the parsing of poetic texts, linguistics, and music history, criticism, theory, and analysis have approached these subjects. As it turns out, pop/rock music has long been both reflecting and participating in the construction of gender, sex, and sexuality. In this chapter, we begin to show how pop/rock music maps the terrain of sex in its broadest sense.

Identity in terms of biological sex, gender, and sexuality is fixed—and made changeable—by both nature and nurture, each in numerous ways that remain contested. Biological factors include inherited characteristics based on genes, their chromosome-encoded switches and regulators, the physiology of erogenous zones and their nerve endings, and hormones and neurotransmitters, all of which make their marks throughout the timeline of individual human sexual development, affecting sex, gender, and sexuality across the lifecourse. Birth sex has been determined historically as a binary division of males and females, but also by degrees of intersex (traditionally known as physical androgyny or—now pejoratively—hermaphroditism); many scientists now recognize birth sex not so much as categorical but as a continuum, despite the dimorphic imperative of “opposites” for sexual reproduction (Kessler and McKenna 1978, 164–6). Each of us forms a self-image in ways deemed healthy and/or unhealthy by medical professionals and psychologists, related to reproduction but also to pleasure, notably with shame, repression, taboo, and sublimation as sex-related psychological issues. Gender is socially constructed (rather than anatomically “hardwired”), leading to nonbinary identities that can unsettle or disrupt associations between male as masculine and female as feminine. Our understanding of sexuality (generally, sexual orientation or preference) is based upon studies of heteronormative and LGBTQ+ identities.1
 This chapter will review physiological and psychological factors in the self as an outline for the musical representation of sexual identity formation, at times intersecting with the topics of gender and sexuality, with political, social, and cultural forces such as patriarchy and sexism, which also have racial and economic ramifications.


Physiological Identity

Conventional understandings of sexual reproduction have depended on dimorphism, a separate existence of males and females, although even this distinction was not understood as to basic anatomical differences before the eighteenth century (Laqueur 1990, 4–11; Hawkes 2004, 101). Human sexual physiology, activity, and response were first studied in comprehensive ways by Alfred C. Kinsey (1948 and 1953), William H. Masters and Virginia E. Johnson (1966), and John Bancroft (1989), and a subsequent explosion of scholarly interest in sex has led to such observations, for instance, as to how discourse and politics shape our understanding of gross physical differences between males and females. Physical characteristics have informed social expectations; whereas females have traditionally been socialized to appear as dutifully acquiescent,



“men’s sexual and reproductive bodies are . . . likened to machines, not as passive instruments, but rather as powerful, high performance machines”—we use words like drill or rod or rocket to connote the expectation that penises are active, ready, and hard. (Rutter and Schwartz 2012, 34, quoting from Crawley, Foley, and Shehan 2008, 9)



Quite the seminal concept!

Biological sex is determined by various internal factors too, of course. Advances in genetics have resulted in a new understanding at the chromosomal level. Instead of recognizing only two pairs of sex chromosomes, generally leading to XX (for female) and XY (male) combinations, more nuanced studies consider how the expression of sex-related genes may be modified by DNA proteins that operate both on a fixed schedule and by environmental alterations (Kelly 2012, 136–41, and Dess, Marecek, and Bell 2018, 86, 251). Genetic instructions in turn regulate the release of hormones including testosterone, estrogen, and progesterone produced in the testes, ovaries, and adrenal glands; principally in utero, infancy, and at puberty; in different ratios to shape male, female, and intersex anatomies. Additionally, largely due to experiences, neuropeptides (notably oxytocin) and neurotransmitters (such as dopamine, serotonin, and opioids) are released to the brain’s synapses to model sexual feelings and behaviors such as desire, aggression, and pleasure (Barmak 2016, 66–8).

All of this must seem pretty formalistic and unrelated to music. But consider Kurt Cobain, Ke$ha, and Four Bitchin’ Babes.

In Nirvana’s “In Bloom” (1990), the liftoff phase midway through the first verse (0:37–0:48) sets the line “spring is here again—reproductive glands,” ramping up to the song’s chorus in a flowering burst of sex hormones.2
 Similarly, Nirvana’s 1993 album In Utero includes Cobain’s song “Milk It,” which contains the line “we can share our endorphins,” a dispassionate suggestion of a mutual activity that would stimulate the brain’s opiate receptors. Narcotics are often posed as metaphors for naturally produced neurotransmitters: Ke$ha’s “Your Love Is My Drug” (2010) focuses on a concept predicted by Roxy Music’s 1975 single “Love Is the Drug.” The bridge of Ke$ha’s song features a melody (at 2:00–2:16) as hypnotically dull as an opiate nod, alternating three pitches over its first twenty-eight monosyllabic words with no rhythmic relief: “[^3] I [^1] don’t [^7] care [^1] what [^3] peo- [^1] -ple [^7] say, [^1] the [^3] rush [^1] is [^7] worth [^1] the [^3] price [^1] I [^7] pay; [^1] I [^3] get [^1] so [^7] high [^1] when [^3] you’re [^1] with [^7] me [^1] but [^3] crash [^1] and [^1] crave [^1] you [^5] when [^4] you [^3] leave.” On a more playful note, Four Bitchin’ Babes produced the comedic album—often in four-part harmony—Hormonal Imbalance: A Mood-Swinging Musical Revue (2006), celebrating women having come a long way in “Hot Flash” and using breast sizes as “a set of metaphors to symbolize everyone’s fear of human inadequacy,” a line intoned in the spoken-from-the-heart bridge of “The Boob Fairy.” The album’s highlight might be “Viagra in the Waters,” a pseudo-tragic minor-mode country tune with fiddle, concertina, and banjo that relates the tale of a truck carrying 30,000 pounds of Pfizer’s penile-artery enzyme inhibitor Viagra accidentally released into a town’s water supply; the result “was instant rigor mortis” for roughly half the population.

Jorge Drexler’s “El Plan Maestro” (2022) returns us to the Mesoproterozoic Era of a billion years ago, when the first merging of DNA molecules from two different single-celled organisms began the evolution of sexual reproduction and therefore of love. The off-Broadway musical about a transgender woman, Hedwig and the Angry Inch (2014) provides another relevant example. The musical features the song “The Origin of Love,” which mythologizes a time of three sexes—one of two males in a single body, a second of two such joined females, and a third of a male and female so fused, until the gods divided each pair with a lightning bolt, resulting in humans desiring to shove themselves back together again.3
 Despite the musical’s claims, sexing began in prehistory, and since the eighteenth century (when the womb was first recognized as more than simply an inverted penis), “western culture [has been] deeply committed to the idea that there are only two sexes” (Fausto-Sterling 2002, 468), based solely on the presence or absence of a penis at birth (or in in utero sonograms).4
 Because it became culturally accepted that procreation required two “opposite” sexes, nineteenth-century medical research promoted surgical intervention in cases of intersexuality, pronounced where genitalia (or—less overtly—internal reproductive system and chromosomal makeup) were ambiguous. Recognizing cultural change, Malta “became the first country in the world to outlaw” genital “correction” surgery on newborns in 2015; other nations have followed.5



Anxieties about determining biological sex, or the celebration of its ambiguities, have permeated Western society and therefore popular music: a few songs seem to relate to ambiguity in the determination of sex. In her early 1930s number “Till the Cows Come Home,” Lucille Bogan seems to boast of having well-functioning male and female genitalia when she sings “you can fuck my cock or suck my cock” and then “if you suck my pussy baby, I’ll suck your dick.” In a lesbian context in the 1990s, Lynn Breedlove of Tribe 8 performed onstage bare-chested with “a dildo hanging out of her black leather pants” (McDonnell 1997, 463). Bogan’s off-label record was banned from regular distribution for more than just its superficially obscene words—the apparently intersex condition would have been taken as threateningly bizarre at the time—but Tribe 8 would have appealed to a more receptive audience. Some might particularly appreciate a trans combination of male and female signifiers; in the spoken introduction to “Tranny Chaser” (1996), Tribe 8 say, “Lynnee, you’re the only one I really love, you have a soft heart inside a hard dick.” They go on to sing, “I’m a tranny chaser, manly made-up faces . . . skirt as big as a postage stamp, package tantalizing just below the hem,” and—as if to make things perfectly clear—“gimme chicks with dicks!”

Bogan and Tribe 8 (taking the latter’s images as symbolic) present somewhat anomalous cases of musical interest in intersexuality. Otherwise, musical expressions of related ambiguities treat matters of socialized gender as opposed to biology. The Who’s “I’m a Boy” (1966) has bass, guitar, and drums banging away ever louder to portray a frustrated resistance to a mother who insists on dressing the young singer as a girl. David Bowie opens “Rebel Rebel” (1974) with matriarchal hostility to an undesirable gender expression: “you’ve got your mother in a whirl; she’s not sure if you’re a boy or a girl.” It is indeterminate whether the word “boy” refers to sex (is it addressed to a particular person or is it just the confounding placement of a colloquial interjection?) in the line, “Boy, you been a naughty girl” in the Beatles’ “I Am the Walrus” (1967). But ambiguity is puzzling for reasons other than rhetoric in Prince’s lyric, “If I gave you diamonds and pearls, would you be a happy boy or girl?” (“Diamonds and Pearls” [1991]). Still, except for Bogan’s eccentric song, such boy/girl ambiguities seem more to do with the pressure of social either/or choices of gender identification than with intersex mergings and certainly reflect a cultural preoccupation with correct binary labeling throughout these decades.

A current understanding of queer politics would group together considerations of liminal sex, gender, and sexuality inclusively as trans issues, but for most of the rock era, sex change through surgery was understood as separate from cross-dressing, fluid orientation, and other trans expression.
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