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This volume is a broad and substantial contribution to the scholarly literature. Arranged roughly chronologically, its essays range in focus from the midnineteenth-century California Gold Rush to recent developments in the field of
music information retrieval. There is much here that is worthwhile both in the
illumination brought to specific case studies as well as wider theorizing of the
meaning and articulation of the ironic.
In her introduction, Turner moves from definitions of irony in literature,
through debates about its possibility within music (given the comparative lack
of semantic specificity), to arguing that it is central to understandings of popular
music on account of the importance of playfulness and pleasure—key ingredients
of irony—within its various forms (5). But given the notoriously slippery definition of irony even within literature, she is upfront, and the essays make clear, that
they do not share a ‘unified theory’ of irony; instead, they make use of ‘a web
of overlapping ideas, disciplines, and treatments of dissemblage occurring within
a musical framework’ (6). This diversity is certainly a strength of the collection
and allows for its impressive array of perspectives. But it is also arguably responsible for one of its weaknesses: a tendency of some authors to shoehorn too much
within irony’s compass.
Jeremy Leong, for example, presents an overall illuminating essay on a largely
neglected field of historical inquiry: the experience of Austro-German Jewish refugees in late 1930s Shanghai. But discussing how the existing Baghdadi and Russian
Jewish communities overcame their differences in order to help their AustroGerman religious compatriots then arriving to flee Nazi persecution, he remarks,
‘The irony was that they could have emphasized their inherent differences and
remained divided as they were outside of the East’ (62). Yes, they could have. But
defining counterfactuals—what might have been—as ironic seems hardly justifi© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2017, Office 415, The Workstation, 15 Paternoster Row, Sheffield S1 2BX.
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able. If they were, literally every conceivable situation could be so defined. It is, in
fact, hardly surprising that in such a new environment, surrounded as they were
by very different cultures, that they would find a common sense of community in
their shared Judaic identity. Pointing out the supposed irony here strikes me as a
clear instance of the author getting carried away with the volume’s theme.
Such unjustified liberality of definition is also apparent in S. Alexander Reed’s
contention that what enabled irony as a rhetorical mode in the postwar period
was ‘the turn from modernism into postmodernism’ (Bailey 2003: 141). Although
many theorists of the postmodern label irony as one of its defining characteristics,
such a contention rings somewhat hollow in the context of a volume that traces
irony as far back as Socrates. And Reed’s subsequent claim that ‘postmodernism
partially dismantles rock’s oft-invoked authenticity effect, allowing for ironic performances of honesty and identity’ (90) is also strange given how often irony is
precisely about the dissimulation of identity and lack of truthfulness. Reed certainly reveals a great deal about the many twists and turns that the song ‘Brown
Baby’ has travelled. But these problems are indicative of a number of questionable
moments where, again, the author seems overly eager to claim irony’s presence.
A final criticism would be Chadwick Jenkins’s reading of Socratic irony in The
Republic as wholly negative: ‘In place of concrete definition, he [Socrates] merely
offers a desire for truth that simultaneously relies upon truth’s ultimate existence
and its impenetrability by human inquiry’ (119). And, furthermore, that ‘Socrates
foils his interlocutors by erasing a clear trajectory for the dialogue’ (120). There
are certainly interpretations of The Republic that understand it as an ironic text
(Strauss 1964: 127). But the dialogue’s trajectory—understanding the nature of
justice—seems to me quite apparent. And by its end, Socrates is quite clear (and his
interlocutors agree) that he has accomplished this goal. Indeed, the entire ethos of
Platonic philosophy seems to me contrary to believing that truth is impenetrable
to human inquiry, perceivable only through faith, as Jenkins contends.
In contrast to these criticisms, a few notable mentions. I especially enjoyed
Mimi Haddon’s essay, ‘Paul Anka Sings “Smells Like Teen Spirit’”, because of how
deftly she works through the different interpretive layers that irony reveals, as
well as what they suggest about the music’s genre associations.1 Also, David Ferrandino, in ‘Irony, Intentionality, and Environmental Politics in the Music of Cake’,
perspicaciously develops the idea of register—how listeners make sense of music’s
‘acculturated associations’ (147)—to explain Cake’s ironic use of an unusually
wide range of styles. And Damien McCaffery, in ‘The Narrowing Gyre of Music

1. Full disclosure: Mimi Haddon and I were doctoral student colleagues at McGill University
sharing the same supervisor.
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Recommendation’, convincingly argues that in ironic contrast to one of the primary intentions of music information retrieval algorithms—expanding users’
musical awareness through recommendations based on their preferences—what
instead results is often the opposite: a tautological narrowing of musical tastes.
Other criticism could be made against various essays (e.g. D is not shared
between D dominant 7th chord shares and F major 7th [156]; the passing fully
diminished seventh chords in Bob Dylan’s ‘Rainy Day Women #12 & 35’ not only
fit the song’s 12-bar blues form but, moreover, reflect a common blues cliché [85–
86]) but they are minor quibbles with what is overall an excellent collection. It is
certainly required reading for any who are interested in the ways irony can be
used and understood in popular music.
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