[PB 17.2 (2016) 197-199]
doi:10.1558/prbt.v17i2.31732

Perfect Beat (print) ISSN 1038-2909
Perfect Beat (online) ISSN 1836-0343

Review
Ralf von Appen, André Doehring and Allan F. Moore, eds. 2015. Song Interpretation in 21st-Century Pop Music. Surrey: Ashgate. ISBN 978-1-47242-800-4 (hbk).
282 pp.
Reviewed by: Donna Weston, Griffith University, Brisbane, Australia
d.weston@griffith.edu.au
Keywords: interpretation; methodology; musicology
The basis for this book was a group of musicology scholars and postgraduate
students coming together at the University of Osnabruck in 2011 for a summer
school on the analysis of popular music. While musicology was the common
thread binding this group together, their diverse backgrounds and subjectivities
resulted in a rich collaborative musical analysis process, the outcomes of which
are contained in this book, and offered as an alternative, or supplementary, analysis methodology. The book’s structure mirrors that of the summer school, containing both sole-authored analyses (Part 1: Listening Alone) and those conducted
in groups (Part 2: Listening Together).
The book opens with Walter Everett’s analysis of Death Cab for Cutie’s ‘I Will
Follow You into the Dark’. The premise for Everett’s analysis is that the conventional, and arguably limited, harmonic system that characterizes rock music can
still be beautiful and meaningful, and that it is the relationship between aural
expectations and the infrequent deviations from them which, supported by the
lyrics, make for an evocative and meaningful experience of the song.
Ralf von Appen provides an innovative analysis of Ke$ha’s ‘Tik Tok’ by approaching it as the anonymous observer of a fictitious conversation between the artist
and her producer, Dr. Luke, as they discuss the writing and production process.
Four key points are identified: escapism portrayed through the lyrics and visuals;
reinforcement of fan expectations (Ke$ha as ‘party girl’) through the mood; party
lifestyle for those who aspire to such; and a peek into a different world for those
who perhaps do not.
Anne Danielsen’s analysis of Destiny’s Child’s ‘Nasty Girl’ investigates the interpretation of groove, questioning the value of traditional interpretations of groove
whereby its experience is based on expectations of where a beat falls within the
‘grid’. With its rhythms vaguely shifting between triple and duple, and intermit© Equinox Publishing Ltd 2017, Office 415, The Workstation, 15 Paternoster Row, Sheffield S1 2BX.
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tent use of polyrhythms, the song is presented as an example of ambiguous rhythmic qualities which exemplify this point.
The fourth chapter draws on linguistic theory to investigate the communicative properties of Lady Gaga’s ‘Poker Face’. Dietrich Helms applies six ‘functions’
developed by linguist Roman Jakobson, and adds a seventh function of his own—
‘Positioning Addresser and Addressee’—which relates to interactions between
vocal character(s) and the listener through analysis of production techniques (for
example mix placement and arrangement) which evoke these perspectives.
Dietmar Elflein’s analysis of Rammstein’s ‘Pussy’ in chapter five seeks to establish a ‘Rammstein Formula’ through analysis of a range of musical and paramusical elements. Elflein focuses on the song’s specifically German signifiers, suggesting
that these evoke a kind of German ‘tourist pop’ (110) which would appeal nationally, as well as adopting caricature along with internationally understood German
words to capture a wider market.
Simon Zagorski-Thomas offers a complementary interpretation of Kings of
Leon’s ‘Sex on Fire’ through alternative approaches relating to both performance
and production, specifically ‘energy level’, spatial staging and ‘gestural activity’, as
well as the presentation of the band as ‘authentic’ through an overall live feel to
the production and arrangement.
In his analysis of Andrés’ ‘New For U’, André Doehring explains that ‘scores,
common instruments or legitimate concepts of compositional development are
by and large irrelevant to EDM’ (134) but that, nonetheless, musicology can help
to explain the international appeal of this 2012 song. To this end, he undertakes
an analysis of the song’s rhythmic loop, harmony (frequency of appearance) and
hook, as well as a consideration of the medium (vinyl) both in terms of audio
characteristics and utilization.
In the last chapter of Part One, Allan Moore explores the impact of the listening environment on song interpretation, in his analysis of Amy McDonald’s ‘This is
the Life’. Having first heard the song as a segment in an advertisement, Moore was
intrigued by the apparent conflict between the catch call ‘this is the life’ with the
dark tonality, as well as a particularly evocative guitar slide which caught his ear.
An analysis of the song’s video clip reveals a diversion of the song’s musical meaning as the visuals draw attention away from the guitar slide in question, encouraging a ‘secondary order’ decoding (166).
Part Two, ‘Listening Together’, opens with a group analysis of PJ Harvey’s ‘The
Words Maketh the Murder’ (by Cláudia Azevedo, Chris Fuller, Juliana Guerrero,
Michael Kaler and Brad Osborn), for which each section is analysed by a different musicologist, each offering their own, individual expertise. Lakoff and Johnson’s theories of conceptual metaphor and image schema are incorporated to
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support human understanding through metaphor, in this case, for example, the
tense atmosphere evoked through the ‘swamp’ metaphor evoked by the reverb
and booming kick drum.
Chapter 10 (Frederike Arns, Mark Chilla, Mikko Karjalainen, Esa Lilja, Therea
Maierhofer-Lischka and Matthew Valnes) offers an analysis of Janelle Monáe’s
‘Tightrope’, which is characterized by tensions such as those produced by the complexities of the instrumentals, and the dissonant lead vocal, which are drawn on in
this analysis to evoke the imagery of a tightrope, extended more broadly to connote the difficulties of dealing with fame. One of the main themes identified in the
song is that of nostalgia, which the analysis reveals is evoked through reference
to past musical styles, and reinforced by visual and lyrical Afro-futurist imagery.
Fleet Foxes’ ‘Helplessness Blues’ is the subject of chapter 11 (Paul Carter,
Samantha Englander, Alberto Munarritz, Jadey O’Regan and Eileen Simonow), in
which themes of struggle are identified and codified firstly through analysis of the
band’s self-identification as ‘new folk’. This is supported by a lyrical and musical
analysis which demonstrates that the unusual form of the song and its resultant
distinct moods convey a wistful and nostalgic story that moves from harsh reality to fantasy.
Chapter 12 (Félix Eid, María Emelia Greco, Jakub Kasperski, Andrew Martin
and Edin Mujkanović) investigates the success of the global hit ‘Dance Kuduro’
by Lucenzo featuring Don Omar. The analysis proposes that it is a combination
of familiarity and exoticism that is the key to its widespread success. Simple and
catchy enough to be broadly ‘understood’ on a musical level, but with enough
‘foreign’ complexities to add an exoticized appeal, the song is accessible to a wide
audience.
In chapter 13 (Phil Allcock, Natalia Bieletto, Maxime Cottin, Katharine Nelligan and Yvonne Thieré), the authors note that Björk’s ‘Crystalline’ proved a challenging song to analyse due to its unconventional form, which resulted in little
intersubjectivity across the members of the group, and sometimes irreconcilable
responses. An important outcome they agreed on however is that the song presented a juxtaposition of nature and technology, and that this theme informed all
aspects of the song.
As the editors note, the solo listener will ‘only ever hear for herself’ (1); however the multiple perspectives of collaborative analysis make for not only an intersubjectivity uncommon to this kind of text by which ‘the whole might be more
than the sum of its parts’ (4), but also one that evidences negotiation between the
various group members, lending an overall objectivity to the process. This book
offers an engaging read and presents multiple approaches to musical analysis,
which is to be expected given the diversity of its contributors.
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