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WEEK 1: "Fireflies" by Owl City

This song is a good example of how the sound of the song serves the subject matter and theme. The introductory synthesizer which plays off and on throughout the tune consists of short, sometimes seamlessly joined notes, played in rapid succession over a wide range. It creates a sound picture of a swarm of fireflies blipping in and out of sight and flying circuitous paths around one another. A countermelody of chimes also evokes imagery of sparkling light. Later, stacatto violins play a pattern similar to the synthesizer. The chorus comes in with a slow, progression of chords and vocus with a muffled, otherworldly quality with an overtone of buzzing. This fits with the song's subject matter, which is trying to fall asleep and having a strange dream. At the end of the song, it slows down with the "muffled" effect buzzing effect and the lyrics become a whisper, depicting the feeling of falling asleep. The little chimes slow until you're hearing them sound one by one, like fireflies blinking out of sight. All of these elements work together with the lyrics, subject matter and theme of the song, which concerns the distinction between waking and sleeping, appearance and reality.

WEEK 2 "I Am A Viking" by Yngvie Malmsteen 

This song is the sort of thing I picture the crafters of the old Scandanavian tales on which preceded Beowulf were writing - epics of adventure, the glory of battle and plunder, as yet untempered by Christian ethics. The speaker in this song is a viking who fears nothing and is headed off to war, to rape, pillage and kill. The speaker gloats about the fact that he holds your life in his hand and that you will die by his sword. Ironically, since vikings pillaged monasteries and centers of civilization instead of colonizing them, most of their tales were lost to time, being passed down in oral tradition, with just a few being written down and preserved in a more permanent form.

WEEK 3 "Big Time" by Peter Gabriel
This song effectively uses the imagery of bigness in various ways to talk about the aspirations of an ordinary person to become extraordinary. Big or largeness is a metaphor in the song for becoming important and respected. The speaker comes from a "small town" who uses "small words." He is going to leave for the "big, big city" where he'll make a "big noise" with all the "big boys" and be "so much larger than life." His life will be "one big adventure." The song takes an ironic turn near the end where the speaker says he'll need a snow-white pillow for his "big fat head." Like "Handlebars" the dreams of an ordinary person eventually grow to hubristic and megalomaniacal proportions.

WEEK 4 "Time" by The Alan Parsons Project

This song falls under the "personal impact" topic, as it is one which has a strong personal impact on me. The theme of loss and the ephemeral nature of life and love is pared with the soft watery lyrics and a rhythm that mimicks the rocking of a boat. It never ceases to make me feel bittersweet nostalgia about all the people who have come and gone in my life. It's one of those songs that is beautifully and tragically sad and almost makes me want to cry when I hear it. I associate it with leaving high school (a few years after the song had come out) and leaving old friends for new places, as I have had to do several times for school or teaching positions.

WEEK 5 If "You think You Need Some Lovin'" by Pomplamoose

This is a great song. Is it any good? Yes! Why? Applying what I learned in our discussion of review, I would say that part of it is the fact that the cadence of the song is very conversational, like something a woman might actually say to a man. It is actually the sorts of things one sees in personal ads: No head games, junkies or leeches! And the stinger line "But if you think you need some lovin'..." has a great pregnant pause with a building intensity of a snare drum and then "...that's fine"(what every gentleman with baited breath is waiting to hear). It does a great job of incorporating a number of ways women tell men to get lost for various reasons, said with intonation in which one might actually hear them. The way it includes 70s style soul/funk backup singing fits perfectly with the "trying to pick someone up" scenario in the song. The tribal percussion, discordant guitar rifts and other strange and experimental instrumentation layer a surreal aspect into the song and add to the light-hearted tone.

WEEK 6: "Fuck the Poor" by Tim Minchin

This is a good example of satire. The speaker is an extremely affluent person admitting that he doesn't give a damn about the poor and that he only gives a few a little of his money away to the poor to justify the purchasing things he doesn't need, and decides he might have one more vodka cranberry, despite the fact that it costs enough to feed a poor family for two weeks. Instead of preachy lecturing, this song delivers in a comedic way a sermon on the responsibility of people of means to those without, skewering the rich in much the same way as "A Modest Proposal" or Lewis Carroll's "The Aged, Aged Man" do.

WEEK 7 "The Boxer" by Simon & Garfunkle

This week we were talking about the basic structure and analysis and analyzed "The Sounds of Silence" so another Simon & Garfunkle song, "The Boxer" seems like an appropriate song for this week's playlist, as it is an excellent candidate for similar analysis. The subject matter is a poor boy who moves from the sticks to New York. Formally, the jaw harp and rustic instruments which come in when he talks about his rural home draw a contrast between it and the big city he's moved to. Historically, many people came to New York, looking to "make it"  - either immigrants from Europe, like Simon's own Hungarian parents, or people from rural areas looking for opportunities not available in their provincial homes. In interviews Paul had said that only after he got into the studio and started recording did he realize the song was autobiographical. It wasn't literally so - Simon was born in Newark, New Jersey. But it was analogous to his struggle for success as a musician. Ideologically, the song's most important part is near the end, with a shift to the character of the boxer, spoken of in the third person. The speaker admires the boxer who keeps mementos of every beating he's taken yet struggles on, just as the speaker will. It is a song about perseverance.

WEEK 8 "Man on the Throne" by Emil Inc.
This fits in with the other political movement songs and how both the historical context in which they were written and other songs with similar themes can help illuminate them. "Man on the Throne" is written from an anarchistic viewpoint, but not the adolescent and nihilistic destruction view of Anarchy for the U.K. ("I dunno what I want, but I know how to get it..."). The speaker simply wants to be left alone. When the "Man on the Throne" (any self-appointed political power, regardless of "system"), comes to him and wants to take away his natural right to defend himself by taking away his guns, steal the fruit of his labor, or give him a bunch of rules to follow, that system shouldn't count on his cooperation. He also asserts "there's freedom in the air, and freedom in our minds." This can be understood in the general context of the libertarian anarchist movement which seems all government, even democratic forms, as inherently oppressive. They seem the freedom of peaceable people as an unalienable right, constantly under attack by governments seeking power and control. The Man on the Throne is an excellent metaphor for this point of view, as it conflates tyrannical monarchies which most people see as antithetical to freedom with Democracies, which people uncritically associate with freedom.

WEEK 9 "Whip It" by Devo
This is a song which came to mind in the appropriating topic: how a song helps us to understand what the song is about. Whip It is about how to approach problems in life using the metaphor or a whip to drive yourself forward at full gallop and "give the past a slip." It reminds you that problems should be dealt with proactively ("try to detect it") and immediately ("before the cream sets out too long"). It uses the common idiom of "whipping a problem," using the metaphor of the whip used to punish someone. It also uses the metaphor of cracking the whip - the whip of the taskmaster which pushes the slave or the beast of burden forward into action. Finally, it uses the metaphor of whipping cream, which has to be done vigorously and constantly. All of these are great reminds of how problems should be faced - head on, with constant, vigorous forward momentum, and how the opposite - passivity, rumination over the past, letting problems fester and procrastination, can lead to disaster.

WEEK 10 "The Devil Went Down to Georgia" by The Charlie Daniels Band

This song is a good example of heteroglossia. Charlie Daniels said the idea of a boy challenging a the Devil to a fiddle contest came from a poem he read in high school called The Mountain Whippoorwill by Stephen Vincent, but of course this in term has been influenced by the vast corpus of literature about the Devil, including The Devil and Daniel Webster, Milton's Paradise Lost and even the Book of Job, which is poetry surrounded by a prose frame. This song seems to have been the inspiration for Tenacious D. and the Pick of Destiny, including the climactic song at the end where the contest between young man and Devil involves not fiddles but electric guitars.

Extreme Element: Heteroglossia
I Said to Poetry1
I said to Poetry, "Are you going to tell me about your angry lesbian breasts again?"2
And Poetry said, "You know there's more to me than that."

So I said to Poetry, "Lately you're all peacenik screeds and ghetto rhymes."

And Poetry said, "So why don't YOU write something different?"

So I said to Poetry "Why should I bother; there's no money in you."

And Poetry said, "Because of the way you feel when you read 'Invictius'?”

I asked Poetry if we were really going to talk about my feelings again, and she was quiet for a long time.  

Then Poetry said, “Because verse is the heart of song? You’re a songwriter, aren’t you?"

I asked Poetry if she was going to make me a rock star, and Poetry asked if maybe I wasn’t a little too old for that. At that point I almost told Poetry to go fuck herself, but then I remembered what my analyst said about being reactive and decided to try going to my happy place instead.

My happy place was closed for construction, so when Poetry said that Mick Jagger was 67 and still doing shows and that maybe it wasn’t too late for me to be a rock star, I just folded my arms and tried not to say something I might regret.

Then Poetry brought up that Jim Morrison was a poet AND a rock star. That’s when I got all reactive and told Poetry that Morrison was an overrated hack who sounded like a lounge singer strung out on acid, and that the brass in "Touch Me" was the most ridiculous thing I'd ever heard.

And Poetry said something I won't repeat.

So I started crooning, “I'm gonna love you till the heavens stop the rain…"

And Poetry pretended to ignore me.

Then I pursed my lips together and stated making funny trumpet sounds, which weren't any funnier than the trumpets in that stupid song.

And Poetry rolled her eyes and sighed, but I could see that the corners of her mouth were turned up ever so slightly.

After a while, I got tired of clowning around, so I spun Poetry’s chair to face me, clutched the arm rests and leaned in real close, so our noses were almost touching. We locked eyes.

And I said to Poetry, "Writing you is like learning to play the violin. It’s so easy to do badly.”

And Poetry said, "So why didn't you stick to the piano?"

And when she said that I felt a little like I feel when I'm reading 'Invictus.'

______________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

1 Inspired by the poem “I Said to Poetry” by Alice Walker

2 Stephen King satirized the student poetry he heard at the University of Maine with this phrase in On Writing.
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