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On February 13, 2011, the jazz bassist, singer, and composer Esperanza Spalding received a Grammy for Best New Artist, besting the teenaged pop sensation Justin Bieber. Seconds after the award was announced, a lively discussion broke out on Twitter. Here are some selections from the first few hours of commentary, with the inevitable racial slurs omitted:
WTF!! Who the hell is Esperanza Spalding??!!? She did NOT deserve new artist of the year!! This is gaayy!

 



“Knock knock.” “Who’s there?” “Esperanza Spalding.” “Esperanza Spalding who?” “EXACTLY.”

 



okay seriously esperanza spaulding isnt even verified on twitter as a real celeb @justinbieber i love you your always the best in my mind :)

 



Gonna have to go home and download some songs by Esperanza Spalding... really feeling her music.

 



I’ve never heard of Esperanza Fever.

 



Congrats to Esperanza Spalding. Apparently jazz music is more relevant than billboard chart toppers like @justinbieber and @drakkarnoir.

 



While I had no clue who Esperanza Spalding was before today (I thought she invented the basketball), anyone who pisses off Bieber fans WINS.

 



#justin bIeber was ROBBED! Who is esperanza? What impact has she had on pop music or culture? Bieber is truly talented. [Bonnie Fuller, editor]

 



i dread nothing more when the bland non taste of mainstream america’s radar discovers my secret. ESPERANZA SPALDING is too smart for ya. [Questlove, drummer and DJ]

 



As for the awards... of course I wanted to win. Its been & still is a dream to win a grammy. Was I upset... yes. But I was happy for her also [Bieber himself]





Like most folks on Twitter that night, I thought of Arthur Schopenhauer. The sage of Frankfurt had many good points to make about the blind striving of the will and the joy of self-obliteration, but he missed the mark when he stated that music is “in the highest degree a universal language.” On certain sunny days, music does make the people come together, but nearly as often it seems to tear them apart. The most popular artists can also be the most lustily hated. In some ways, this is as it should be. Just as we would not want to live in a world that adhered to one language, one political system, or one mode of religious belief, we would not want to live in a world that imposed a single musical taste. Totalitarian regimes have in common an urge to foist such concepts on the population.

Almost twenty years ago, the ethnomusicologist Mark Slobin published a brilliant short book titled Subcultural Sounds: Micromusics  of the West. In it, he proposed the existence of a “superculture”—a ubiquitous but nebulous zone that he associated with “the usual, the accepted, the statistically lopsided, the commercially successful, the statutory, the regulated, the most visible.” He then set about studying how myriad subcultures jockey for position, rise to popularity, define themselves in opposition, or fuse with other forms. Slobin’s analysis is even more pertinent in the fractured, late-digital age than it was in the early nineties, which now look vaguely Amish in retrospect. With the rise of the Internet and the decline of the record business, the superculture has lost some of its mojo. In the summer of 2010, the blogger Proper Discord noticed that the top-selling album in America that week—Katy Perry’s Teenage Dream—had been purchased by only one in sixteen hundred U.S. consumers. A certain number of miscreants may have obtained the music by other means, but the aggregate of listeners fell far short of a majority. All music is subcultural; no music is everywhere beloved.

The withering of the mainstream seems a recent development, something that’s come to pass since the Internet arrived. For the writer Nancy Griffin, whose haunting portrait of Michael Jackson appears in this collection, the release of the “Thriller” video, in December 1983, feels like “the last time that everyone on the planet got excited at the same time by the same thing.” Well, almost everyone—I was ignoring pop, and getting excited about the prospect of seeing Leonard Bernstein conduct Mahler’s “Resurrection” Symphony. Admittedly, I was a peculiar case, but the superculture has never enjoyed total domination, and it has existed only as long as electronic media have enabled a mass public for music to exist. It began, effectively, when Caruso sold a million copies of “Una furtiva lagrima” in the first years of the twentieth century. Before then, it was physically impossible for everyone on the planet to get excited about the same thing. Now, digital culture is atomizing the market once again.

So how do you map a micromusical landscape? Is there a universal language of criticism that can be spoken across the borders of genre? Those questions kept coming up as I worked with Daphne Carr to  assemble the articles in this book. We hoped to bring in as many different worlds as possible—more than we were finally able to accommodate. Yet we wished to avoid producing a Tower-of-Babel experience in which stalwarts in various fields shouted trivia at each other without engaging the casual listener. What excited us were pieces that led the reader into an unfamiliar realm or marked new paths on well-trod ground—pieces that assumed no prior knowledge, only a spark of curiosity. Obviously, much excellent music writing fails to fit that description: reviews written for fellow fans, analyses composed for fellow experts, all-out blog wars deploying armies of straw men. But, for the most part, such work doesn’t appear here. You’ll have to go elsewhere for your Vampire Weekend smackdowns or your pro- and anti-Marsalis screeds. We didn’t look for articles by and for insiders; we wanted writerly seductions.

As one who dwells in the classical shadowlands, I face the challenge of hooking the distracted reader every time I unsleep my computer, and, needless to say, I fail more often than I succeed. From time to time, I find myself sitting on the subway next to a commuter who’s flipping through The New Yorker, seeking something to occupy his attention between Columbus Circle and Penn Station. He happens upon one of my articles and looks at the headline. “Oh jeez, not a piece about classical music,” I hear him thinking. He flips ahead to Anthony Lane, who promptly works his charms. But every once in a long while I succeed in grabbing an innocent bystander’s attention. True, I’ve never seen it happen right in front of me on the 1 train, but instances have been reported, and nothing makes me happier. Before I was a critic, I was an enthusiast, foisting my Alban Berg records on college roommates and anxiously scanning their faces for flickers of interest. When a connection is made, it can feel momentous, especially when you have managed to break through a resistance born of stereotypes and received ideas. A subculture is escaping from its ghetto and finding new life through unexpected affinities. Slobin, back in the early nineties, sensed the growing buzz of such one-on-one transmissions, and the Internet now allows them to happen on a  global scale, with no need to trap a friend in front of the record-player. The micro can go macro in a viral instant.

Music is not now and never has been a universal language, but it can reach across the human universe with astonishing ease, whether it’s a mass of Philippino prisoners mastering the steps of “Thriller” or thousands of Japanese amateur choristers singing along to Beethoven’s Ninth. (In a typical micro/macro paradox, classical music appears to be more marginal than ever, yet its global audience is exponentially larger than it was a hundred years ago.) Despite the disputes that flare up endlessly across the fences of taste, music always seems to remember back to a lost bond of common feeling. Long-form articles are crucial because they permit that longing to speak. They go far beyond the bland announcement of like or dislike—all the entrenched sniping that filled Twitter on the night Esperanza Spalding won Best New Artist. The long read remains, in my experience, the most potent means of musical persuasion.

 



 



The book begins, naturally, with Beethoven. Justin Davidson revisits the premiere of the “Eroica” Symphony, a work that marked the onset of what might be called Beethoven’s supercultural phase. It’s the first great rebel yell in musical history, the birth of the individualist artist hero. Yet it also heralds the glorification of the Great Classical Composer, which, by the end of the nineteenth century, had begun to overshadow living artists and inhibit the expressive freedom of performers. Every genre since has felt that uneasy slippage from the revolutionary moment to the cult of the past.

Several more classical items follow, but none is the work of a fulltime classical critic. With apologies to Anthony Tommasini, Anne Midgette, Steve Smith, and many other esteemed colleagues, I was eager to bring in some alternative voices—articulate insiders, sympathetic outsiders. The masterly pianist Jeremy Denk, proprietor of the blog Think Denk, gets fed up with smugly tedious program notes. Ann Powers, a dominant force in pop criticism, reveals her love of  Wagner and studies the Los Angeles Opera production of the Ring through a pop-culture lens. The critic, novelist, and editor Wendy Lesser ventures into a very dark corner of the contemporary European avant-garde. And the exuberant winners of Marcia Adair’s Twitter #operaplot competition summarize maximally convoluted librettos in minimum space.

Jazz, too, has made the unnerving journey from superculture to subculture, from center to apparent margin. Geoffrey O’Brien, in this collection, gives a photographically evocative picture of Duke Ellington, who spelled out more powerfully than any early jazz figure the high aspirations of African-American culture, even as he maintained a careful distance from highbrow jargon. No contemporary jazz musician, not even Wynton Marsalis, cuts such a profile today. Yet jazz fans, like their classical counterparts, perhaps dwell too much on what is putatively lost when their heroes no longer get the cover of Time. The likes of Jason Moran, Esperanza Spalding, Ethan Iverson, and Fred Hersch—the last portrayed here by David Hajdu—demonstrate how modern jazz is free to be “genre-blind,” in Hajdu’s phrase, open to every imaginable current sound.

Country music is a commercial titan, not least because its audience is still willing to pay for music up front. The veteran journalist Chet Flippo, who writes a column for the Country Music Television website, pointedly asks whether that corporate clout—now fully ratified by American Idol—has hollowed out the “heart and soul” of the music. He probably speaks for critics in many other genres when he writes: “Country music is a wildly erratic radar screen these days. Random, unexpected blips are popping up all over the place and with no consistent patterns. May as well study tornado paths.” By contrast, Franklin Bruno’s mini-biography of the country songwriting team of Felice and Boudleaux Bryant takes us back to the musical equivalent of the old Hollywood studio system, when tight commercial control didn’t prohibit the exercise of meticulous craft.

Metal—heavy, black, death, or otherwise—has also strengthened its grip on the marketplace, but its doomy soul seems intact: the scene is friendlier to antisocial eruptions of dissonance and noise  than almost any musical sphere outside the state-funded European new-music circuit. (The first black-metal band to master fully the methods of spectralism may cause unprecedented mayhem.) The blogger Mike Turbé, as Atanamar Sunyata, makes his way to a cozy little club called The Acheron, in Brooklyn, and gives us an earful of Wormrot, Defeatist, Mutant Supremacy, Psychic Limb, and Curandera. The outer edges of the DJ scene are also hospitable to suspect harmonies. Philip Sherburne, in his piece on Pantha du Prince, relates him both to the experimental tradition and to the older yearnings of the German Romantics.

As for the pop mainstream, however you might define it, it’s captured here from a few widely spaced vantage points. Jonathan Bogart, in a gleefully exhaustive five-thousand-word blog essay, goes all-out formalist on Ke$ha’s Animal EP, microscopically inspecting details that only a few pedants in the studio could have been aware of. Vanessa Grigoriadis takes a panoramic shot of Lady Gaga, emphasizing the old-school bohemian philosophy that informs an amazing pop-culture artifice. Chris Norris, in a clear-eyed, not always merciful profile of Will.i.am, diagrams an interchange of music and commerce so effortless that after a while you can’t tell them apart.

The self-affirmations of American pop have a very different resonance in places where youth populations are yearning for freedom, or, even worse, have had their freedom rescinded. Nothing in this collection is quite as charged as Morad Mansouri’s piece on the underground music scene in Tehran: there, up-to-date hip-hop beats and ancient Persian texts are being mashed together in a way that seems considerably more pointed than what you hear on the average public-radio world-music hour. You get the sense that if the gates were lifted Iran might produce a counterpart to M.I.A., whose combustible brand of anti-imperialist pop drew a heavy backlash this past year. Jessica Hopper, in the Chicago Reader, has a cannily evenhanded take on the mercurial agitator.

I’ve always admired the fearlessness with which pop critics address prickly issues of politics, class, race, and sexuality. (We classical critics are always too ready to flee into the art-for-art’s-sake refuge.)  Nitsuh Abebe sorts through his conflicted feelings about racial signals in the music of CocoRosie. Amy Klein, speaking from the point of view of a working female musician, lets us know how she felt when, flipping through an issue of Rolling Stone, she saw only four women who were fully clothed. Caryn Ganz, writing for OUT magazine, probes the touchy topic of sexuality in hip-hop, eliciting playful and elusive answers from Nicki Minaj. Drew Daniel, of Matmos and Johns Hopkins University, recounts a gay listener’s complicated relationship with Morrissey, talking about how The Smiths provided a soundtrack to coming out (some editorial identification here) and how their music has more recently spoken to him with unexpected rawness.

Three stories in the collection—all of them, coincidentally, published by the Washington Post—show how music is woven into the fabric of cities and neighborhoods. Lauren Wilcox Puchowski follows a wedding singer named Kenney Holmes, who argues for his profession in the face of couples who want to play songs off their iPods. Jason Cherkis hangs out with Ian Nagoski, a fanatical Baltimore record collector who, while working at the True Vine store, came into possession of 78-RPM records by the Greek singer Marika Papagika and almost single-handedly spearheaded a revival of interest in her. And, in a piece that quickly became legendary among pop scribes, Chris Richards goes in search of the Mothership, the spectacular Parliament-Funkadelic stage prop, which was last seen in a junkyard behind a gas station in Prince George’s County, Maryland.

Perhaps the trickiest kind of music writing, and potentially the most exhilarating, is the kind that threads multiple genres together. Jace Clayton looks into slowed-down music—screw, witch house, drag, and so on—and draws links between hip-hop, synth pop, the noise scene, and classical experimentalism. Dave Tompkins, in an excerpt from his staggering Vocoder history How to Wreck a Nice Beach, traces geneaologies from Afrika Bambaataa back to wartime army projects and stalwarts of the postwar avant-garde. There are yet more surprising connections to be made: Kelefa Sanneh compares Jay-Z’s lyrics with those of Stephen Sondheim; Nate Chinen ponders  what it means that Neil Young and Miles Davis shared a bill in 1970; and James Wood finds uncharted common ground between the aesthetic realms of Glenn Gould and Keith Moon. It always makes me happy when a writer drops in a reference that opens up a larger perspective, as when Sasha Frere-Jones, listening soulfully to Sade, calls her “an ambient version of country music.”

Grouped toward the end of the book are several pieces that bring us intimately close to a particular artist, often baring the scars of celebrity in the process. Sasha’s appreciation of Sade is one of these; Griffin’s memoir of Michael Jackson at the zenith of his “Thriller” fame is another. Evelyn McDonnell writes a heartbreaking profile of Sandy West, the drummer for the Runaways, whose voyage into substance-abuse hell did not end in a Hollywood-ready scene of redemption. And Joe Hagan, in a harrowing portrait of Nina Simone, transcribes diary entries that we feel we shouldn’t be reading but that we can’t forget when we return to the music.

Having begun with a Germanic titan, this edition of Best Music Writing gives the last word to a contemporary Austrian, Georg Friedrich Haas, who inhabits a subcultural space and makes it seem infinite. Haas’s Third String Quartet is played in total darkness. Wendy Lesser describes what it is like to hear music with one sense deprived. She concludes that it makes you listen as never before, as if your life depends on it. That kind of listening is what we all strive for.






Beethoven’s Kapow

Justin Davidson

 



 



 



If I could crash any cultural event in history, it would be the night in April 1805 when a short man with a Kirk Douglas chin and a wrestler’s build stomped onto the stage of the Theater an der Wien in Vienna. Ludwig van Beethoven, 34 years old and already well along the way to deafness, swiveled to face a group of tense musicians and whipped them into playing a pair of fist-on-the-table E-flat major chords (blam! . . . blam!), followed by a quietly rocking cello melody. If I listen hard enough, I can almost transport myself into that stuffy, stuccoed room. I inhale the smells of damp wool and kerosene and feel the first, transformative shock of Beethoven’s Third Symphony, the “Eroica,” as it exploded into the world.

Before it was a work of genius, the “Eroica” was a provocation, and I sometimes wonder how I would have reacted if I had been in the crowd on that night in 1805. I might have concurred with the critic who felt “crushed by a mass of unconnected and overloaded ideas and continuing tumult by all the instruments.” The performance probably flirted with chaos. Beethoven himself conducted, and he was a volatile man who could barely hear. The band of musicians had never grappled with a score so mountainous and rugged, and the audience hadn’t either. Someone yelled, “I’ll give another kreutzer if the thing will only stop!” It’s easy to dismiss that wag as a philistine, but the first performance, unlike most of the thousands upon thousands that followed, didn’t take admiration for granted.

This week, Lincoln Center hosts the conductor Iván Fischer leading two ensembles—one period, the other modern—in a comparative festival of Beethoven’s symphonies. The Orchestra of the Age of Enlightenment plays the “Eroica,” plus Symphonies Nos. 1, 2, 5, and 8, just as they purportedly sounded 200 years ago. The Budapest Festival Orchestra performs the remaining symphonies in their plusher, louder, and more modern incarnation. The difference between those styles is usually framed as a distinction between music’s authentic past and its dynamic present, between scholarship and technology, the latest framing of a 40-year movement that goes by various cumbersome and misleading titles: Original Instruments, Early Music, Authentic Performance Practice. But in truth both paths pursue the same illusion: that a certified masterpiece has just come blaring out of the composer’s brain.

Why do we reenact these rituals of revolution, when revolution is no longer at stake? How can an act of artistic radicalism retain the power to disturb after two centuries? What’s left when surprise has been neutralized and influence absorbed? Beethoven toyed with expectations we do not have and dismantled conventions that no longer guide us. As a result, the “Eroica,” which emerged with such blinding energy that some of its first listeners thought its composer must be insane, sounds like settled wisdom to us. His contemporaries had never experienced such wild, loud, assaultive sounds outside of combat. Our ears are attuned to a rougher sonic landscape: The construction site that edges Lincoln Center is far more raucous than whatever goes on in the hall.

If the composer flailed against the constraints of his world, today’s Beethoven performers battle the legacy he bequeathed: the whole stultifying tradition of greatness. Conductors have various strategies for making even connoisseurs forget the scriptural familiarity of those notes. They can exaggerate idiosyncrasies or whisk up an irritatingly manic sense of excitement. They can buff the playing to a technocratic gleam and engineer an interpretation so faithful to the written score that it becomes fanatically neutral. Or they might emulate the corporate approach of Herbert von Karajan, who drew from his orchestras a rich, emulsified sound and treated Beethoven’s symphonies as monuments to be gilded with fresh applications of elegance.

The most thrilling versions of the “Eroica” I’ve heard have felt like quests, crackling with desperate urgency. In the mid-nineties, John Eliot Gardiner led his private band, the Orchestre Révolutionnaire et Romantique, in a complete cycle of Beethoven symphonies that enshrined their violent defiance. He achieved that effect through scrupulous historicism and tolerance for the technical imperfections inherent in period instruments. Natural horns occasionally bobbled a difficult passage. Gut-string violins struggled to balance wooden flutes that wandered out of tune. Even with a full-arm wallop, the timpanist could only eke a muffled thud from his early-nineteenth-century Viennese kettledrums. But those challenges added to the revolutionary élan, and to the exhilarating suspicion that at any moment the whole apparatus might fall apart.

Beethoven craved that sense of imminent collapse. As a pianist, he pummeled the keyboard and tried to force it into playing lower, higher, louder, and softer than it could. The “Eroica” rattled the Theater an der Wien, a grand and modern space by 1805 standards, but an ornate little shoebox when compared with, say, Carnegie Hall. There’s a moment in the middle of the first movement, when the symphony shudders as if it were coming unglued. The pulse grinds down and the burbling theme stops short, overpowered by a chain of dissonant blasts that, in the first performance, must have ricocheted off the graceful walls and buzzed through the audience’s bones. In the early nineteenth century, listening to orchestral music was a full-body experience.

But the epic scale of Beethoven’s symphonies created a new, su-persized infrastructure that gradually swallowed his music. Larger audiences and bigger orchestras required more spacious venues, where music reaches the ears only after picking up resonance and losing its edge. The most authentic, and exciting, way to hear  Beethoven’s symphonies would be in cramped rooms rather than in great, flattering halls. (The Lincoln Center concerts take place in the relatively cozy Alice Tully Hall.)

We can’t unravel a history of listening, and the work can’t easily slough off its encrustations of meaning. Beethoven’s music comes to us at once impoverished by time and marinated in meanings: Wagner’s analytic raptures, Schroeder’s obsession in Peanuts, the Morse code V-for-victory of the Fifth during the Battle of Britain, A Clockwork Orange, Bernstein’s substitution of Freiheit (freedom) for Freude (joy) in the Ninth at the collapsing Berlin Wall, and so on. We also can’t recapture the heat with which the nineteenth century debated the meaning of that cryptic subtitle. Is the hero Napoleon, the composer himself, or perhaps a more archetypal figure? A moral but unconventional loner? A vessel of humanity’s most intense feelings? An artist-genius? It hardly matters now, when the whole notion of a hero-worshipping symphony seems impossibly hoary. What sort of figure would we enrobe in music of such complexity, fury, and moral struggle? Tiger Woods? David Petraeus?

For much of today’s public, even the most thoroughly tilled symphonic turf has become unexplored terrain. The orchestral Establishment treats that widespread musical illiteracy as a disaster, but it’s also a chance to give works of “Eroica”-like stature an infinite number of premieres. The fact that many audience members have never heard the piece should be a bracing thought for the players on the stage: To dispense revelation is a daunting responsibility.

Classical-music neophytes often worry that they don’t have enough background to appreciate a performance, but the opposite is often true: They’re the ones who listen without preconceptions and who are primed for danger and unpredictability. The “Eroica” was the first symphonic psychodrama, a chronicle of a character’s interior battles. Already in the opening seconds, the restless theme spins away from its expected course to go skating through patches of harmonic uncertainty, disruptive syncopations, and asymmetrical phrases. Moods change with mercurial quickness. Beethoven knits  his structure out of conflict and unease, turning unpleasant states of mind into artistic virtues.

If the first movement romanticizes anxiety, the second makes misery seem celestial. It is a funeral march, but the orchestration suggests it is an imagined event, a procession unfolding in the protagonist’s mind. The sounds are softer, rounder, than a street parade. We hear no brass. Cellos and basses play the role of muffled drums. An oboe takes the place of a mournful bugle. The march coaxes intimate emotions into the public realm. If Beethoven’s music still speaks to us now, it’s because, like that roomful of startled Viennese two centuries ago, we want to hear suffering transfigured, too. Pain is ugly and joy fleeting, but each performance of the “Eroica” offers to shape everyday disorder of the mind into something luminous and sublime.

Whether the upcoming Beethoven festival does justice to Beethoven will not depend on the vintage of instruments or the historical purity of technique. Modern orchestras and period ensembles can both pluck excitement out of the past. What matters instead is whether Iván Fischer and his two groups are faithful to the intertwining of nuances and extremes. If the performers etch the contrasts between a lonesome horn and a full orchestral roar, if they savor the abyssal terror of a silence, snap off an accented chord before it becomes pillowy and fat, bring out the pleasurable sourness of dissonance, dispel complacency, and banish habit, then they just might summon the prickle and panic of that first night.






Keep Tickin and Tockin Work It All Around the Clock

Jonathan Bogart

 



 



 



We are in the second week of the third month of 2010, and if the pop charts are any kind of measure, then the most important woman in the pop year to date is Kesha Rose Sebert, a twenty-three year old singer born in the San Fernando Valley and mostly raised in Nashville, who calls herself Ke$ha and pronounces the first syllable of her name to rhyme with bleah, or meh.

The reaction to her slow-bursting fame has been predictably varied. Her debut single, “TiK ToK,” hit the top of the Billboard Hot 100 just as the new year turned, which seems like it should be significant, the way all random synchronicity does, and various voices have been raised suggesting that a) she represents the bottoming-out of popular culture, a new low beyond which we cannot go, b) her witless, party-all-the-time persona is yet another cruel blow to the self-respect and potential self-determination of a generation of young women, c) she’s a dumb whore and should be punished for it (and incidentally for inflicting knowledge of her existence on us), and d) hey shut up her music is fun to dance to and you’re the stupid one you big jerkface.

All of these (even c) have their place, and indeed are integral to what for lack of a better phrase I’ll call the Ke$ha Project. But this isn’t a reportorial piece: I’m not interested here in what the Ke$ha Project’s intentional goals are (I assume they don’t go much further  than making Ke$ha a star and her producers, songwriters, managers, and record label a lot of money, and to the extent there’s more involved it’s standard-issue self-delusion), but what its cultural, aesthetic, and ideological implications are.

Buckle in. This is gonna get long.




ERRBODY GETTIN CRUNK CRUNK 

Let’s start with “TiK ToK,” because that’s where she first came to most of our notice. I heard it in the early fall just after it was released, because I was downloading and listening to everything the Singles Jukebox covered, but I heard it a few days after reading about it and had forgotten which one she was, and the first time I listened to it I thought she might be British and/or black. (I wasn’t listening to the vocals so much as I was responding to the thick, twisty blurt of the music under her; I could hear it coming from the land of Aphex Twin and Dizzee Rascal.) When, around Christmastime, I heard it on the radio, I got a little excited: wow, this weird underground pop song I’d mentally filed away as “not horrible” was making inroads into the mainstream.

And then of course I looked her up and saw that she had never been as underground as I’d thought, that she’d sung the hook for Flo Rida’s “Right Round” and was produced by Max Martin and Dr. Luke, and I made a seamless transition from being mildly interested in her weird bitchy noises to totally fucking rocking out in the car whenever this stupid awesome fizzy-candy song came on the radio. (My relationship with pop radio can basically be summed up as that of a thirteen-year-old boy to superhero comics: I don’t care how unlikely any of it is as long as I get that fix of eye-bleeding color, abstract sexuality, and stylized violence.)

“TiK ToK” is Ke$ha’s original statement of purpose, so fully and completely representative of her aesthetic that it ends up sounding a little washed-out and pointless on Animal, the subsequent full-length, because it only reinforces the entire message of the album and takes no developing turns into psychotic balladry or maudlin self-pity or  aspirational indie rock. Its jocking beats and buzzing, squelchy synths back up a vocal that goes out of its way to annoy anyone with a more settled pair of ears than the thirteen-year-old to which it is pitched, to sound bratty and clumsy and full of entitlement. It hovers just on the edge of being characterless, and its most thrilling trills and melismas are entirely the product of electronic manipulation.

(Which, if I may go big-picture for a bit, is actually rescuing pop vocals from the contentless affectations of the “soul” diva still much imitated on American Idol, which is always several years behind: those electronic melismas, precisely because they’re unachievable by the human voice, divorce the undeniable thrill of the sound from the ability of the performer, leaving the singer free to focus on the emotion at the heart of the song rather than showboating for showboating’s sake. Yes, I’m about to make a claim that Ke$ha’s affectless snottiness gets to the emotion at the heart of her songs.)

But Ke$ha’s affectless snottiness, the quality in her vocal delivery which irritates even practiced pop listeners unaccustomed to think of themselves as irritable, has a purpose beyond merely dog-whistling this is music which your parents and teachers will HATE. She is playing a character here, and the degree to which the character matches up with the details of her biography is essentially unimportant: what matters is the fidelity of the portrait. The reason it’s easy to hate Ke$ha is that it’s easy to hate the girl she’s playing, the entitled white skank with dead eyes and an aggressive, bottomless need for attention, the feminine equivalent of what in the modern taxonomy of youth culture is commonly called the Douchebag. (A point only underscored by the fact that 3OH!3, the avant-garde heroes of Douchebag Pop, guest on her second single.)

But let’s back up and take a closer look at two words I used to describe the character she plays in “TiK ToK.” “White skank” would probably be a pretty uncontroversial description of that character, at least among people for whom the word “skank” is a stable descriptor of something that exists in the world (as opposed to a statement  about the state of mind of the person who says it). But we’ll get to that. First let’s unpack “white.”

Since Ke$ha has been in the public eye she’s very much played up her whiteness, cultivating a shaggy blonde mane and choosing publicity photos that accent the pale freckles across her face; but her first (anonymous) introduction to most ears came as the singer of a hook on a hip-hop song, and in the “Right Round” video her presence is only suggested by a black model. She doesn’t sound particularly black; but neither does she sound particularly white, at least when singing hooks. (The party-girl half-talk-half-rap delivery of verses, however... see below.)

Which is nothing new; if you’ve been paying attention to pop music at all over the last ten years, you know that it’s impossible to demarcate where pop ends and hip-hop begins, especially in terms of production technique. Ke$ha is only the latest instance of the slow merge of black and white, from Eminem + Dre to Timbalake to the rainbow Pussycat Dolls—in fact several observers would probably mock me for even bringing up the old-fashioned idea that there’s any distinction in 2010 between “white music” and “black music.” And certainly Ke$ha’s use of bog-standard hip-hop tropes like phones blowing up, getting crunk, having swagger, etc. isn’t terribly remarkable; except I keep looking at her and thinking it is.

(Theory for later development: is the reemergence of country as a powerhouse pop form e.g. Taylor Swift a way for white people uncomfortable with all this blackness to rope off a pop preserve unin-debted to hip-hop norms, Darius Rucker being the token redshirt so we can claim non-racism?)

Of course, race is always complicated by class in America. Hip-hop or not, Ke$ha’s music is intentionally, gloriously vulgar, full of hard, jacking beats, shiny synths and excessive, tacky AutoTune—which it shares with the emerging up-from-the-depths agenda of (pop) hip-hop as set by Soulja Boy, Kid Cudi and Lil Wayne. The elegant excess of Beyoncé and the highbrow madness of Lady Gaga  are equally beyond her reach; Ke$ha is without their poise and so decides that her clumsy obviousness isn’t a bug, but a feature.

Which brings us to “skank,” a word that connotes as much a class slur as a gender one. Skanks are not only easy, they’re cheap—anyone from any social stratum can be a whore or a bitch or a slut, but a skank is judged not only for her promiscuity but for her low intelligence, offensive person and poor taste. To call Ke$ha (or, properly, her persona) a skank is to imply that she has no value on any level, a brainless aggregate of bad impulses void of self-respect who therefore (for some reason) deserves none from us. “Us” being the implicated listener, we who are called to sit in judgment on this woman for being a skank.

There are more misogynist, classist, racist, and nihilist implications in the common use of the word than can easily (or briefly) be teased out here; enough to say that the Ke$ha Project, without ever using the word or as far as I know caring one way or the other about its use, reclaims skankiness as a positive attribute in much the same way that 90s feminists did with words like bitch, by turning the concept from one of other-focused moral judgment to one of self-focused strength.

Yes, the lyrics to “TiK ToK” are ridiculous; no one with functioning taste buds brushes their teeth with a bottle of Jack, no one with a sense of self-preservation declares so blithely that when they leave for the night they’re not coming back. And nobody born after 1960 thinks Mick Jagger is any ideal of hotness. That’s not the point; the point is that by naming these things as possible in the world of the song (all songs create sub-universes in which they are true, just like stories; didn’t you know?), she basically turns herself into a superhero, a woman whose appetite for alcohol, sex and dance is so strong that she’s basically indestructible. (Can you think of an image more terrifying to what feminism with such enviable economy calls the patriarchy?) The only moment of vulnerability, appropriately enough for a story told in song, is when the DJ addressed in the second person plays music, when she’s out the dancefloor that is the object of her  heroine’s quest, where she raises her hands in the classic image of surrender, and at the end of the bridge, has what I can only describe as an electronic orgasm.

Followed by “Now the party don’t start till I walk in,” which is simply a statement of fact. This song is Ke$ha’s world, bought and paid for; nothing in it has existence without her.




FIGHT TILL WE DO IT RIGHT 

That was a long way to go just to talk about one song. The lady has thirteen more to her name so far; but not all of them are created equally.

As I’ve said, “TiK ToK” lays out Ke$ha’s party-past-the-point-of-fun agenda. What happens past that point depends on the song, or even on the moment in the song; ecstasy, regret, psychosis, depression, and a mystic oneness with the universe (and more) are all on offer on Animal. This is an unusual pop-star album for a couple of reasons: first, despite being entirely produced under the supervision of the Max Martin/Dr. Luke factory, it’s oddly schizophrenic in its sound. Aside from Ke$ha’s own wasted drawl (when she’s not submitting to the Zen discipline of AutoTune), there’s nothing to tie the songs together sonically, unless Frank Kogan’s formulation of Kat Stevens’ “bosh” is it. (Those massive, brain-numbing Eurodance beats, basically.) The other reason it’s odd is that it’s incredibly coherent lyrically. Ke$ha is listed as the principal songwriter on every track in the album, which helps—but she repeats herself, slipping the same themes and even the same phrases into song after song.

Perhaps the least-analyzed (that I’ve seen) line in the chorus of “TiK ToK” is “Imma fight till we see the sunlight,” in itself an admirably concise distillation of the party-as-ritual (and not necessarily an enjoyable one) ethos of the album. Bodies wear out, brains fry, but Ke$ha promises not to give up on the party; she will push past her own exhaustion, boredom, whatever, to achieve its transcendence. But “fight” has other meanings too, of course.

The chorus of “Party At A Rich Dude’s House” contains the line “We’re gonna fight till we do it right” (in the middle of a very “Kids In America” mass singalong; note that for later). Again the implication is that partying is a discipline which must be practiced to be perfected; but the verses bring out the destructive, violent connotations of the phrase. It’s in this song that she promises to piss in the Dom Perignon, throw up in the closet, and in short act like the worst nightmare of the rich dude in question.

Which brings up class again: Ke$ha identifies herself as “young and broke” in the bridge, and it’s easy to see her trashing of the place as a pathetic attempt to take revenge on the inequities of the social structure. Which I’m all for, don’t get me wrong! but she encourages this view by giving us no information at all about the rich dude. He’s rich, and that’s enough of a reason. (Apparently at least some of these lyrics are based on incidents at Paris Hilton’s place. Which matters more for Hilton’s symbolic status as the culture-wide whipping girl for unearned privilege than for the truthfulness of the anecdote.)

But class solidarity is never stable in America, and Ke$ha’s destructive glee turns just as easily on her young and broke peers as on the rich dudes and dudettes of Hollywood. “Backstabber” is a snotty kiss-off to gossiping friends (she inconsistently—but it’s perfectly consistent with the character!—accuses her friends of making her private life public when she does nothing else over the course of the album). It’s a solid little Lily Allenesque character piece with a punchy phased horn sample and a lyric that repeats words so many times that they become a recursive echo. In fact the echo is laid so heavily on the song that I can’t help wondering whether it’s all taking place in her head. My cue was that she rambles towards the end into the line “you’re looking like a lunatic”—but hold that thought too.

After rich dudes and so-called friends, who’s left to fight with? Boyfriends, of course, which she manages in two different ways (well, three, but the last one’s a special case; see below). “Kiss & Tell” suffers from an over-obvious chorus, but is otherwise satisfyingly nasty, making fine distinctions between “baller” and “tool,” calling the cheating bastard “a chick” and ending a verse dismissively “I hope you cry.” That’s bad feminism, of course, using gendered referents to imply weakness and pitifulness; but who expected feminism from the Ke$ha Project? Anyway the real feminist point is that Ke$ha, far from being a victim of the entrenched double standard in which guys play the field while girls are either virgins or sluts, is the one enforcing her own standards. Again she’s a superhero, a larger-than-life fantasy figure dishing out revenge on behalf of the girls branded sluts everywhere. In the crude terminology of dick-measuring contests, hers is bigger than his.

The same is true of the other boyfriend kiss-off on the album, “Blind.” This time it takes something out of her: she admits to feeling low, but even more so the music is darkly dramatic, a sobbing emotional backdrop suitable for a post-Brown Rihanna ballad. But in Ke$ha’s hands the darkness turns again to revenge: she’s not going to cry, he’s the one who’ll miss her till the day he dies. Death and blindness are the overriding images of the chorus, but they don’t apply to her. This is the destructive impulses of “Party At A Rich Dude’s House” taken to operatic extremes; she’s snuffing out a life for cheating on her.

If “TiK ToK” gave us the best-case scenario for the Party—dancefloor ecstasy—these other fighting songs give us other options: class warfare, girlfights, emasculation, death. None of these are the party done right; but they’re also not particularly original topics for pop. Ke$ha can go weirder.




EVIL GIRLY GAMES 

Two phrases that she employs with some regularity throughout the album are “hot mess” (surely non-coincidentally the title of a recent Cobra Starship album) and “sick obsession.” The first is a tidy encapsulation of the persona she’s putting forward; the second hints at darker, or at least less usual, themes.

Partying past fun can land in ecstasy, or in the banality of Jerry Springer relationships. But it can also end in weirder places. Of  course Ke$ha is very far from being the first pop star to claim to be a freak; in fact her most blatant “I’m a freaky girl watch out” song, “Take It Off,” is one of the least inspired on the album, a conventional riff on the “there’s a place I know” theme not helped by borrowing the hook off “The Streets Of Cairo” (better known on playgrounds, or it was in my day, as “All The Girls In France”). There’s more destruction and violence in the verses, but for the most part it tells rather than shows. This doesn’t apply, by the way, to the buzzy, gothy music behind her rote choruses—there’s a dark sparkle to the production that almost convinces that Ke$ha’s partying has a more sinister edge than the booze-sex-dance trivium we’ve seen. But ultimately the pathology of “Take It Off ” is theatrical, played rather for campy kicks than as anything serious.

“Your Love Is My Drug” goes more or less the same route, a bunch of winking references to drug use and addiction covering up one of the shallower love songs in recent memory (not only is it a poor introduction to the album, it’s not even as good as the Puffy AmiYumi song of the same name, let alone Roxy Music’s epic cathedral). But as the standard bosh of the chorus winds down, Ke$ha’s personality peeps through, singing short phrases at irregular intervals (probably to give Dr. Luke AutoTune fodder), cracking up at herself, and then ending in a mocking gurgle, “I like your beard.”

The pathology of drug addiction was just a pretense for a love song; but that muttered phrase points to other possibilities. She sounds like a teenager trying to get a rise out of an authority figure, phrasing her mockery in the form of a compliment in order to say “whut I said I liked it” and cackle with her friends when he goes predictably off. The fake freakiness of “Take It Off” isn’t Ke$ha (or even her character)—but the infuriatingly charming brat who picks and pecks, finds an annoyance and rides it, is.

And then there’s the real freakiness.

“Stephen” has become my favorite song on Animal, and I hate it. Well, that’s not quite fair. I would probably have hated it, or even been afraid of it, when I was younger; but the tempered judgment  that comes with age appreciates its craft and the elegance of its misdirection. I can’t listen to it often, though, or not without being seriously creeped out, because far more than “Every Breath You Take” or “Can’t Get You Out Of My Head” or “You Belong With Me,” this is a perfect encapsulation of stalkerdom as actually practiced by young, insane women who think they’re cute.

The production is far lighter than on the rest of the album, giving her an almost Caribbean setting for her voice, which she deploys within a narrow range high in her register. Throughout the rest of the album when she hits the chorus she goes all out in a foghorn blast, pushing the needle into the red and the dynamic range past the edge of coherence, but on “Stephen” she uses a voice synthesizer and drags her phrases out into curlicues and simpers, throwing every silly affectation she can think of into the performance. If you’re the kind of guy whose nerves grate when girls play up the ultrafeminine eyelash-batting cute squeak (I am), this is already kind of off-putting. But then the lyrics start twisting.

It starts out ordinarily enough: she likes this guy’s ass, she thinks his girlfriend’s a bitch, and wants him for herself. So far so Ke$ha. Then she calls him her sick obsession. She’s feeling pathetic, she can’t take rejection. This isn’t the Ke$ha who stomped a guy’s balls for being a slut—and then the bridge comes in. She’s doing the little-girl thing on purpose: “I’ve got guys waiting in a line / For me to play my evil girly games with all their minds / Just watch me, got it down to a simple art / Just bat my eyes like this and there’s a broken heart.” (To cap it off she pronounces “eyes” with the New York accent of Helen Kane, whose voice Betty Boop was originally a parody of.) Delusional, confident; this is more like our Ke$ha. Then “I’m thinking that maybe you think I’m crazy.” Well, there’s crazy and then there’s crazy. “Don’t you think I’m . . . pretty,” she simpers, and alarm bells go off. (Really, it’s a masterpiece of pronunciation.)

“Cause you’re my object of affection, my drug of choice,” she sings again, “my sick obsession / I want to keep you as my pet to play with and hide under my bed / Forever.” Okay; this is Kathy Bates with a  sledgehammer stuff, and once I realized that I got chills every time I heard that line, as well as the subsequent “I’ll knit you a sweater [WHAT not Ke$ha], I want to wrap you up in my love forever / I will never let you go.”

Maybe I’m a commitment-phobe. Maybe I’ve heard one too many comedy sketches where Casey Wilson plays a psychotic obsessive ex-girlfriend. But if Stephen isn’t running his legs off to get away from this girl, he’s a doomed man.

Which is of course awesome. This is the song that most thoroughly breaks with the party ethic of the album, and it’s interesting to speculate on why. Is this the girl Ke$ha would be if she didn’t have the release of partying? (Since she admits to being wasted in the first verse, unlikely.) Is it another in our maze of choose-your-own-adventure endings to the party, ending in psychosis and whimpering, dehumanizing need? Is it (more frighteningly) a real song to a real person?

And then I thought about it and I can’t name a single other song written by a woman to a man that uses the man’s name like this one does. Men, of course, sing women’s names all the time: Alison, Amie, Angie, Billie Jean, Caroline, Cecilia, Gloria, and on and on. But outside of conscious gender-benders like Tori Amos, there aren’t too many songs of direct address sung by young females. Which fits with the conventional gender roles reinforced by pop, of course: men are direct and confrontational and specific, women are indirect and deflective and general. Except Ke$ha’s in ur gender roles redrawin the lines.




I’M ABOUT TO BARF SERIOUSLY 

I brought up Casey Wilson not just because I’m a comedy nerd and happened to hear her recently on the Comedy Death-Ray podcast, but because one of the unremarked engines of the Ke$ha Project is comedy.

Not comedy in the organized, semi-official industry sense—there are no jokes in her music, no setups and punchlines, and it would be shitty if there were, we don’t need a distaff Weird Al—but in the sense that her approach to her music contains the anarchic sensibilities that  are also present in a great deal of modern comedy. The “I like your beard” interjection (and the decision to retain it), the over-the-top delivery of so many lines on the album from “oh my god I think I’m still drunk” to “I can find someone way hotter, with a bigger... well” are meant to provoke laughter—or at least they do provoke laughter in the sample group of one which is my only research instrument.

Of course the most comic song on the album, and therefore the most deliriously awesome, is “D.I.N.O.S.A.U.R.,” which has drawn comparisons with Daphne & Celeste, L’Trimm, and Northern State (and I’d throw Fannypack, Toni Basil, and Aqua into the mix). It’s a one-joke song, bagging on the old guy who thinks he’s still cool enough to hang out with Ke$ha’s (character’s) young-and-broke crowd, and while none of the actual put-downs are terribly amusing in themselves, there’s an infectious energy to the chant—plus a stroke of loopy production genius, a sample of a giggle that pans all over the stereo space while shifting up and down in pitch—and one line that always makes me laugh, which is in bold at the top of this section. (It’s the delivery.)

Speaking of barfing, I haven’t done an exhaustive study or anything but I have to imagine this album has one of the highest ratios of vomit to love song in pop history. This is of course another comic trope—a particularly juvenile one, but as Dave Holmes pointed out Ke$ha’s persona is a thirteen-year-old’s idea of an adult, when vomit is still funny as well as gross instead of just an indicator of having made poor choices.

Bagging on old people and authority figures: also popular with middle schoolers. The only two people I’ve ever heard sing a Ke$ha song in public came out of the women’s restroom giggling hysterically and were collectively not old enough to drink.




WITH EVERY MOVE I DIE 

But of course Ke$ha is not thirteen; she’s twenty-three, and there are still a couple of options unexplored in the maze.

“Hung Over” and “Dancing With Tears In My Eyes” are, inasmuch as I can determine a consensus, the least-liked songs on Animal, ballads (even power ballads) where she turns a) regretful and b) suicidal, respectively. As character pieces, they suffer from being standard-issue and maudlin; if I liked emo better or had more of a tolerance for self-pity in any form, I might have more to say about them. I’ll only say that they’re entirely consistent with her character: if “TiK ToK” is about the preparation for the party and the excelsis during it, “Dancing With Tears In My Eyes” is the maudlin aftermath—or a maudlin aftermath. There are always more options, which is why the record doesn’t end there.

“Animal” is the last song on Animal, and it’s a complete gear shift. (At least until the chorus kicks in; there’s the bosh.) Ke$ha sings the verses in an exaggerated indie croon, which people have compared to Feist and Kate Bush, but I mostly hear as Dolores O’Riordan. Regardless, it’s right out of the Arcade Fire wing of inspirational indie: world ending, last chance to connect, truly be alive, in love with everything. She does it well—at least whenever the jackhammer disco thumps leave her alone—and I’m caught between thinking she’s devaluing the rest of her album by comparing it to this Real Serious Music, and believing that she’s elevating the tropes of inspirational indie by incorporating them into her own weird, pulsing, trashily alive hot mess.




BABY SHUT UP HEARD ENOUGH 

Well, that, as far as I can work it out, is the Ke$ha Project. I don’t think it’s entirely successful, but it’s a first album and the Martin/Luke factory isn’t really known for its quality control. I wanted to spend the rest of my wordcount talking about what else I heard in the record, what I jotted down as “influences and reminiscences.” Influences you’d have to read interviews and do some biographical work to find out about; but of whom do I find her reminiscent? I thought you’d never ask.

It struck me as I was marveling at the weird mind games of “Stephen” for the fourth or fifth time this week that Ke$ha may be the first pop star to grow up with two Courtney Loves as a role model, both the angry, sarcastic feminist of Live Through This, and the desperate party-hound of the past decade. In fact her publicity shots are sometimes startlingly like the cover image of Live Through This. I have no idea, obviously, how feminist (or not) Ke$ha herself is; but the worlds she builds in her songs don’t map very well onto the standard patriarchal narratives, especially the ones about sluts and skanks.

One of the benefits of the half-talk-half-rap delivery she uses for many of her verses is that it’s infinitely plastic; she can adopt any tone, apply any level of sarcasm or referentiality. At various times throughout the album I thought I heard Kim Gordon, Moon Unit Zappa, Johnnette Napolitano, Debora Iyall (Romeo Void), Deborah Evans-Stickland (Flying Lizards), Kathleen Hanna, and Laurie Anderson. Which if you’re trying to make a list of feminist forebears is about as good as you can hope for, and I hope I’m not just hallucinating the similarities. (Definitely not with Laurie Anderson.)

There are two songs I haven’t covered. “Blah Blah Blah” is the current single, featuring 3OH!3 in a marvelous Skank & Douchebag Power! gesture of solidarity—perhaps the only way the Ke$ha character could find satisfaction with a guy is if he’s just as much an invulnerable, selfish dick as she is—and “Boots & Boys” is resisting my efforts to nail it down. Something about the rubbery synth makes me want to pull in comparisons with mid-’90s Blur, and there’s something about how the tightly wound crescendo in the middle eight mirrors the vocal orgasm in “TiK ToK,” but it’s not coming together and it’s already far too late.

I’m not going to post this immediately, but if I read it over and decide to let it go, then this is what you’re stuck with. I’m not writing more than 5,000(!) words on Ke$ha. Until she puts out another record, this is my definitive take.





The Grandest Duke

Geoffrey O’Brien

 



 



 



On more than one occasion Duke Ellington described his childhood in Washington, D.C., as a sort of paradise, at least for him and those around him in the family circle. In the song “My Mother, My Father” (written for his 1963 musical show My People) he wrote:

My mother—the greatest—and the prettiest 
My father—just handsome—but the wittiest... 
I was raised in the palm of the hand 
By the very best people in this land 
From sun to sun 
Their hearts beat as one 
My mother—my father—and love






Born Edward Kennedy Ellington in 1899, he was a child of African-American privilege as understood in the early twentieth century. His father James, whose schooling stopped at the eighth grade, was a sometime butler and caterer (he worked on some parties at the Warren G. Harding White House) who later drew blueprints for the Navy; an omnivorous reader fond of operatic music, he “always,” according to Ellington, “acted as though he had money, whether he had it or not. . . . He raised his family as though he were a millionaire.”

Ellington’s mother Daisy was a high school graduate of strong religious convictions who played piano and insisted on piano lessons  for Edward (with the unforgettably named Marietta Clinkscales). Daisy ran her household along lines of Victorian propriety, considered lipstick unacceptable, and disapproved of the blues. She was the object of Ellington’s lifelong devotion. It was in a period of depression following her death in 1935 that he wrote his breakthrough composition “Reminiscing in Tempo.” She had imparted to him the sense of a special destiny, often repeating, as recounted in his autobiography Music Is My Mistress: “Edward, you are blessed. You don’t have anything to worry about. Edward, you are blessed!”
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