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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation synthesizes critical theories of identity with music theoretical 

analysis to explore how listeners use popular music as a means of identity construction. 

Focusing on Radiohead’s 2016 album A Moon Shaped Pool, the dissertation investigates 

the various sociological and musical frameworks that illuminate how the songs interact 

with listener expectations in the process of interpretation. Work on popular music and 

personal expression is already present in sociology, anthropology, musicology, and other 

disciplines, though that work rarely engages the close readings of musical processes that I 

employ in the dissertation. Richard Middleton (Studying Popular Music) and Tia DeNora 

(Music in Everyday Life), for example, apply a wide variety of methodologies toward 

identifying the complexities of identity and popular music. For the dissertation, though, I 

focus primarily on how Judith Butler’s conception of interpellation in Giving an Account 

of Oneself can be used as a model for how musical conventions and listener expectations 

impact the types of identity positions available to listeners. For Butler, interpellation 

refers to how frameworks of social norms force subjects to adhere to specific identity 

positions. This dissertation will explore both the social and musical conventions that 

allow for nuanced and critical interpretations of popular songs. 

Although many theorists have probed Radiohead’s music, this dissertation 

synthesizes robust analytical approaches with hermeneutics in order to explore how 

Radiohead’s music signifies, both in the context of their acoustic components and with 

regard to how this music impacts the construction of listener identities. Radiohead’s 

music is apt for these analyses because it often straddles the line between convention and 

surprise, opening several avenues for critical and musical scrutiny. I also argue that 
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listeners interact with this music as if the songs are agents themselves––they have 

powerful emotional and physical effects on us. 
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CHAPTER 1: CRITICAL IDENTITY 

1.1 Radiohead––A Brief Introduction 

In early May 2016, contemporary rock band Radiohead mystified fans and music 

enthusiasts by erasing their online presence. Facebook, Twitter, and even the band’s 

personal website were scrubbed clean of all content, resulting in a wave of speculation 

from the media and general public. Additionally, enigmatic postcards found their way to 

fans across the UK with the somewhat unsettling phrase “Sing the song of sixpence that 

goes ‘Burn the Witch,’ we know where you live” emblazoned on them (these words 

would ultimately be revealed as lyrics to the song “Burn the Witch” from A Moon Shaped 

Pool). A new album appeared imminent, although precisely where and how listeners 

would be able to hear it was a mystery. One user sarcastically tweeted that the new album 

would “…be released exclusively on the feeling of existential dread that resides within us 

all” (Jones, 2016). Humorous speculation of this variety was to be expected; Radiohead is 

known for their pre-release hijinks––2011’s King of Limbs was released only a few days 

after its announcement and 2007’s In Rainbows pay-what-you-want price scaling caused 

a media buzz and raised questions about the future of music distribution. In addition to 

speculation over how the album would be released, fans enthusiastically pondered what 

kinds of sounds they would hear on the new album. While the band has a distinct style, 

each of their nine studio albums offers something different to listeners, such as the 

experimentation and distortion on Kid A, or the somber, yet traditional songs of In 

Rainbows. When A Moon Shaped Pool was launched on May 8, 2016, it came as no 

surprise that the album again explored new sounds and new ways of making rock music. 
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Radiohead and their music are well respected not only in the world of popular 

music criticism, but also in journalism and academic circles. Biographers flocked to 

detail the group’s rise from middle-class high school friends to international superstars. 

Mac Randalls’ Exit Music: The Radiohead Story (2012), Joseph Tate’s The Music and 

Art of Radiohead (2005), and James Doheny’s Radiohead: The Stories Behind Every 

Song (2012) represent only a fraction of the published material focusing on the band’s 

history. Radiohead’s musical and lyrical idiosyncrasies also attracted the attention of 

contemporary philosophers and sociologists. Brandon W. Forbes and George A. Reisch’s 

collected edition, Radiohead and Philosophy: Fitter Happier More Deductive (2009), 

explores Radiohead’s music through various critical lenses (post-modernism, anti-

capitalism, commentary on technology, etc.). NME hailed the band as “the Beatles of the 

Twenty-First Century” in an article from October 2014, citing how they “[have] 

challenged precisely what it is to sound like a huge mainstream act” (Haynes, 2014). 

Continuing this trend, A Moon Shaped Pool challenges mainstream conventions in 

various ways: non-traditional song forms, allusions to classical and modern art music, 

etc. Always experimenting, Radiohead’s cutting-edge lends the group a distinctly 

enigmatic character––an attribute that challenges traditional analysis and interpretation. 

This dissertation will use Radiohead’s A Moon Shaped Pool as a means to explore 

how listeners interact with popular music to confirm or deny various subject positions, 

the role that frameworks of convention play in providing narrative coherence to these 

subject positions, and how listeners incorporate biographical details of the artists 

themselves to justify their divergent interpretations. In order to illustrate these goals, I 

will use and adapt established analytical techniques to attempt to make clear the 
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frameworks that operate within each song. Specifically, I will combine multiple music-

theoretical techniques––reductive analysis (harmonic and melodic reduction), 

Schenkerian analysis, Christopher Hasty’s rhythmic projection analysis, and analysis of 

musical form––with sociological and psychoanalytic analysis of identity such as narrative 

theory, the theory of interpellation, and theories of masculinity. I apply these analytical 

techniques in conjunction with lyrical analysis to arrive at an interpretation that coincides 

with the social and musical frameworks at my disposal. Each chapter will examine 

primarily one musical and one social aspect in depth,1 while briefly touching on other 

important details to flesh out the current argument. Chapter 1 will explore a theory of 

music and identity in general terms, focusing on how musical and social elements 

combine to articulate an identity. Chapter 2 focuses on form and phrasing and how these 

elements affect our interpretations of western masculinity. Temporality as an expression 

of rhythm and meter is the focus of Chapter 3, and Chapter 4 is primarily concerned with 

harmony and voice-leading and their implications in positive versus negative narrative 

trajectories. The final chapter synthesizes all of these approaches to analyze a single 

song, “Tinker Tailor Soldier Sailor Rich Man Poor Man Beggar Man Thief,” in order to 

illustrate how the combination and manipulation of multiple conventional frameworks 

can complicate a listener’s ability to interpret music, resulting in the construction of new 

frameworks and new possibilities for identity construction. 

While many theorists have probed Radiohead’s music, Brad Osborn’s Everything 

in its Right Place: Analyzing Radiohead (2016a) and Marianne Tatom-Letts’s Radiohead 

                                                
1 I chose songs for each chapter based on what I considered to be the most challenging 
musical element present on any one track. For example, “Present Tense” is included in 
the form and phrasing chapter because it exhibits peculiarities in phrase organization. 
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and the Resistant Concept Album: How to Disappear Completely (2010) stand out as the 

most comprehensive analytical volumes to date. Tatom-Letts explores the albums Kid A 

and Amnesiac through a Lacanian lens, tracing the construction and ultimate dissolution 

of what she calls a “vanishing subject” over the course of both albums. In this case, she 

focuses on critical analysis, using musical analysis for clarification (i.e. she explores 

social influences and sociological theory on the music, employing charts and diagrams of 

the internal musical components to support these theories). Her musical analyses are 

focused more on applying Lacanian psychoanalysis as a means of interpreting the music 

rather than specific musical characteristics. Osborn’s book follows a more traditional 

music-analytical approach, examining several songs from specific musical perspectives 

(e.g. form, meter, timbre, etc.). Where Tatom-Letts’s analyses avoided exploring minute 

musical details, Osborn’s analyses of Radiohead’s musical idiosyncrasies are devoted to 

the musical minutia; however, his analytical methods do little to explore the meaning of 

these songs, or how Radiohead’s music signifies in a more general sense. I will 

synthesize elements of both Tatom-Letts’s and Osborn’s approaches to explore how 

Radiohead’s music signifies, both in the context of general interpretation (close readings 

of the music and lyrics) and with regard to how this music impacts the construction of 

listener identities. I also argue that listeners interact with this music as if the songs are 

agents themselves––they have powerful emotional and physical effects on us. 

 

1.2 Critical Music Theory––Articulating Identity 

Questions regarding identity creation and personal expression abound in 

sociological work concerning popular music. Scholars such as Richard Middleton (1990) 
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and David Brackett (1995) apply a wide variety of methodologies toward identifying the 

complexities of identity and popular music. Both Middleton and Brackett focus on issues 

of identity, of the listener and of the artist, when considering their approach to popular 

music scholarship. While these issues of identity construction are by no means settled, I 

will focus on how we can use Judith Butler’s conception of interpellation in her Giving 

an Account of Oneself as a model for how musical conventions and listener expectations 

impact the types of identity positions available to listeners. Originally proposed by Louis 

Althusser, the term “interpellation” refers to how mechanisms of the state (e.g. the 

church, law, educational institutions, etc.) force subjects into taking specific positions in 

society due to systemic power hierarchies. These positions correspond to the construction 

of a capitalistic workforce that must adhere to the whims of the ruling class in order to be 

recognized as citizens and earn a living. He uses the example of a police officer hailing 

an individual on the street––the individual is compelled to turn around due to the 

recognition of the power that the law holds over her, thus interpellating her as a subject 

who must follow the law (Althusser, 1970).  

Judith Butler somewhat loosens the parameters for interpellation in her book The 

Psychic Life of Power (1997), suggesting that various discourses provide the context 

necessary for identity positions of many kinds, “…discourse produces identity by 

supplying and enforcing a regulatory principle which…renders coherent the 

individual…” (pp. 85-86). In other words, various discourses impose restrictions on 

individuals, and it is through these disciplinary restrictions that discourse allows for the 

construction of identity. This conception of identity assumes familiarity with discourse 

before a subject can be confirmed through interpellation, otherwise the subject would fail 
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to recognize the disciplinary forces hailing her. Drawing from Lacan, Butler suggests a 

link between the process of interpellation and the entrance of the subject into the 

symbolic order (which Lacan theorizes as a stage when a subject internalizes language to 

gain access to communication with others and to be recognizable as subjects themselves). 

Specifically, Butler argues that the development of linguistic skills forms the basis 

through which any interpellation can be successful. In other words, once a subject is 

capable of comprehending speech, aspects of her identity can be confirmed through 

interpellation. 

Butler clarifies how we internalize these discursive systems in Giving an Account 

of Oneself, where she argues that “…the ‘I’ has no story of its own that is not also the 

story of a relation––or set of relations––to a set of norms” (2005, p. 8). Through 

performative acts of engaging in and with pre-existing frameworks of social norms, we 

slowly internalize the psychic power relations that allow for many different 

interpellations. I argue that we can use this concept as a means for musical interpretation: 

a song or piece has no story of its own that is not also the story of a relation––or set of 

relations––to a set of musical norms. When we interact with music we engage in a 

dialogue where we search for these recognizable norms in the music, lining up with 

Butler’s claim that “I must somehow see that the other is like me…” (ibid, p. 41). In this 

way, we engage with the music as interpreters who, either consciously or unconsciously, 

recognize when a song or piece conforms to convention and expectation. In other words, 

listening to a song or piece is similar in conception to Butler’s sense of the scene of 

interpellation––we are in constant dialogue with an internalized framework of norms that 

guides and regulates both the types of musical relationships we hear, and the various 
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interpretations available to us. Thus, the music interpellates us as listeners, fans, and 

subjects occupying various positions based on how it interacts with these frameworks of 

internalized social and musical norms. In other words, listeners read themselves into 

music in complex ways that interact not only with musical frameworks, but also highly 

individualized social frameworks. Interpretations, my own included, reflect more on the 

interpreter’s identity than they do on the musical elements they hear. People do not 

decode music through identification of constituent elements; rather, we listen for 

familiarity that allows us to confirm or deny something about ourselves or to relate to the 

artists by projecting ourselves onto them. 

In order to illuminate how we organize the disparate elements of our listening 

experience to create the frameworks necessary for interpellation, I draw from Pablo 

Vila’s conception of narrative theory as it relates to popular music, “… narrative is one of 

the most important cognitive schemes human beings have, because it allows the 

comprehension of the world around us in such a way that human actions are related to 

each other and acquire meaning due to their effect in the attainment of goals and desires” 

(Vila 2014, p. 17, emphasis added). In other words, narrative allows our need for the 

“attainment of goals and desires” to create meaning from our experiences of the world. 

Musical systems, through repetition and exposure, condition us to expect certain 

rhythmic, harmonic, and melodic patterns that form the conventions we use to interpret 

songs and pieces. The degree to which the music deviates from these established 

frameworks creates spaces for more or less nuanced interpretations. Vila suggests that 

listeners construct narratives that correlate to their personal experiences with a given 

musical artifact, whether that be a recording, live performance, or any other circumstance 
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where music is present. “People encounter a music artifact through the mediation of 

storyline sketches that… relate to the diverse symbolic elements and physical effects that 

the music artifact offers to them” (ibid, p. 53). For Vila, a storyline sketch refers to the 

diverse possibilities that accompany our personal narratives, they shape many of the 

individualized interpretations of listeners. He argues that elements from our own lives––

impactful experiences, past hardships, powerful memories, etc.––interact with elements 

from the music, and we construct meaning by arranging these interactions along a 

personal timeline. These personal interactions result in confirmations of our experiences, 

reminding us who we are and interpellating us listeners in the process. The music can 

interpellate us because, as Vila suggests, in the “…relationship with the music…there 

operates the same type of performative activation that works in any identitarian 

encounter, where the…performance ultimately determines the types of identifications that 

are activated” (ibid). The music hails us, confirming or denying certain storylines that we 

created for ourselves, or that we internalized due to social pressures. 

Vila’s conception of personal narratives lines up well with Butler’s notion of 

frameworks––both operate through internalized experiences that, in time, favor certain 

interpellations over others. Butler argues that a successful interpellation involves some 

prior knowledge, based on our own experiences, that we are the subject being hailed, that 

the identity in question is our own. Drawing from Lacanian theory, Butler suggests a link 

between the process of interpellation, and the entrance of the subject into the symbolic 

order (language). Specifically, she says that the development of linguistic skills forms the 

basis through which any interpellation is successful. 

Before [ideological forces] arrive on the Althusserian scene, there is a 
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prohibition which… is linked with the very possibility of speech. Althusser 
links the emergence of a consciousness…with the… ideological work of 
acquiring skills, a process central to the formation of the subject…The skills 
to be learned are, above all, the skills of speech…which will turn out to be 
central to the success or efficacy of interpellation… (Butler, 1997, p. 115). 

For Butler, then, the initial formation of the subject occurs through familiarity with, and 

use of, language.2 Once a subject is capable of comprehending speech, aspects of her 

identity can be confirmed through interpellation because she can now recognize herself as 

a being that understands. In other words, because she can understand when someone is 

addressing her, specifically (due to the comprehension of speech), she can distinguish the 

various aspects of her identity that are addressed at any given time. Additionally, akin to 

Vila’s storyline sketches, Butler claims that these internalized skills allow for more or 

less leeway with regard to an interpellation depending on the situation. 

Within each attempt at interpellation, however, there exists the possibility of 

failure. “The [interpellation] scene is clearly a disciplinary one; the…call is an effort to 

bring someone back in line…As Althusser himself insists, this performative effort of 

naming can only attempt to bring its addressee into being: there is always the risk of a 

certain misrecognition.”3 Even though we possess the necessary skills to recognize an 

interpellation, we do not always identify ourselves in the accusation. Additionally, we 

may actively choose not to respond to an interpellation, choosing to resist bending to the 

will of the accuser and thus not confirming the identity in question. “Silence in these 

                                                
2 Butler is using Lacan’s conception of the symbolic order and the mirror stage to frame 
this argument, specifically the conception outlined in Écrits. Jacques Lacan, Écrits, trans. 
Bruce Fink (New York: W. W. Norton & Co., 2002 [1966]). 
3 Butler, 1997, p. 95, emphasis in original. Butler’s argument here draws from Foucault’s 

Discipline and Punish (1977). 
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[potential interpellation] instances either calls into question the legitimacy of the 

authority invoked by the question and questioner, or attempts to circumscribe a domain of 

autonomy that cannot or should not be intruded upon by the questioner” (Butler 2005, pp. 

11–12). Sometimes, we may choose to resist an interpellation for the sake of our own 

autonomy, or to subvert the authority of the other that is attempting to hail us. Other 

times, we may simply not recognize ourselves in the hail, or misinterpret its accusation. I 

take the concept of misrecognition further by arguing that when a misrecognition occurs, 

it can create a space for something new: new interpretations, new conventions, new 

identity positions, etc.  

1.3 Convention and Radiohead 

 Brad Osborn describes Radiohead’s music as existing somewhere between 

“…banal predictability and sheer surprise”.4 He argues that Radiohead consistently 

presents listeners with musical material that challenges their expectations in such a way 

as to simultaneously bring into question these expectations while also retaining some 

kernel of their internalized conventions. In other words, according to Osborn, much of 

Radiohead’s music exists in a golden mean between two musical extremes: unexpected 

experimentalism on one side, and formulaic predictability on the other. This middle-

ground approach to songwriting begs multiple questions with regard to Radiohead’s 

influences and what kinds of conventions they employ. Any attempt to codify a system of 

conventions for popular music will undoubtedly result in an aggregation of incomplete 

                                                
4 Osborn, 2016, p.1. Osborn calls this balance between predictability and surprise 
salience; however, due to the term’s more recognizable definition as a most noticeable 
attribute, I have decided to eschew Osborn’s term in favor of describing individual 
instances as I analyze them. 



 

 

11 

 

and limiting stylistic elements that barely scratch the surface of signification; however, 

without some kind of conventional framework, listeners would be all but incapable of 

deriving meaning from their engagement with music. In order to establish how 

Radiohead’s music often exists in this golden mean between predictability and surprise, 

we must first understand two important elements of the group’s expressiveness: what 

styles and artists influenced them during the recording process, and what types of musical 

commonalities exist among their nine studio albums. I will briefly touch on both of these 

issues in order to clarify what kinds of conventions Radiohead employs, and how they 

attempt to subvert these conventions. 

 Radiohead, specifically Thom Yorke and Jonny Greenwood, draws from a wide 

variety of influences. Aside from the parallels to the rock groups of the sixties and early 

seventies (e.g. the Beatles and Pink Floyd), Radiohead’s primary inspirations shifted on 

an almost album-by-album basis. The group’s early albums, Pablo Honey (1993) and The 

Bends (1995), draw primarily from British rock groups such as the Smiths, Oasis, Blur, 

and the Verve, and American alternative rock and Grunge artists such as the Pixies, 

Nirvana, and R.E.M. Mac Randall argues that “…musically they [Radiohead] bear few 

obvious allegiances to their native land [the UK]. Like their early idols U2 and R.E.M., 

they are international, or perhaps more accurately, supernational [sic]” (Randall, 2012, p. 

3). Randall argues that Radiohead actively avoids associating themselves with any 

particular musical scene, opting instead for an outsider status. He continues, 

This sense of not belonging, of being somehow separate and apart, is 
obviously felt strongly by all five members of the band. It affects the way 
they live their lives and it affects the music they make, lending an emotional 
power to their songs that connects to listeners on an intense, visceral level. 
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The music of Radiohead, like so much great rock music before it, appeals 
to the outsider and the misfit in all of us, the part of us that is constantly 
adrift, unsure, questioning what our existence means. (ibid, p. 4) 

While he does not claim that Radiohead’s influences fail to reveal themselves in the 

band’s music, he does suggest that their unwillingness to conform to one particular idiom 

is a hallmark of their musical output. In other words, Radiohead prefers to remain on the 

outside, drawing from multiple resources rather than recycling the same styles and 

gestures. While still possessing tracks that present listeners with unexpected twists (such 

as the use of the octatonic scale in “Just”), Pablo Honey and The Bends are the least 

experimental of the band’s nine albums, and present the most straightforward music for 

listeners.  

Once the band began preparation for their third studio album, OK Computer 

(1997), they turned their attention to more experimental styles. Allan Moore and Anwar 

Ibrahim argue that OK Computer is “…one of the landmark albums of rock’s 50-year 

history, gaining its ‘age-defining’ status through a combination of both musical and sonic 

exploration…” (Moore and Ibrahim, 2005, p. 139). Kid A (2000) moves deeper into 

experimental waters, all but abandoning rock’s guitar-driven roots. These later albums 

(from OK Computer to the present) reveal diverse influences such as the electronic and 

experimental music of Aphex Twin (“Everything in its Right Place” and “Idioteque” 

from Kid A) and DJ Shadow (“Airbag” from OK Computer and “Pulk/Pull Revolving 

Doors” from 2001’s Amnesiac) to the jazz stylings of Charles Mingus and Miles Davis 

(Kid A’s “The National Anthem” and “Life in a Glass House” from Amnesiac). Jonny 

Greenwood, Radiohead’s lead guitarist, began to explore the classical avant-garde; 

specifically, he drew inspiration from Olivier Messiaen (use of the ondes Martenot and 
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the octatonic scale in “The National Anthem” and “Just”) and Penderecki (“How to 

Disappear Completely” from Kid A and “Burn the Witch” from A Moon Shaped Pool). 

Radiohead’s exploration of music from a wide variety of styles no doubt impacted their 

tendency toward experimentation and musical innovation. 

Kid A represents a dynamic shift in Radiohead’s compositional approach. Largely 

eschewing their grungy past, the group turned toward the experimental and the avant-

garde. Expanding from above, Kid A’s influences include Aphex Twin, DJ Shadow, 

Autechre, Charles Mingus, Miles Davis, Penderecki, and Messiaen. The song “Idioteque” 

samples two experimental electronic compositions from the 1970s, Paul Lansky’s Mild 

und Leise and Arthur Kreiger’s “Short Piece.” Since Radiohead emerged from the Brit 

Pop and Grunge styles, their early output borrows significantly from those styles. 

Strophic and verse/chorus forms––sometimes with a contrasting bridge or “C” section––

account for the majority of popular song forms in the late eighties and early nineties (and 

earlier), and the tracks from Pablo Honey and The Bends present no significant surprises; 

however, Kid A not only contains songs that are devoid of any specific form 

(“Treefingers”), but also showcases the choppy, scratchy audio sampling most often 

heard in electronic music (e.g. Aphex Twin’s “Come to Daddy” and DJ Shadow’s 

“Midnight in a Perfect World”). Osborn, Moore, and Ibrahim all claim that while 

Radiohead often employs verse/chorus and strophic forms, they also tend toward more 

complex forms in the post-OK Computer era. Making ample use of through-composed 

(e.g. “2+2=5,” and “I Will” from Hail to the Thief) and what Osborn calls terminally 

climactic forms (a kind of hybrid form that culminates with drastically different material 
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to close out a song), Radiohead’s song construction often presents idiosyncratic 

organization (2016a).  

While formless, through-composed, and terminally climactic forms can be found 

peppered throughout the music of earlier artists, their frequency is relatively scarce. The 

Pixies’ “Something Against You” and “Broken Face” (Surfer Rosa, 1988) are similar to 

the jarring, almost formless sound of “Pulk/Pull Revolving Doors” (Amnesiac), and the 

Beatles’ “Happiness is a Warm Gun” (The Beatles, 1968) and “You Never Give Me Your 

Money” (Abbey Road) are both through-composed forms (Yorke claims that the former 

inspired “Paranoid Android”). Despite the subversion of conventional forms by these 

earlier artists, the norm in rock music is strophic and verse/chorus forms. Radiohead may 

not innovate as much with regard to form as they do in other areas, but they do 

occasionally present outliers that appear to have no direct influences. “Paranoid Android” 

(OK Computer), a somewhat lengthy song for rock at nearly six and a half minutes, is 

perhaps the group’s most noteworthy formal aberration. Often compared to Queen’s 

“Bohemian Rhapsody” (A Night at the Opera, 1975), “Paranoid Android” is more of a 

hybrid of through-composed and terminally climactic forms (Osborn calls the song’s 

form a “suite” in his book) (2016a). “Exit Music” (OK Computer) and “Hunting Bears” 

(Amnesiac) resemble rondo form––they alternate a repeated A theme with contrasting 

material. The key difference between Radiohead’s use of form and that of their influences 

and contemporaries is the frequency of non-conventional forms. While the music from 

bands like the Pixies, R.E.M., and U2 certainly exhibits atypical forms, these songs tend 

to represent only a handful of a given group’s output. Radiohead does privilege strophic 
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and verse/chorus forms, but they also provide challenging formal constructions on several 

songs per album (post-OK Computer).  

Despite all of these influences, we are no closer to solidifying what counts as a 

convention in the strictest sense. On the one hand, if we apply stringent restrictions in 

order to identify a convention, we run the risk of excluding more music than we can 

justify. On the other hand, if our definition is too loose, then we gain no utility from 

identifying conventions at all. Much like Osborn’s assertion that Radiohead’s music is 

effective because it exists between two extremes, so too do we have to be careful not to 

wander too far from middle-of-the-road definitions of convention. Brad Osborn 

introduced a system of classifications for the harmonic procedures employed by 

Radiohead: functional tonal (major/minor with reliance on leading-tone resolution), 

functional modal (modal scales with an underlying descending fifth motion in the bass 

and stepwise melodic resolution), and contrapuntal (centricity generated through 

contrapuntal lines as opposed to harmonic progressions) (Osborn, 2016a, p. 134). 

Following Osborn, example 1.1 shows select songs in these three categories. Each of 

these harmonic systems is imbued with certain associations, but those associations are 

linked more to song construction than culturally generated meaning; however, identifying 

prevalent harmonic features in rock songs is one means of discovering frameworks of 

convention that affect listener interpretations. To avoid oversimplifying the myriad 

influences on Radiohead, I will instead seek to identify musical elements that remain 

consistent throughout Radiohead’s catalogue.  
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Example 1.1 
Examples of Brad Osborn’s Harmonic Classifications of Radiohead 

Functional Tonal Functional Modal Contrapuntal 
“Exit Music” (1997) 

 
“No Surprises” (1997) 

 
“Motion Picture 

Soundtrack” (2000) 
 

“Like Spinning Plates” 
(2001) 

 
“Wolf at the Door” (2003) 

 
“2+2=5” (2003) 

 
“I Will” (2003) 

 

“Lucky” (1997) 
 

“The Tourist” (1997) 
 

“15 Step” (2007) 
 

“Jigsaw Falling Into Place” 
(2007) 

 
“Give Up the Ghost” 

(2011) 
 

“Separator” (2011) 

“Subterranean Homesick 
Alien” (1997) 

 
“Electioneering” (1997) 

 
“The National Anthem” 

(2000) 
 

“Optimistic” (2000) 
 

“I Might Be Wrong” 
(2001) 

 
“Backdrifts” (2003) 

(Osborn, 2016a) 

 In my own analyses of the key schemes on Radiohead albums, I found that the 

band increasingly employed minor, or minor-inflected keys, and ambiguous harmonic 

progressions as they matured.5 For example, the band’s first album, Pablo Honey, 

contains predominantly major-key or major-inflected songs and only two out of the 

album’s twelve tracks can reliably be classified as minor (“Anyone Can Play Guitar,” and 

“Blow Out”). Their next commercial release, The Bends, increases the number of minor 

or minor-inflected songs from two to potentially five out of twelve tracks.6 By the time 

OK Computer released in 1997, there were more tracks that suggest minor than major, 

and Kid A further complicates tonal classification by incorporating more chromatic, 

                                                
5 By “minor” in these cases I mean that either the tonic chord is minor, or the chord most 
often built on the pitch center is minor. 
6 I say potentially five because three tracks, “The Bends,” “Just,” and “My Iron Lung” all 
contain elements of both major and minor keys and are ambiguous enough to resist strict 
classification. 
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modal, and contrapuntal material. Despite the difficulty of categorization, Radiohead’s 

music post-1997 is predominantly minor and fits well inside the three-system 

classification that Osborn enumerated (tonal, modal, and contrapuntal). Therefore, we can 

say that the conventional Radiohead song will have a minor tonic (or a minor chord built 

on its pitch center) and support its tonic either through fifth relationships, or stepwise 

motion. Rhythmic relationships in Radiohead’s music, while often hyper-saturated with 

multiple layers, are somewhat more straightforward––like most rock music, Radiohead 

tends toward simple quadruple or duple meters, employs backbeat patterns, and is mostly 

performed on a more or less standard drum kit. With these elements in mind, a 

conventional framework of rhythmic tendencies arises around the expectation of a 

backbeat among an even number of beats per bar. When we hear something that diverges 

from this framework, it comes as a surprise even if there is precedent for such divergent 

elements among either Radiohead’s influences or in their own catalogue. For example, 

when we hear “15 Step” from In Rainbows, the 5/4 time signature may strike us as 

different and forces us to recognize that our expectation of a backbeat pattern have been 

subverted. But, when music deviates from our expectations, how does it affect the ways 

in which we create meaning? I will explore how these deviations from expectation 

problematize our interpretations of this music, and the ramifications for identity that 

materialize when the music unfolds in ways that are entirely unpredictable, yet still 

unconventional enough to pose lingering doubts with regard to what meanings different 

listeners will develop.  
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1.4 Analysis and Identity 

One significant challenge to interpreting popular music is the question of if, or 

how, the artist’s vision or interpretation needs to be considered in a discussion of 

meaning. David Brackett explores this question from several different angles. “…[T]he 

song’s lyrics…[appear] to reveal some aspects of the…songwriter’s inner experience. At 

one level, the idea that there exists some correspondence between the biography of 

the…songwriter and his or her songs seems unquestionable” (Brackett, 1995, p. 14). He 

continues by suggesting that listeners, music magazines, and biographies often assume 

that such a connection is paramount to interpretation, that the biographical details of an 

artist undoubtedly affect the true meaning of any given song. Brackett, however, does not 

ascribe to this limited view of interpretive possibilities: 

Yet there are distinct disadvantages to this way of conceptualizing the 
relationship between singer and song. Even for singer-songwriters it is 
questionable whether the song only expresses the autobiographical details 
of their lives. At the most basic level, if this were true it would mean that 
a…songwriter could only write or sing sad songs when sad, happy songs 
when happy. At another level, there exists the possibility that a song and a 
recording may present a range of affect that exceeds the 
composer/performer’s intentions: listeners may interpret a song in a way 
that has little to do with what the performer “felt” when he or she recorded 
or wrote it. (Brackett, 1995, p. 15, emphasis in original) 
 

In other words, while he does not dismiss the idea that an artist’s biographical details 

affect the songwriting process and, by extension, listener interpretations, Brackett does 

argue that any such assumption precludes a multitude of potential interpretations. In my 

own analyses, I will often include the biographical details of one or more band members 

to show how these elements can interact with musical frameworks to shape listener 

interpretations. I do not argue that knowledge of the band’s personal lives is a necessary 

factor to arrive at the true meaning of a song; quite the contrary, I claim that Radiohead’s 
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biographical details make up just one of the many frameworks that listeners use to 

interpret music. The remainder of this chapter will illustrate how these frameworks come 

together in the process of interpretation, and how listeners seek to find meaning through 

engagement with them.  

My theory is that we engage with music on multiple levels simultaneously and 

our interpretations are the result of the intermingling of these frameworks on a case-by-

case basis. As Simon Frith argues, “…if music is a metaphor for identity, then…the 

self…can only be imagined as a particular organization of social, physical, and material 

forces” (Frith, 1996, pp. 109–110).  The process is not a straight line from start to finish, 

but rather an unconscious simultaneity that incorporates multiple frameworks at once. It 

may help to imagine a hypothetical scenario in which a listener forms an interpretation: a 

listener hears a given song and her individual listening experience forms the basis of her 

expectations for the song; she projects her personal experiences onto the music by 

associating a social framework with one or more attributes of the song (e.g. lyrics, tempo, 

chord structure, etc.); if the listener is aware of the artist’s biographical details, that 

framework (i.e. the ‘fan’ identity) also interacts with one or more musical elements and 

the combination of these systems results in an interpretation. When the music does not 

quite line up with a listener’s expectations (meaning the expected musical conventions as 

understood by the individual listener are subverted or manipulated), the interaction 

among frameworks becomes disjointed and thus listener interpretations become diffuse 

and result in Butler’s misrecognitions. I will demonstrate how this process works through 

interpretive analyses of “Burn the Witch” and “Decks Dark,” tracks one and three on A 

Moon Shaped Pool respectively. 
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The first single from A Moon Shaped Pool, “Burn the Witch,” demonstrates how 

subtle manipulations of convention can result in misrecognitions that distort our 

expectations. The song sounds pleasant enough at first: upbeat rhythms, bright 

harmonies, and a robust string section all evoke a seemingly idyllic atmosphere. 

Listeners, however, may notice that there is something unsettling about this music. 

Radiohead eschews guitar, opting instead for a string orchestra; however, the strings act 

not as harmonic accompaniment, such as a guitar strumming chords, but as a relentless 

rhythmic presence. The fact that much of the string music is rhythmically inclined, 

sounding like a combination of pizzicato and brusque attacks with the bow lends a 

distinctly rhythmic quality to the orchestral arrangement. Example 1.2 is a reduction of 

the string parts that illustrates their rhythmic character. The staccato attacks and steady 

eighth-note pattern coupled with the dissonant 9ths and added 6ths divert our attention 

away from the underlying harmonic motion and toward the rhythmic gestures. Re-

contextualizing the strings as rhythm constructs a distinctly disconcerting sound––we 

expect string parts to flow, to play beautiful melodies (as they do on the rest of A Moon 

Shaped Pool and other Radiohead albums), not to form an extra percussion layer in a 

rock song. While there is precedent for rhythmic strings in rock music, such as in 

“Eleanor Rigby” and “I am the Walrus,” these songs are the exception rather than the 

rule; additionally, Radiohead’s own catalogue often employs melodic string gestures (e.g. 

“Daydreaming,” “Faust Arp,” and “Pyramid Song”). The combination of this re-

contextualization with the monotony of the repeated rhythms lends the track its subtle 

paranoia. Additionally, the harmonic content is saturated in added dissonances that lend 

the track a distinct instability that only intensifies as the song continues; however, as 
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shown in Example 1.3, the actual chords––either overt or implied––suggest a typical I–

bVII neighbor motion in the verses and F# pentatonic in the chorus. “Burn the Witch” 

challenges identity construction because it is situated between expectation and surprise––

the implied harmonies do not deviate from Everett’s category 4 or 5––pentatonic-based 

progressions––while the rhythmic string arrangement and unstable dissonances provide 

intrigue (see Example 1.1). Because of these challenges to song construction, listeners 

must somehow incorporate the divergent sounds into their interpretation, leading to the 

subversion of established interpretive frameworks. Subverting expectation in this way 

results in a misrecognition of the scene of address––the brightness of the harmony and 

rhythm are undercut by the non-conventional dissonance and orchestration. Through 

these subtle subversions of convention, “Burn the Witch” confirms the paranoia inherent 

in the lyrics: “Stay in the shadows, cheer the gallows. This is a roundup; this is a low-

flying panic attack.” When we, as listeners, realize that our expectations are being 

destabilized, we are confirmed as subjects who experience paranoia.7  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
7 This interpretation represents my experience with the song; other interpretations and 
interpellations are possible, even necessary due to the highly individualized social 
frameworks subjects use for interpretation. 
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 Example 1.2 
“Burn the Witch” –– String Reduction 

 q =150     0:00 

 

 

 Example 1.3 
“Burn the Witch” –– Chorus Reduction Middleground 
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The political ramifications of “Burn the Witch” are particularly apt in the era of 

social media––all of our interactions are recorded online and accessible by any number of 

individuals. My interpretive process for this song, then, includes the framework 

surrounding online interactions on social media where privacy is an issue. The idea that 

unseen forces are lurking in the shadows, waiting to pounce because they “know where 

you live” is a powerful concept. Distinctly Orwellian, “Burn the Witch” suggests an 

atmosphere of constant surveillance where “loose talk around tables” could potentially 

lead to a witch hunt. Radiohead’s history of political commentary in their music and 

personal lives adds another interpretive framework to the mix: Orwellian dystopic 

references. “Optimistic” (Kid A) lyrically references Orwell’s classic novel Animal Farm, 

and “2+2=5” (Hail to the Thief) bears an obvious reference to 1984. At a minimum, my 

interpretation of “Burn the Witch” requires interaction between at least three different 

frameworks: musical expectations based on personal listening experience, awareness of 

privacy issues surrounding social media and contemporary society, and knowledge of 

George Orwell’s novels. When listening to this song, the lyrics suggest paranoia, the 

disjunct musical elements support this assumption, and my familiarity with Orwellian 

narratives allows me to create a narrative framework that incorporates all of these 

elements into my eventual interpretation.8 

 
 As mentioned above, Vila argues that the interconnection of frameworks we use 

to interpret music is made coherent by aligning the elements within each along a more or 

less stable narrative timeline that directs the interpretation toward one or more goals or 

                                                
8 All of the lyrics for A Moon Shaped Pool can be found on genius.com. 
genius.com/albums/Radiohead/A-moon-shaped-pool 
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desires. “Burn the Witch” directs me toward an interpretation of paranoia and unease 

over surveillance and lack of privacy. While different listeners will arrive at different 

interpretations because the frameworks of each individual will, by necessity, be different, 

there does seem to exist at least some continuity of interpretation among members of in-

groups (e.g. fan groups, close peers, etc.).9 These types of interpretive commonalities can 

result in the construction of more concrete conventions that often appear in specific 

contexts within song, style, or even a particular artist’s oeuvre. Some of these 

conventions are large-scale formal constructions, like the prevalence of verse/chorus 

form; however, some are considerably smaller and can take the shape of something as 

seemingly insignificant as a certain chord or gesture repeatedly appearing in a certain 

context. Philip Tagg calls these kinds of short, regularly occurring gestures musemes. 

Tagg defines the museme as “[a] basic unit of musical expression which in the 

framework of one given musical system is not further divisible without destruction of 

meaning” (Tagg, 1979, p. 71). In a more recent article, Tagg laments the difficulty of 

recognizing musemes within a musical framework. To remedy this complication, he 

presents tentative criterion for identifying musemes: “[they] must . . . be recognisable as 

having a consistently similar function when heard by different members of the same 

general music culture to which the musicians producing that structure also belong” 

(Tagg, 2004). In other words, in order for a museme to be recognizable, it must remain 

consistent within a given musical culture (e.g. post-millennium rock, dubstep, or even 

within the catalogue of a single artist or group). 

                                                
9 Fan pages and other websites such as reddit, deadairspace, and social media express a 
somewhat uniform interpretation for much of Radiohead’s music.  
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Tagg compares the museme to the linguistic “morpheme” (even though he later 

admits such a comparison is problematic), in which we cannot further break down the 

structure without loss of meaning. For example, we know that the prefix “un” negates the 

word or action that follows it: unfamiliar, unintentional, unimaginable, etc. As such, “un” 

is a morpheme; English speakers have a cultural understanding of it, but if we remove 

any of the two letters we are left with meaningless parts. One example that Tagg 

elucidates is the use of the minor add 9 chord (madd9) to signify anguish; he traces the 

etymology of the madd9 to as far back as William Byrd, leading to, and coloring, 

contemporary expressions in Aerosmith, Radiohead, and Elvis Costello (Tagg, 2004). He 

claims the minor association in conjunction with the semitone dissonance between the 

3rd and 9th consistently indicates anguish, or related emotional reactions. Removing any 

of the elements of the madd9 eradicates the meaning of the chord; thus, its characterization 

as a museme is justifiable. In Radiohead’s music, the Neapolitan chord consistently 

appears in songs that suggest apprehension, anxiety, and potentially depression. While 

rock music has a history of using the bII in a number of non-classical ways (as a tritone 

sub, as a contrapuntal approach toward 1" , as mixture, etc.), Radiohead’s use of the chord 

in several songs appears to come almost directly out of the classical usage: bII resolves to 

V and ultimately points back to I.10 While lead singer, Thom Yorke, cannot read sheet 

music, it is not out of the realm of possibility that guitarist Jonny Greenwood’s musical 

literacy accounts for this textbook usage of the Neapolitan in Radiohead’s music. In 

addition to his work with Radiohead, Greenwood also composed a number of film scores 

                                                
10 “Exit Music” (1997), “Subterranean Homesick Alien” (1997), and “Wolf at the Door” 
(2003) all use bII as a Neapolitan. Osborn also labels these chords in this way in his 
analyses (Osborn, 2016a, p. 169). 
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including There Will Be Blood (2007), The Master (2012), and Phantom Thread (2017). 

In light of Greenwood’s classical training, film score experience, and the consistency 

among appearances in their music, Radiohead’s use of the bII chord qualifies as a 

museme that regularly signifies dread or general negative emotions.11  

Perhaps the most obviously classical use of the chord is in the song “Wolf at the 

Door” from the 2003 album, Hail to the Thief. In the song’s verses, we can hear a clear 

progression from a bII chord to an implied cadential 64 and ultimate arrival back to tonic 

(see Example 1.4).12 Additionally, the song’s mood suggests a foreboding narrative about 

a dangerous situation. Lyrics such as “Smacks you in the head, knifes you neck, kicks 

you in the teeth, steel toe caps…” and “I keep the wolf from the door but he calls me 

up…tells me all the ways that he’s gonna mess me up” paint a dire picture. Keeping the 

“wolf from the door” is a common phrase used to describe the difficulty of the common 

person to deal with the financial burdens of contemporary life (i.e. when someone makes 

just enough money to live, thus keeping the wolves, or debt collectors, at bay)––not a far 

cry from “Burn the Witch” and its subtle attacks on contemporary society. The bII is an 

intrusion on the otherwise diatonic progression in dm, almost as though it is the wolf at 

the door, promising personal and financial ruin. 

 

 

 

                                                
11 Alex Ross of The New Yorker describes Greenwood as “…better understood as a 
composer who has crossed over into rock,” contrasting his work with that of other rock 
musicians who attempted to compose in classical styles such as Paul McCartney (Ross, 
2008). 
12 Brad Osborn also analyzes this chord as a Neapolitan 6 leading to a half cadence 
(2016a, p. 139). 
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Example 1.4 
“A Wolf at the Door” –– Verse Reduction 

  

Track three from A Moon Shaped Pool, “Decks Dark,” also contains a classical 

usage of the Neapolitan chord, albeit in root position rather than first inversion. Again, 

lyrics that express foreboding and negativity pervade the song; moreover, “Decks Dark” 

has a unique formal design. Rather than a strict verse/chorus alternation, the song instead 

has a recurring section (although truncated in its second iteration) that is interrupted by 

differing material. The song ends with a new section in a new key, and we can argue that 

“Decks Dark” is either what Osborn calls “terminally climactic” or a unique form (see 

Example 1.5). I argue that the shifting key scheme, non-conventional formal design, and 

abundance of chromatic harmony coupled with the dark lyrics paint a picture of 

depression and self-loathing. Psychiatrist Aaron T. Beck and psychologist Brad A. Alford 

claim that depression most often manifests itself with the following symptoms: 

1. A specific alteration in mood: sadness, loneliness, apathy. 

2. A negative self-concept associated with self-reproaches and self-blame. 

3. Regressive and self-punitive wishes: desires to escape, hide, or die. 

4. Vegetative changes: anorexia, insomnia, loss of libido. 

5. Change in activity level: retardation or agitation. (Beck and Alford, 2009, p. 

8) 
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“Decks Dark” alludes to several of these symptoms, not only through lyrics (e.g. “Then 

into your life there comes a darkness,” “We are helpless to resist,” “But it was just a 

laugh,” “When you’ve had enough of me, sweet times,” etc.), but also through its 

harmonic and formal patterns and general texture.  

 
 

Example 1.5 
“Decks Dark” Form and Key scheme 

 
Time stamp: 0:00 1:22 2:30 3:24 

Section: A B A’ C 
Starting lyric: Then into your 

life… 
But it was just 

a laugh… 
Then into your 

life… 

When you’ve 
had enough of 

me… 
Key or Tonal 

Center: DM A? DM am 

 
  

In the A section, the lyrics immediately point to a sense of foreboding: “Then into 

your life there comes a darkness.” Already we can see how these words fit the criteria set 

forth by Beck and Alford, namely an alteration in mood (sadness and apathy––“We are 

helpless to resist”), and self-punitive wishes (wanting to escape and/or hide––“you run to 

the back and you cover your ears,” “and there’s nowhere to hide”). The harmonic content 

also suggests escapism by avoiding diatonic chords––throughout the entire verse 

progression, only the tonic chord is diatonic until the arrival of V7 at the very end (see 

Example 1.6). This dominant chord is preceded by a textbook Neapolitan; however, this 

root-position chord intensifies the distress by emphasizing the tritone between the roots 

of the bII and V7 respectively. Just as in “A Wolf at the Door,” “Decks Dark” uses the 

classical-style Neapolitan chord as a marker for anxiety and darkness. The prevalence of 

non-diatonic harmony can be read as another means of escapism: an attempt by the 
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subject to remove herself from the pressures of life, in this case realized literally hiding 

from the diatonic DM through a significant amount of mode-mixture. The texture in the 

A section also indicates a sense of emptiness by opening up a large pitch space––the 

piano outlines each harmony by emphasizing one or more of the thirds in each chord, but 

separated by an octave (see Example 1.7).  
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Example 1.6 
“Decks Dark” –– A Section Reduction 

 
q =69     0:19 
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Example 1.7 
“Decks Dark” –– A Section Piano Texture 

 0:19 

 
 

As evidenced in Example 1.5, the form––while not atypical––does not adhere to 

Radiohead’s more standard verse/chorus or strophic forms, but rather leads listeners on a 

varied journey as it develops. More jarring than the form is the transition of keys and 

tonal centers. Example 1.5 showed that the B section centers around “A,” but it does not 

suggest a key of AM because nearly every appearance of an “A” harmony is either 

undercut by a minor 7th, making the chord a dominant, or a raised 5th, making it 

augmented (see Example 1.8). Despite the ubiquity of minor 7ths in popular music, in this 

case the arrival on A7 at the end of A section contextualizes the chord as a dominant. 

While “A” is undoubtedly the center of the section (both the vocal line and the harmonies 

circle the pitch “A”), I hear this section as a prolongation of the dominant harmony that 

emphasizes the resolution of the aforementioned Neapolitan chord by continuously 

circling back to V7. The dominant and augmented harmonies destabilize “A,” providing a 

musical underpinning for the self-loathing and pity present in the lyrics (“But it was just a 

laugh…,” “Oh this dread circumference…,” etc.). The B section prolongs the dominant 

harmony throughout, and the prevalence of augmented and mode-mixed chords further 

adds to the sense of non-resolution implied by the Neapolitan move to the V7 that began 

this section. In a sense, the B section interacts with a framework of uncertainty through 

both musical and social means. Harmonically, the circling around a V7 as a tonal center 
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points toward a resolution that may never arrive; socially, the framework of depression 

and its associated symptoms gels well with the lyrics that suggest unease and social 

immobility. 

Example 1.8 
“Decks Dark” –– B Section Reduction 

 1:48 

 

After “A” returns for a brief reprise, albeit truncated, the terminal section begins. 

This time, instead of an implied center around the pitch “A,” we get a more firm 

confirmation in the form of a bass outlining the arpeggiation of an Am chord (see 

Example 1.9). The A’ section points to a similar resolution through a root position 

Neapolitan chord; however, this time the anticipated V7 never arrives. Instead, the 

harmony moves direction to the original tonic, DM (with an added 4th), and then the bass 

guitar takes over with its downbeat-heavy articulation of Am. I hear this move away from 

D toward the dominant as the culmination of the anticipated V we expected back in the B 

section. While the B section seemed to want us to hear “A” as a tonal center, that center 

was repeatedly disrupted by the presence of the minor 7ths, augmented harmonies, and 

mode mixture. This time, we have firm and continual confirmation of Am through the 

bass’ constant argpeggiation of an Am chord. Rather than affirming a move from tonic to 

dominant, which would potentially signify a bright resolution, we move from tonic to the 
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minor dominant. This darker modulation does go to the expected harmony, the dominant, 

but it only reinforces the depressive attitude that pervades the song. Lyrically, the point is 

driven home in an almost obsessive fashion: “When you’ve had enough of me, sweet 

times” are the only words in this section, repeated over and over until the track ends. 

These lyrics correspond to a negative self-image accompanied by self-blame, the second 

symptom listed by Beck and Alford as representative of depression. “Decks Dark,” then, 

works through the narrative and psychological frameworks associated with depression 

and potentially interpellates listeners as subjects who experience these, or similar, 

symptoms. 

 

Example 1.9 
“Decks Dark” –– C Section Reduction 

  3:50 

 

1.5 Conclusion 

The analyses presented in this chapter are illustrative of the type of work that will 

appear, in greater detail, throughout the rest of this dissertation. My theory involves the 
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application of Judith Butler’s conception of interpellation and social frameworks to the 

internalized musical expectations that listeners use to interpret music. These musical 

expectations, coupled with the varied interactions of many social frameworks 

surrounding subjects as they listen to music result in the construction of identities through 

the interpellation of subjects. The regulatory discourses that limit the options available to 

each listener will vary according to each person’s own listening experiences, social 

circles, and familiarity with the artist in question. My interpretation of “Burn the Witch” 

drew from contemporary anxieties surrounding increased exposure on social media. I 

argued that the textural, timbral, and dissonant gestures in the song undercut the musical 

expectations for a major-key rock song, thus reinforcing the anxiety present in the lyrics. 

“Decks Dark” elicits feelings of depression not only through its lyrics, but also as a result 

of the interactions of the music with the psychological literature on the symptomology of 

depression. Chapter 2 explores cultural constructions of masculinity, emphasizing how 

masculine identifying subjects often flee from feelings of vulnerability and how 

Radiohead’s music embraces rather than eschews these topics. 
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CHAPTER 2: CONSTRUCTING MASCULINE FRAGILITY––FORM AND 

PHRASING 

Theorists such as John Covach and Brad Osborn analyze form in popular music 

by examining the relationships between the sections of a song and categorizing musical 

material by the order and frequency with which it appears. Covach argues that formal 

patterns in rock music can create models of expectation, noting that “[d]espite…broad 

stylistic diversity…there are a number of formal types that return frequently in the 

repertory, crossing stylistic and historical boundaries in sometimes predictable-but also in 

sometimes surprising-ways” (Covach, 1996, p. 65). While Radiohead often employs 

standard song forms such as binary, strophic, and verse/chorus, they also tend toward 

more complex forms (e.g. terminally climactic and through-composed). Brad Osborn 

notes that Radiohead exhibits an almost inverse relationship with regard to form when it 

is considered in tandem with the complexity of other sonic elements in a song (2017). For 

example, the album Kid A (2000) features more strophic settings than In Rainbows 

(2007), although the timbral effects and harmonic language present on Kid A are more 

elaborate than those of In Rainbows. A Moon Shaped Pool is decidedly more accessible 

melodically and harmonically––the album makes ample use of triadic harmony and 

melodies with identifiable arcs––than the band’s previous album, King of Limbs (2011), 

which consists largely of experimental timbres and rhythmic blips. In fact, only a few 

songs (e.g. “Little by Little” and “Lotus Flower”) employ a distinctive melody. 

Therefore, if Osborn’s assertion holds true, one would expect the song forms on A Moon 

Shaped Pool to be significantly more complex than those of its immediate predecessor. 

Songs like “Giving Up the Ghost” and “Separator” from King of Limbs rely on looped 
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riffs and layered effects for regularity amidst the constantly shifting timbres and non-

pitched elements; conversely, “Present Tense,” “Ful Stop,” and “Glass Eyes” from A 

Moon Shaped Pool are more straightforward melodically and harmonically but display 

markedly more complex forms. Like Covach and Osborn’s analytical approaches to form 

in rock music, my analyses will compare the relationships between the sections of 

“Present Tense,” “Ful Stop,” and “Glass Eyes.” Unlike Covach and Osborn, I consider 

the implications of form with regard to identity construction and how challenges to 

common forms create spaces for the subversion of certain identity positions. Through an 

examination of how masculine identifying subjects perform masculinity, I will show how 

the aforementioned songs from A Moon Shaped Pool challenge social constructions of 

masculinity and gender due to their idiosyncratic formal arrangements and phrase 

construction. 

2.1 Masculine Subjectivity 

In his book Masculine Domination, Pierre Bourdieu outlines several ways in 

which masculinity pervades and shapes discourse throughout the western world.13 He 

posits that social institutions create an invisible power structure that affects our 

conception of masculinity and projects it onto nearly every aspect of social life: family 

interactions, workplace dynamics, social hierarchies, etc. (Bourdieu 1998). This power 

structure compels us to adhere to certain actions in order to present ourselves as one of 

two opposing gendered subject positions: the aggressive (male), or the submissive 

                                                
13 While Bourdieu extends these analyses to Western culture at large, he is specifically 
speaking about French, European, and Mediterranean society. Nadine Hubbs also applies 
Bourdieu’s theories in work on country music (2014). 
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(female).14 This categorical feat is accomplished by exposing the individual to social 

expectations, most of which exist prior to the subject, which become internalized after 

practice and are then assumed to be natural. Bourdieu terms these kinds of habitual 

internalizations of social structures a habitus, and subjects are forced to navigate 

different, often interlocking habitus in order to be seen as a fully-formed subject. The 

masculine habitus involves displays of sexually potent or aggressive behaviors. 

Manliness, virility, in its ethical aspect, i.e. as the essence of the vir, virtus, 
the point of honour, the principle of the conservation and increase of 
honour, remains indissociable, tacitly at least, from physical virility, in 
particular through the attestations of sexual potency––deflowering the 
bride, abundant male offspring, etc.––which are expected of a ‘real’ man. 
(Bourdieu, 2001, p. 12) 
 

Bourdieu uses this conception of masculinity to argue that displays of sexual potency, 

conditioned through social structures such as the media, education, and religion, result in 

masculinity being intimately tied to male domination of women (both in a physical sense, 

i.e. the male body as physically superior to the female, and in a psychological sense, i.e. 

the man as the rightful head of a family unit). The rigidity with which we apply these 

expectations on subjects, and the social power they wield, often results in impossible 

standards, causing masculine identifying subjects to lash out in stereotypical fashion 

(with violence, anger, or other displays of aggression). “Everything thus combines to 

make the impossible ideal of virility a source of great vulnerability. It is this vulnerability 

which paradoxically leads to sometimes frantic investment in all the masculine games of 

violence…most especially those which most tend to produce the visible signs of 

                                                
14 Bourdieu casts these categories as socially constructed, not essentialized groupings. 
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masculinity…” (ibid, p. 51).15 In other words, in order to measure up to an “impossible 

standard,” masculine identifying subjects engage in prominent displays of actions that 

visibly demonstrate their masculinity. Since so much power is invested in this 

“impossible standard,” masculinity is always vulnerable due to the ease with which it 

breaks down. To compensate for their inevitable failure of masculinity, masculine 

subjects must constantly reaffirm their manliness through prominent displays of 

aggression and/or dominance. It is in these over-compensatory actions that the fragility of 

masculinity is revealed––any action that fails to mark one as masculine is viewed in a 

derogatory light and must be qualified by some compensatory act. 

 How, then, does the sexualized habitus of gendered discourse affect the 

construction of identity with regard to music? If we apply the model established in 

chapter one, where social expectations interpellate us as subjects who must be in accord 

with an established discursive regime, the path toward analysis of music as engaging in 

these discourses reveals itself. As Susan McClary explains in Feminine Endings, 

“[t]onality itself––with its process of instilling expectations and subsequently 

withholding promised fulfillment until climax––is the principal means…for arousing and 

channeling desire” (McClary, 1991, p. 12). In other words, tonal music sets up a series of 

expectations that ultimately lead to a single resolving climax, and this model privileges 

male experiences (especially sexual ones) over female ones.16 When we listen to tonal 

                                                
15 While Radiohead’s English audience may be living under a different social 
construction of masculinity than Americans, my analyses reflect my identification as an 
American and thus works within a more toxic masculine paradigm. 
16 While McClary does not state outright that tonality privileges male experience, her 
metaphor likening the “money shot” in pornographic films to the release of tension in 
music strongly implies a privileging of masculine experiences (McClary, 1991, p. 113). 
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music we engage in a process that reifies and reinforces the power relationship that 

establishes and perpetuates both the tonal system and masculine subject positions. In a 

sense, we continue to recreate multiple habitus just by listening to music that fulfills 

various expectations, including specifically gendered ones. One need only peruse a 

fraction of the music created for popular consumption over the last few decades to see 

how gender dynamics are reinforced through song and performance; whether it be 

aggressively sexual males pursuing a female or attesting sexual potency (such as Sisqó’s 

“Thong Song,” or Boyz 2 Men’s “I’ll Make Love to You”), or submissive females 

navigating the male gaze or warning other women about sexually aggressive men (such 

as Taylor Swift’s “Ready For it?,” or TLC’s “Creep”).17 Because so much popular music 

is created for the purpose of commercial consumption, it comes as no surprise that much 

of the popular oeuvre is comprised of songs that seek to clearly define their target 

audience. Music that champions traditional masculine displays of power will appeal to 

those who take their performance of masculinity seriously, and music that focuses on 

open displays of vulnerability will find its home in the ears of those who are most 

comfortable exhibiting vulnerability in public. What of music that blurs these lines by 

masking the male/female binary? Is such a feat even possible in the highly stylized and 

commercial world of popular music? 

 Before approaching these questions, it will be necessary to explore what it looks 

like when a subject attempts to break free from gendered habitus. In her book, Gender 

                                                
17 In her book Rednecks, Queers, & Country Music, Nadine Hubbs explores these 
constructions by analyzing what she calls “gender deviance”––or when a particular 
binary gendered subject exhibits the traits associated with her or his opposition––in 
Gretchen Wilson’s 2004 country hit “Redneck Woman” (Hubbs, 2014, pp. 107–130).  
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Trouble, Judith Butler calls for the troubling of gender through what she terms subversive 

bodily acts. She, like Bourdieu, claims that human actions, mediated by regulatory 

discursive regimes, eventually become habitualized and create systems of social norms. 

That the power regimes of heterosexism and phallogocentrism seek to 
augment themselves through a constant repetition of their logic, their 
metaphysic, and their naturalized ontologies does not imply that repetition 
itself ought to be stopped—as if it could be. If repetition is bound to persist 
as the mechanism of the cultural reproduction of identities, then the crucial 
question emerges: What kind of subversive repetition might call into 
question the regulatory practice of identity itself? (Butler 1990, p. 44) 
 

 Butler argues that we should seek to deconstruct these norms due to their limitations 

with regard to available subject positions, and their oppressive silencing of subject 

positions outside of the male/female binary. She claims that because subjects are forced 

to submit to various discourses in order to be recognizable, any subversive act must first 

come from within the discourse. “If subversion is possible, it will be a subversion from 

within the terms of the law, through the possibilities that emerge when the law turns 

against itself and spawns unexpected permutations of itself” (Butler, 1990, p. 127). In 

other words, regulatory regimes always create a space for subversion, because all 

repression indexes its opposition. For example, categorizing sexuality inadvertently 

creates the space for its subversion by indexing the opposite position. The expectation 

that heterosexuality is the norm for a western subject results in a marked opposition: 

homosexuality.18 Butler claims that these marked subject positions allow for the 

subversion of social norms through practice and exposure, essentially normalizing what 

was once taboo. These acts, once assimilated into the larger cultural habitus, will 

eventually expand or replace current social expectations and thus subvert the repressive 

                                                
18 Butler’s argument borrows from Foucault’s book The History of Sexuality. (1972) 
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forces seeking to erase marked subject positions. Additionally, Butler suggests that 

performing subversive acts, such as exclusively using gender-neutral pronouns, can also 

challenge the regulatory discourses that privilege certain subject positions over others. I 

argue that musical systems, such as tonal and metrical systems, work in a similar fashion 

to Butler’s understanding of these regulatory discourses because they privilege certain 

patterns over others (e.g. root motion by 5th or 3rd as opposed to tritones, or duple and 

quadruple as opposed to asymmetrical meters). Additionally, these regulatory discourses 

can be challenged through frequent use of pattern-breaking gestures such as irregular 

groupings of beats, highly chromatic harmonies, and forms other than verse/chorus, 

AABA (or any variation of the ABA form), and strophic. While many popular artists 

employ such techniques, these strategies tend to be the exception rather than the rule. For 

example, Radiohead, despite often using techniques that straddle the line between 

expectation and surprise, still privilege verse/chorus and strophic forms (A Moon Shaped 

Pool is no exception, where at least six of the album’s eleven tracks can be categorized as 

verse/chorus, strophic, or ABA).  

 

2.2 Music and Masculinity 

 Music, much like other discourses, can accrue meaning through exclusion––this 

chord and not that one, rising melodic figures and not falling ones, etc. As I showed 

earlier, the contexts in which musical elements appear often conjure one or more 

expected outcomes (the dominant will resolve to the tonic, a syncopation will eventually 

return to the beat, etc.). As Susan McClary (Feminine Endings) and Fred Maus 

(“Masculine Discourse”) have shown, music is often viewed by western culture as 
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occupying a feminine position; we engage with it passively, through the act of listening, 

placing the subject in a position of submission. Music acts on us, penetrates our ears, and 

we passively consume it (Mclary, 1991; Maus, 1993). Maus argues that listening can be, 

in and of itself, a sexualized experience (Maus, 1993). Due to the passivity of listening, 

masculine identifying subjects are often threatened by their enjoyment of music, 

especially if the music expresses something typically associated with women, “[i]f  male 

music theorists find themselves engaged in a listening activity that they find alarmingly 

feminine, they can try to cheer themselves up by writing about music in ways that they 

and their readers can regard as masculine” (Maus, 1993, p. 273). Maus elaborates, “[t]his 

sexualized conception of listening is, of course, even more threatening to 

masculinity…It’s one thing for a man to listen respectfully while someone holds forth, 

quite another to get fucked” (ibid.). He suggests that listeners, notably music theorists, 

often combat this feminizing position by engaging in analytical acts that allow them to 

take an active––i.e. masculine––role with regard to the music. While I will not offer a 

critique of music theoretical discourse in this dissertation, Maus’ observation that many 

male analysts and listeners seek to compensate for the passivity of listening by exerting a 

sense of ownership or rigid scrutiny can be understood as an example of the 

compensatory reactions Bourdieu outlines in Masculine Domination (e.g. reacting to 

emasculation with anger, violence, or taking control).  

 The question of how, exactly, “Present Tense,” “Ful Stop,” and “Glass Eyes” 

construct masculine fragility will be the focus of the remainder of this chapter. Both 

Bourdieu and Butler claim that the regulatory principles of gendered discourse are 

constantly replicated and reinstituted, which provides a distinct challenge to an analyst 



 

 

43 

 

seeking to expose how music can deconstruct these subject positions. To comment briefly 

on this problem, it is worth mentioning the unique quality of Thom Yorke’s voice before 

delving further into the depths of analysis and interpretation. Listeners often remark on 

the tenor and falsetto vocals Yorke typically employs when singing. Not unlike the 

observations Shana Goldin-Perschbacher makes with regard to Jeff Buckley, Thom 

Yorke’s vocal timbre is often breathy, light, and comes across as vulnerable. Goldin-

Perschbacher argues, “…masculinity is performed most successfully when one is in 

control, not out of control, is strong, rather than vulnerable, and takes possession, rather 

than showing need” (2007, p. 215). If we examine the prototypical Radiohead song, the 

similarities between Goldin-Perschbacher’s remarks about Buckley hold true for Yorke 

as well. Yorke sings in a high-pitched falsetto in a range typically reserved for female 

vocalists, his vocal lines often suggest ambiguity rather than goal-directedness, and the 

somewhat breathy quality and often piano dynamic come across as wounded and 

vulnerable.19 By performing in this way, Yorke is already challenging masculine 

subjectivity by blurring the lines between masculine and feminine performance practice. 

Marianne Tatom-Letts suggests a similar interpretation when she argues that “Thom 

Yorke’s distinctive tenor is somewhat androgynous, and Radiohead can be seen as 

displaying an ambivalence toward gender” (Tatom-Letts, 2010, p. 46). While it is true 

that popular music favors tenor vocals over other male voice parts, many male singers 

still elicit masculinity in their presentation. Whether it be through throaty growls (e.g. 

                                                
19 Even though singing in a high-pitched, breathy falsetto is not uncommon in British 
rock music (Coldplay, Muse, Travis, etc. all use similar vocal techniques), this type of 
singing still signifies an almost anti-masculine position, highlighting a fragility that 
American conceptions of masculinity tend to avoid. 
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Paul McCartney’s vocals in “I’ve Got a Feeling” or “Helter Skelter”), aggressive–– 

sexually or otherwise––lyrics and/or accompaniment (e.g. Guns N’ Roses’ “Welcome to 

Jungle”), the tenor vocals are compensated for by some element that marks the singer as 

masculine. Yorke’s vulnerability is especially audible on “Present Tense” and “Ful Stop,” 

where the lyrics evince a sense of emotional impotence. In “Present Tense,” we hear the 

lamentations of a jilted lover, seeking refuge from the reality of lost love (“In you I’m 

lost…,” “all this love will be in vain,” etc.). “Ful Stop” explores themes of obsession over 

what may have gone wrong in a relationship as a tortured internal monologue incessantly 

runs on repeat (“You really messed up everything,” “Why should I be good if you’re 

not,” “All the good times…”). In both tracks, Yorke’s melismatic meandering obfuscates 

rather than clarifies a sense of key (in “Present Tense”) or meter (in “Ful Stop”).  

 There is more to the constructions of masculine fragility in these songs than the 

quality of Yorke’s vocals, however. If we take Bourdieu and Butler’s understanding of 

masculinity and McClary and Maus’ conception of the masculine in music as our 

baseline for analysis, an argument that the form and phrasing of “Present Tense,” “Ful 

Stop,” and “Glass Eyes” as constructions of a fragile masculine subject position begin to 

form. I will visit each of these songs in turn to explicate how each of them suggests, to 

varying degrees, that a traditional masculine subject position is being subverted through 

the troubling of western gender roles. “Present Tense” resists traditional form through 

what I call additive phrasing (adding bars to a phrase, increasing length and complexity). 

“Ful Stop” uses accumulative techniques, creating a complex rhythmic texture and ever-

changing topography that could signify a tortured mind, struggling to keep together 

amidst deep personal strife. “Glass Eyes” couples through-composed form with anxious 
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lyrics to complicate its traditional façade. All of these songs problematize masculinity 

through prominent displays of emotional vulnerability, rather than cold stoicism. 

2.3 “Present Tense” 

“Present Tense” revolves around the emotional fallout from a presumably failed, or 

failing, romantic relationship. The lyrics alone express a sense of vulnerability that is 

foreign to conceptions of the masculine; lines such as “in you I’m lost,” and “or all this 

love will be in vain” are difficult to separate from their romantic associations, and will 

undoubtedly inform the interpretations of many listeners (myself included). Example 2.1 

shows the form, time stamp, and incipit lyrics from each section. As mentioned above, 

many songs in the rock repertoire use repetitive forms such as strophic or verse/chorus, 

but “Present Tense” simultaneously resists the verse/chorus paradigm and exhibits 

significant repetition in harmonic and rhythmic material. The form (Intro–A–B–C–B’–

Outro) moves through new material quickly, but the song recycles the harmonic 

progression from the introduction in the “C” section, the rhythm remains persistent 

throughout, and the “B” section returns, although it is the only section to do so in 

entirety. The form alone challenges expectations; non-repetition and repetition are 

combined in such a way that resists conventional verse/chorus pairs but enough material 

returns that relationships are recognizable from one section to the next. In light of the 

lyrics, I interpret the form as an attempt by the subject to reject the expectations of the 

other, whom I locate in a presumed ex-lover––a misrecognition of the social 

interpellation of masculine subjects. The new material signifies attempts by the subject to 

reject the comfort the singer associates with his former romantic partner. The repeated 

material hints that this partner still has a hold over the subject, however, made clear in the 
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“B” section where the lyric “in you I’m lost” suggests that the singer is unsuccessful at 

discarding the part of his identity defined by his former lover. This failure signifies a 

decidedly non-masculine display of emotion, or, as Bourdieu would say, a failure to attest 

to his sexual potency.  

Example 2.1 
“Present Tense” –– Form 

Section: Intro A B C B’ Outro 
Incipit Lyrics: –– “This 

dance…” 
“In you 

I’m 
lost…” 

“I won’t 
turn 

around…” 

“In you 
I’m 

lost…” 

–– 

Time Stamp: 0:00 1:00 2:47 3:14 4:05 4:32 
 
 

 “Present Tense” suggests that the singer failed in his masculine duty to display 

virility––he is distraught over his loss and consequently has not attested to his sexual 

potency. We catch a glimpse of this impotence not only in the lyrics, but also in the 

song’s phrasing and weak harmonic confirmations. Perhaps the most convincing 

argument for the construction of a fragile masculine subject position occurs in the “A” 

section. It is in this section that additive phrasing––or a process of affixing new material 

to a repeated gesture––is used to great effect, the singer staves off harmonic closure in 

favor of postponing the moment when he will have to recognize his emotional loss in the 

present. The first verse subjects a short phrase to a series of additions that delay tonal 

confirmation and harmonic closure. Similar to William Rothstein’s conception of 

parenthetical insertion, where material is inserted into a phrase to delay or emphasize the 

cadence, additive phrasing differs because with each repetition the added material is 

retained and expanded (Rothstein, 1989, pp. 87–92). In order to show how harmonic 

closure is delayed through this technique, examples 2.2 and 2.3 illustrate how the 



 

 

47 

 

incorporation of new material postpones tonal confirmation. In example 2.2, each 

reiteration of the singer’s initial phrase is represented by a chart, labelled as Verse 1a–d 

respectively. The individual cells within each chart are equal to one bar of music, the 

colored-in cells show the added material and the cells with a dotted border indicate 

material retained from a previous iteration. Example 2.3 shows short piano and voice 

reductions of the same section for comparison; each repetition is marked 1a–d and the 

added material is bookended by solid bar lines. I read this resistance to confirmation as an 

example of Butler’s misrecognition, specifically a subject trying to assert autonomy over 

an authority that he would rather ignore. In this case, the social expectations for 

masculinity have failed to interpellate the subject as a ‘real man’ due to his perceived 

lack of sexual potency (in this case, his failure to retain a dominant position in a romantic 

relationship as shown by his refusal to acknowledge its termination). Instead, the singer 

experiences shame and longs for isolation from the present. This misrecognition of a 

potential interpellation creates a space for a new identity position––the construction of a 

fragile masculine subject. By refusing to accept the will of an authority he would rather 

ignore (in this case, the literal significant other who terminated the relationship), as per 

Butler’s conception of misrecognition, and essentially wallowing in self-pity, the singer 

is revealed as occupying a fragile masculine subject position.  
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Example 2.2 
“Present Tense” –– Additive Phrasing  

Each cell is equal to one bar. Greyed-in areas show added material, and cells with a 
dotted border represent music retained from previous iterations. 

 
 

Verse 1a (0:59) 
 

 
 
 

 
 

Verse 1b (1:20) 
 

  ||:  of self de- -fence…  :|| ||:against the present  :|| the present tense 
      i  iv9    VI vsus4  VI VII 

 
  
 

Verse 1c (1:45) 
 

||: No I won’t get 
     (no don’t get) 

heavy  :||  keep it light and keep it moving I am  doing no harm 

  i  iv9 VI7 v7sus4 VI [V9]  VI vsus4 VI VII 
 
 
 

Verse 1d (2:18) 
 

||:    As my 
 
       comes 

world            :|| 
 
crashing down 

I’ll be dancing freaking out deaf  dumb and blind. 

  i  iv9 VI7 v7sus4 VI [V9]  VI VII9 i 
 

 

 

 

 

  ||:       This dance…      :||     ||:        is like a weapon      :|| 
g#m:           i  iv9         VI vsus4 
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Example 2.3 
“Present Tense” –– Verse 120 

 
Verse 1a 

 

 

Verse 1b 

 

 

 

 

                                                
20 All transcriptions in this dissertation are by the author. 
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Verse 1c 

 

Verse 1d 

 

Each iteration of the repeated phrase inserts new material that delays tonal 

confirmation, beginning with the first repetition when VI and VII are added at the end of 

the verse (Example 2.2: verse 1b). The second repetition further destabilizes the phrase 

by inserting an applied dominant-9th chord, foreshadowing the fragility of g#-minor as a 

tonal center as well as the masculine identity in question (Example 2.2: verse 1c). While 

the ultimate tonal goal of the verse is g#-minor (shown by the arrival at the end of verse 

1d), the sense of a g#-minor tonic is a subverted in the B section where the relative B 

Major arrives on a structural downbeat, creating what Mark Spicer calls an “emergent 
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tonic.” Spicer describes emergent tonics as appearing in music where a tonic chord 

emerges later in a song, usually reserved for an arrival in a chorus or contrasting section 

(Spicer, 2017). In “Present Tense,” while each repetition begins with the alternation of i 

and iv9, the phrase quickly moves away to a repeated VI––vsus4 gesture and the tonic is 

never confirmed within the phrase until verse 1d (instead, the confirmation elides with 

the beginning of the repeated phrase).21 Furthermore, verse 1c introduces a G#b9 chord 

that points toward c# (iv), diminishing the hierarchical status of g#-minor. When B major 

emerges in the B section of “Present Tense,” it deemphasizes g# minor as tonic and acts 

as a convenient metaphor for the fragile masculine identity it constructs: the hierarchical 

status of g#-minor is challenged, just as the hierarchical status of the masculine position 

in the song is challenged. Radiohead’s prominent use of echoes in the production for 

“Present Tense” also create an air of paranoia and fear, further lending the track a sense 

of fragility. The initial lyrics provide a window through which to view this interpretation: 

“This dance is like a weapon against the present tense.” Additive phrasing acts as the 

weapon that resists the present because it is in the present that the subject will be forced 

to recognize his failure of masculinity––his partner is gone, suggesting that he failed to 

exert masculine dominance over his lover. Taken from this perspective, the singer 

succeeds at avoiding the realization of his fragile masculine subject-position for several 

repetitions; however, we cannot avoid the present forever. The misrecognition of an 

interpellation (the singer refuses to accept his downgraded masculine status, since doing 

so would mean admitting emotional vulnerability), musically expressed through additive 

                                                
21 G# arrives at the beginning of each repetition via the Aeolian progression (Biamonte, 
2010). 
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phrasing, results in the creation of a new identity position that reveals the fragility of 

masculinity. In the final iteration the lyrics suggest that this new identity position is 

confirmed: “As my world comes crashing down, I’ll be dancing, freaking out, deaf, 

dumb, and blind.” These lyrics coincide with voice-leading closure and tonal 

confirmation (albeit weak confirmation), signifying a construction of masculine fragility 

and the arrival of the present (Examples 2.2 and 2.3: verse 1d).  

2.4 “Ful Stop” 

“Present Tense” signified a fragile masculine construction due to the singer’s 

perceived lack of control and continuous failed attempts to reestablish it, “Ful Stop” 

illustrates a complete loss of control and the resulting mental breakdown. As previously 

mentioned, it is through performative repetition––regulated by discourse––that actions 

become habitual and we are interpellated as subjects in the first place. Even though these 

self-imposed restrictions stem from power structures within society, we internalize these 

power relationships and then adhere to their restrictions in our daily lives. “Ful Stop” 

signifies the internal struggle of the subject when these relationships begin to break 

down, when the regulatory discursive regimes fail to interpellate us in the name of some 

ideological force. The song’s title offers a glimpse of this misrecognition. A full stop is 

another name for a period at the end of a sentence; however, it can be used colloquially as 

a metaphor for a total embargo of something (or someone). For example, one might say 

“I’m never eating that again, full stop!” However, Radiohead conspicuously leave out an 

“l” at the end of “Ful.” The “full stop” is not quite “full,” placing an ironic spin on the 

song before we even hear it. I interpret the lyrics as the internal monologue of a person 

after a failed romantic relationship, particularly evident in lines such as “will you take me 
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back again.” Furthermore, the lyric “this is a foul tasting medicine to be trapped in your 

full stop” suggests that the singer is coping with someone else’s emotional embargo: a 

romantic partner’s absence results in the subject’s captivity inside of the space where 

romance once existed. 

Mark Spicer outlines a process he terms accumulative form in which “various 

interlocking riffs – such as drum rhythm, bass line, and guitar vamp – are introduced one 

by one until the groove is complete” (Spicer, 2004, pp. 32–33). “Ful Stop” uses 

accumulative techniques across the unfolding of the entire song, creating what Spicer 

calls a larger cumulative form. I read “Ful Stop” as a large binary structure consisting of 

two contrasting accumulative sections, linked through a shared bass line and percussion. 

Other interpretations of the form are possible, such as hearing the song as terminally 

climactic. The vagaries of the form only bolster my claim that “Ful Stop” resists 

traditional classification and thus can be read as a construction of masculine fragility. 

Below is a simplified form chart of the entire song, reflecting my interpretation of the 

important musical changes in the song’s structure (Figure 2.1). The column on the left 

shows the time in minutes and seconds when important events (shown in the column on 

the right)–– such as when new lines are introduced or previous lines are removed from 

the texture––occur. The song’s two sections, indicated in Figure 2.1 as A and B, could 

signify the initial reaction to the imposed “full stop,” and being trapped inside of it, 

respectively. An important distinction between many accumulative songs and “Ful Stop” 

is that the latter’s groove is a mishmash of auditory information. Despite the continual 

addition and subtraction of riffs, the lines never quite feel as though they reach a 

totalizing whole. The disparate musical elements do not line up in a way that suggests a 
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unified meter, nor do they reach a moment where they come together to mark a 

significant arrival or departure; even at 4:17 when most of the lines drop out, the bass and 

synth continue play out of sync with one another (see Example 2.4a/b). The “A” section 

is relatively sparse in accompaniment, signifying an anxious loneliness that is contrasted 

with the competing metric characteristics of the “B” section. I interpret the “A” section in 

“Ful Stop” as signifying the resentment and negative emotions that accompany many 

romantic separations, and the “B” section as the subject’s imprisonment in his former 

partner’s romantic “full stop.” 

 

Figure 2.1 
“Ful Stop” –– Form Chart 
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 After the singer laments being “trapped in your full stop,” there is an abrupt shift 

in texture as a guitar and other layers enter. The bass and rhythm from the “A” section 

persist, but the additional instruments begin to tear at the fabric of metric stability. 

Previously, the most engaging rhythmic entity in the song was the drums, which 

presented a rather typical backbeat pattern (albeit in triple meter). The bass line appears 

slightly offset, feeling as though the downbeat arrives an eighth-note too early. Once the 

“B” section begins, the rhythmic tension becomes more prominent as additional lines 

collide, representing competing meters. Examples 5a and 5b illustrate the same short 

selection from just after the vocals enter; the dotted lines indicate potential measures, and 

the numbers indicate potential beats within each measure. Different interpretations of 

each line’s meter are possible, creating a strikingly ambiguous rhythmic texture. 

Furthermore, these examples represent just two possible ways of hearing the passage; 

there are several other conceivable interpretations. The sense of downbeat changes 

depending on which line a listener focuses their attention, and the possibility for the 

listener to shift from one line to another––an act that also alters the sense of meter and 

downbeat––creates an unstable rhythmic background. Far from forming a cohesive 

groove, “Ful Stop” presents a confusing overload of information, all while the singer 

chants “truth will mess you up” at the same time as remembering “all the good times” 

that are presumably over. I interpret the competing metrical information amidst the 

incessant repetition as a breakdown of the regulatory principles we wield to present a 

unified identity to others. The singer is incapable of recognizing an interpellation because 

his internal discipline has broken down due to deep personal trauma. We can hear this 

break down in the refusal of the song’s meter to fully coalesce into an identifiable, 
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unified whole. This metrical uncertainty reveals that the singer misrecognizes the hail of 

his former romantic partner because he does not want to admit his failure of masculinity. 

As listeners, we identify with the vulnerability implicit in the metrical breakdown and 

lyrics, and are interpellated as subjects who experience these types of romantic distresses. 
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Example 2.4a 
“Ful Stop” –– Potential Metrical Groupings 

Dotted-lines indicate potential measures, numbers indicate potential beats. 
q =152  3:41 
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Example 2.4b 
“Ful Stop” –– Potential Metrical Groupings 
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2.5 “Glass Eyes” 
 

Unlike “Present Tense” and “Ful Stop,” the lyrics in “Glass Eyes” appear to 

follow a narrative with a timeline. Relating the tale of a man wandering through an 

unfamiliar locale, “Glass Eyes” is the most story-driven song on the album. A sense of 

apprehension and apathy pervades the lyrics: “And I’m wondering, should I turn 

around?,” “I don’t know where it leads, and I don’t really care,” etc. The lyrics invoke a 

scene where the protagonist exits a train in a new place while either leaving a voice-mail 

for, or speaking with, an unnamed third party––most likely a significant other due to 

familiarity with the speaker (“Hey, it’s me”), and the assumed romantic association from 

the final line (“I feel this love to the core”). As the song progresses, the lyrics become 

less specific and turn from a direct address (“Hey it’s me”) to descriptive language 

(“Where the path trails off”). The final lyric provides the necessary context for this 

interpretation: “I feel this love to the core.” As Bourdieu, Butler, and Goldin-Perchbacher 

suggest, masculinity is often characterized by a lack of feeling, exerting control, or at 

least behaving as though emotionally invulnerable. When Yorke sings that he feels this 

love “to the core,” he occupies a space that not only acknowledges vulnerability, but also 

embraces it. This acceptance of a vulnerable position underpins my analysis of “Glass 

Eyes” as both constructing a fragile masculine identity, and subverting socially imposed 

masculine identities through a role-reversal. By accepting the fragility of his masculinity, 

the singer subverts the expectation of emotional invulnerability. Just as with “Present 

Tense” and “Ful Stop,” the lyrics in “Glass Eyes” suggest a masculine position that has 

somewhat lost a sense of control; however, unlike the previous songs, “Glass Eyes” 

places the singer in direct contact with a significant other. When we examine the lyrics, it 
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becomes clear that the protagonist is plagued by indecision and anxiety: “should I turn 

around?,” “The panic is coming on strong,” etc. Already, the masculine position is 

weakened by the singer’s lack of confidence and prominent display of vulnerability.  

 A lack of traditional rock instrumentation adds to the vulnerability implied by the 

lyrics. Although the use of classical instruments in rock music has a rich history in the 

repertoire, most rock songs employ some combination of the standard guitar, bass, and 

drum set (line) up. “Glass Eyes,” like “Burn the Witch,” is devoid of percussion entirely 

and makes ample use of strings. Unlike “Burn the Witch,” this song does not reinterpret 

the string instruments as a percussive force. Quite the opposite, “Glass Eyes” uses only a 

piano, distorted to give it a submerged timbre, and legato strings that play mostly 

sustained pitches. When the sustained strings and piano are considered in tandem with the 

lack of an overtone-rich electric guitar and bass, and the pulsating energy of a drum set, 

“Glass Eyes” feels more intimate than many rock songs. This intimacy underpins the 

vulnerability of the lyrics, expressing a sense of loneliness and isolation that contradicts 

the stoicism associated with masculine subjects. 

Although “Glass Eyes” is the shortest song on A Moon Shaped Pool, totaling only 

2’53” (by comparison, “Burn the Witch” is the second shortest from the original release 

at 3’41”, and “Ful Stop” is the longest at 6’07”), its form is arguably the most complex. 

“Glass Eyes” is through-composed and while harmonic and accompanimental elements 

are related and retained throughout, no vocal melodies return. In addition, the harmonic 

progression of the second verse displays a number of peculiarities that underscore the 

apathy and vulnerability expressed in the lyrics. Figure 2.2 illustrates the overall form of 

the song. The formal sections and timing appear in the first column, the initial lyric of 
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each section is in the middle column, and the tonal center(s) are in the third. Rows 

indicate how this material is grouped, each row representing the section indicated in the 

first column. Each section’s melodic material is unique, and while the intro and outro 

contain many similarities, the chord progressions are different and the outro contains a 

vocal line (see Example 2.6). Despite the return of C minor as a tonal center for the outro, 

the varied melodic material and narrative progression of the lyrics all indicate through-

composed form. Example 2.5 shows the beginning of the vocal line from Verse 1. The 

pitch content hangs around G, and the melody repeatedly descends from 5" to 3"  before 

climbing back up to 5". This melodic gesture continues throughout the first verse, 

generating a sense of stagnation––the subject is stuck in the moment, paralyzed by fear 

and uncertainty. Additionally, the only section that clearly moves away from C minor in 

its harmonic design is the second verse; the other three sections stubbornly assert “C” as 

a tonal center and the entire song’s accompanimental pattern remains largely unchanged 

throughout. These static harmonic and accompanimental gestures, coupled with the 

lyrics, add context to the limited melodic material in the vocal line and underscore the 

feeling of paralytic fear: “…a frightening place,” “should I turn around?,” “…panic is 

coming on strong,” etc. Contrary to an expression of control and power, the melody of 

the first verse instead points to helplessness and indecision––two concepts foreign to the 

traditional conception of masculinity. 
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Figure 2.2 
“Glass Eyes” 
Form Chart 

 
Section Beginning Lyric Key (tonal center) 

Intro (0:00–0:37) (none) Cm 
Verse 1 (0:38–1:22) “Hey, it’s me…” Cm 
Verse 2 (1:23–2:07) “Where the path trails 

off…” 
B¯m?/Cm?/D¯M? 

Outro (2:08–end) “I feel this love…” Cm 

 
 

Example 2.5 
“Glass Eyes” –– Verse 1 Opening Vocal Line 

 0:38 

 
 

 “Glass Eyes,” with the exception of the ambiguity of the second verse, does not 

present complex harmonic material. Example 2.6 shows a harmonic reduction of each 

section, leaving out any repetition and focusing on the overall harmonic design within 

each of the song’s four subsections. The intro and first verse share the same harmonic 

material, and the outro––while also set in C minor with a similar accompanimental 

pattern––has a new progression that substitutes a III7 where there was originally a iv9. 

While the progression from the intro and first verse retains a common-tone Eb across the 

entire section, the substitution of III7 allows for two common-tones to remain constant 

across the entire outro progression––G and Eb––as well as a common-tone Bb that is 

present in three out of the four outro chords. The prevalence of invariant pitches in “Glass 

Eyes,” while not atypical in rock music with root motion by third, supports an 

interpretation of the song as signifying helplessness and stagnation. The second verse 
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introduces the most divergent material in the song, veering into an ambiguous harmonic 

progression that can be analyzed in at least three different ways: in Bb minor, in C minor, 

and in Db Major. Lyrically, this section also takes a dramatic turn. As the protagonist 

sings that the “path trails off and heads down a mountain,” the harmonies also lead away 

from a tonal center of C. The protagonist’s apathy and hopelessness become more 

apparent when he admits that he does not know where the path leads, and that he does not 

care one way or the other. Harmonic ambiguity is coupled with text painting to great 

effect here––the singer’s indifference to his situation is propped up by the lyrical 

reference to the path heading down a mountain as the general root progression falls by 

whole step. A hearing in Bb minor seems a likely choice for many listeners: a Bb-minor 

chord begins the progression (on the downbeat), the first root movement by 5th suggests a 

i–v progression, and the turnaround from III (Db) back to i (bbm) has precedent in 

Radiohead’s oeuvre (“Reckoner” from In Rainbows uses a similar gesture in its verses, 

where a C triad is used to transition smoothly back to em). It is also possible to hear this 

section as non-modulating; we can interpret the harmonic shift as a chromatic interlude 

leading to the Neapolitan Db. The vocal line does little to clarify the harmony (see 

Example 2.7). Outlining a linear progression from Bb to F, we could interpret the line as 

prolonging 4" in C minor; however, there is little in the way of strong harmonic support 

for this reading. The initial Bb-minor chord would be a chromatically-altered minor 

subtonic in C minor, not the typical predominant support for 4" . Finally, a reading in Db 

major is also possible. Beginning with a vi, this reading requires the least amount of overt 

chromaticism to make sense of the root movement––the only chromatically altered chord 

here is the Eb (II) before the arrival of Db. Regardless of which hearing a listener 
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ultimately chooses, the progression remains ambiguous enough to prevent a definitive 

center for the section, leaving the protagonist lost in his apathetic lamentations. At the 

end of the second verse, we are treated to a brief moment when the music suggests 

release and possibly even comfort: a CbM7 chord seems to complete the stepwise 

progression from F triumphantly. The strings swell and crescendo at this arrival, but Cb 

major––a key that lies a semitone lower than the original tonic––is too unstable to be our 

final key (there is no preparation for the chord, and the stepwise descent in the bass 

outlines a tritone rather than a perfect 5th). As anticipated, this cathartic moment is short-

lived. The Cb slides back up to C to lead into the outro, revealing that this brief moment 

of brightness (maybe even optimism) is nothing more than a false tonic, signifying the 

desire for catharsis but also its impossibility. 

 After the return to C minor in the outro, the singer claims that he can “feel this 

love to the core” as he moves from his lower register (G3) to his upper register (Eb4). I 

interpret this lyric, as well as the return to C minor and sharp register shift, as an 

acceptance of his vulnerability and apathetic emotional state. As Bourdieu and Goldin-

Perchbacher argue, masculinity’s most commonly accepted performance comes from a 

position of strength and is typically devoid of vulnerable emotions. When the protagonist 

in “Glass Eyes” comes to accept his predicament, it signifies the confirmation of a 

decidedly un-masculine position that embraces rather than eschews vulnerability. In a 

reversal of the masculine position, “Glass Eyes” makes viable a construction of 

masculinity that ultimately (albeit somewhat reluctantly) accepts vulnerability and makes 

it part of the masculine identity in question. “Glass Eyes” allows for a blurring of the 

lines drawn by the masculine habitus, permitting some crossover from social identity 
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positions typically associated with femininity (e.g. vulnerability, passivity, and reliance 

on others). 

Example 2.6 
“Glass Eyes” –– Harmonic Reduction 
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Example 2.7 
“Glass Eyes” –– Verse 2 Vocal Line 

 1:23 

 
 

2.6 Conclusion 
 

 Masculine subjects in contemporary western culture, according to Bourdieu, are 

forced to navigate a framework of expectations that places them in a position of 

emotional turmoil. They must constantly display behaviors that reinforce the impossible 

masculine ideal of appearing impervious to certain emotional states, especially those that 

conjure images of vulnerability. This impossible standard results in the masculine subject 

occupying a distinctly fragile position, which often results in over-compensatory acts. 

“Present Tense” displays a vulnerable masculine position through its refusal to firmly 

establish tonic by prolonging a single phrase in the first verse, and through its 

unconventional form and lyrical content. “Ful Stop” signifies the over-compensatory act 

of retreating into the confines of thought through its metrical, formal, and lyrical 

obfuscation. “Glass Eyes” embraces a fragile subjectivity by accepting vulnerability by 

means of through-composed form, variability of tonal centers, and narrative lyrical 

content. While my analyses of these songs paint a picture of fragile masculine 

subjectivity, the musical forms and sonic elements present do not always require an 

interpretation of masculine fragility; rather, the context within the songs and the unique 

relationship of the music to these contextual elements result in the formation of a fragile 
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masculine identity. Other songs may use similar melodic, harmonic, and rhythmic 

elements that point toward widely different interpretations due to the lyrical and social 

contexts surrounding them. “Present Tense,” “Ful Stop,” and “Glass Eyes” suggest the 

construction of fragile masculinity because the combination of the musical and lyrical 

contexts subvert the expectations imposed on masculine identifying subjects to always 

act as though powerful, emotionally invulnerable, and in control. 
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CHAPTER 3: TEMPORALITY, RHYTHM AND METER 
 

Music is a temporal phenomenon; we experience it as a succession of various 

sounds, unfolding over time. As such, the process through which we experience music is 

characterized by the oppositions manifest in the sounds as we hear them. Due to music’s 

temporal dimension, the fields of narratology and narrative theory are particularly apt 

toward the elucidation of musical expressions, notably musical constructions of time. 

Narrative theorist Michael Bamberg suggests that people use storytelling mechanisms in 

order to make sense of themselves as temporal agents; specifically, he claims that we 

make use of various binary oppositions in order to place our identities along a more or 

less stable timeline (Bamberg, 2012). One of the more important binaries he uses that 

between constancy and change, or the degree to which identities and/or events remain 

intact and stable or become fragmented and unstable. In popular music, particularly in 

songs with obviously recognizable repeated patterns, the degree to which the sounds 

deviate from expectation creates tension between the anticipated sound and the actual 

sound, thus potentially altering expression. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the rhythmic 

expectation for Radiohead is common time with a standard backbeat pattern. When a 

song is devoid of this pattern, listeners must reconcile the lack of a backbeat with the 

metric material heard in each song, potentially resulting in new constructions of meter 

and misrecognitions of an expected interpellation (due to either not recognizing a hail 

because of the subverted expectation, or because we misinterpret the hail and the 

interpellation confirms something outside of the expectation). Pablo Vila’s conception of 

narrative in music––that music allows us to comprehend ourselves in relation to the 

attainment of goals and desires––can help illustrate constructions of temporality by 
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showing how models of expectation lead toward, or thwart, a certain musical goal. Using 

narrative theory as a conceptual model, I will explore how two songs construct 

temporality and narrativity: “Daydreaming” and “True Love Waits.”  

 

3.1 Narrative and Temporality 

Raymond Monelle argues, “…we forget that music can also signify time. There is 

a temporality of the signified, as well as a temporality of the signifier. Unlike language, 

music usually signifies indexically, and every temporal feature of its syntax is available 

to signify some temporal meaning” (2000, p. 83). In other words, because music signifies 

indexically, or pointing to other signs by association and experience, it can construct 

temporality through its syntactical relationships. Rhythm, texture, harmonic and melodic 

changes, etc., can all signify time according to Monelle. He specifically investigates two 

types of time: lyric time, and progressive time. “…[T]he two temporalities of the musical 

signified are respectively holistic and progressive” (ibid, p. 86). Lyric time is circular; it 

signifies a lack of directed action, instead appearing static and contained. Circular 

harmony, lack of rhythmic development, and a lack of discernable goals can all 

potentially construct lyric time. Progressive time is directed; it projects into the future 

with clearly defined goals. Cadential harmonic motion, syncopated or vibrant rhythms, 

and tonicization can all signify progressive time. Monelle offers his own conception of 

these two temporal experiences: “[t]here are lyric times, retardation and acceleration, 

times of variable lapse, temporal simultaneities, and stabilized time. Directioned, goal-

oriented time is embryonic…progressive, goal-oriented time…[creates] a remembered 

past and the possibilities of reprise, narrative structure, climax, and dénouement” (ibid, 
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pp. 99–100). He qualifies lyric time by claiming that “[l]yric time is the present, a present 

that is always in the present” (ibid, p. 115). Michael Klein––substituting the term 

narrative time for progressive time––elaborates, “…lyric time…is time arrested, 

and…narrative time…is time passing. Lyric time is evocation, description; narrative time 

is action” (Klein, 2004, p. 38). My analyses of “Daydreaming” and “True Love Waits” 

will draw upon Klein and Monelle’s conceptions of musical temporality, emphasizing the 

application of rhythmic analysis to illustrate the musical syntax. 

Narrative theory and narratology can help to clarify these analyses––music is 

temporal, and the arrangement of musical events over time shares key elements with the 

process of human identity construction. Paul Ricoeur, in Time and Narrative, compares 

the construction of time in novels to human experience. “Plot…is the mimesis of an 

action…a reference back to the familiar pre-understanding we have of the order of 

action” (Ricoeur, 1984a, xi). For Ricoeur, the plot of a story mimics human actions, 

referring to our familiarity with how actions and events are supposed to unfold. He 

continues, “…time becomes human time to the extent that it is organized after the manner 

of a narrative; narrative, in turn, is meaningful to the extent that it portrays the features of 

temporal experience” (ibid, p. 3). Due to perceived similarities, the construction of time 

in the plot of a story calls upon our own experiences and thus becomes meaningful to us; 

it becomes human, intimate, a manifestation of our own subjectivity. Monelle, drawing 

from Ricoeur, characterizes his sense of time in music by comparing it to the lived 

experiences of actual people, “…two temporalities, lyric and progressive, have become 

two states of being…” (Monelle, 2000, p. 116); however, in order for such temporalities 
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to become actualized, they must evoke some pre-existing construct in our memories. 

Ricoeur claims,  

…[i]t is thanks to a present expectation that future things are present to us 
as things to come. We have a ‘pre-perception’…of this which enables us to 
‘foretell’ them…Expectation is thus the analogue to memory. It consists of 
an image that already exists, in the sense that it precedes the event that does 
not yet exist… (Ricoeur, 1984a, p. 11)  
 

In other words, expectation is a feature of memory: we can predict events by drawing 

upon our memories of the past and projecting them into the future.  

Turning to music theory, Kofi Agawu likens musical narrative to our desire for 

coherence: “[t]he idea that music has the capacity to narrate or to embody a narrative, or 

that we can impose a narrative account on the collective events of a musical composition, 

speaks not only to an intrinsic aspect of temporal structuring but to a basic human need to 

understand succession coherently” (2009, p. 102). He also suggests that any discursive 

practice that involves temporal succession carries narrative potential. Just as we 

experience life as a succession of moments, and we construct narratives about ourselves 

to make sense of those moments, so too does music construct its temporality through the 

succession of sounds. Agawu continues, “…musical events are organized hierarchically 

and…the processes identified as predominant exhibit some kind of narrative coherence 

either on an immediate level or in a deferred sense. The actual musical dimensions in 

which such narratives are manifest vary from work to work” (ibid, p. 103). This 

conception is similar to Gérard Gennette’s in Narrative Discourse, which claims that we 

can study temporality by examining the order of events and the relationships that result 

from any such sequential arrangement (1980, p. 35). By examining how melodic, 

harmonic, and—in the context of this chapter––especially rhythmic events develop and 
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change over the course of a song, we can begin to understand the ways in which listeners 

relate to these musical events and construct narrative identities. In addition to exploring 

musical patterning of events, the information gleaned from narrative analysis will 

illuminate how songs construct temporality and the unique relationships between subjects 

and temporal experiences. 

I will analyze “Daydreaming” and “True Love Waits” using all the narrative 

methodologies discussed above as a model for the unfolding of temporal expression. 

These analyses will answer the following questions: how is the music mimetic of human 

action, how does the music reference our own temporal experiences, and how can we 

interpret the musical events (and their organization) as temporal phenomena in their own 

right? I argue that the ordering of music is an analog of human subjectivity, constructing 

a narrative plot just as we produce linear stories about our experiences that are informed 

by individualized social frameworks. Ricoeur argues, “[p]lot [is]…as an integrating 

dynamism that draws a unified and complete story from a variety of incidents, in other 

words, that transforms this variety into a unified and complete story” (1984b, p. 8). We 

use narratives to make sense of our temporal lives, connecting events in time to trace the 

development of our identities––our plot, if you will, is the narrative thread that sews 

together different versions of our selves across time.  

 

3.2 Projective Potential of Rhythm as Temporal Analysis 

Before I begin analyses of “Daydreaming” and “True Love Waits,” it will first be 

necessary to turn to a theory of rhythm and meter. In music, our expectations are 

conditioned by many elements, not the least of which are our unique listening 
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experiences; however, the context and syntax of a given song offer vital clues toward 

signification. While our listening repositories certainly impact expectation, there is no 

way to gain access to each individual listener’s internal playlist, and thus I will focus on 

the idiosyncrasies of the songs at hand and how my expectations inform my 

interpretations. In particular, I will use Christopher Hasty’s theory of rhythmic projection 

in tandem with traditional beat-centered analysis to show how “Daydreaming” and “True 

Love Waits” construct their respective temporalities. Both songs exhibit Monelle’s sense 

of lyric time––they arrest time, creating a static temporality that appears to be devoid of 

any specific musical goal. “Daydreaming” is true to its namesake, the song strongly 

evokes the social expectations that signify a daydream: its rhythms remain largely 

unchanged throughout, and they do little to provide a sense of progression due to the 

almost soporific polymeter that pervades the song. “True Love Waits” makes use of what 

Brad Osborn calls Euclidean rhythms, or when a rhythm has an irregular number of 

attack onsets distributed among an even number of potential attacks or beats (see 

Example 3.1).22 The poignant piano accompaniment articulates a unique rhythmic pattern 

that moves in a circular fashion, highlighting the introspective intimacy of the lyrics. 

Following Attas’ application of Hasty’s theory, I argue that projective analysis is well 

suited for the elucidation of identities because it shows how “…the groove as process can 

help highlight the human experiences of music making and of listening in time…” (Attas, 

                                                
22 Osborn’s argument draws from Godfried Touissant’s exploration of geometry and 
music (2013). 
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2015, p. 275).23 By analyzing rhythmic events as they happen, we can gain a better 

understanding of how this music constructs and signifies temporality. 

Example 3.1 
Example of Euclidean Rhythm: 3 Articulated Attacks distributed evenly across a 

potential eight attack onsets. 
 

Potential 
Attacks: 

1 & 2 & 3 & 4 & 

Articulated 
Attacks 

X   X  X   

 

Christopher Hasty’s conception of meter is a complex reimagining of rhythm. 

Rather than conceiving of beats as fixed points along a pre-determined timeline, Hasty 

suggests that meter is an active process of projection. Hasty claims that rhythmic events 

project a potential reiteration into the future, and subsequent events can either continue 

that potential, or not. “Projective potential is the potential for a present event’s duration to 

be reproduced for a successor” (Hasty, 1997, p. 84). Simply put, we have some rhythmic 

event “A” that projects a potential reproduction of itself. When we hear another rhythmic 

event, “B,” “A” has a fixed duration, and “B” has the potential to reproduce that duration. 

Because “A” is fixed, we have an expectation for what “B” could be, but until another 

event fixes “B” in time, that expectation is unfulfilled until another event, “C,” appears. 

This process of projection and expectation continues until the elements coalesce into a 

recognizable unit. Our musical habits and listening experiences have an impact on 

expectation, but Hasty’s theory offers a process through which we can argue that 

                                                
23 While other theories of rhythm—notably Mark Butler’s work on diatonic rhythms and 
Nicole Biamonte’s conception of displacement dissonance—can be applied to this music, 
my choice to use Hasty and Attas is meant to show the temporal dimension of identities 
(Butler, 2006; Biamonte, 2014). 
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rhythmic projection signifies temporality because it shows how we experience rhythm in 

real time (i.e. on an event-by-event basis). In order to show how his theory operates in 

real music, Hasty developed symbols that communicate how patterns of projection create 

hierarchical metric structures, representing beginnings (|), continuations (\), and 

anacruses (/): 

Beginning, or downbeat, sounds “grounded” and fixed. Continuation, or 
afterbeat, is not itself grounded but is, nevertheless, anchored in the duration 
begun with the downbeat. Anacrusis, or upbeat, seems rather like a 
continuation released from its dependency on a prior beginning, 
unanchored…Anacrusis points forward; it is anticipatory, directed toward a 
future event. Continuation in a sense points backward as a denial of ending 
for a prior beginning. (ibid, p. 120) 
 

Example 3.2a shows how a basic rhythm can generate anacrusis by altering durational 

expectation. The rest in the third bar displaces the anticipated quarter note from bar one, 

thus we hear the quarter note on beat 4 as anticipating the downbeat of bar four rather 

than continuing the projection that began on beat 1. This type of rhythmic manipulation 

recalls Matthew Butterfield’s conception of anacrusis; he suggests that “[a]ccent, 

duration inequality, and slurred offbeat articulation generate anacrusis . . .” (Butterfield, 

2006). Following Butterfield, who applied Hasty to jazz, and Robin Attas (2015), who 

analyzed grooves in popular music, I will adapt Hasty’s analytical tools toward the 

analysis and intepretation of a specific element: temporality. The arrows show the 

projective levels that each of the events generates throughout the process. While there are 

conceivably more events than these examples imply, I chose to emphasize my conception 

of the most aurally perceptible phenomenon. Example 3.2b, following Butterfield, 

illustrates how an elongated duration can have a similar effect. In this case, the dotted 

quarter in bar three lasts longer than we expect, thwarting the established projective 
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potential. In both examples, dotted arrows represent an unfulfilled projection, or a 

potential projection, while solid arrows represent a projection fulfilled. I add a horizontal 

line (––) to denote this durational expansion, which adds an anticipatory quality to the 

eighth note, where the duration is cut short. This elongated duration is particularly 

important to my conception of progressive time, generating anticipatory anacruses while 

simultaneously referring back to a previous projection. Butterfield explains: “...anacrusis 

keeps the projective potential of a prior event alive while enhancing expectation for a 

new beginning. This expectation energizes the projection . . . [A]nacrusis generates an 

active anticipatory orientation” (ibid). I believe that this “active anticipatory orientation” 

is a rhythmic expression of progressive time, anacrusis projects into the future and creates 

an expectation for an event. Rhythmic events can act as musical goals in much the same 

way as harmonic or melodic events do; the projective potential of rhythmic units 

condition our ears to expect events at certain times, thus creating a goal-oriented syntax. 

Much rock music uses backbeat patterns, where beats two and four of a quadruple pattern 

are accented, creating a sense of forward momentum by fostering the anticipation of beat 

one. The expectation for a backbeat pattern acts like a signpost for listeners, allowing the 

rhythm to set up an ordering of events that will most likely culminate with the song 

ending on beat one of the pattern, fulfilling the goal of the rhythmic projection.24 

 

 

 

                                                
24 While not all popular and rock music makes use of backbeat patterns, their use is 
prominent enough to be considered the norm for many popular styles, including rock 
music. For more on this topic, see Garry Tamlyn’s list of backbeat usage in his 
dissertation (1998). 
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Example 3.2: 
Hasty’s Symbols: Rhythmic Projection 

 
a 

b 

3.3 “Daydreaming” 

 One of the idiosyncratic elements of “Daydreaming” is its lack of anacruses, the 

rhythmic motion of the song pulls the listener between a duple meter on the one hand, 

and a triple meter on the other.25 This polyrhythmic expression arrests time in two ways. 

First, the rhythm is consistent throughout the song––even when the rhythms appear to 

gain intensity, the general structure of the polyrhythmic gesture remains unchanged. 

Second, the relative uncertainty over a consistent meter allows the listener to revel in the 

somnolent qualities of the song (e.g. the cyclic harmony, parallel fifths, Yorke’s lethargic 

vocal delivery, etc.). Example 3.3 illustrates the piano accompaniment from roughly 0:47 

through the vocal entrance: note the typical 2:3 polymeter. In addition to the steady 

rhythmic gesture, the harmonies avoid straightforward resolutions to the tonic such as V-i 

or iv-i, opting instead for a more muted––although not uncommon––VII-i resolution at 

the end of the introduction. While still reminiscent of dominant function, the VII chord’s 

whole-step resolution somewhat lessens the impact of returning to the tonic at the 

                                                
25 Another example of a similar rhythmic expression in Radiohead’s repertoire is “Weird 
Fishes/Arpeggi” from In Rainbows (2007). There is also a 2:3 polymeter in sections of 
“Subterranean Homesick Alien” from Ok Computer (1997). 
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beginning of the vocal entrance. When we consider the remaining harmonies, the right-

hand pattern of falling by 5th, or occasionally 6th, followed by a rising whole step often, 

though not always, results in ambiguous chords devoid of a 3rd and incidental dissonances 

(e.g. the “D” against “E” in the opening statement and the “C” against “B” heard in the 

second system of Example 3.3). These dissonances further obfuscate the harmonic 

motion and lend the track a distinctly vague, almost relaxed sense of progression despite 

the clear root movement throughout––an expression of lyric time.  
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Example 3.3 
“Daydreaming” –– Polymeter: Introduction and Metrical Underpinning 

 q   =136 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

80 

 

 Amidst the incidental dissonances in the piano’s accompanimental line, we can 

hear how the rhythms support the implication of static motion. Example 3.4 shows a 

projective analysis on the basic piano rhythm used throughout “Daydreaming.” The 

steady rhythms of both hands project a sense of regularity despite the competing metric 

centers (triple meter in the left hand and duple in the right). This regularity, when coupled 

with the laid-back tempo and vocal delivery, creates a space for listeners to lose 

themselves in the fabric of the song––moving between hearing the triple and duple 

patterns while processing the steady repetition. The rhythmic interaction between these 

two meters is our daydream, the space between signification that resists attempts to break 

free. Sociologist Mark Freeman argues that too much repetition can result in a feeling of 

confinement, claiming that sometimes a jarring break in one’s routine is needed to 

construct a personal narrative. 

…some people become imprisoned by too-coherent narratives, assimilating 
everything that comes their way to the ‘same old’ storyline, and that what 
they seem to need most of all is a good dose of difference. (Freeman, 2010, 
p. 168) 
 

“Daydreaming” never quite delivers a “good dose of difference,” despite what appear to 

be abrupt changes in texture as the song continues. Example 3.5 shows the first measure 

of one such textural change, but upon closer inspection we can hear that this change is no 

change at all because the general rhythmic character and the pitches on each beat remain 

the same. Instead, this rhythmic change acts more as a red-herring, leading listeners to 

believe that they are somewhere new while they are actually still in the dream. The note 

values in the right hand double, but the articulations still outline the rhythmic projection 

of the initial gesture outlined in Example 3.4 and the pitches on each beat––circled in 
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Example 3.5––remain unchanged. While the change is audible, the original rhythmic 

structure remains consistent, sustaining the daydream in lyric time and staving off 

wakefulness. Perhaps the most striking change is the shift in mode from minor to major; 

however, as Example 3.6 shows, the four-bar harmonic rhythm and the use of incidental 

dissonance remain the same, lending these shifts a similar sense of vague relaxation to 

the original accompanimental line. Even more suggestive of motionless dreaming is the 

fact that the piano both fades in and fades out, leaving listeners without a sense of a goal-

directed rhythm. There is no climactic goal, no final downbeat, for this rhythmic 

projection to reach. 

 

Example 3.4 
“Daydreaming” –– Projective Potential of Basic Rhythmic Unit 

 

Example 3.5 
“Daydreaming” –– Permutation of Piano Theme 
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Example 3.6 
“Daydreaming” –– Shift in Mode 

 2:16 

 

The lyrics add to the mysterious and melancholic atmosphere generated by the 

polymetric rhythms and hypnotic piano accompaniment. Opting for enigmatic statements 

about dreamers and windows rather than a clear narrative arc, the words bolster the 

daydream association by having little to no narrative threads connect each fractured 

statement. In order to place my interpretation of “Daydreaming” in contemporary cultural 

context, it will be necessary to explore how psychologists conceive of daydreaming as a 

concept. Psychologist Eric Klinger outlines three potential definitions of daydreaming: 

[The first]…way…[suggests that] daydreaming is mental activity that 
departs from reality, either as imagining fulfillment of wishes that may not 
ever be fulfilled or as imagining oneself or others acting in ways that 
unrealistically violate social norms or physical laws of nature… A second 
way…[is] as thinking that is unrelated to an ongoing activity… A third way 
defines daydreaming as unintended mental content, nonworking, 
noninstrumental content that comes to mind…spontaneously (Klinger, 
2009, p. 225).26 
 

                                                
26 Klinger’s first definition draws from Freud’s work on dreams from The Interpretation 
of Dreams (1913). 
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For ease of analysis, Klinger combines these three conceptions of daydreaming into one 

broader definition. He lists six subcategories of daydreams, noting that a daydream may 

consist of one, or several, of these subcategories at any one time. 

(a) Daydreams are composed of behavioral fragments already in the 
daydreamer’s repertoire… (b) daydreams come in clear segmental units, 
such that one can delineate the beginning and end of a daydream and also 
of subunits within it…(c) their content may be playful but is more often a 
quite sober treatment of serious themes…(d) segments of fantasy are 
instigated by bursts of affective response, often to some secondary feature 
of the preceding thought segment; (e) the contents of daydreaming tend to 
drift, distinguishing it from working thought; (f) although daydreaming is 
directly or indirectly about daydreamer’s goal pursuits, it lacks a disciplined 
focus on working toward a goal…(Klinger, 2009, pp. 226-227).27 

In other words, a daydream is a break from reality that may entail hypothetical situations, 

often depicting sobering scenarios involving wish fulfillment. Using Klinger’s 

subcategories as a basis for comparison, I argue that “Daydreaming” constructs an 

identity that is disconnected from reality, a mind meandering through a vague landscape 

where thoughts about ill-defined troubles float in and out of existence. Lines such as 

“And it’s too late, the damage is done” and “beyond the point of no return” suggest a loss 

of hope; the mind lingers on disappointment, wondering if something could have been 

done to avert some crisis. These lyrics suggest Klinger’s first definition, specifically an 

attempt at impossible wish fulfillment because whatever happened cannot be undone 

(“it’s too late”). The lyrics are divided into six stanzas, each delivered by Yorke with 

identical melodies in his trademark soft vocal style. 

 Several parallels can be drawn between the presentation of the lyrics in 

“Daydreaming,” and Klinger’s subcategories. First, the segmented nature of the 

                                                
27 Much of Klinger’s insights in this section are related to Julien Varendonck’s work on 
daydreams from The Psychology of Daydreams (1921). 
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presentation recalls subcategory (d): some stanzas are disconnected while others feel as 

though they are part of the same thought process. The presentation of the lyrics as 

disconnected stanzas, occasionally interrupted with a textural shift, constructs a narrative 

without a goal. As mentioned in Chapter 1, Pablo Vila argues that goal-directedness is an 

integral component of narrative identity (Vila, 2014). “Daydreaming” is devoid of a goal-

directed narrative, lyrically, rhythmically, and harmonically, supporting an interpretation 

informed by psychological conceptions of daydreams. Subcategory (e), the tendency for 

daydream contents to shift, can be heard not only in the varied contents of the verses, but 

also in the shifting between vocal and non-vocal sections of the song. Again, the lack of 

any clear direction toward a goal, both in a musical and lyrical sense, suggests 

subcategory (f) where a daydream may appear to be about the dreamer’s goal pursuits; it 

is actually devoid of any true goal. However, the most important theme to my 

interpretation is how all of these elements express an underlying theme of somberness, a 

trait that falls under subcategory (c). This daydream is not a playful fantasy, rather it is a 

sobering reminder to the singer of some past transgression, something that potentially 

threatens the entirety of the human race (evidenced by the lyric “this goes beyond me, 

beyond you”).   

 Taking the lack of a goal-directed rhythmic projection, the discontinuity between 

lyrical stanzas, and the textural shifts that retain the same rhythmic character as the rest of 

the song into consideration, “Daydreaming” interpellates listeners as subjects who 

partake in sobering introspection. The frameworks of social conscientiousness, evidenced 

by the lyrical references to the potential wellbeing of others (“beyond the point of no 

return”; “beyond me, beyond you”), conscious or unconscious awareness of the lack of 



 

 

85 

 

rhythmic goals, and comprehension of the typical associations with regard to 

daydreaming converge to interpellate the listener as a subject who experiences daydreams 

of wish fulfillment. Those familiar with Radiohead’s past discography might make the 

connection to OK Computer’s “Idioteque” and its apparent warnings against climate 

change (“ice age comin’…this is really happening”). The somber, introspective sound of 

“Daydreaming” could be the defeated daydream of someone realizing that the effects of 

climate change are already happening, that they are “beyond the point of no return,” and 

that it may be “too late, the damage is done.” 

 

3.4 “True Love Waits” 

With a similarly intimate piano accompaniment, the final track on A Moon 

Shaped Pool, “True Love Waits,” also signifies lyric time but without the implication of a 

daydream occupying the singer’s thoughts. “True Love Waits” is an old Radiohead fan 

favorite––while the band first debuted the song live in 1995, it never appeared on a studio 

album until 2016’s A Moon Shaped Pool. Originally a standard guitar strum-and-sing 

affair that overflowed with optimism during the chorus, the studio version sheds 

optimism for poignancy by accenting dissonance and making ample use of Euclidean 

rhythms (see Example 3.1).28 “True Love Waits” represents an instance in which a new 

accompanimental style and added rhythmic complexity can not only change the way in 

which we interpret a text, but also fundamentally alter the interpretation of a pre-existing 

song. The lyrics are decidedly vague, relying on the music to provide the context for 

                                                
28 A recording of the original live version can be found on YouTube (sheepthief, 2007): 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b0VaD_yoqIE 
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interpretation. In 1995, the song sounded optimistic (evidenced by a steady, upbeat 

strumming pattern, less emphasis on dissonance, faster tempo, etc.), looking toward the 

future. The use of Euclidean rhythms, switching out the guitar for piano accompaniment, 

and the emphasis on dissonance in the studio version sours the optimism from the 

original, resulting in a more pensive and mournful tone. Example 3.7a shows the first 

expression of a Euclidean rhythm in “True Love Waits”; 3.7b illustrates the distribution 

of attacks within the established time frame (a two-measure hypermeter), and 3.7c shows 

a projective analysis using Hasty’s symbols. I hear the eighth-note “G” as attached to the 

initial “C” and thus anticipating the attack on the next “C,” so that the projective potential 

of this note represents an anacrusis; however, the rhythmic gesture fits neatly into a two-

bar hypermeter that sounds complete in and of itself––the projective potential of the 

rhythm being realized by the final note in the gesture.29 This self-contained unit persists 

with only subtle changes throughout the song (for example, sometimes the dotted quarter 

note and quarter note at the end of the gesture switch places), resulting in a rhythm that 

once again seems as though it does not point toward a downbeat. In fact, as illustrated in 

3.7c, there does not seem to be a rhythmic goal at all, firmly solidifying the gesture as 

signifying lyric time. The projective potential of this rhythm is self-contained within each 

two-measure group, and replicated throughout the song. Without any drum-set supplying 

a backbeat for beat comparison, the listener is instead forced to make sense of the uneven 

distribution of articulated attacks. The most regular rhythmic gesture within the two-

measure group is the four quarter-note group in the middle; however, this group is 

                                                
29 In a blog post from 2016, Brad Osborn argues that the 8th-note “G” should be attached 
to the second “C” rather than the first, creating a palindromic rhythm. (2016b) [Accessed 
November 8, 2018] 
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bookended by dotted quarters that throw off the quarter note pulse, resulting in the final 

quarter of the gesture feeling as though it corrects the pattern. Although this correction 

may seem like a rhythmic goal, the fact that it occurs at the end of the pattern stymies any 

sense of progression, leaving listeners to wait for the pattern to begin again with the next 

two-measure group. Additionally, rather than point toward this final quarter note as a 

goal, the dotted quarter “C” in the second measure thwarts the projective potential of the 

four quarter notes that preceded it. This obstruction makes the final note feel like a new 

beginning but one that stands alone due to the replication of the pattern on the downbeat, 

again grounding the rhythmic gesture in lyric time. 
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Example 3.7 
“True Love Waits” –– Euclidean Rhythm 

a 

 

Distribution of Attacks among an 8th-note Pulse 

I hear the 8th-note “G” as anticipating the attack on “C,” as such I represent it with (x) 

1 & 2 & 3 & 4 & 1 & 2 & 3 & 4 & 

X  (x) X  X  X  X  X   X  

 
b 

 

“True Love Waits” –– Projective Analysis 

c30 

 
 “True Love Waits” expresses lyric time not only through its persistent use of 

Euclidean rhythms, but also through its simple Verse/Chorus form (see Example 3.8). 

While many songs in popular repertoires, including rock, use Verse/Chorus forms where 

the music signifies progressive time, the studio version of “True Love Waits” sounds 

static. The lyrics of the chorus, “Just don’t leave, don’t leave,” come across as hopeful in 

                                                
30 Attas’ analysis of the buildup in “Sit Down Stand Up” uses similar analytical means to 
show how Radiohead subverts listener expectations (Attas, 2015, pp. 286–289). 
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the original live version. The faster tempo, strummed guitar, and fuller vocal presentation 

suggest that these words are optimistic: the singer seems to be content with his 

relationship, and as long as his significant other does not leave, he will continue to be 

content. In the album version, the tempo is slowed down and the piano accompaniment 

emphasizes a dissonant major 7th, souring the optimism of the original. Both versions, 

however, are set in Verse/Chorus form and signify lyric time, albeit for different reasons. 

The simple progression from verse to chorus in a predictable manner reinforces the 

musical and lyrical elements of the song that suggest lyric time. In the 1995 live version, 

the singer wishes to remain inside the comfort he associates with his significant other, 

knowing that this feeling will persist as long as the person does not leave. In the 2016 

album version, a different interpretation emerges where the singer sounds as though lost 

in nostalgic memory rather than looking forward to the future. This interpretation is 

strengthened by the ample use of bell tones, echoes, and a breathy vocal quality that elicit 

a sense of melancholic, possibly nostalgic, loss.  

 

Example 3.8 
“True Love Waits” Form Chart 

Section: Verse 1 Chorus Verse 2 Chorus Verse 3 Chorus 

Time: 0:00 1:02 1:33 2:27 2:58 3:52 

Opening 
Lyric: 

I’d drown 
my 

beliefs  

Just don’t 
leave 

I’m not 
living 

Just don’t 
leave 

And true 
love 
waits 

Just don’t 
leave 

 

 The harmonic design of “True Love Waits,” like “Daydreaming,” does little to 

provide any sense of goal-directedness. While the original version did eventually arrive 
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on a traditional V-I progression between the chorus statements and the beginnings of the 

subsequent verses, the album version obfuscates the dominant harmony by expressing it 

as a I64 chord, or possibly a cadential 64 that never resolves to V. Without the third of the 

V chord, there is no leading-tone resolution, and we hear the connection to the tonic 

harmony through the common-tone “C” rather than the resolution of “B” up to “C.” 

Example 3.9 shows a harmonic reduction of the piano part with the vocal line of the first 

chorus and beginning of the second verse. In addition to eschewing the leading-tone, the 

piano line has a large number of common-tones and dissonant 7ths. This emphasis lends 

the track an introspective aura––remnants from previous harmonies remain consistent 

across large sections of music, and the 7ths mar an otherwise consonant accompaniment. 

The pitch “C” is constantly present, persisting across every bar in the song and 

stubbornly asserting itself as the tonal center without ever confirming the tonic via a 

cadence. Instead, the tonic is confirmed by sheer repetition and oversaturation. The 

prevalence of common tones, major 7ths, and lack of harmonic resolution combine to 

signify lyric time through a lack of goal-directedness. While there is an expectation to 

return to the tonic via the implied resolution of the dominant or sub-dominant, “True 

Love Waits” manages to deemphasize a potential goal-directed hearing through the 

aforementioned prevalence of common-tone voice leading and avoiding the dominant 

from the original live version. When considered in tandem, nearly every aspect of the 

studio version of the song––rhythm, accompaniment, lyrics, and harmony––is 

conspicuously devoid of elements that suggest an obvious goal, thus constructing a static 

narrative identity. I interpret this stasis as signifying the singer’s nostalgic longing for a 

past now lost, the dissonances hinting at the realization that this former self is gone. 
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Social frameworks of lost love and nostalgic remembrance coincide to interpellate the 

listener as a subject who experiences the pain of loss and regret, underscored by the 

ringing echoes of bells and unresolved 7ths that create a nostalgic and melancholic 

atmosphere throughout “True Love Waits.” 

 
 

Example 3.9 
“True Love Waits” –– Chorus to Verse Transition 

 
 

 Nostalgia is a prevalent force in modern culture. Psychologist Constantine 

Sedikides notes that “[nostalgia] is…a sentimentality that is pervasively experienced. 

Over 80% of British undergraduates reported experiencing nostalgia at least once a 
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week” (Sedikides, 2008, 305). Sedikides’s definition of nostalgia offers a convenient 

window through which to view manifestations of nostalgia in contemporary culture; he 

classifies nostalgia as “. . . a sentimental longing for one’s past” (Sedikides, 2008, 305). 

Psychologist Frederick Barrett also explores nostalgic experiences; specifically, he 

studied the reactions of individuals to music, and discovered certain emotional 

parameters that participants repeatedly associated with nostalgia. Barrett’s research, 

informed by Sedikides’s definition, reveals that nostalgia is most efficacious when 

accompanied by “autobiographical salience . . . [and] elicitation of positive, negative, and 

mixed emotions…” (Barret, 2010, 402). “True Love Waits” touches on all of these 

aspects. Memories of the past are referenced lyrically (“and wash your swollen feet,” 

“haunted attics”), mixed emotions come across through the marring of major key 

harmonies with subtle accented dissonances, etc. These elements all seem to point toward 

a decidedly negative interpretation; however, Sedikides suggests that nostalgia serves a 

positive emotional function that helps individuals cope with various negative stimuli, 

especially loneliness. “Nostalgia magnifies perceptions of social support, thus 

counteracting the effect of loneliness” (Sedikides, 2008, 306). He claims nostalgia 

connects us with people, places, things, and situations from our past, effectively 

combining past and present to form an individual support system. In the case of “True 

Love Waits,” our nostalgic reminiscences interpellate us in the name of this invisible, yet 

powerful, support system. In other words, “True Love Waits” interacts with social 

frameworks of loss, love, and nostalgia that allow us to comprehend ourselves as subjects 

who experience these complex, often contradictory emotions. 
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3.5 Conclusion 

 Expressions of temporality in music are important to the study of identity 

construction because our experiences of time can dilate or telescope depending on the 

context of a given situation. Sometimes a moment seems to linger, persisting longer than 

it should; other times the moment is fleeting, disappearing before we can appreciate it. 

Narrative inquiry allows us to explore social and personal constructions of temporality 

and their effects on identity––the patterning of events along a narrative timeline 

illuminates the goals and desires that we use to structure our identities. By applying 

Hasty’s projective analysis in tandem with narrative theory, we can show how music aids 

in the process of identity construction through the mediation of goals (e.g. harmonic, 

rhythmic, and melodic goals). Projective analysis and narrative theory can also reveal 

how music without clearly defined goals constructs temporality and identity, as is the 

case with “Daydreaming” and “True Love Waits.” Both of these songs express Monelle’s 

sense of lyric time by arresting forward momentum in various ways. “Daydreaming” 

suggests lyric time through its 2:3 polymeter, obfuscating the typical expectations for a 

beat-centered interpretation of rhythm. It also hinders progression through its lack of 

harmonic goals and strophic lyric setting, suggesting the parameters of daydreams that 

psychologists argue embody the typical daydream. “True Love Waits” uses Euclidean 

rhythm to alter an otherwise standard quadruple meter. The distribution of articulated 

attacks creates a sense of uneven beats, allowing for the rhythmic gesture to feel self-

contained in a two-bar hypermeter. The melancholy sound that the song portrays through 

its emphasis on 7ths and Thom Yorke’s wounded vocal delivery elicit a sense of nostalgic 

longing, supported by contemporary psychological conceptions of nostalgia. When 
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considered alongside the lyrics, these musical expressions of lyric time draw from 

cultural frameworks of wish fulfillment and social conscientiousness in “Daydreaming,” 

and nostalgia and emotional loss in “True Love Waits.”  
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CHAPTER 4: HARMONY AND GOAL-DIRECTED NARRATIVE 
 

4.1 Introduction 
 

Continuing the exploration of narrative identity from Chapter 3, in which I argued 

that rhythmic gestures in “Daydreaming” and “True Love Waits” signified static 

temporalities and identities, this chapter will focus on how harmonic progressions can 

enhance expectations for narrative goals. As I have mentioned in chapters 1 and 3, Pablo 

Vila argues that narratives allow us to construct our personal narratives around the 

mediation of goals and desires (Vila, 2014). Chapter 3 used Christopher Hasty’s theory of 

rhythmic projection as a tool for the analysis of musical temporality as it relates to 

narrative identities, exploring themes that avoided goal-directedness (e.g. passive 

dreaming, melancholy, nostalgia, etc.). Similar to chapter 3, this chapter will illuminate 

ways in which musical gestures support the construction of identity-forming narratives in 

conjunction with lyrics and social frameworks. Unlike chapter 3, the current chapter will 

show how harmonic gestures in three songs––“Identikit,” “The Numbers,” and “Desert 

Island Disk”––construct narratives that support three different goal-directed readings 

rather than static ones. “Identikit,” while harmonically sparse and ultimately lacking a 

satisfying resolution, signifies a narrative of failure that eventually spins out of control. 

“The Numbers” paints a hopeful scene with the implication that there is more to be done, 

urging for future collective action in what may be considered a protest song––a rarity for 

Radiohead. Finally, “Desert Island Disk” begins in murky tonal waters, but ultimately 

arrives at a satisfying conclusion that constructs a narrative identity involving catharsis.31  

                                                
31 Byron Almén explores similar narrative themes in his analysis of Chopin’s G Major 
prelude (Almén, 2008, pp. 3–10). 
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4.2 Harmony, Schenker, and Narrative Goals 

In order to illustrate my interpretation of these narrative strategies, I will use 

elements of Schenkerian theory in conjunction with lyrical, and traditional roman-

numeral analysis. While popular music, including Radiohead’s catalogue, is not strictly 

tonal and need not fulfill the expectations for classical voice-leading, the Schenkerian 

toolkit is particularly well suited to showing how music sets up expectations for harmonic 

goals. It is through this lens that I employ Schenkerian techniques, the graphs in this 

chapter are meant to show how we use narratives to project ourselves on to the music, 

and the music can pull these narratives in one or more directions depending on the 

individual listener’s expectations for the song. Edward Latham’s theory of tonal drama is 

intimately tied to the construction of tonal goals and the progress of the Ursatz toward a 

final tonic triad. “[In] Schenkerian analysis, ultimate tonal success in a given piece is 

defined by the completion of its Urstaz, or fundamental structure” (Latham, 2008, p. 4). 

According to Latham, tonal success for Schenker is determined by arrival at a stable tonic 

triad at the end, or near the end, of a piece (or song). This type of success is a prime 

example of interpellation––a confirmation of some aspect of the musical narrative by a 

framework of tonal expectation that offers one or more identity positions to the listener 

depending on her individual listening experiences. Latham extends this notion, claiming, 

“…any compositional strategy that [Schenker] allowed to impede the progress of the 

Urstaz ought to receive pride of place in a theory of tonal drama” (ibid, p.5).32 In other 

words, when music does not coincide with the internalized frameworks of listener 

                                                
32 Latham uses Schenkerian analysis to explore dramatic elements in opera, relating the 
progress of the fundamental line to the plot of the opera (2008). 
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expectations, it impacts the dramatic arc of the song (or piece); however, popular music 

does not operate within the same systems of expectation in which classical opera 

signifies. Walter Everett argues that “voice-leading closure is not always expressively 

useful or desirable” in popular music (Everett, 2007, p. 142). This suggestion begs 

several interpretive questions: What sorts of things are expressed in popular music with 

and without voice-leading closure? How does voice-leading analysis of popular music 

shed light on the types of identities available to listeners? If popular music can provide a 

sense of goal-directed narrative but is devoid of harmonic or voice-leading closure, what 

kinds of identities are constructed in the process? I will visit these questions in the 

remainder of the chapter. 

Sociologists have not arrived at a consensus with regard to the role that narrative 

coherence plays in the construction of identities, and continue to argue over whether a 

clear narrative conclusion is necessary for the presentation of a socially recognizable self. 

While the lack of a consensus presents a challenge to any theory of musical narrative, 

there are several avenues of exploration worth investigating. David Purnell and Jim 

Bowman claim that the “happy ending” is sometimes not a desirable conclusion to 

personal narratives. When we do not receive anticipated closure, the resulting narrative 

can be instructive toward discovering potential psychoses. “…[R]esolutions come as the 

pages are unfolded, but the narrative is not a finished manuscript; it represents a moment 

in time. For that moment, in that time, the best and healthiest resolution may not be a 

happy ending; the best resolution may be an end, a letting go” (Purnell and Bowman, 

2014, p. 176). The frequency with which happy endings appear in popular culture 

constructs an image of superficial closure, suggesting that any contrary conclusion is 
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either flawed, or alludes to psychological trauma. Purnell and Bowman continue, arguing 

that narratives devoid of expected closure can construct more realistic narratives. 

[A] story [that is]… ongoing and becomes a way for readers to make sense 
not only of themselves but of others as well. The telling of personal 
experiences… serves as a temporal representation to which readers can 
connect and empathize through their own lived experiences. With a 
speculative ending, an author removes the narrative from its temporality 
making the narrative just as one-dimensional as the fairy tale sitting on the 
shelf. We have, since childhood, been taught to expect a happy ending. We 
have a constructed illusion of life stories revealed through “once upon a 
time” and “happily ever after” narratives of our childhood. This illusion, 
juxtaposed against real-life narratives that occasionally just end, creates a 
dissonance between our desire for resolution and the reality of lived 
experience. (ibid, p. 177) 

As I argued in chapter 3, temporality is an essential characteristic of narrative and, by 

extension, our own identities. According to Purnell and Bowman, a speculative ending 

divorces the narrative from temporality, closing it off from development and intrigue. 

Moreover, they argue that the social expectation for a “happy ending” constructs an 

illusory narrative that can be detrimental to our lived identities. This expectation pervades 

popular music’s oeuvre, with many songs reiterating the “happy ending” narrative (e.g. 

successful love stories, adolescent fantasies, empowerment/overcoming adversity, etc.); 

but, as Purnell and Bowman suggest, our own lived experiences often thwart the “happy 

ending,” and thus the prevalence of cheerful endings appears vapid and fanciful. 

“Identikit” and “The Numbers” both construct narrative identities that do not necessarily 

suggest a “happy ending”; and while “Desert Island Disk” does conclude with optimism, 

it is an optimism intimately tied to self-discovery and introspection––a far cry from 

conventional happy endings.  

 Mark Freeman also questions the prevalence of narratives that require unity and 
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coherence: “…it may be that there is simply no coherence to be had, that the experiences 

in question far exceed that sort of intelligible sense that is often sought in narrative” 

(Freeman, 2010, p. 168). He challenges the notion that coherence is required for a well-

formed narrative, pointing out that not all narratives exhibit cohesive storylines, but can 

be disjunct or even nonsensical. Freeman continues: “…the idea of coherence itself needs 

to be rethought, in a way that at once explodes the unity-harmony-closure equation while 

still retaining the sense-making ‘binding’ function that narrative is designed to serve” 

(ibid, p. 171). In other words, unity and closure are not indicative of the types of 

coherence we actually face in life. People experience coherence in a number of ways that 

are devoid of traditional closure. Our daily routines may elicit a kind of comfort in their 

repetitiousness but offer no sense of closure––we just wake up the next day and do it all 

again. Additionally, assuming unity and closure are necessary components of narrative 

conveniently avoids the challenge of making sense of disparate elements that may not fit 

neatly together. Many people experience situations where they attempt to convince 

themselves of something––psyching up to jump off a high-dive, trying to conjure the 

courage to face a personal phobia, etc. In popular music, different relationships could 

indicate one or more alternatives to expected closure, and my analyses will illustrate how 

harmonic expectations can act as expressive devices that lead us toward accepting an 

eventual interpellation. As Latham suggests, there is a dramatic element to the 

progression of music over time, and this drama can be made clear through exploring 

harmonic and melodic relationships as they develop. 

 Conceiving of tonality as dramatic is not a new concept; Schenker himself 

believed that the goal-oriented structure of tonal music contained inherent drama.  
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The goal and the course to the goal are primary…In the art of music, as in 
life, motion toward the goal encounters obstacles…and involves great 
distances…Therein lies the source of all artistic delaying, from which the 
creative mind can derive content that is ever new. Thus we hear in the 
middleground and foreground an almost dramatic course of events. 
(Schenker 1935, p. 5) 

In other words, Schenker argues that the desire to return to the tonic fuels the drama of 

the music. This desire is delayed through the middleground and foreground structures and 

thus a piece, or song, creates tension and release. Carl Schachter explored the dramatic 

possibilities inherent in foreground structure, suggesting that elements of the foreground 

can elicit drama. “…[E]lements of the fundamental structure… become charged with 

dramatic tension through their suppression or their transformation” (Schacter, 1990, p. 

309). Poundie Burstein also argues that Schenkerian analysis has the ability to reveal the 

dramatic aspects of music, particularly his conception of the auxiliary cadence. “…[T]he 

auxiliary cadence is something a bit out of the ordinary, a deformation of a complete 

progression. It does not promote unity and coherence, but rather is used in the service of 

poetry and drama” (Burstein, 2005, p. 183). He characterizes the auxiliary cadence as a 

subversion of expected tonal elements, generating tension and resulting in heightened 

musical expression. According to Burstein, the confusion resulting from the non-tonic 

beginning that marks the auxiliary cadence causes the music to sound “as though in 

midstream, an auxiliary cadence thereby injects a human element into a musical 

composition” (ibid, p. 182). These sometimes subtle, yet effective, moments can result in 

multiple interpellations that allow us to construct unique identities when listening to 

music. For example, when we hear a piece that begins off-tonic, we are interpellated 

narratively a subject who is in progress, or in the middle of an ongoing story. We either 

relate to the realization that we have no concrete beginning and accept the interpellation, 
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or we can deny this narrative call and deny the interpellation. While it is true that much 

popular music is not strictly tonal and there are many cases where returning to the tonic is 

not expressively desirable, my analyses will show how we can use and adapt the 

Schenkerian toolkit toward the elucidation of narrative identity. Schenkerian analysis can 

illustrate how harmonic and voice-leading goals coincide with lyrical and personal 

narratives. 

 In the following analyses, I will show how we can use these conceptions of tonal 

drama—illustrated through reductive and Schenkerian analysis––as a lens through which 

to analyze the narrative identities constructed in Radiohead’s music. By applying Purnell, 

Bowman, and Freeman’s theories of narrative coherence to the expectations created by 

lyrics and goal-directed harmony, I argue that “Identikit,” “The Numbers,” and “Desert 

Island Disk” interpellate us as listeners who experience anxiety, defiant hope, and 

cathartic self-discovery, respectively.33  

4.3 Apathy, Anxiety, and the Static Ursatz––“Identikit” 

 With lyrics that suggest apathy and a discontentment with life (“Sweet-faced ones 

with nothing left inside,” “When I see you messing me around, I don’t want to know”), 

“Identikit” initially sounds like the exploration of an anxious mind.34 Example 4.1 shows 

the song’s form. There is implied anxiety when the singer laments “when I see you 

                                                
33 As mentioned earlier, the theory of goal-directed narrative I will develop also draws 
from Vila’s theory of narrative and popular music (Vila, 2014). 
34 The lyric “Sweet-face ones” may also be a reference to Haruki Murakami’s novel 
1Q84, where one of the main characters laments how one of her friends is only interested 
in “sweet-faced men with nothing inside” (Murakami, 2011, p. 207). The friend in 
question is emotionally abused by these vapid men, ultimately committing suicide. Jonny 
Greenwood’s score for the film adaption of Murakami’s Norwegian Wood suggests a 
possible connection between the band and Murakami’s work. 
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messing me around,” and apathy when he claims that “I don’t want to know.”35 In 

addition to the lyrical references to anxious emotions, the form’s reliance on repetition––

including formal sections, melodic statements, and specific words––underscores an 

interpretation of the song as signifying an anxious mind. It is worth noting that an 

“identikit” is British slang for a photograph of a face that is actually a composite of many 

other faces (typically referring to a tool police use to identify corpses). This reference, 

whether intentional or coincidental, supports an interpretation of anxiety, notably 

insecurity over one’s identity (the “identikit” here acts as a stand in for the singer’s 

identity, a composite of anonymous others). Additionally, the use of the word “ragdoll”–

–a doll sewn together from several different cloths––as a metaphor for a potential 

mankind suggests another form of anxiety. The “ragdoll mankind” is pieced together 

from the disparate peoples of the world; however, ragdolls typically do not signify 

optimism or collective unity; rather, they are associated with poverty and deprivation. 

When Yorke sings that we can create this “ragdoll mankind,” the construction is 

somewhat ambiguous due to the convergence of what appears to be a desire for global 

unity and the creation of a symbol for working-class poverty. Perhaps a more fitting 

interpretation is that the singer feels anxiety over the possibility of creating this “ragdoll 

mankind”––an entity that is united through devotion to the “sweet-faced ones” while 

willfully ignoring the forces that are “messing you around.” The song’s extended bridge 

section––where the lyric “broken hearts make it rain” sounds 14 times in succession––is 

the only harmonically contrasting material in the song, suggesting an important musical 

                                                
35 The National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) characterizes anxiety as experiencing 
feelings of restlessness, nervousness, irritability, and difficulty controlling feelings of 
worry (NIMH, n.d.). 
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event occurs during these bars (I will revisit this event in detail below). Even the outro, a 

raucous electric guitar solo that contrasts both texturally and melodically from the rest of 

the song, borrows the same two-chord progression from the verse sections.  

 

Example 4.1 
“Identikit” Form 

 

 The lyrics alone provide a distinct challenge to narrative inquiry. If, as Vila 

suggests, we use narratives as organizing structures to mediate our goals and desires 

during the process of identity construction, then there does not seem to be a goal or desire 

present with which to organize a narrative identity. This dilemma can be solved through 

analysis of the musical elements in the song that provide interpretive support and imply 

harmonic expectations, although these expectations are ultimately thwarted. Example 4.2 

illustrates a reduction of the verse sections in “Identikit,” the lyrics of the first verse are 

provided for the proper contextualization of the melody and the underlying harmonic 

changes. A few elements are worth noting. First, the harmony for the first verse section, 

as well as the final guitar solo, oscillates between the tonic and subtonic triads. Already 

we are limited in the scope of harmonic analysis; these two chords provide little in the 

way of tonal support for a goal-oriented reading. While the subtonic acts like a dominant 

in this context, with the repeated neighbor motion creating an expectation for the return 

to tonic after each VII, the melody hangs around C# and B throughout each verse 

Section: Verse 1a Verse 1b Bridge Verse 2a Verse 2b 

Lyrics: 
“The sweet-

faced 
ones…” 

“When I 
see 

you…” 

“Broken 
hearts…” 

“The 
pieces…” 

“When I 
see you…” 

Time: 0:51 1:17 1:54 2:55 3:21 
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statement. Even the A at the end of the verse (on the word “all”) is not a true descent to 

scale-degree three, since it sounds against the VII chord, creating a dissonance. 

Melodically, the vocal line in the verses does not seem to have a strong desire to reach 

the tonic F#; instead it remains dedicated to 5" and only descends as far as 4"  before the 

next verse statement pushes back up to 5". When considered in tandem with the lyrics, this 

apparent lack of direction takes on new meaning: apathy. Social frameworks of 

complacency are articulated in “Identikit” when the apathetic lyrics coincide with 

unfulfilled listener expectations of tonal goals. The expected melodic motion toward F# 

as tonic is not confirmed in the verse sections, and since the verse progression ends the 

song, F# never receives total confirmation as a melodic goal. Furthermore, as evidenced 

by Example 4.2, in the beginning of the first verse, only a bass line plays against the 

vocals, underscoring the lack of harmonic progression. In addition to a reading of apathy, 

a sense of anxiety pervades the verse. The sparse accompaniment creates an isolated aura 

around the first verse, bringing in social frameworks of anxiety and interpellating 

listeners as subjects who experience anxiety over the apathy present in contemporary 

society. 
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Example 4.2 
“Identikit” –– Verse Reduction 

 q   =151     0:51 

 

The extended bridge section, a reduced excerpt of which is illustrated in Example 

4.3a, appears to thwart the static progression of the verse, where the harmony shifts to a 

major subdominant while the bass descends by step; but, this harmonic progress 

ultimately leads nowhere. Moving to IV and replacing the voice’s neighbor motion that 

articulates 5" with neighbor motion articulating 4" seems to point toward the beginning of a 

goal-directed descent to the tonic; however, this apparent descent is short-lived, as the 

second part of the extended bridge, shown in Example 4.3b, moves back to the original 
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two-chord progression (although this time the melodic and harmonic material is entirely 

relegated to the F#-minor pentatonic scale). The solo vocal line is replaced by multiple 

overdubs of Thom Yorke’s voice, lending the vocal track a choral aesthetic and drawing 

the listener’s attention to both the lyrics and the thickening texture––what was originally 

dominated by a single vocal line and a bass is now saturated with thick synth chords. The 

only lyrics in this section are the repeated “broken hearts make it rain,” which appear to 

be a rather innocuous reference to distress over a failed romantic relationship; however, 

the tone of the lyrics for the rest of the track do not offer any contextual evidence to a 

romantic reading of these words. Instead, a more likely interpretation considering the 

social anxiety and apathetic mood of the lyrics in the verses is that these words refer to 

how commercial media makes use of heartbreak to garner large amounts of money. 

“Make it rain” is a colloquial reference to lavish displays of spending (notably, although 

not exclusively, at adult entertainment clubs); additionally, a “rainmaker” typically refers 

to someone who makes a significant amount of money for a business. When we hear the 

lyrics repeated so often, the possibility that these words are an indictment of emotionally 

exploitative entertainment gains credence. When considered alongside the lyrics from 

each verse, it becomes more likely that the “broken hearts” that “make it rain” are not 

actual broken-hearted individuals, but rather those who control mass media to capitalize 

on romantic tropes to sell products. “Identikit,” then, intersects with social frameworks of 

anxiety, apathetic attitudes toward authoritative control, and musical frameworks of 

expected resolution to interpellate us as subjects who experience these symptoms. The 

“identikit” sketches our own face, the composite of the faces constructed for us by 

powerful forces we choose to ignore. 
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Example 4.3 
“Identikit” –– Bridge Reduction Part 1 

  1:55 

a 
 
 

 
“Identikit” –– Bridge Reduction Part 2 

      2:30 

b 
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 One pivotal question remains unanswered: how does a song without a clear goal 

or expression of a specific desire come to signify the creation of an apathetic subject 

whose social anxieties force them to subservience? “Identikit” not only stubbornly avoids 

clear motion toward tonic in the melody, but also relies heavily on neighbor motion in its 

melodic lines (see Examples 4.2 through 4.3b). The singer continually pivots between C# 

(5") and B (4") on downbeats when the chords change, and this motion remains consistent 

throughout each verse. These neighbor motions also occur in the bass and the resultant 

parallel fifths trace a static progression that establishes tonic but does little to develop a 

sense of narrative progression. When the harmony changes in the bridge, it sounds 

surprising, immediately striking the listener as new material. This sense of newness is 

abandoned quickly but subtly enough that when the original progression returns in the 

second part of the bridge (Example 4.3b), we still hear the material as different to the 

verse and related to the first part of the bridge. This relationship is audible due to the 

motivic unity between the two parts: the vocal lines in both use neighbor motion to 

establish a center, and the melodic contours of each line are similar. Example 4.4 shows a 

background sketch of the entire song and illustrates that the line remains static, implying 

5" as prolonged throughout. The only change is during the bridge, when IV is repeated 

and 4"  takes precedence in the melody. This large-scale neighbor motion replicates the 

neighbor patterns heard in both the bass and voice throughout the song, creating motivic 

parallels from the foreground to the background. The goal or desire that mediates the 

narrative in “Identikit” is not a typical goal or desire for professional or romantic success; 

rather, it is the desire to remain below the radar and blend in with the rest of society. 

Replicating in the background structure the neighbor patterns heard in the foreground 
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signifies the ways in which social frameworks indoctrinate individuals into subjects 

through systems of repetition. “Identikit” reveals this social construction by combining 

apathetic and anxious lyrics with layers of parallelism. Even in the final bars, when an 

electric guitar spins out of control during an extended solo section, the original tonic to 

subtonic progression remains and the solo does not reach tonal closure. I interpret this 

solo as the realization of the subject that this stifling framework exists, but it is 

impossible to resist interpellation because we must navigate these social structures in 

order to be perceived as members of society.  

Example 4.4 
“Identikit” –– Background 

 

4.4 Cautious Optimism and the Call to Action –– “The Numbers” 

 Like “Identikit,” “The Numbers” eschews classical voice-leading expectations. 

Unlike “Identikit,” “The Numbers” expresses a narrative of cautious optimism that 

attempts to rally individuals to a cause rather than exposing an apathetic way of life. “The 

Numbers” is a call to action as well as a sobering reminder that change comes only 

through gradual means. The song’s lyrics lack specificity, as the populist tone could just 

as easily be spouted from the mouth of Donald Trump as that of Bernie Sanders (“the 

system is a lie,” “the people have this power,” “we’ll take back what is ours,” etc.); 
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however, the band’s history of anti-capitalism (songs like “Electioneering,” “Everything 

in its Right Place,” and “Optimistic” unsubtly express remonstrations of greed and 

consumerism) suggests that the politics of “The Numbers” fall more in line with the left 

than the right. Emphasizing the verses, “The Numbers” shows little in the way of 

narrative progression from a formal standpoint (see Example 4.5). The harmony remains 

unchanged in each verse, and the progressions during the bridge and outro sections are 

remarkably similar; however, the optimism of the lyrics is underpinned by the harmonic 

trajectory of the verse progression, while the bridge and outro sections are accompanied 

by a harmonic break that acts as a manifestation of a future desire for unity (the lyrics 

“one day at a time” ring out over this harmonic break, underscoring the point that these 

changes must come gradually after much hard work). Opposed to “Identikit,” “The 

Numbers” has an implied goal throughout, albeit an ill-defined desire for future 

wellbeing. This goal is foreshadowed in the verse progression and strongly implied by the 

harmonic break during the bridge and outro sections, but because the goal is positive 

change in the future, and this future must be built “one day at a time,” the goal remains 

unfulfilled in the body of the song. Rather than harmonic and voice-leading closure, the 

song ends with a buildup that never reaches its apex, signifying that there is still work to 

be done. Despite the fact that the goal is never realized, we nevertheless are interpellated 

by the narrative proffered by the song––a narrative goal of positive change, musically and 

lyrically constructed by “The Numbers,” calls on us to either accept or deny an identity 

articulated by left-leaning social and political frameworks. 
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Example 4.5 
 “The Numbers” Form 

 

The verse sections for “The Numbers” all recycle the same harmonic progression, 

illustrated in Example 4.6. The bass hangs on a tonic pedal––a feature that remains 

consistent throughout most of the song. Despite the harmonic obfuscation due to the tonic 

pedal’s muddying of the chord changes, we can hear a narrative trajectory implicit in the 

chords: the minor tonic finds its way to its major counterpart through a subdominant 

intermediary. This progression foreshadows the overall course of the narrative: it is okay 

to be optimistic about the future (signified by the move from minor to major), but 

positive change is a gradual process that can sometimes feel as though no progress is 

made at all (signified by the persistent tonic pedal). Our goal of encouraging positive 

change allows us to arrange a narrative that intersects with the social frameworks that 

surround activist movements and political populism. The lyrics during each verse touch 

on themes of positive unity: “Open on all channels, ready to receive,” “the future is inside 

us, it’s not somewhere else,” “we’ll take back what is ours,” etc. When coupled with the 

harmonic trajectory of minor to major, these lyrics are painted with a narrative brush that 

colors them with a distinctly optimistic hue. Radiohead, however, is not a group that 

revels in fanciful tales of good times and well wishes; instead, they tend toward darker 

themes (e.g. “2+2=5,” “Punch Up at a Wedding,” “Burn the Witch,” etc.). When 

Radiohead does release a song with a hint of optimism without irony (such as in 

Section: Verse 1 Bridge/Harmonic 
Break Verse 2 Outro/Harmonic 

Break 

Lyrics: 
“It holds us 

like a 
phantom…” 

“One day at a 
time” 

“We call 
upon the 

people…” 

“One day at a 
time” 

Time: 1:04 2:50 3:33 4:36 
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“Worrywort”), it stands out from other tracks. Most of A Moon Shaped Pool is mired in 

heavy themes: anxiety, emotional vulnerability, identity crises, etc. “The Numbers” 

distinguishes itself as unique precisely because it paints a more optimistic picture than the 

other tracks; however, the song is not without its blemishes on the optimistic façade. 

Example 4.7 shows how downbeats are consistently avoided in the accompanimental 

figure as well as in the vocal melody. The only part that dependably sounds on the 

downbeat is the bass pedal, and only by virtue of its constant repetition. As mentioned in 

chapter 3, most rock groups––Radiohead included––rely on backbeat patterns whose 

accents on beats 2 and 4 propel each bar toward the downbeat in the next. More often 

than not, melodic phrases and motives begin on downbeats to underscore their 

importance. When the downbeat is avoided, it lessens the impact of each statement by 

undercutting the expectation for melodic material to begin and end on the downbeat. I 

interpret this avoidance of downbeat articulation as a reminder that the optimistic outlook 

implied by the lyrics and harmonic progression are something that we do not yet possess; 

it exists in an unrealized future, a future that must be built through the work of a unified 

populace “one day at a time.” 

 

Example 4.6 
“The Numbers” –– Basic Harmonic Design 
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Example 4.7 
“The Numbers” –– Downbeat Obfuscation 

 q   =78  1:04 

 
The only deviations from the harmonic and melodic statements in the verses are 

in two harmonic breaks located during the bridge and outro sections of the song. 

Examples 4.8 and 4.9 show a harmonic reduction of these two sections, respectively. 

While there are more similarities than differences between these two progressions, I will 
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visit each individually in order to highlight how these differences offer slightly divergent 

interpretations.  

During the first harmonic break, illustrated in Example 4.8, the first deviation 

from the tonic pedal and basic progression occurs (see Example 4.6). At nearly three 

minutes into the song (the break occurs at 2:50), this shift marks an important event in the 

narrative. Before this break, the bass and guitar stubbornly asserted “C” with an overall 

progression shifted from C minor to C major. The harmonic break begins with what 

Walter Everett and Nicole Biamonte term a double-plagal progression, which involves a 

subtonic harmony moving to the subdominant before returning to the tonic, or any 

progression that mimics such a harmonic progression.36 Once the harmonic break reaches 

the tonic, the basic harmonic progression returns before moving back to the subtonic and 

the break progression begins again. During the second iteration, however, instead of the 

tonic, we hear a bVI7. The arrival on bVI7 is bolstered by two stepwise ascending major 

chords, acting like a bVI – bVII – I progression, a harmonic staple in rock music that 

Biamonte calls the Aeolian progression (Biamonte, 2010). In order to show this 

relationship, I marked these as applied chords, tonicizing bVI in Example 4.10. Sliding 

down by half-step to V, the harmony moves through a short series of transformations 

before ultimately arriving back on the tonic, preparing the next verse. Shortly before the 

arrival of the verse, an accented dissonance occurs in the bass when “A” sounds against a 

C minor chord. While we could interpret this chord as a half-diminished chord that 

resolves by common-tone, I hear the “A” as part of the descending chromatic line in the 

                                                
36 Biamonte, 2010; Everett, 1999. Biamonte extends the double-plagal progression to 
include any harmonic movement in which the roots fall in two subsequent fourths (or two 
rising fifths, or a combination of the two) (2010). 
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bass and the arrival on “C” as reminiscent of pentatonic resolutions. All of these 

chromatic movements occur while Yorke sings “one day at a time” with a rising melody 

in a high falsetto. The rising melodic line signifies hope that the idealized future 

described in the verse is attainable, but the words suggest caution because such a future is 

only possible by taking things “one day at a time.” As listeners, we are interpellated as 

subjects who must steel ourselves for a long road ahead––the subtle tonicization of bVI 

reveals that the goal of a brighter future is not concurrent with contemporary society. We 

are called upon to accept a narrative identity mediated through the promise of potential, 

rather than the confirmation of the present. 

 

Example 4.8 
“The Numbers” –– Harmonic Break 1 

 2:51 

 
 

 A second harmonic break, shown in Example 4.9, occurs at the end of the song 

and while the two gestures are similar, there are a few key differences that affect the 

narrative identity in question. The first notable change is the substitution of iv7 where we 

first heard the tonic and the accented dissonance in the bass, replacing the double plagal 

progression with a modally-mixed subdominant that hints at the chromaticism to come 

rather than hearkening back to the basic progression. Eschewing the basic progression in 

favor of moving away from the tonic signifies a desire for the anticipated future; 

however, listeners are forcibly reminded that this future must be built “one day at a time” 
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when the accompanimental strings build to a climactic crescendo only to resolve in a 

whisper as the dynamic on the final tonic suddenly shifts to piano. In addition to the 

anemic resolution, the bass line appears to move toward a structural dominant in the final 

bars when a falling chromatic line arrives on 5"; however, the finality of the dominant is 

undercut in two ways. First, the chord is missing its third (creating a sus4 chord), 

removing the potential for a leading-tone resolution. Second, the vocal line rises to 5"  and 

never resolves to 1" (see Example 4.12), subverting the expectation of melodic closure. 

The narrative identity constructed by “The Numbers” is built around a goal of a better 

world, but one that neither the music nor the lyrics can fulfill. Example 4.10 shows the 

overall middleground structure of the song. Notice how the vocal line simply transfers 5"  

up an octave, potentially signifying the hope for a better future. We know that this future 

must be created slowly, “one day at a time,” not only through the lyrics, but also because 

there is no voice-leading closure that suggests any finality for this goal. As Purnell and 

Bowman suggest, the song would be too saccharine if the narrative ended by implying we 

already achieved a better world; instead, the song interpellates us as subjects who want to 

work toward this goal, or at least understand that progress proceeds slowly. 
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Example 4.9 
“The Numbers” –– Harmonic Break 2 

 4:36 

 
 
 

Example 4.10 
“The Numbers” –– Narrative Middleground 

 
 

4.5 Voice-Leading Closure and Catharsis: “Desert Island Disk” 

 In contrast to “Identikit” and “The Numbers,” “Desert Island Disk” achieves 

voice-leading closure and signifies a narrative of success rather than failure or unfulfilled 

desire. “Desert Island Disk” exhibits several idiosyncratic elements that set it apart from 

the previous two songs in this chapter: asymmetrical meter, competing tonal centers, a 

unique formal design, clear harmonic and voice-leading closure, etc. Due to these 

distinctive aspects, “Desert Island Disk” offers a different set of challenges to 

interpretation than either “Identikit” or “The Numbers.” The previous songs challenged 

the construction of narrative identity through the expressed lack of personal goals and 

desires, leaving the interpreter searching for meaning in harmonic uncertainty; “Desert 
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Island Disk” introduces a narrative challenge immediately by presenting listeners with a 

set of ambiguous, introspective lyrics. Example 4.11 a form chart of the song. The singer 

remarks about a personal journey (“Now as I go upon my way…”) that takes him on a 

path “to another life” that can be “totally released” through thoughtful self-analysis. 

Partitioned into two formal sections, A and B, the first section (A) signifies the self-

examination that ultimately leads to a cathartic realization in the second section (B). The 

lyrics support this interpretation, as the A section is steeped in metaphors and self-

affirmation (“Born of a light,” “The wind rushing round my open heart, an open ravine,” 

“switching on a light, one I didn’t know,” etc.) while the B section shifts toward a more 

pointed awareness (“Waking up from shutdown,” “Yeah, you know what I mean,” 

“different types of love are possible”).37 Each of these formal sections exhibits musical 

idiosyncrasies that further support my interpretation, and the remainder of this chapter 

will explore them in turn. 

 
 

Example 4.11 
 “Desert Island Disk” Form 

 
  

                                                
37 “Desert Island Disk” can also be analyzed as an example of Attas’ buildup introduction 
(2015). 

Section: A B 
Sub-

Section: a a b a a b c 

Lyrics: “Now…” “The 
wind…” 

“Through 
an 

open…” 

“And 
catching…” “Waking…” “Yeah 

you…” 
“Different 
types…” 

Time: 0:45 1:09 1:34 1:49 2:16 2:26 2:55 
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As discussed in chapter 3, meter in popular music tends toward simple quadruple 

and duple––“Desert Island Disk” subverts this expectation by using the asymmetrical 

meter 74, resisting metric expectation. In addition to the asymmetrical meter, the A 

section is nearly devoid of percussion with only a subtle kick drum keeping time by 

articulating each beat without emphasis. The absence of percussion is made more 

noticeable when a full drum kit enters during the B section (another reason why the B 

section signifies a goal fulfilled: the added percussive effects drive home the expectation 

of a final downbeat). Amidst the vagaries of meter, the rhythms of the melody, guitar, 

and bass hint toward the successful narrative that arrives in the B section. Example 4.12a 

shows a short passage from the vocal entrance illustrating both the melody and bass line. 

Every measure ends with either a syncopated gesture that anticipates the downbeat, or a 

short statement leading to the downbeat (circled in the example). We can interpret this 

gesture as foreshadowing the success of the narrative in two ways: first, because the 

anticipation of the downbeat creates an expectation for resolution; second, because the 

articulated downbeats arrive after highly syncopated or truncated gestures. Example 

4.12b applies Hasty’s analytical notation to the overall rhythmic feel of the passage. I 

hear the syncopation and short vocal statements as anacruses that point toward the 

downbeat of each measure. Matthew Butterfield argues that “…anacrusis…differs in 

some consequential way from the event for which it serves as continuation – it is either 

shorter, louder, arrives ‘late,’ … or is slurred into a subsequent event” (Butterfield, 

2006).38 The syncopation feels short and leads to the downbeat of the subsequent 

                                                
38 Attas uses a similar conception of anacrusis in her analysis of Nirvana’s “Come As 
You Are” and Radiohead’s “Sit Down Stand Up” (2015). 
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measure, lining up with Butterfield’s conception of anacrusis. I read these anacruses as 

signifying the singer’s search for catharsis––the continual expectation of a downbeat due 

to the anticipatory quality of the syncopation and short statements underscore the 

aforementioned personal journey expressed in the lyrics.   

 
 

Example 4.12 
“Desert Island Disk” –– Rhythmic Idiosyncrasies 

a 

b 
 

 “Desert Island Disk” indicates a narrative problem from the first vocal entrance 

because the melody of the A section simultaneously implies a tonal center of “G” and 

“D.” In the A section, the accompanimental guitar persists on a “G” pedal throughout 

while the voice struggles to choose between the phrase opening “G” and the phrase 

ending “D” as a center (see Example 4.13). This uncertainty over the melodic center 

signifies the narrative problem: will the singer ultimately arrive on a triumphant, major-

tinged center of “G,” or will he move toward the melancholic, minor-inflected center of 

“D”? Both centers seem plausible––“G” is supported by the bass and begins each phrase; 
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“D” ends each phrase and sounds like a melodic goal because of the stepwise descent that 

approaches it. In addition to competing tonal centers, the harmony remains relatively 

ambiguous as well––if we hear “G” as the center, the lack of F# points toward the 

Mixolydian mode, but if we hear “D” as the center, the lack of Bb suggests the Dorian 

mode. The lyrics do little to clarify a potential center for the melody, opting for enigmatic 

statements that, while not pessimistic, express ideas that are more exploratory than goal-

directed. From a narrative standpoint, the lyrics and competing tonal centers signify the 

protagonist’s personal journey of self-examination. Listeners are interpellated as subjects 

who also grapple with questions of self-exploration and uncertainty, subjects who must 

ultimately choose a path. We can infer that “G” will win out in the end, however, because 

the stubbornly present “G” pedal provides adequate support for both potential melodic 

centers, and its constant presence forces listeners to internalize the pitch as the terminal 

center.  

 
Example 4.13 

“Desert Island Disk” –– A Section Reduction 
  0:46         1:35       1:49 

 
 

 The “B” section verifies “G” as the tonal center and confirms a narrative of 

success through traditional voice-leading closure. The lyrics lend support for this 

interpretation––as Yorke sings the words “different types of love are possible,” harmonic 
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and voice-leading closure arrive in textbook fashion. Example 4.14 illustrates a 

middleground reduction of the B section. We immediately hear a tonal deviation in the 

form of a Bb in the melody and harmony. While it may be tempting to hear this Bb as 

pointing toward an ultimate center of “D,” the lyrics and subsequent melodic material 

show that this new pitch is a metaphor for the singer “waking up from shutdown.” The 

initial vocal line climbs stepwise from “A” to “D,” now re-contextualized as 5"  in G. 

From here, the melody proceeds to descend to 1"  with each scale degree supported by 

consonant harmonies (the “G” pedal persists until the structural dominant in the final 

bars, but the harmonies above the pedal move through a typical tonic – pre-dominant – 

dominant – tonic progression). The original narrative problem, searching for a tonal 

center as signifying the subject’s internal struggle to find himself, is solved as the song 

culminates in a 5-line that confirms “G.” This confirmation suggests that the singer finds 

catharsis in his introspective journey, not only because the song provides voice-leading 

closure, but also because of the turn toward the major mode “G” rather than the minor 

“D.” Although the Bb appears again in the final descent, the terminal harmony is G major 

and it is preceded by its V7. The Bb we hear in the vocal melody is best understood as an 

example of text-painting––the pitch sounds when Yorke sings “different types of love,” 

the chromatic pitch suggesting a different type of key while remaining consonant and 

supported as the structural 3" . Example 4.15a shows a middleground sketch of the entire 

song, underscoring the narrative outlined above, and 4.15b shows how the background 

leaves out the initial uncertainty in order to demonstrate the ultimate narrative success. 

“Desert Island Disk” thus offers us a clear identity position: a subject who engages in 

self-exploration in order to find some cathartic truth.  
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Example 4.14 
“Desert Island Disk” –– B Section Reduction 

            2:16           2:26               2:56                                 3:08     3:20 

 
 

Example 4.15 
“Desert Island Disk” –– Middleground 

   0:46       2:16          2:26              2:56                           3:08      3:20            

a 
 

“Desert Island Disk” –– Background 

b 
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4.6 Conclusion 
 

 Following Pablo Vila, this chapter argues that narrative inquiry allows us to 

engage in critical analysis of how people use the mediation of goals and desires to 

construct their identities. Schenkerian analysis is particularly apt for the elucidation of 

narratives in music due to its emphasis on long-term tonal goals, illustrating the ways in 

which patterns of expectation are realized throughout a song (or piece). “Identikit” 

portrays a pessimistic outlook in which the subject is powerless to affect change in a 

dystopian landscape devoid of narrative progression. “The Numbers” implores listeners 

to work toward a brighter future while driving home the point that any worthwhile 

change takes time. Finally, “Desert Island Disk” takes listeners on a contemplative 

journey of self-discovery, ultimately arrive at self-affirming catharsis. All three songs use 

either overt or implied goals to direct listener attention to the narrative trajectory of the 

music, allowing subjects to construct identities that incorporate the progress––or 

stagnation––of the narrative into their own interpretations.  
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CHAPTER 5: THE ‘REAL’ PICTURE––SYNTHESIS OF APPROACHES 
 

5.1 Introduction 

 While each previous chapter focused primarily on a single critical and analytical 

approach, this final chapter will synthesize the preceding methods toward the analysis of 

a single song: “Tinker Tailor Soldier Sailor Rich Man Poor Man Beggar Man Thief” 

(hereafter referred to as “Tinker Tailor”). This song presents challenges for analysis and 

interpretation due to its unique formal characteristics, blending of major and minor 

sonorities, metric obfuscation, and lyrical vagaries. For these reasons, I will present three 

separate analyses of “Tinker Tailor” in order to illuminate how each analytical approach 

highlights different aspects of identity while also showing the ways in which these 

contrasting elements combine to form a uniform whole. First, like “Present Tense,” 

“Tinker Tailor” makes use of additive techniques in its formal design, elongating the 

second verse by inserting an extra phrase before continuing to the next formal section. 

Second, the accompanimental rhythms use a palindromic effect at the midpoint of each 

verse, marking a change in phrase design and beat articulations. While this palindromic 

accompaniment plays, the vocal line creates rhythmic expectations that draw the listener 

toward downbeats; when the expected downbeat is not articulated, listeners must make 

sense of the rhythmic delay in order to arrive at an interpretation. As in chapter 3, I will 

apply Hasty’s analytical symbols to show what Attas calls the human element in the 

music (Attas, 2015). Lastly, the accompanimental pattern uses a subset of the C# minor 

scale as its primary harmonic component; however, the pitches are harmonized entirely 

with major thirds, simultaneously suggesting major and minor while masking any 

definitive hearing one way or the other. Lyrically, “Tinker Tailor” draws on themes of 
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paranoia, anxiety, and Biblical references to evil serpents––a possible allusion to the 

Devil and the temptation toward darkness. I will argue that all of these idiosyncratic 

elements chip away at tonal, metrical, and formal façades to offer listeners a glimpse at 

the Lacanian Real, a potentially frightening glance behind the symbolic veil into the void 

beyond signification.39  

 

5.2 The Real Deal 

 Before any reasonable argument can be made with regard to how the Real 

emerges in “Tinker Tailor,” it is first necessary to answer the question of what exactly is 

the Real?40 Lacan developed three levels of subjectivity: the imaginary, the symbolic, and 

the Real. The first of these levels, the imaginary, refers to the stage before a child 

internalizes language and comprehends the world in images and desires. Once the child 

begins the process of acculturation, learning the linguistic and social frameworks 

necessary to exist in society, the second level––the symbolic––is revealed. It is in the 

symbolic where all communication, interpretation, and linguistic thought occurs. For 

Lacan, the entrance of the subject into language marks the moment when the subject 

adopts the symbolic order as a means of comprehending the world. “The imaginary gains 

its false reality, which nonetheless is a verified reality, starting off from the order defined 

                                                
39 Marianne Tatom-Letts’ analyses of Kid A and Amnesiac also take a Lacanian approach, 
tracing the construction and dissolution of the subject over the course of both albums. My 
analysis differs because I am not arguing that there is a specific subject constructed in the 
music over the course of the song (or album); rather, I argue that listener identities are 
articulated on a case-by-case basis and are mediated through individual social, musical, 
and personal frameworks. 
40 The Real is a famously difficult topic, so any attempt to summarize it will be 
inadequate. For more information on the Real and its implications, the following text 
offers some insight (Lacan, 1966). 
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by the wall of language” (Lacan, 1988b, p. 244). Subjects move from the realm of the 

imaginary to the symbolic when they learn to speak and think in a language, creating a 

system of regulation through which they are forced to experience, and interpret, the 

world. Lacan continues, “…it is the symbolic order which is constitutive for the 

subject…,” and thus it is the symbolic order that allows us to make sense of the world, 

and through the symbolic order that our identities take shape (Lacan 1966, p. 7). The 

Real, then, is that which is beyond the symbolic, outside language and impossible to 

represent in the symbolic order. The Real is the unrepresentable reality of things, the 

reality that we can only attempt to comprehend through symbolic means. As such, we can 

only know the Real through potentially traumatic experiences that beg for interpretation 

but cannot be quantified or accounted for in any traditional symbolic sense.  

 Michael Klein’s analysis of symptoms in Chopin’s mazurkas offers a brief look at 

how the Real can emerge in music. Klein argues that Chopin’s idiosyncratic, and 

somewhat loosely defined, treatment of the mazurka begs for multiple interpretations 

(e.g. from a nationalist standpoint, or through Orientalism, etc.) that reveal the Lacanian 

Real is like a message from the addressed to the symbolic by way of the unconscious.41 

The Lacanian symptom represents a latent anxiety in the unconscious that gnaws away at 

the subject. The subject is at least somewhat aware that the symptom exists and may even 

have a surface comprehension of what the anxiety entails; however, these shallow first 

impressions often mask a greater anxiety that plagues the unconscious, soliciting more 

                                                
41 Klein, 2012. In his Enjoy Your Symptom (1992), Slavoj Žižek provides a more 
adequate description of the symptom than I could hope to achieve. He addresses the 
multiplicity of interpretation by providing several contrasting interpretations of a scene 
from the film Germany, Year Zero. 
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interpretations in the hope for clarification. Drawing from Žižek, Klein elaborates on the 

symptom,  

When the individual speaks about her symptom to the psychoanalyst, her 
implicit notion is that the analyst represents the big Other: the analyst knows 
the secret language that will unlock the meaning of her symptom as a 
message from the Real. The Problem is that there is no such language of the 
Real. Thus the subject must begin a process of interpretation, and the search 
for a cure becomes the search to understand the message from the Real. 
Because it is beyond the symbolic order…, the Real must clothe itself in a 
symptom, a sign, which only partially discloses what it wants to say.42 
 

In other words, a symptom begs for interpretation while at the same time resisting 

disclosure of its full meaning. The subject must peel away multiple layers of 

interpretation in order to decipher a given symptom and uncover––at the very least––a 

kernel of significance. “Tinker Tailor” consistently projects mixed signifiers (e.g. 

simultaneously suggesting major and minor modes, using a palindromic rhythm in the 

accompaniment while a standard backbeat articulates beats 2 and 4, etc.) that prompt 

interpretation, a conglomeration of musical symptoms that mask some unpleasant truth 

hiding just beyond signification.  

 In his analysis of the Beatles’ “I Want You (She’s So Heavy),” David Schwarz 

argues that the juxtaposition of static noise over a repeated musical gesture ultimately 

reveals the Real. “[I]n ‘I Want You (She’s So Heavy),’ the three minutes of white noise 

suggest a nightmarish nothingness…” (Schwarz, 1997, p. 35). The white noise 

increasingly takes over the song as it crescendos over the repetition of the song’s initial 

                                                
42 Klein, 2012, p. 245. The big Other (with a capital “O”) is the symbolic order, the 
framework through which we must mediate all thoughts, words, and conceptions of self. 
Judith Butler’s notion of frameworks, mentioned throughout this dissertation, should be 
regarded as more localized variations of the symbolic order (i.e. a framework shapes our 
identities, but there is a larger symbolic order that helps construct these frameworks). 
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harmonic and melodic gesture. Schwarz compares the obsessive guitar repetition to a 

sense of pressure that forces the listener to confront the white noise head on as it 

gradually increases its dynamic level. The repeated guitar lines form a familiar backdrop 

upon which the white noise intrudes. The noise reveals the Real because the listener is 

constantly crossing between the guitars and the white noise, trying to make sense of what 

she hears. Žižek makes a similar argument with regard to the famous Hitchcock film The 

Birds, where he claims that the menacing and exaggerated presence of the birds in the 

film––the grotesque way in which they attack, their near constant visual appearance, their 

seemingly random choice of victims, etc.––reveals the Real precisely because they are an 

inexplicable presence. Rather than being a simple representation of nature rising up 

against an ever-encroaching human population or a stand-in for the protagonist’s strained 

relationship with his mother, Žižek argues that “…the birds are not ‘symbols’ at all, they 

play a direct part in the story as something inexplicable, as something outside the rational 

chain of events, as a lawless impossible real” (Žižek, 1991, p. 105). Without the titular 

birds, the story in The Birds is a rather humdrum tale about two would-be lovers 

repeatedly thwarted by an overbearing mother. When the birds attack without warning 

and without explanation, Žižek suggests that their very inexplicability reveals the Real 

because they represent an unknowable element encroaching on a familiar scene. Like the 

white noise’s growing intensity against the more stable guitar lines in “I Want You (She’s 

So Heavy),” the birds grow more menacing and more present over the course of the film, 

yet we the viewers are never given an explanation as to why or how the birds have turned 

hostile. It is the unknown that nevertheless wants to be known that conjures the Real. In 

“Tinker Tailor,” the vocals drop out at just after the three-minute mark, leaving nearly 
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two minutes of entirely instrumental music that suddenly shifts tonal centers. Meanwhile, 

strings slowly began entering the texture halfway through the second verse and 

increasingly take center stage after the vocals exit––a menacing presence that grows in 

intensity as the song progresses and asks for interpretation in much the same way as the 

titular birds in Hitchcock’s film. 

 

5.3 “Tinker Tailor” and the Real Analysis 

 Before turning to the music analysis, I will examine the lyrics. “Tinker Tailor” 

touches on themes of anxiety, paranoia, and fear in its lyrics. The song’s title is a 

reference to a popular children’s rhyme game often used to determine who is “it” in a 

game of tag; additionally, the rhyme has roots in both American and British popular 

culture. The Yardbirds used the rhyme in their song “Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Sailor” from 

the album Little Games (1967); the barbershop standard “Goodbye, my Coney Island 

Baby” uses the words in one of its verses, and the rhyme even appears in an episode of 

Star Trek: Voyager as part of the title (“Tinker, Tenor, Doctor, Spy”). I find it likely that 

Radiohead’s use of the rhyme is a reference to the counting games children play during 

playground contests rather than direct references to other popular cultural artifacts, 

because it highlights the innocence typically associated with young children. Lyrics such 

as “out of sight and out of mind” highlight the kinds of mental gymnastics people use to 

avoid responsibility, in direct contrast to the innocence we project onto children. 

Moreover, popular culture has a history of using demonic or malevolent children to 

signify innocence lost and conjure feelings of creepiness or corruption. Films such as The 

Shining, Children of the Corn, Pet Sematary, The Omen, The Grudge, and many more 
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capitalize on the corruption-of-innocence trope associated with demonic children.43 

“Tinker Tailor” does not specifically reference children or children’s games outside of its 

title; however, it does draw on themes of corruption and fear in its lyrics. “The one you 

light your fires to keep away is crawling out upon its belly” is arguably a reference to 

Biblical associations of evil––possibly the Devil itself––with serpents and snakes. Why 

else would “all the birds stay up in the trees” and “all the fish swim down to the deep” if 

not to avoid confrontation with a predator or some otherwise threatening presence? We 

light our fires to keep away the dark and shed light on the unknown, but also to ward off 

potentially dangerous creatures. Already we can speculate how the Real may emerge 

through the lyrics alone: some unknown malevolent force is coming to the fore. Yet, like 

The Birds, we have no idea how it arrived or why it is there. 

 A peculiarity in the lyrics of “Tinker Tailor” arrives at the end of each verse in 

what could be called a chorus, but I hear the verses as continuing through these bars 

rather than being separated into two distinct sections. As mentioned, “the one you light 

your fires to keep away” crawls out from the dark, and like the Biblical specter of the 

Devil, this malign entity wants to temp us toward something unspecified but likely 

immoral. Thom Yorke sings “and all you have to do is say yes,” goading the listener to 

accept some dark fate or tempt her into unseemly actions. It is in these lyrics that the 

innocence lost becomes apparent, as we give in to temptation so too do we shed our 

childlike innocence. In the second verse, the devilish specter becomes more tangible 

when Thom sings “I am here, come to me before it’s too late,” evoking a sense of 

                                                
43 Karen J. Renner provides a thorough exploration of evil children in American cinema 
in an article for Literature Interpretation Theory (2009). 
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urgency and placing the onus of responsibility on the listener: are you coming, or are you 

not, will you give in to your darker instincts, or will you not? For reasons I will explain 

later in this chapter, “Tinker Tailor” suggests that we do, in fact, go down this proverbial 

rabbit hole and embrace our inevitable confrontation with the unknown force that stalks 

us in the dark. The lyrics do not necessarily imply this embrace, but the musical context 

points toward this conclusion for a number of reasons detailed below.  

After the opening statement, Thom sings the enigmatic line “all the holes at once 

are coming alive.” These words are difficult to elucidate––is this a straightforward 

indictment of the inaction with regard to climate change, referring to the growing holes in 

the ozone layer, or is it something more nuanced? The following lyrics, “out of sight and 

out of mind” appear to reinforce the interpretation that these words charge humanity with 

complacency in the face of potential global disaster; however, perhaps this interpretation 

is too literal considering that the lyrics do not continue down this thematic path. 

Immediately after these declarations, Yorke mentions “the lonely and their prey,” a 

sentence fragment without much context until we consider “the one you light your fires to 

keep away.” Perhaps the lonely one is temptation, the image of the Devil, trying to 

seduce us toward complacent satisfaction. We are the prey, the listeners who ignore the 

holes that form in contemporary society; we are the ones being seduced by our desire for 

a cushy life, free from worry where all negativity is “out of sight and out of mind.” 

 “Tinker Tailor” contains a number of idiosyncratic musical features, not the least 

of which is its curious formal arrangement. The song is in terminally climactic form 

(Osborn, 2016a). In addition to the use of a terminal climax to the song, “Tinker Tailor” 

also employs an additive technique during the verses, extending the first half of the 
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second verse by a phrase and upsetting the palindromic accompanimental rhythm in the 

process. Example 5.1a shows the first verse, and 5.1b shows the second. The added 

phrase in the second verse is colored grey to show where we hear this new material. 

Unlike “Present Tense,” where the initial vocal phrase is treated to a series of additions 

that are retained and expanded with each reiteration, the added material in “Tinker 

Tailor” is not a repeated vocal phrase but rather an entire phrase inserted into the fabric of 

the second verse. Each verse is separated into two halves and each half has a single 

melodic gesture that defines it. Examples 5.1a and b mark these phrases as a1–4 and b1–3 

respectively. The first phrase group in verse one has three iterations of the melodic 

gesture “a” as well as three iterations of the “b” gesture. When verse two begins, we 

expect to hear the same proportional relationships that we heard in the first verse: three 

“a” phrases and three “b” phrases. When a fourth repetition of the “a” phrase emerges, it 

strikes us as odd not only because the proportions are off, but also because the 

palindromic accompanimental pattern that bisected verse one is distorted to fit the 

addition. This additive formal unit also announces itself as an important presence––the 

lyrics seem eerily aware of their intrusion on the symmetry of the verse when they 

declare “I am here, come to me before it’s too late.” These words appeal to a sense of 

urgency, but the existential threat linked to them is ill defined. Like the specter of the 

Devil, the lyrics are shrouded in mystery yet they appear to promise something brilliant, 

even sublime; however, as the anxious tone to the lyrics suggests, this promise might 

carry with it some caveats.  
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Example 5.1 
“Tinker Tailor” Additive Form in the Verses 

The colored-in box shows the added phrase 

a 

b 

 

Example 5.2 shows the vocals and accompaniment from verse one in their 

entirety. After the word “prey,” the rhythm of the accompaniment reverses the durational 

order of the articulated notes. At first, we hear a half-note tied to an eighth and followed 

by a dotted quarter, placing an agogic accent on the downbeat of each bar. When the 

pattern reverses, so too does the accent shift, privileging a hearing that shifts emphasis to 

an offbeat. As mentioned earlier, the rhythmic reversal bisects the first verse and creates 

an expectation for the formal arrangement of the second. When this expectation is 

thwarted by the intrusive addition of a4, the palindromic accompaniment no longer 

creates two relatively equal halves. Instead, the “a” section of verse two is one phrase 

longer than the “b” section, forcing the accompanimental pattern to restart in order to 

Verse 1 

Sub-
Section: a1 a2 a3 b1 b2 b3 

Lyric: 
“All 
the 

holes..” 

“Set 
free…” 

“The 
Lonely..” 

“The one 
you 

light…” 

“Is 
crawling…” 

“And all 
you 

have…” 

Time: 0:43 0:51 0:59 1:12 1:22 1:32 

Verse 2 
Sub-

Section: a1 a2 a3 a4 b1 b2 b3 

Lyric: 
“All 
the 

birds..” 

“All 
the 

fish…
” 

“The 
lonely

…” 

“I am 
here…

” 

“The 
one you 
light… 

“Is 
crawling

…” 

“And 
all you 
have
…” 

Time: 1:57 2:06 2:14 2:22 2:39 2:49 3:01 
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accommodate the change (see Example 5.3). In this moment, the form begins to show 

cracks in its veneer. The proportional relationships are broken and strings slowly enter 

the texture, first by echoing the accompanimental gestures and later by progressing to 

highly chromatic subsets of the octatonic scale. When a new section arrives after Yorke 

sings the final word of the song, “yes,” not only does the tonal center shift, but also the 

strings begin a dynamic and rhythmic crescendo/decrescendo swell that closes off the 

song. The terminal climax is both the longest section of “Tinker Tailor” and the only 

section without vocals or lyrics. The listener is left to ponder the sound of the swelling 

string orchestra without any lyrical context to ground her. Instead the tonal center shifts 

to either G# or E, depending on how she interprets the closing bars. While the song ends 

on a G# major 7th chord, the durational accent privileges a hearing centered around “E” 

due to its longer note-value.  
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Example 5.2 
“Tinker Tailor” Verse 1  

 q   =90 0:43 
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Example 5.3 
“Tinker Tailor” Verse 2 

Added Phrase and Accompanimental Correction 
           2:14 
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Example 5.4 shows a simplified form chart of the entire song. The final section’s 

tonal shift highlights three things: first, moving away from the center of “C#” marks this 

section as an important arrival; second, the lack of a clear harmonic center for the 

terminal climax emphasizes the eerie chromaticism of the strings; and third, the three 

possible tonal centers for the song (C#, E, and G#) spell a C# minor triad, yet we never 

hear a complete minor chord throughout the entirety of “Tinker Tailor.” The combination 

of these three elements provides a confusing mix of potential signifiers that beg several 

musical and social questions: is this song predominantly major, or minor? How does the 

arrival of a new key and new formal section at the end affect the kinds of interpellations 

available to listeners? What significance do the strings play in this song? Throughout 

“Tinker Tailor” we are pursued by an unseen, unknown, and potentially malevolent 

presence that attempts to seduce us, beckoning us toward some unknown darkness. All of 

the formal and tonal ambiguity conjures this unknown ghost that pursues the listener; and 

despite being hidden from view, it plays an immensely important role in the makeup of 

the song. As in the movie The Birds, the Real emerges in “Tinker Tailor” because the fear 

of the unknown takes on a pivotal position in the fabric of the song itself. We cannot 

escape it because it is the song. A possible interpretation is that by listening to “Tinker 

Tailor” we already embrace the seduction. We allow ourselves to succumb, to be 

interpellated as subjects who give in to fear. 

 
Example 5.4 

“Tinker Tailor” Overall Form Chart 
 

Overall Form: Verse 1 Verse 2 Climax 
Lyric: “All the holes…” “All the birds…” “Yes.” 

Tonal Center: C# C# G#/E 
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The rhythmic and tonal anomalies in “Tinker Tailor” further construct the musical 

threat of the unknown, conjuring a darkness that stalks the listener. Example 5.5 shows a 

subsection and rhythmic projection of the accompanimental figure that persists 

throughout both verses of the song. The first feature that strikes the ear is likely the 

mixing of major and minor modes throughout the accompaniment. While the basic line is 

a simple subset of the C# minor scale, each pitch is harmonized with a major third rather 

than its diatonic counterpart, investing a distinctly ambiguous spin on what is an 

otherwise obvious minor-mode gesture. Due to the durational accent on the downbeat 

during the first half of the gesture, the vocal entrances on beat two sound anticipatory 

(see Example 5.6), and ultimately feel as though they lead to the final iteration of the “a” 

phrase when Yorke sings “prey” on the downbeat. As mentioned above, it is this moment 

when the accompanimental figure switches its durational accent from the downbeat to an 

offbeat. In Example 5.6, due to the agogic accent on the downbeat in the first half and the 

offbeat in the second, I analyzed the shorter durational value as an anacrusis because in 

both halves it sounds as if the shorter value anticipates the longer note-value. The vocal 

line shifts from beat two to the downbeat in the second half of the verse, resulting in an 

accompanimental figure that fails to align with the vocal line (see Example 5.6). Instead 

their beginnings are staggered and their rhythmic projections reversed: in the first half, 

the accompaniment articulates downbeats while the vocals do not, and in the second half, 

the vocals articulate downbeats while the accompaniment does not. These rhythmic 

idiosyncrasies are made all the more palpable due to the presence of a backbeat pattern 

articulated through static percussive sounds on beats two and four. Both of these mixed 

signifiers––major/minor confusion and downbeat articulation––can be understood as 
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musical examples of the Lacanian symptom. Present from the beginning of the song and 

persisting throughout, these abstruse musical elements subvert the expectations that a 

song must express the typical major/minor binary and be more or less rhythmically 

uniform within a single song. Their sheer ubiquity within “Tinker Tailor” plagues any 

potential interpretation from the beginning, forcing the listener to confront their 

strangeness head on. As Žižek’s argues, we know that the symptom begs for elucidation; 

it wants to be assimilated into the symbolic order (Žižek, 1992). But the symptom does 

not possess the necessary framework to express itself, and thus it masks itself behind 

something more readily identifiable. In the case of The Birds, it was the threat of nature 

rising against the oppression of human civilization that marked the symptom, but we 

know that there is more to the menacing presence of the murderous birds than simple 

revenge. Hitchcock chose mostly bird species known for their docile tendencies: sea 

gulls, sparrows, crows, etc. In “Tinker Tailor” the symptom is the rhythm, which we 

might hear as a symptom trying to convey more than a world out-of-sync. One apparent 

answer is the fear of the unknown. Much of the analysis in this chapter focuses on an 

interpretation grounded on this assumption. But this first interpretation is not meant to 

explain away all of the troubling signifiers of “Tinker Tailor.” Perhaps the earlier 

interpretation is equally valid: that the malevolent stalker is in fact climate change, 

burning holes in the ozone layer while we ignore the potential catastrophic effects of our 

own making. Regardless of what this symptom is attempting to tell us, “Tinker Tailor” 

implies that in the end we embrace it, succumbing to its allure and allowing ourselves to 

be washed away in complacent satisfaction while turning a blind eye toward any potential 

negative effects. We experience the Real because we must return to the symptom again 
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and again, embrace it again and again, and yet we never fully arrive at a satisfactory 

interpretation, the symptom remains cloaked in the fog of ambiguity. 

Example 5.5 
“Tinker Tailor” Accompaniment and Rhythmic Projection 

 

Example 5.6 
“Tinker Tailor” Verse 1 Vocals 

Rhythmic Projection 
   0:43 
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In Example 5.7, we see that the second half of the verses emphasize downbeats at 

the beginning of each phrase, while the ends of phrases arrive just before a downbeat 

until the final word of the verse, “yes,” arrives later than we expect. “Yes” comes on beat 

two of the following measure, nearly two beats later than every previous iteration. This 

late arrival alters the rhythmic projection of the vocal line, allowing the accompanimental 

gesture to reset as verse two begins and the process starts over. Now that the listener has 

an expectation for the formal, melodic, rhythmic, and harmonic gestures of verse one, 

those expectations are carried over to the second verse. Any deviations from these 

expectations attract attention, like the insertion of a fourth “a” phrase into the first half of 

the verse. Previously, I claimed that while the lyrics do not necessarily imply that the 

listener succumbs to the attempted seduction toward darkness or complacency, the 

musical context fills the gap in the story. I have demonstrated how the tonal shift from 

the verses to the terminal climax points toward this seduction, but the rhythmic gestures 

of the vocal line in verse two provide the most compelling evidence for the emergence of 

the Real. Example 5.7 shows the progression from verse two to the climax of the song, 

culminating on the word “yes.” Like the first verse, the “yes” is the last lyric we hear 

before a new section begins. Unlike the first verse, this “yes” arrives on the downbeat. 

The terminal climax elides with the end of the second verse as Yorke sings “yes,” not on 

the anticipated C# that would end the melodic line on the current tonic, but on a D# that 

coincides with the shift in tonal center from C# to either G# or E. It is fitting that the 

vocal line does not provide an ending that reaches 1", leaving the melodic line’s goal as 

well as the tonal center uncertain. To end with such certainty would suggest that the 

symptom is cured. Both the arrival of the final lyric and the elision of the second verse 
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with the terminal climax land on the downbeat, suggesting that we did say “yes” to this 

unknown force. The downbeat arrival fulfills rhythmic expectations, and the entry of the 

climax, complete with a shift in tonal center, suggests that something new is emerging. 

The implication that we welcome the seduction does not mean that the symptom is cured. 

Quite the opposite; when we accept the symptom, internalizing it and bringing it into our 

lives, we do not rid ourselves of its effects. Instead, we embrace its inherent multiplicity 

and accept the impossibility of its interpretation. While this explanation may sound 

optimistic for a song so steeped in anxious and fearful metaphors, we must remember that 

acceptance is not necessarily tied to catharsis. By embracing the impossible and the 

unknown, we glimpse the Real, and this traumatic experience can cause the subject to 

retreat further into complacency. By saying “yes” to the temptation to give in to the 

comfort of “out of sight and out of mind,” we are actually moving further away from 

curing our symptom.  
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Example 5.7 
“Tinker Tailor” Verse 2 Climax 

Vocal Rhythmic Projection/Harmonic Shift 
     3:01 

 
 Once the terminal climax begins and the vocals drop out, “Tinker Tailor” begins a 

dynamic and rhythmic crescendo/decrescendo focused on the entrance and melodic lines 

of the strings. While they begin by echoing the pitch content of the accompaniment, they 

quickly move to the eight-note set (01345689), or set class 8-17. As shown in Example 

5.8, the set can be broken down into two (0134) tetrachords, or set class 4-3––a subset of 

the octatonic scale. The particular transposition used in “Tinker Tailor” is symmetrical 

around the dyad C/B and spans a major 6th from G to E. The four half-steps that mark the 

transition from the first to the second 4-3 set are particularly striking amidst the 
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alternating G# and E major sonorities in the accompaniment. Jonny Greenwood’s well 

known admiration for composer Olivier Messiaen, in particular the Turangalîla-

Symphonie, La Fête des Belles Eaux, and the Quartet for the End of Time, suggests an 

intertext between “Tinker Tailor” and Messiaen’s work.44 The most likely relationship is 

purely sonic, such as Greenwood’s penchant for the ondes martenot and use of 

symmetrical scales and sets. “Tinker Tailor” closes out with strings repeating the sets 

shown in Example 5.8 in different registers and with varying degrees of intensity (e.g. 

sometimes the sets are played twice as fast). These highly chromatic gestures emerge 

only in the terminal section, underscoring the importance of its arrival and further 

destabilizing any sense of tonal center in the song’s ending. The strings are the Real in 

sonic form––a remnant of the major/minor ambiguity from throughout the verses made 

manifest in the symmetrical set played by the strings in the closing. They are the 

symptom transformed, the musical expression of the unknown we were forced to 

embrace. Even after the final chord, a G# major 7th chord, “Tinker Tailor” refuses to let 

us go. Distorted voices and static persist for several seconds beyond the final harmony, 

leading directly into the album’s final track: “True Love Waits.” The song’s stubborn 

refusal to end reminds us that the symptom can never truly be cured, that we can only 

attempt to interpret it with the limited means available to us through the symbolic order. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
44 Greenwood speaks about his admiration of Messiaen’s music in an interview with The 
Guardian (Service, 2005). 
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Example 5.8 
“Tinker Tailor” Closing Strings 

(0134) Sets 

 
5.4 Conclusion 

 
 “Tinker Tailor” is situated in an ambiguous musical void, challenging tonal, 

formal, and rhythmic frameworks to construct its sonic character. By presenting listeners 

with contrasting tonal information, “Tinker Tailor” resists the major/minor binary in 

favor of something in between. The harmonization of C# minor with major thirds 

confuses the more traditional framework of popular music favoring either major or 

minor, but not both at the same time. In addition to the mixed modes in the 

accompaniment, the palindromic rhythm and inconsistent downbeat emphasis further 

destabilizes listener expectations for popular music. The song’s terminal climax, devoid 

of lyrics and saturated in chromatic subsets of the octatonic scale, points toward the 

acceptance of temptation when considered in tandem with the lyrics (where the specter of 

an unknown threat continually attempts to draw the listener in, seducing her into 

complacency). All of these elements ultimately peel away the layers of the symbolic 

order to reveal the Real––a traumatic glimpse at the void beyond signification and an 

excuse to allow ourselves to slip into vacuous contentment where any unpleasantness can 

be conveniently ignored. All we have to do is say “yes.” 
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5.5 Final Thoughts 

 Radiohead’s music, and A Moon Shaped Pool in particular, present unique 

challenges to interpretation due to the ways in which the band consistently compose 

songs that exist between expectation and surprise. By exploring the idiosyncratic 

elements in these songs through music theoretical and critical analysis, we can begin to 

uncover how listeners arrive at interpretations and construct identities. Judith Butler’s 

conception of interpellation combined with the narrative theories of Pablo Vila help to 

illustrate how the arrangement of musical and lyrical forces provide contextual 

information that offers certain identity positions to listeners depending on the social, 

musical, and linguistic frameworks available to them. These frameworks call on us to 

respond to the music as subjects whose experiences are identifiable in the words and 

music, allowing for nuanced and deeply personal interpretations.  

Chapter 1 explored the theory of interpellation as it pertains to music in a broad 

sense. “Burn the Witch” adds dissonance and extended string techniques (col legno) to 

evince a sense of paranoia and anxiety toward contemporary society. Interacting with 

social frameworks of anxiety, “Burn the Witch” interpellates listeners as subjects who 

experience paranoid emotional states. “Decks Dark” uses a bII chord as a museme and 

ambiguous harmonic changes to suggest dread and depression, recalling the 

psychological parameters of depression and mental illness (e.g. mood swings, self-

loathing, social isolation, etc.). Chapter 2 examined how Pierre Bourdieu’s conception of 

masculinity reveals the fragile masculine subject positions constructed in “Present 

Tense,” “Ful Stop,” and “Glass Eyes.” “Present Tense” uses additive phrasing to delay 

the daunting reality of lost love, resulting in a failure to display masculine sexual potency 



 

 

149 

 

and creating a fragile masculinity. “Ful Stop” suggests a mental breakdown resultant 

from the dissolution of a romantic relationship, uncovering the fragility of the masculine 

ego. “Glass Eyes” illustrates how the acceptance of emotional vulnerability can lead to 

new constructions of masculine identities that need not be wedded to displays of 

aggression and attestations of sexual potency. Chapter 3 showed how Hasty’s theory of 

rhythmic projection can support narrative identities that are devoid of specific goals; 

“Daydreaming” uses polymeter and subtle rhythmic changes to exhibit the aimless 

quality of a dream while lamenting a lost cause. “True Love Waits” uses Euclidean 

rhythms to obfuscate a traditional 44 meter in order to underscore the nostalgic emotions 

implied by the lyrics. In chapter 4, analysis of goal-directed harmony underscored how 

we use narratives to stabilize identities. “Identikit” suggests an anxiety over how 

contemporary capitalist constructions of culture result in social stagnation, while “The 

Numbers” shift from minor to major points toward a more optimistic future; however, 

this future is unrealized as the harmonic goal is never fully attained. “Desert Island Disk” 

illustrates how self-exploration can lead to catharsis and the impression of personal truth 

when its initial ambiguity is clarified with a traditional sense of voice-leading and 

harmonic closure. Finally, chapter 5 showed how all of these approaches combined can 

reveal the Lacanian Real in “Tinker Tailor” due to its idiosyncratic treatment of melodic, 

harmonic, and metrical structures. All of these approaches ultimately show how socially 

constructed frameworks of expectation, both musical and cultural, color how we interpret 

music. We do not decode the music to reveal a hidden meaning that was implicit in the 

song; instead, we search for ourselves in the music and often find something new, 

whether we want to or not. 
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A fruitful avenue for future research is examining the music videos for the studio 

versions of “Burn the Witch” and “Daydreaming,” as well as the two live videos of 

Yorke and Greenwood playing “Present Tense” and “The Numbers.” These videos add 

new contexts and intertexts that lend the tracks a host of potentially nuanced 

interpretations and possible interpellations. Exploring how live versus studio recordings 

alter the ways in which listeners engage with the music will reveal the various differences 

in identities that each listening situation makes available; additionally, examining how 

listeners engage with a live recording versus attending a concert will provide constructive 

guidance on the ways in music in different settings interpellates us in different ways. 

Radiohead also released several video vignettes of short snippets from select songs, each 

created by a different visual artist. For several of these vignettes, the band held a contest 

for artists to create and share their visions, ultimately releasing the finalists on the 

group’s official Instagram page. Not only will analyzing the relationship between the 

music and the visuals provide a productive look at how images can offer contrasting 

interpellations, but the brevity of each vignette poses unique challenges to interpretation 

(e.g. how do the interpretations change when we do not hear an entire song, and how can 

film can provide new contexts that alter interpretations in such short examples); 

furthermore, there are several different vignettes for the same music, begging the 

question of how might different visuals accompanying the same music modify listener 

interpretations. A Moon Shaped Pool also contains two B-side tracks: “Ill Wind” and 

“Spectre” (the former of which was intended for use in the James Bond film of the same 
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name).45 Investigating these two songs interpretively, comparing them to the other songs 

on the album, and positing how they add and alter interpretations of the other tracks may 

prove constructive. Considering the album as a whole by exploring common musical and 

social themes is another potential path for research, especially considering the deeply 

personal situations Yorke experienced during its production (namely, divorcing and 

working through the illness of his wife). 

Finally, application of the theory proffered in this dissertation toward Radiohead’s 

other albums, the band member’s solo work, and the larger body of popular music will 

reveal how listeners relate to popular music and arrive at interpretations via social, music, 

and narrative means. These realizations can add to the growing body of research on 

popular music in both the arts and humanities, potentially illuminating new methods of 

analysis and new ways of thinking about music and identity. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                
45 Radiohead revealed how recording “Spectre” delayed their work on A Moon Shaped 
Pool in an interview with Rolling Stone’s Andy Greene. (Greene, 2017). 
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