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ABSTRACT 

 

Despite being the focus of studies in fields such as ethnomusicology, cultural studies, 

philosophy, and history, punk rock—and American hardcore punk rock in particular—has yet to 

fall under the analytical gaze of music theorists. In this dissertation I aim to fill this gap by 

examining some typical stylistic practices in hardcore punk, a repertoire described as aggressive, 

reflecting energy and intensity, and driven by an impulse toward brevity of song forms. In order 

to capture these elements, I examine instrument-specific items, such as drum patterns and 

guitar/bass riffs, as well as how repetitions of these play into creating form. Further, as the 

primary texts of hardcore are recordings, I also delve into matters of recording attributes. I argue 

that each of these items is integral in defining hardcore as a musical genre. 

While the first incarnation of hardcore took place from the late-1970s to the mid-1980s 

and included a number of bands, I focus on early hardcore (roughly 1978–1983) and on four 

main bands: Black Flag, Bad Brains, Minor Threat, and the Dead Kennedys. I begin the 

dissertation by examining previous studies of hardcore music, of which there are very few. 

Following this, I briefly outline some of the main characteristics of the genre before presenting a 

history of each main band, via their discography. Chapter Two turns to the construction of drum 

patterns and what I call “riff schemes”: patterns of physical motion on the guitar that form the 

basis of several types of riffs. Further, this type of kinesthetic focus also informs my examination 

of common melodic and harmonic features of hardcore riffs, as I engage these patterns on a 

guitar’s fretboard. Chapter Three moves to larger aspects of form and addresses the components 

of individual formal sections, such as verses and choruses. Previous literature devoted to form in 

popular music supplies definitions, but many are too restrictive for application to hardcore; thus, 

I frame my own understandings by seeking out the main elements of each section—as identified 

by others—and shape them to reflect hardcore practice. Chapter Four examines recording 

attributes; in particular, I discuss the spatial aspects of recordings, with a brief foray into timbre. 

Recordings reflect several dimensions, including width (the placement and total spread of 

instruments on a horizontal plane); depth (the placement and total spread of instruments on a 

receding plane, as well as their placement in a performance environment); and height (the 

placement of instruments on a vertical plane, which measures high to low and is based upon 

frequency spectra). I address each attribute as it is reflected in hardcore before ending the chapter 
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with a discussion of texture, specifically relating the creation of texture to these three 

dimensions. Chapter Five provides four in-depth analyses that address all of the previous musical 

elements examined in the dissertation, but also seeks to identify how certain metaphors of 

hardcore are signified in the music. While aggression is found in rhythmic and textural practices, 

energy and intensity are reflected in the construction of riffs, their deployment throughout a 

song, and the tempo at which they are performed. Brevity is present in all musical parameters, 

from formal constructions to recording attributes. The dissertation ends with a series of 

conclusions and prospects for future research.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

EARLY AMERICAN HARDCORE PUNK:  

INTRODUCTION AND CONTEXT 

 

Hardcore music was unique in that it focused on speed and anger—it was all about playing as fast as possible. The 
more talented bands occasionally implemented mixtures of mid and fast tempos. Hardcore guitarists—with their 
new-fashioned style of attack—ripped as fast as possible. Soloing represented traditional Rock bullshit and was thus 
strictly forbidden, so these bands developed previously unheard rhythmic styles. Singers belted out words in an 
abrasive, aggressive manner. Drummers played ultra-fast in an elemental one-two-one-two. That insistence on 
quickness imposed limitations, which soon turned into assets. 
 
Participant’s inexperience and lack of proficiency only added to the mix.…Most groups made it on pure energy. 
Removed from their social context, many sucked. Fans got more into the vibe than the musical aptitude. 

Steven Blush, American Hardcore: A Tribal History (Blush 2010, 44) 

 
 

1.1 Introduction 

 

American hardcore punk, or simply “hardcore,” is a subgenre of punk rock, and first 

emerged in the late 1970s and early 1980s with bands such as Black Flag, Bad Brains, Minor 

Threat, and the Dead Kennedys. While hardcore—and punk in general—has been the focus of 

studies in fields such as ethnomusicology, cultural studies, philosophy, and history, its musical 

features have not been examined with any amount of analytical depth. Indeed, the quotation 

above from Steven Blush is one of the more extensive discussions of hardcore’s musical 

practices. Certainly, Blush identifies several key features of hardcore music, such as its speed, 

formal brevity, and rhythmic practices. Further, Blush touches upon two other important and 

defining features: the channeling of energy into performance and an overall ethos driven by a 

“do-it-yourself” (DIY) mentality.1 In one of the few musicological studies of hardcore, Steve 

Waksman (2009) addresses many of the elements identified by Blush, but provides little in-depth 

analysis of hardcore music. For instance, he states that one of the key features that distinguished 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1 Waksman (2009) defines DIY as “a mode of self-reliant activity that affected a wide range of pursuits—not only 
record production and distribution but the creation of fanzines, the establishment of venues for live music, even the 
willingness to go ahead and start a band whether or not one had the requisite abilities to do so.” Waksman goes on to 
note that, although such practices were reflected in earlier punk, “with the growth of hardcore, they would become 
even more thoroughly entrenched as defining aspects of the genre, used to measure the commitment of a given band 
or individual” (212). 
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hardcore from earlier punk was hardcore’s “impulse toward purification,” which he then relates 

to the avoidance of virtuosic guitar solos. He notes that in hardcore, such a section “was heard as 

a distraction, something that diluted the streamlined intensity of the form” (264) but does not go 

on to explore other ways in which the music reflected such an impulse. 

Despite their lack of particulars, Blush and Waksman have identified several key features 

of hardcore from which one may initiate a study that seeks to identify more precisely the musical 

practices of hardcore. At its heart, this dissertation is a study of style, which Leonard Meyer 

(1989) has defined as “a replication of patterning, whether in human behavior or in the artifacts 

produced by human behavior, that results from a series of choices made within some set of 

constraints” (3). Regarding this, I engage in studies of common, instrument-specific practices, 

such as guitar riffs and drum patterns, as well as typical formal structures: how riffs and drum 

patterns are deployed over the course of a song. Further, riffs and drum patterns highlight my 

own personal engagement in performing this music, for when I listen to hardcore, I do not just 

hear a riff or a drum pattern; rather, I feel them: how a riff moves along a guitar’s fretboard or 

how it feels to navigate a particular rhythmic pattern on a drum kit. This type of engagement is 

reflected in my discussions. 

The syntactical features of the music represent what Albin Zak (2001) calls the “song,” a 

single compositional layer of a musical recording that includes aspects of pitch, rhythm, lyrics, 

and formal design (24). In addition to this layer, Zak adds the “arrangement,” which accounts 

for, essentially, instrumentation and performance. However, these features mean nothing when 

taken out of the context of mediation, at least with regard to describing hardcore as a musical 

style.2 Indeed, it is important to note, for example, that pitches are played on distorted guitars and 

basses, as opposed to, say, cellos and tubas. In an effort to contextualize drum patterns, riffs, and 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

2 I follow Fabian Holt (2007) and others in defining “genre” as a collective network of individuals and resulting 
conventions that “are created in relation to particular musical texts and artists and the contexts in which they are 
performed and experienced” (2). Musical style is but one manifestation of the genre. As Franco Fabbri (1982) states, 
a genre is defined by “a larger set of cultural rules that may include musical style as a subset” (52). In his 
dissertation on bluegrass, Joti Rockwell (2007) makes a similar distinction when he notes that style “refers to a 
manner of performance (instrumentation, tempo, vocal delivery, harmonic structure, etc.),” while genre refers to a 
“wider cultural complex” (27).  In this dissertation, I follow this differentiation between genre and style as I examine 
those bands that have similar manners of performance. Although bands such as Black Flag and the Dead Kennedys 
also reflect styles unique to themselves—their own idiolects—there are still similarities, which form a basis for 
comparison. Further, distinguishing hardcore as a genre from hardcore as a style aids in understanding how bands as 
diverse as Bad Brains and “Anti-Hardcore” groups such as San Francisco’s Flipper can both be referred to as 
“hardcore,” despite their drastically different sounds. See Blush 2010, 44–46 for a brief discussion of the diversity of 
hardcore bands. 
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form, this dissertation also engages hardcore’s sound, which includes considerations of timbre, 

texture, spatialization, and performance, all of which interact to create the distinctive 

characteristics of hardcore recordings. This constitutes Zak’s notion of “track,” the actual 

recording: “As the layer that represents the finished musical work, it subsumes both. That is, 

when we hear a record, we experience both song and arrangement through the sounds of the 

track” (24). Hardcore music is not notated, it exists only as a temporal unfolding, an experience 

that is mediated by the sounds coming out of one’s speakers or heard at a performance venue. 

Indeed, the sounds created by vocalists, guitarists, bassists, and drummers are primary in 

describing hardcore’s musical practices, for as listeners, we hear vocalists screaming, guitars 

saturated with distortion, and recording textures that are so dense that they border on noise. 

Hardcore is generally thought to have existed between 1978–1986, but as noted by Blush: 

“If punk peaked in 1977, then Hardcore’s glory days were 1981–1982, when it was still 

undefined and unpredictable” (2010, 15). In this dissertation, I focus on the early period, from 

roughly 1978–1983 when hardcore was still in its formative stage. Further, while other studies of 

hardcore tend to focus on a number of bands, my study is restricted to four, whose prominence in 

the hardcore scene is notable: Black Flag, Bad Brains, Minor Threat, and the Dead Kennedys. As 

authors such as Blush (2010), Waksman (2009) and Azerrad (2001) point out, each of these 

bands played an integral role in establishing touring networks throughout the United States, 

created alternative modes of record production by initiating their own record labels, and, as each 

band formed during hardcore’s early years, they became central figures in defining the genre 

simply because of their popularity. Additionally, during the period Blush identifies as hardcore’s 

“glory days,” each band released one or more recordings that would become central in defining 

hardcore’s musical style—if not the genre as a whole—and serve as a template for later hardcore 

bands.3 There are two additional reasons that I restrict my study to early hardcore: (1) by 1983, 

both Black Flag and Bad Brains began to venture into other musical styles, such as heavy metal; 

and (2) by 1983, Minor Threat had broken up and the Dead Kennedys went on a recording hiatus 

that lasted until 1985. In addition to their historical importance, the music these bands created is 

sufficiently diverse enough to allow a characterization of hardcore’s musical practices in general. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

3 These recordings include Minor Threat’s Minor Threat (1981) and In My Eyes (1981), the Dead Kennedys’ In God 

We Trust, Inc. (1981), Black Flag’s Damaged (1982), and Bad Brains’ Bad Brains (1982). See pp. 8–16 below for a 
more in-depth discussion of these recordings. 
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In order to ground my theoretical arguments, I have consulted hundreds of other recordings from 

myriad bands as well. What I have found is that the elements I discuss with regard to riffs, drum 

patterns, and form are reflective of general stylistic traits across the spectrum of hardcore bands. 

However, recording practices were quite divergent at times and in my discussion of recordings, I 

reflect this diversity by expanding my discussion to include a number of other hardcore bands. 

Following a brief discussion of some general characteristics of hardcore and an 

examination of the four main bands in this study, the dissertation begins with a chapter devoted 

to drum and guitar patterns (Chapter Two). In hardcore, these patterns are performed on guitars, 

basses, and drums, and in order to highlight their physical nature, I examine them as series of 

performative actions. In reference to guitars and basses, these are sequences of chords that are 

integral to a song’s identity and are inclusive of both pitch and rhythm; together they create riffs. 

Mark Spicer (2004a) defines “riff” as “a distinctive melodic/rhythmic idea—usually longer than 

a motive but not large enough to constitute a full phrase—which is frequently (but not always) 

sounded over and over again in the manner of an ostinato” (30). While my examinations of pitch 

and rhythm address specific guitar and drum patterns, the majority of the chapter deals with how 

these elements are then used in the construction of riffs. I discuss construction as a process 

involving generalized motions on a guitar’s fretboard, and I find four basic types, all of which 

are defined by inner repetition and change, or repetition and change on the larger level of a single 

section in a song. 

As riffs are repeated throughout a song, they play a large part in creating formal 

structures. However, typical definitions of formal sections such as verse and chorus are often 

based upon tonal features and do not adequately address hardcore practice. Therefore, in Chapter 

Three I present an evaluation of previous studies of form in popular music and work toward an 

understanding of formal function, the most basic elements at work in a formal section that are 

not reliant upon any one parameter, but many in combination. Further, I discuss a formal section 

that is colloquially referred to as the “breakdown,” which is characterized by its tempo (cutting 

the previous tempo in half), placement in a song (near the end), and lyrical focus (direct 

statements that sum up a song’s sentiments).4 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

4 Of course, “breakdown” as a term has been used in reference to bluegrass, electronic dance music, and jazz. 
Although the terms are the same, hardcore breakdowns have features distinct from these other styles. 
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While Chapters Two and Three focus on characteristics of Zak’s “song” and 

“arrangement,” in Chapter Four I move to a discussion of the attributes of hardcore recordings. 

Specifically, I examine spatial attributes such as width, depth, and height. While width is 

measured on the stereo field (i.e., from left to right), depth and height are more metaphorical and 

subjective: depth refers to the sense of perspective in a recording, of the instruments being placed 

on a plane that recedes from the listener, as well as the placement of that plane in an 

environment, such as a small room or large concert hall. Height relates to frequency and is 

judged on a vertical plane from high frequencies to low ones. All of these attributes are at work 

in creating a recording’s overall texture, which I measure from sparse to dense. 

In Chapter Five I bring together the theoretical studies from the previous chapters with 

analyses of complete songs. I relate these to a series of metaphors that are commonly used to 

describe hardcore: that it is aggressive, intense, energetic, and concise. Each analysis focuses on 

an explication of a single metaphor: I discuss Black Flag’s “Rise Above” and the Dead 

Kennedys’ “Moral Majority” in relation to aggression, Bad Brains’ “Banned in D.C.” in relation 

to energy and intensity, and Minor Threat in relation to brevity. The dissertation ends with a 

chapter of conclusions and thoughts about the possibility for future work. 

 

1.2 Context: General Characteristics of Hardcore and Individual Bands 

 

 The emergence of hardcore punk occurred in the late 1970s, following the initial 

explosion of punk bands such as the Sex Pistols and the Ramones. Steven Blush (2010) has 

characterized the rise of hardcore as reactionary, calling it a “suburban American response to the 

late-1970s Punk Rock revolution” (14). Steve Waksman (2009) goes even further, stating that 

hardcore served as a critique of punk, as many participants believed that “punk had stopped short 

of the full-scale subversion it had seemed to promise” (216). Indeed, as the 1970s came to a 

close, a network of different music scenes began to emerge, all loosely connected by their 

music—which reflected a basis in the aggressive, loud, and concise sounds of punk—but, also 

were connected by their existence as an underground phenomenon, largely independent of 

commercial music outlets. In this section, I will provide a brief snapshot of some characteristics 

of hardcore as well as some key features that differentiate it from the earlier punk movement. I 

will do this by examining a single record, the Middle Class’s 1978 EP Out of Vogue, which is 
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often considered to be one of the first hardcore releases. Following this, I will move on to a 

discussion of each of the four main bands in this study, which will be accomplished via a 

presentation of their recording history.5 

1.2.1 What’s In/On A Record? Some General Characteristics of Hardcore 

 By most accounts, hardcore began to emerge on the West Coast and from the budding 

punk scene in Los Angeles, which included bands such as the Germs, Fear, and X. While there 

are traces of the style in each of these groups, hardcore as it came to be known was perhaps first 

reflected in a 7” record by the Middle Class, who were from Santa Ana, CA, a suburb of Los 

Angeles.6 Released in 1978, their Out of Vogue EP exhibits many of hardcore’s most essential 

traits: the songs are fast, short, and may be characterized by their simple instrumentation (vocals, 

guitar, bass, and drums) as well as the resulting texture, which is quite dense. Further, there is a 

sense of intensity and aggression, part of which is due to the rapid-fire vocal articulations—many 

of which make the lyrics near unintelligible—but also because of the relentless pace at which the 

songs are performed. 

However, there are other, non-musical items reflected in the record that are also 

hallmarks of hardcore and serve to differentiate it from earlier punk. For instance, whereas early 

punk bands and their audiences were primarily young adults or older, hardcore became music 

“for the kids.” As Ian MacKaye, vocalist for Minor Threat, notes:  

It was the manifestation of youth. It was fast, it was loud, it was angry, it was 
unpredictable. That’s what kids were. Like, we were just kids going wild, you 
know, and I felt like the music perfectly represented that (Rachman 2007).  

Indeed, hardcore was not just a music that signified adolescence; one only need look at the 

median age for band members to realize that “the kids” were the primary creators of this music. 

For instance, no members of the Middle Class were out of their teens and their drummer was 

only 15 when the band began playing around Los Angeles. This was common for many hardcore 

bands and is reflective of a broader DIY ethos, which dictated that neither age nor musical ability 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

5 For a more complete examination of the general history of hardcore, see Belsito and Davis 2003, Hurchalla 2006, 
and Blush 2010. There are also many works in which authors focus on a single scene or band, including Azerrad 
2001 (several “indie” bands, including Black Flag and Minor Threat), Spitz and Mullen 2001 (on the Los Angeles 
punk and early hardcore scenes), Anderson and Jenkins 2003 (on the Washington D.C. punk and hardcore scenes), 
Boulware and Tudor 2009 (on the San Francisco scene), and Chick 2009 (on Black Flag). 
6 The term 7” is used to differentiate the play-speed of a record: while they are the same size as a traditional 45, 7” 
records are played at 33 rpm, which allowed bands to fit more music on the release. Further, some bands released 
12” records—the typical size of full-length albums—but set them to be played at 45 rpm. 
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should be a precondition for playing music. Further, many of these younger fans were not 

allowed in typical performance halls because most served alcohol. This caused many bands to 

look for alternate venues for their shows. As Blush states,  

Gigs took place at unlikely venues. Aside from a few New Wave clubs, gigs went 
down at VFW halls, church basements, and warehouses. Those rooms, often in 
dangerous neighborhoods, offered minimal sound and stage production. If the 
bathroom had a door, you were off to a good start (2010, 321).  

These types of venues formed the basis of an extensive touring network, all of which was run by 

the bands and other participants, thus transgressing the need for “established” performance halls. 

 Out of Vogue also represents DIY on another level, as the band released the record 

through their own label, Joke Records. As stated above, hardcore was primarily an underground 

phenomenon; and apparently there was no dream of signing to a major label and becoming rich 

off one’s music. As Shawn Stern from the Los Angeles band Youth Brigade states,  

It was never “Should we sign to a major?” There was never even a consideration. 
They didn’t want to know about us. They just wanted us to die; they couldn’t kill 
us and we wouldn’t go away; the scene kept getting bigger and they just scratched 
their heads and didn’t understand it. We were just having a great time (Blush 
2010, 319). 

Given the circumstances, bands sought to put out their own music by creating their own record 

labels. In fact, each of the main bands discussed in this dissertation created their own means of 

production: Black Flag established SST Records, Minor Threat established Dischord Records, 

the Dead Kennedys established Alternative Tentacles, and Bad Brains released their first single 

on their own label. From the artwork to the packaging to the actual distribution of their records, 

bands took on the tasks themselves. This is in opposition to earlier punk, in which many bands 

were content to sign to major labels, and sought out such opportunities.  

 Thus, Out of Vogue stands as an historical document of hardcore, a sort of archive that 

reflects both the musical style as well as other features of the genre as a whole. Although the 

music is similar to earlier punk in that it is aggressive, loud, fast, and concise, each element 

becomes amplified in hardcore. Further, Out of Vogue is the physical manifestation of DIY in 

practice, as the band put out the record on their own. This same ethos is reflected in the efforts of 

participants who were not in bands, as many started to book shows or create their own fanzines.7 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

7 Taking their cue from other music magazines, hardcore fanzines, or simply “zines,” included band interviews, 
show and album reviews, as well as ads for upcoming releases from various record labels. As Sharon Hannon (2010) 
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Following the Middle Class, myriad bands began to follow a similar path in creating, producing, 

and performing their music. All of these features would come to characterize hardcore as a 

whole, including the four main bands of this study. 

1.2.2 Four Main Bands of this Study and Recordings Consulted 

While there are hundreds of hardcore bands that one might wish to investigate, my study 

is restricted to four: Black Flag, Bad Brains, Minor Threat, and the Dead Kennedys. Although 

each band has a distinct sound, many of their musical practices are indicative of hardcore in 

general and in ways similar to those outlined in the above discussion of the Middle Class’s 

record. Each of these bands features aggressive lyrics and sound, intense and energetic 

performances, as well as a focus on brevity: contracting formal structures and all of their 

constituent elements such that songs become short, powerful bursts of music. Further, I focus 

only on early recordings, from roughly 1978–1983. Following this period bands began to 

experiment more and move into other styles (Black Flag and Bad Brains), they broke up (Minor 

Threat), or they went on a hiatus from recording (the Dead Kennedys). While I have consulted 

the later recordings that reflect these changes, they are not explicitly included in my study. In this 

section, I will present a brief overview of each band, including information regarding personnel, 

discography, and very general information on the band’s overall sound. 

 1.2.2.1 Black Flag.8 Black Flag was formed by Greg Ginn in Southern California in 

1976. At first the band was named Panic, but eventually shed that title for the anarchic name for 

which they are now known. Black Flag’s status as one of the key bands in early hardcore is 

summed up by Blush: “If the Ramones and Sex Pistols defined Punk, then Black Flag defined 

Hardcore” (2010, 56). Indeed, Black Flag proved themselves to be one of the hardest working, 

most successful bands in the early hardcore scene. Further, their relentless touring schedule aided 

in introducing hardcore to cities in which there had been no such exposure. 

 In general, Black Flag’s music typifies hardcore style, with their focus on loudness, 

brevity, and aggression. However, whereas other hardcore bands played at dizzying speeds, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

states: “Most zines were typed and then reproduced on copy machines. Their pages weren’t numbered. Until 
national distribution systems were established in the 1980s, most zines were sold for a dollar or less at punk shows 
or in bookstores, record stores, and any place else that would take them. Some lasted only a few issues, while others 
lived on for several decades” (38). Some of the most prominent fanzines devoted to late 1970s–1980s punk and 
hardcore included Slash, Flipside, and Maximum Rocknroll. 
8 Much of the historical information presented here is drawn from Azerrad 2001, Sinker 2008, Chick 2009, and 
Blush 2010. 
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Black Flag took a moderately slower approach. While not slow by any means, there are few 

songs that reflect Blush’s “elemental one-two-one-two.” Guitarist and founder Greg Ginn 

discusses this aspect: 

Hardcore was thrash (music that doesn’t have a groove and is just about playing 
fast) and to me Black Flag were never thrash. And where we were, it was 
something I wanted to nip in the bud…I don’t like thrash—it’s too straight, too 
puritanical, too white. What’s the objection to making it feel good and groove? 
(Sinker 2008, 83). 

Certainly, Black Flag’s slower tempos make it easier to hear and feel the backbeat, and I believe 

this is primarily what Ginn is getting at when he refers to “groove.” With this ideal in mind, Ginn 

set about writing songs and recruiting members. By January 1978, the band had their first 

recording session, the tracks of which would be released on their first 7” EP Nervous Breakdown 

(1979). By this time, the lineup had solidified with Ginn on guitar, Keith Morris on vocals, 

Chuck Dukowski (Gary McDaniel) on bass, and Brian Migdol on drums. The tracks recorded in 

1978 would be shelved for over a year, as the band had little luck in securing a label to release 

their music. Never one to back down, Ginn decided to release the record himself, adopting the 

label SST Records and putting out the record in January 1979.9 

 Following the release, the band continued to shift their personnel over the next year, with 

Migdol being replaced by Roberto Valverde (aka Robo), and Morris being replaced by Ron 

Reyes, who is credited on albums as Chavo Pederast. Although the band attempted to record 

several more times with Reyes on vocals, the sessions were not successful. As Reyes puts it, “I 

was certainly the least experienced person in the band…Greg and the rest of the guys were very 

accomplished in their art and I was a diamond in the rough, at best” (Chick 2009, 153). By May 

1980, Reyes, too, would leave Black Flag; but upon the band’s request, he returned to finish the 

vocals for their 1980 EP Jealous Again, which was also released through SST. 

 Once again without a vocalist, the band recruited Dez Cadena in the summer of 1980, 

who added his voice to the band’s spring 1981 release Six Pack. In general, Cadena’s tenure as 

vocalist was well received. As Blush notes, Cadena peaked during his one-year run as vocalist; 

although he was “a scrawny kid with huge pipes,” Cadena “unleashed his larynx-shred on 

seminal shit like ‘Clocked In’…the ‘Six Pack’ 7”…and the ‘Louie Louie’/‘Damaged I’ single” 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

9 Ginn had already established a company called SST Electronics (Solid-State Transmitters), which he used to sell 
equipment for radio amateurs. See Waksman 2009, 221ff. for a discussion of the move from SST Electronics to SST 
Records. 
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(2010, 64). However, Cadena’s voice proved too weak to handle Black Flag’s relentless 

performance schedule and by July 1981 the band secured a new vocalist: Henry Rollins. While 

other vocalists lasted a year or less, Rollins would remain in the position until Black Flag’s 

demise in the summer of 1986. Rollins’ first recording duty was on the band’s debut full-length 

album, Damaged, which was recorded in the fall of 1981 and released a few months later in 

1982. 

 Following the release of Damaged, Black Flag’s sound took a turn away from hardcore. 

Of course on Damaged one could already find instances of slow songs that were greatly 

extended, but with later releases this sound became the norm. In particular, Michael Azerrad 

characterizes the band’s 1983 release My War: 

Ponderous and dire, the sludgefest flew directly in the face of the ever-escalating 
velocity of hardcore—within the hardcore scene, side two of My War was as 
heretical as Bob Dylan playing electric guitar on one side of Bringing It All Back 

Home (2001, 44). 

Indeed, the slower music was more reflective of heavy metal and would play an increasingly 

larger role in Black Flag’s music. Later albums such as Slip It In, Family Man, and The Process 

of Weeding Out demonstrate the band’s predilection for venturing into new musical territories. 

For this reason, my study is limited to the band’s early releases, ending with Damaged.10 

 1.2.2.2 Bad Brains.11 While Black Flag’s lineup was ever changing, even after Henry 

Rollins joined the band, Bad Brains included the same four members for much of their career. 

Formed in the early part of 1978, the band first called itself Mind Power and played fusion in the 

style of Weather Report and the Mahavishnu Orchestra. The early members included brothers 

Paul (H.R.) and Earl Hudson on guitar and drums, respectively, as well as Gary Miller (Dr. 

Know) on guitar, Darryl Jenifer on bass, and vocalist Sid McCray. Later that year, McCray 

introduced the members to punk rock bands such as the Dead Boys, Ramones, and the Sex 

Pistols. Apparently, the group was sufficiently impressed and decided to take their music in a 

new direction, with McCray leaving the band and H.R. assuming his duties as vocalist. Bassist 

Darryl Jenifer describes this musical transformation: “that’s when the Bad Brains took the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

10 See Appendix 1 for a detailed listing of the recordings from each band that I have consulted. The tables include 
release dates, label, formal, personnel, and songs included on the albums. The recording information comes 
primarily from the releases themselves, but also from the discographies listed in Blush 2010. 
11 Unlike Black Flag, Bad Brains has not been the subject of any in-depth historical writings. The most useful 
information on the band can be found in Blush 2010 and scattered throughout Anderson and Jenkins 2003. Much of 
my discussion here is based on information from these sources. 
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musicianship of Jazz and grafted it onto the I-don’t-give-a-fuck rough-and-ruggedness of Punk 

Rock” (Blush 2010, 134). Indeed, by all accounts the band was quite successful in making the 

transition from fusion to punk, as their musicianship skills were put on display in their intense 

and musically sophisticated performances. Blush states: 

Bad Brains musically surpassed all others of the realm. Other groups created a 
blur of volume and speed; the proficient Bad Brains hit all the notes and made it 
look easy. Creative fluidity mixed with manic presentation and Rasta evangelism 
made for an unbelievable experience (2010, 132). 

The band was renowned for such musical aspects throughout their career, but in particular in the 

early years when hardcore was first developing. Blush also addresses another element of Bad 

Brains’ sound: in addition to hardcore, they played reggae and later became Rastafarians. While 

the band included several reggae songs on each of their albums, I will only focus on the material 

that is more in line with hardcore. While their musical prowess and diversity set Bad Brains apart 

from countless other hardcore bands, their ethnicity did as well, as the band members are all 

African-Americans. By most accounts this did not adversely affect the band, but within the 

largely white hardcore scene as a whole, it is notable. 

 In 1980 the band made a trip to New York City to record their debut single “Pay to 

Cum.” As Blush describes it, “The foursome had succeeded in their goal to play faster than the 

Ramones; when you first put on that minute-and-thirty-three-seconds of fury, you had to double-

check your turntable speed” (2010, 139). Indeed, the song is maniacally fast, with singer H.R. 

spitting out the words at an almost inhuman pace and the other instruments moving from riff to 

riff every few seconds. The band would return to New York in May 1981 to record their debut 

album at Jerry Williams’ (aka Jay Dublee’s) 171A Studios, a multi-functional room in which 

bands could record, rehearse, or put on performances. Bad Brains recorded three songs at their 

first session: another version of “Pay to Cum,” “I Luv I Jah,” and “Jah Calling Dub”; they would 

return in August, September, and October to finish recording the tracks. The self-titled album 

was released several months later in the early part of 1982 on Neil Cooper’s cassette-only label 

ROIR (Reach Out International Records) and has since come to be called, simply, “The ROIR 

Cassette.” This release has been referred to as “the most important Hardcore recording ever” 

(Blush 2010, 140) as well as “the best punk/hardcore album of all time” (Bad Brains 1996).12 All 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

12 This quote is from Adam Yauch, of the Beastie Boys. 
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of Bad Brains’ most unique musical characteristics are reflected on the recording: there are 

blazing fast songs that last under a minute as well as drawn out reggae tunes. Overall, the 

recording is a document of everything Bad Brains wished to accomplish with their music, which 

is described in the following quote by guitarist Dr. Know: 

We wanted to be known as the fastest band in the world. The Ramones were the 
fastest but we could improve upon that. At the same time, we didn’t want to be 
doing the same three-chord routine. Not that there’s anything wrong when the 
Ramones do it but we had something to prove musically. That’s how we’ve 
always been, wanting to keep it challenging and interesting. The gift of musicality 
is not to be taken for granted (Blush 2010, 132). 

Only months after the release of Bad Brains, the band began laying down tracks for their follow-

up album. In May 1982 the band teamed up with new wave group the Cars’ Ric Ocasek to record 

Rock For Light, which would be released in 1983. Listeners who expected to hear the type of 

dense textures that characterized the ROIR cassette would be sorely disappointed, as the record 

is very clean, set in a highly reverberant acoustic space, and, in general, lacks the force of the 

band’s earlier releases. Perhaps realizing this, in 1990 when the album was being prepared for 

CD release, bassist Darryl Jenifer and Ocasek remixed the album. The alterations are startling in 

some cases, as most of the songs have risen in pitch by a half step due to an increase in the tape 

speed. However, the mix does seem to have been completed with an ear toward correcting the 

previous version’s lack of power, as the instruments are more centrally located in the stereo field 

and combined such that there is a sense of a denser texture. 

 Due to a variety of factors, including the increasingly erratic behavior of H.R. and a 

series of breakups, the band did not release any more albums until 1986’s I Against I, which 

takes a notable turn from hardcore. Thus, as was the case with Black Flag, my investigation will 

be limited to the band’s earlier albums, before their sound changed. 

 1.2.2.3 Minor Threat.13 Formed in Washington D.C. in November 1980, Minor Threat 

included vocalist Ian MacKaye, guitarist Lyle Preslar, bassist Brian Baker, and drummer Jeff 

Nelson. Like Bad Brains, Minor Threat’s personnel remained nearly the same throughout their 

brief career, which lasted only until 1983 and included a hiatus from September 1981 to spring 

1982. And, like Black Flag, Minor Threat embodied the DIY ethos, as MacKaye and Nelson 

initiated their own record label, Dischord Records. Musically, the band formed what amounted to 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

13 Much of the information in this section is drawn from Azerrad 2001, Anderson and Jenkins 2003, and Blush 2010. 
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a template for later hardcore bands. Azerrad (2001) provides an excellent, if not somewhat poetic 

description of the band: 

[The music] was delivered with speed, power, and precision of a jackhammer, a 
series of violent starts and stops interspersed with flat-out sprints that had the 
band playing as fast as they humanly could. The rhythms dealt almost exclusively 
in what would become hardcore’s signature, a hyperactive one-two beat. Nelson 
played like a machine—with his wiry arms moving at a blur, they looked like 
piston rods on a locomotive; his stamina was mind-boggling. He and Baker 
formed a fearsome rhythm team. Using the classic combination of the chunky 
attack of a Gibson Les Paul guitar and the crunch of a Marshall amplifier, Preslar 
played barre chords, rock’s bread and butter, with a strength, speed and accuracy 
that are extremely difficult to duplicate. On top of it all, MacKaye spouted his 
lyrics like a frantic drill sergeant, halfway between a holler and a bark. 
Considering he was essentially shouting, and within a very narrow range, 
MacKaye’s vocals were very tuneful (128–129). 

This extended quotation brings up nearly every feature of hardcore discussed by Blush at the 

beginning of this chapter: speed, rhythm, drum patterns, volume, as well as the overall senses of 

aggression, energy, and intensity in the music. This sound is captured on all of their recordings, 

of which there is only a handful. 

 All of Minor Threat’s releases were recorded at Inner Ear Studios in Arlington, VA, and 

engineered by Don Zientara. Their first release was a self-titled 7” EP that boasted eight songs, 

but clocked in at only eleven minutes. Indeed, all of the hallmarks of hardcore music are 

reflected in this recording. Anderson and Jenkins (2003) point out that 

[t]he music’s velocity made an immediate impression, but the eight songs also 
had cogent lyrics, catchy melodies, impassioned vocals, and tight, precise 
performances. It was a veritable blueprint for “thrash,” a sound that would launch 
thousands of imitations (91). 

The album also included the song “Straight Edge,” in which MacKaye explains how he lives his 

life free from drugs, alcohol, and vices in general. This song would prove to be important, as it 

spawned an entire subculture that took its name from the song and in which participants strictly 

adhere to the same restraints outlined by MacKaye. 

 The band’s next EP, the four-song In My Eyes, was recorded in August 1981 and released 

later the same year. Following the recording sessions, the band broke up for the first time as 

Preslar went off to college at Northwestern University in Chicago in September. Rather than 

seek out a new guitarist, the band simply decided to cease playing, with MacKaye and Nelson 

focusing their efforts on Dischord, which was quickly becoming a full-time job. By spring 1982, 
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Preslar had become discontented with school and subsequently quit, perhaps spurred by the 

positive reviews that In My Eyes was receiving in fanzines across the country. Upon his return to 

Washington D.C., the band promptly began to play again, returning to the stage in April for a 

show with Bad Brains. Around this time, the band also release their next EP, Out of Step, which 

was recorded in January 1983. As opposed to the earlier recordings, Minor Threat had added a 

second guitar by this time; Baker moved from bass to guitar and the band enlisted Steve Hansgen 

to fill the empty spot. This would drastically change the sound of the band, becoming at once 

denser, but it also created more textural depth, as from time to time the two guitars struck out on 

their own to play individualized material. Further, this was the band’s biggest release thus far, as 

it sold thirty-five hundred copies in one week. While the album does still reflect many hardcore 

characteristics, the songs in general are longer, contain more sections, more complicated riffs, as 

well as MacKaye’s lyrics, which are quite poetic at times. 

 Following this release, the band embarked on an extended tour of the U.S. and Canada in 

the spring of 1983 before finally breaking up in September of the same year. As with many 

bands, the members wished to move in different musical directions, and this is reflected on the 

band’s final release, the “Salad Days” single (1983). As drummer Jeff Nelson describes the 

band’s late work, “A lot of the songs we wrote at the end were the best songs we’d ever 

had…But some of them were way too much like U2” (Azerrad 2001, 153). Indeed, the final 

release does seem to lack the power, speed, and general loudness that characterized the band’s 

earlier songs. 

 Whereas I did not directly consult some of Black Flag’s and Bad Brains’s recordings for 

this dissertation, I have addressed all of Minor Threat’s, as there are fewer. Further, although 

each release had a slightly different sound, by and large the band’s recordings reflect 

consistency, perhaps due to the use of the same studio and engineers throughout their career. 

 1.2.2.4 Dead Kennedys. The Dead Kennedys formed in San Francisco, CA in 1978 with 

four members: vocalist Jello Biafra (Eric Boucher), guitarist East Bay Ray (Ray Pepperell), 

bassist Klaus Flouride (Geoffrey Lyle), and drummer Ted (Bruce Slesinger). The band soon 

added a second guitarist identified as 6025 (Carlos Cadona), but he departed by spring of 1979, 

prior to the first Dead Kennedys release; by the end of 1980, D.H. Peligro (Darren Henley) 

would replace Ted on drums. 
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 Whereas Black Flag, Bad Brains, and Minor Threat primarily reflected an aggressive 

sound that is present in the music and lyrics, the Dead Kennedys used irony, satire, and sarcasm 

in castigating everyone from Christian conservatives to corporate, yuppie America. To the 

typical hardcore arsenal, the Dead Kennedys added elements intended to shock, which are 

reflected in their lyrics as well as the band name itself. Biafra addresses this feature with regard 

to the band’s ability—or lack thereof—to book shows; he states that, “the name alone prevented 

it in New York and Boston” (Blush 2010, 116). Further, their music sounds radically different 

from the other bands in this study. Indeed, while Black Flag created a sound that was like a 

sledgehammer, Blush (2010) has characterized the Dead Kennedys sound as 

…fucked-up circus music played at 78 rpm: Biafra’s high-pitched whine driven 
by seasoned musicians. To compose Biafra would hum a few bars to Klaus, 
who’d construct a tune, altering keys to fit Jello’s pitch. East Bay embellished 
with his noodly surf guitar parts. Peligro’s energy drove the outfit live, though he 
complains that many of his ultra-fast drums fills [sic] failed to make it to vinyl, 
due to cheap equipment and weak production (Blush 2010, 119). 

The Dead Kennedys recordings demonstrate these myriad qualities, as they range from quasi-pop 

songs to hardcore thrash; overall, they create a sound that rivals Bad Brains in terms of diversity. 

As Blush points out, part of this is due to the fact that both East Bay Ray and Klaus Flouride 

were seasoned musicians, having already played in numerous bands prior to the Dead Kennedys. 

And part of the “fucked-up circus music” sound, I believe, arises because of East Bay Ray’s use 

of full triads; when combined with distortion, these create several dissonant upper partials and 

give the recording a high and somewhat dizzying quality. The band is also different in that they 

achieved a large amount of recognition, even from the general public, leading Blush to refer to 

the Dead Kennedys as “the biggest name in Hardcore” (2010, 120). Certainly, the band’s 

notoriety was achieved in part by Jello Biafra’s 1979 mayoral run in San Francisco—in which he 

received four percent of the vote—but it is also due to the lawsuits launched at the band for their 

artwork, which variously depicted a crucifix wrapped in dollar bills as well as H.R. Giger’s 

landscape of penises. Because of their lyrics, artwork, and music in general, the band was a 

target of the Parents Music Resource Center (PMRC). 

 The Dead Kennedys’ early releases capture their diversity, and include two singles—

“California Über Alles” (1979) and “Holiday in Cambodia” (1980)—as well as their debut 

album Fresh Fruit For Rotting Vegetables (1980), all of which were recorded with their first 

drummer, Ted. While the band established a record label, Alternative Tentacles, they also 
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released some material on other labels, including IRS and Cherry Red in the UK. The Dead 

Kennedys were particularly well received in the UK, where Biafra notes that they sold 20,000 

copies of the “California Über Alles” single in a week. These early recordings document a wide 

variety of songs, some of which include expanded forms (e.g., “Holiday in Cambodia”), drastic 

shifts in style (“Chemical Warfare”), as well as straight-ahead hardcore (“I Kill Children”). 

 With the entrance of D.H. Peligro in 1980, the Dead Kennedys' music steadily got faster. 

As Blush noted in the quotation above, Peligro was an accomplished drummer whose energy 

often pushed the band to play at breakneck speeds. His first recording with the Dead Kennedys 

was on their “Too Drunk To Fuck” single, which came out in the first half of 1981. By the 

summer of the same year, the band entered the studio once again to begin recording their next 

EP, In God We Trust, Inc. There is an interesting story behind the genesis of this release, which 

is recounted on the DVD In God We Trust, Inc.: The Lost Tapes (2003). Apparently, the album 

was recorded two times, first at Subterranean Studios in San Francisco in June 1981, and then at 

Mobiüs Music and Target in August 1981. After completing the first version in June, the band 

went to mix the album, but the tape was defective and began to peel during the process. Thus, the 

band had to go back into the studio to re-record every song. Recent technology has provided the 

opportunity to restore the first recording, and this is what can be heard on the DVD. Moreover, 

the entire first recording session was videotaped, and that is included on this release as well. As 

D.J. and music critic Anthony Bonet states in the introduction to the DVD, the EP was “a 

collection of songs that would signal [the Dead Kennedys’] take on very fast and very hardcore 

music” (Goodfield 2003). Indeed, on the actual release, In God We Trust, Inc. does ramp up the 

tempos and is quite aggressive at times; however, still present are Biafra’s ironic and sarcastic 

lyrics in which include scathing condemnations of capitalism (“Kepone Factory”), organized 

religion (“Religious Vomit” and “Moral Majority”), as well as more humorous tracks, such as 

“Dog Bite” and a cover of “Rawhide.” 

 By the spring of 1982, the band released Plastic Surgery Disasters, another full-length 

LP, which includes an even more diverse group of songs as well as a return to a sound more 

similar to their first album, Fresh Fruit For Rotting Vegetables. While there are still remnants of 

hardcore on this album, in general the songs are longer and contain more extended sections. 

After the release of Plastic Surgery Disasters, the band took a hiatus from recording and did not 

release any material until Frankenchrist in 1985, and by 1986 the band broke up. As with Black 
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Flag and Bad Brains, I will restrict my investigations to the Dead Kennedys’ earlier releases, 

from “California Über Alles” through Plastic Surgery Disasters. 

 

1.3 Conclusions and Looking Forward 

 

 In this chapter, I have outlined the focus of my dissertation, provided a brief discussion of 

the characteristics of hardcore, and presented a brief history via discography for each of the four 

main bands in my study. While general characteristics such as brevity, aggression, intensity, and 

energy will not be directly referenced again until Chapter Five, they have guided much of the 

research in the chapters in between. In discussing drum patterns and riffs (Chapter Two), my 

goal is to bring up aspects of physicality that are so important to hardcore composition and 

performance practice. Form (Chapter Three) is addressed in relation to the deployment of riffs 

over the course of song sections, many of which take on distinct characteristics in hardcore. In 

addition to these syntactical features, I also discuss the attributes of hardcore recordings (Chapter 

Four) in an effort to understand how all of these musical parameters interact in a single track. In 

Chapter Five, the characteristics discussed above will return within a series of extended analyses. 

The dissertation concludes with a few comments on interpretation and possible future research 

devoted to hardcore, but also punk and rock music in general. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

DRUM PATTERNS, PITCH PATHWAYS, AND RIFF SCHEMES 

 

Greg’s songs were defiantly elemental, exactly the kind you would write soon after picking up a guitar for the first 
time and discovering how the most basic one-string lick can set hairs on end. They reveled in the pure rush delivered 
by riffs that, in their ascendant/descendent simplicity, packed an almost physical punch, thanks not least to the 
lurching rhythms. 

Stevie Chick, Spray Paint the Walls: The Story of Black Flag (2009, 51) 
 
Music, in large part, is indeed something we do. It is a way we speak to each other, and often how we speak to 
ourselves. That the mind can be ravished by the patterns we perceive as sounds I would never deny. But how we 
perceive those sounds, and how we make those sounds, cannot help but carry part of the message. To ignore this is 
to ignore what, for many of us, brought us here in the first place. The study of music has its own rewards, but it is 
good to remind oneself occasionally that music’s path to the mind is inevitably through the body. 

Andrew Mead, “Bodily Hearing:  Physiological Metaphors and Musical Understanding” (1999, 15) 

 

 

2.1 Introduction 

 

Despite a recent profusion of theoretical and analytical studies, few have approached 

popular music as it relates to its actual making. Two notable exceptions to this trend are Joti 

Rockwell (2009), who discusses banjo playing in bluegrass music, and Timothy Koozin (2010), 

who discusses the role of guitar playing in pop-rock. Koozin specifically addresses this paucity 

of scholarly works, stating that “guitar fretboard topography and the rhythmic actions of guitar 

playing are significant performative elements that have not been fully considered in studies of 

form, harmony, and rhythm in pop-rock music” (2010, 1). He goes on to discuss the role of 

guitar voicings—the particular harmonic “shapes” a guitarist uses in playing chord progressions 

and/or riffs—and their part in creating form. Rockwell undertakes a similar task, as he describes 

picking patterns on the banjo in order to highlight aspects of rhythm and meter. Thus, Koozin 

and Rockwell construct a performance-based type of analysis, which addresses both sound and 

human action, but also offers a new avenue for the investigation of harmonic, rhythmic, and 

formal practices in popular music. The emphasis that these authors place on the physical aspects 

of performance and their role in shaping song composition highlights a process of understanding 

music as a product of human action, which is also reflected in the quotations above. As Andrew 

Mead (1999) describes this process, “the sound of the music was an embodiment of the making, 
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and…hearing that making in the sound had much to do with my understanding of music” (2). 

Indeed, while Chick focuses on the energy and aggression present in Black Flag’s songs—no 

doubt influenced by the band members’ wild gesticulations when performing—Mead describes 

the sense of weightlessness created in Stanley Kubrick’s use of Strauss’s Blue Danube Waltz in 

several of the spaceflight scenes in 2001: A Space Odyssey (1999, 6). These ideas resonate with 

my own experiences with music, and in this chapter, I follow Mead, Koozin, and Rockwell by 

examining the role of human action in the production of hardcore, specifically with regard to 

guitarists.  

Hardcore in particular offers an intriguing case study, as harmony is often limited to barre 

chords, in which a guitarist’s fretting hand maintains the same shape for every chord and a 

harmonic progression may be viewed as a series of lateral motions on the fretboard. Once 

rhythmicized, these gestures form a riff, which Mark Spicer (2004a) defines as “a distinctive 

melodic/rhythmic idea—usually longer than a motive but not large enough to constitute a full 

phrase—which is frequently (but not always) sounded over and over again in the manner of an 

ostinato” (30).1 Whereas studies of harmony and tonality in popular music scholarship tend to 

focus solely on pitch, a study of riff allows one to examine rhythm as well; indeed, scholars such 

as Mark Butler (2006, 260) go so far as to note that riffs are primarily rhythmic rather than pitch-

based devices. As rhythm is integral in creating a riff’s distinctive features, I begin this chapter 

by examining drum patterns, as there are a few distinct practices in hardcore. Each drum pattern 

has a distinctive feel and aids in defining a riff’s particular “groove,” defined by Spicer (2004a) 

as “the tapestry of riffs—usually played by the drums, bass, rhythm guitar, and/or keyboard in 

some combination—that work together to create the distinctive rhythmic/harmonic backdrop 

which identifies a song” (30). As Tim Hughes (2003) notes in his study of Stevie Wonder, 

groove may be used to describe an entire song, or “in a more specific sense, referring separately 

to the various different backdrops that support different parts of a song” (14) such as the groove 

of a verse versus the groove of a chorus. As in other styles, drummers in hardcore play a key role 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1 Spicer 2004a, 30. I follow Spicer’s definition, but with the qualification that riffs may—and in hardcore, often 
do—constitute full phrases. I define a phrase as a complete musical thought that ends with a cadence. However, as 
Ken Stephenson (2002) notes, “the traditional notion of cadence as a coordination of melodic, harmonic, and 
metrical resolution in one of a limited set of patterns does not apply in rock” (56). Closure may be created in myriad 
ways, and in hardcore, it is often accomplished simply by the completion of the pattern initiated by a riff, which 
might be highlighted by a change in texture, rhythmic emphasis, or conclusion of a vocal line. Several other authors 
have discussed similar aspects of “cadence” with regard to rock music, including Moore 1992, Everett 2004, and 
Biamonte 2010. 
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in creating and articulating grooves, and my discussion of common drum patterns highlights this 

importance. Following this section, I will discuss a few aspects of pitch, for there are several 

common patterns that hardcore guitarists use. I focus on a series of pitch “pathways,” all of 

which reflect their basis in a rotation of the diatonic collection (typically Aeolian or Dorian) or 

one of its many subsets, in particular the pentatonic collection.2 The main portion of this chapter 

is devoted to a study of the patterns of (physical) repetition that occur in hardcore riffs; that is, 

how they are internally organized, or how their deployment over the course of a single section is 

organized.3 I have identified four typical structures, which I call “riff schemes”: (1) riffs that 

begin with a series of repeated gestures before undergoing change; (2) riffs that begin with a 

single statement and lead to a series of repetitions at the riff’s conclusion; (3) riffs that follow a 

pattern of statement and a varied repetition of that statement; and (4) riffs in which an initial 

gesture is subject to transposition. Each scheme relies on inner repetition as a defining 

organizational feature, and of the 220 riffs examined for this chapter, 130 fall into one of the four 

schemes. The other 90 riffs differ in that they contain no inner repetition, nor a larger process of 

repetition and change. There are, however, some similarities between them with regard to the 

number of gestures contained in each riff (i.e., two gestures, one gesture, etc.), and I present a 

brief examination of these traits. The chapter ends with a discussion of more complex riffs that 

appear to be organized by more than a single riff scheme. Before moving on to the chapter 

proper, a few words about my methodologies are required. 

2.1.1 Methodology 

 The data gathered for this chapter is culled from transcribing 220 riffs and drum parts; 

there are no scores to consult. While one attempts to be as specific as possible when transferring 

sound to symbol, obviously, much is lost. Thus, I rely on transcriptions only to provide a quick 

snapshot of some basic elements of pitch and rhythm upon which my observations are made; 

reading of the text should be accompanied by listening to the examples. This being the case, 

there are several notes to be made about how these transcriptions are presented.  
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

2 My use of the term “pathway” follows Koozin 2010. Essentially, a pathway is a particular arrangement of 
fretboard locations (i.e., pitches) that a guitarist draws from in constructing a riff, soloing, etc. In using “pathway” 
rather than “pitch” I am able to maintain a focus on the physical aspects of riffs and to demonstrate the importance 
of human action in song composition. 
3 Monson 1999 includes a similar discussion of the deployment of riffs over the course of a song, as they may occur 
“singly, in call and response, in layers, as melody, accompaniment, and bass line” (31). My study differs from 
Monson’s in that I focus on the structural features of individual riffs. That is, Monson examines on how riffs are 
used, while I examine riffs as specific types of patterns. 
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Throughout this chapter and those below, I follow the tendency in popular-music 

scholarship and base my transcriptions on the principle that the alternation of the kick drum and 

snare articulate quarter notes in a 4/4-meter.4 This is the basic foundation upon which all of my 

discussions of rhythm and meter are made, and is a basic tenet of rock music in general. When 

the tempo of a song becomes so fast that my perception of the tactus changes from the quarter 

note to the half note, I reflect this by transcribing the riffs in 2/2, which maintains clarity for 

comparison.5 I have no hard and fast rules for determining the difference between half-time 

tempos (4/4-meter, in which I hear a quarter-note tactus) and double-time tempos (2/2 meter, in 

which I hear a half-note tactus), and it is likely that others may hear things differently. Typically, 

I can maintain a quarter-note tactus up to around q = 300 b.p.m.; beyond that, I switch to a half-

note tactus. Moreover, my tempo indications should be taken as approximations, as songs tend to 

speed up or slow down throughout their performance. 

 I regard riffs as melodic lines, and in my transcriptions I notate them as such despite the 

almost universal presence of a perfect fifth (and optional octave) above the given pitch (i.e., a 

power chord), which are added for harmonic as well as textural reasons. This is for purposes of 

clarity more than anything else, and it should be assumed that the notes represent the root of a 

power chord unless stated otherwise.6 When I discuss riffs within the text of the chapter, I use 

only pitch-class names, such as “A,” “F-sharp,” and “B-flat,” also without designating them as 

power chords (which is typically signified by adding a “5” to the end, as in “B-flat5”). When 

pitch-class names are used, it should be assumed that they refer to power chords, unless 

otherwise noted. When referring to a specific pitch, I follow the Acoustical Society of America’s 

system, in which middle-C is signified with “C4”; the octave above would be C5 and the octave 

below would be C3, and so on, and I notate all riffs at pitch level with a bass clef. When 

discussing a particular pitch in relation to where it is played on the guitar, I designate this with 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

4 See Doll 2007, 8 and Osborn 2010, 4. 
5 As defined by Lerdhal and Jackendoff (1983, 71), the tactus is “the level of beats that is conducted and with which 
one most naturally coordinates foot-tapping and dance steps. When one wonders whether to ‘feel’ a piece ‘in 4’ or 
‘in 2,’ the issue is which metrical level is the tactus.” 
6 All transcriptions in this dissertation my own and are designed to highlight the particular features I am 
discussing—hence my practice of notating only root motion and, to a certain extent, my focus on the alternation of 
kick and snare in the drum parts. Further, there are many micro-rhythmic details in this music that are difficult to 
capture, including slight rhythmic adjustments between various iterations of the same riff in both the guitar and 
drum parts. Thus, the transcriptions are idealized in some sense, as I do not track such changes as they occur 
throughout a song. 
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prose. For example, B2 is usually played in one of two places on a guitar in standard tuning, 

which is the norm in hardcore: on the fifth string/second fret or on the sixth string/seventh fret. 

The difference is sometimes important, as I will discuss, and I will note this when relevant. 

While at times it is easy to deduce which string a guitarist is playing on (due mostly to timbre, 

resulting from the different sizes of strings), at other times it is not. In such cases, I have 

consulted live video performances of the songs in question in order to determine the positions of 

a guitarist’s fretting hand. Further, I do not transcribe a separate bass line, which, in most songs, 

is the same as the guitar, but an octave lower, and perhaps with occasional passing or neighbor 

tones.7 Nor do I provide a rhythmicized account of the vocalist’s lines. I do, however, include the 

lyrics below the guitar line where needed; unless stated otherwise, this text will be from the first 

presentation of the riff being examined (e.g., lyrics from the first verse as opposed to the second, 

third, fourth, etc.). 

 Notating durations is also somewhat problematic, as the actual length of a sound’s decay 

on these recordings is difficult to judge. The difference between notating two crash cymbal 

attacks, the first on beat 1 and the second on beat 3, as either two half notes or quarters followed 

by rests is difficult to determine. Thus, the rhythmic focus of my transcriptions is on the attack, 

the position within a measure that a drum or cymbal is struck with a stick or a guitar is strummed 

with a pick. Given the dense textures present in this music, I use rests very rarely; instead I use 

durations that fill up the entire rhythmic “space” between two attacks, such as a half note instead 

of quarter note and quarter rest. 

 In addition to traditional notation, I make use of fretboard diagrams and present these 

from the perspective of a right-handed guitarist, as is common in guitar-related literature: while 

the guitarist’s right hand would strum, the left hand would move along the fretboard. Toward 

one’s body is motion to the right of the page and away is motion to the left. I also use the terms 

up and down, which refer to pitch, not physical motion. The diagrams retain this aspect. Figure 

2.1 shows the notation and two fretboard diagrams for the chorus of “Nervous Breakdown” by 

Black Flag. The first fretboard diagram (Figure 2.1b) shows the riff with power chords. The 

circled pitch is the root and the pitch in the square is a perfect fifth above; the connecting line 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

7 In fact, one could actually argue that the bass plays the exact same line, as the octave difference comes about only 
because the bass is pitched an octave lower. Thus, a bassist typically plays on the same strings and frets as the 
guitarist. 
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shows that both pitches are played together as a chord. The second fretboard diagram (Figure 

2.1c) contains only the roots of each chord. While the first diagram is a more accurate depiction 

of what the guitarist is playing, it becomes cluttered and difficult to read. Therefore, all diagrams 

used in the chapter will follow the second diagram (Figure 2.1c). 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 

Figure 2.1: Chorus riff notation (a), fretboard motions with full power chords (b),  
and fretboard motions with roots only (c), “Nervous Breakdown” (Black Flag) 
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Regarding the actual motions of the riff, the “*” signifies the beginning, and the arrows track 

motion along the fretboard. Solid arrows are used for the first gesture and dashed arrows for 

subsequent gestures. By “gesture” I am referring to a series of coordinated actions that cohere 

into a single musical and often physical idea; these are the building blocks of riffs. All of the riffs 

I discuss with regard to my schemes involve at least two gestures, whose combination completes 

the larger pattern exhibited by the riff. In many instances, it is quite obvious where one gesture 

ends and another begins, particularly if the pattern is repeated several times. In other cases, the 

segmentation process is not as clear-cut. My first criterion in segmenting riffs into gestures is 

how they feel as a pattern when performing them on a guitar. Sometimes, even a single chord 

can feel like a complete gesture. I temper these subjective decisions by examining other musical 

materials, including rhythm, texture, and vocal phrasing, all of which play an important role in 

initiating and completing the riff and its constituent gestures. 

Returning to the diagram above, moving along the arrows signifies the passage of time. 

Thus, in Figure 2.1c, the top line of arrows are the first presented. The dashed arrows following 

are the subsequent gesture, with the arrows below the motion between G and A signifying that 

the motion is repeated. Also, longer, “crooked” arrows will be used to refer to large physical 

motions, which I consider to be, usually, distances of three frets or more; dashed lines without 

arrows will be used to connect the end of one gesture with the beginning of the next. 

 In addition to determinations of pitch and rhythm, the transcription process is made 

difficult by the sound of hardcore recordings in general: the recording surface—which includes 

the balance (volume, prominence), spatialization (perspective, left/center/right), and presentation 

(e.g., clean, distorted)—is often “saturated” in the sense that imbalance and presentation may 

mask other instruments. For instance, in every song, the guitar(s) are colored with distortion of 

various qualities. Depending on the amount and quality of distortion, the type of amplifier and its 

equalization, and the specific guitar used (to name only a few parameters), the surface rhythm of 

the guitarist (i.e., the actual strumming) may become indistinct. In cases such as these, I focus on 

harmonic rhythm (i.e., the rate at which chords change), which is usually much easier to discern. 

Recording quality factors into these difficulties as well, however: the mix of a recording (i.e., the 

spatial arrangement and relative prominence of the instruments and vocals) can create periods of 

over- or under-determined textural surfaces. For instance, in Minor Threat’s second EP, In My 

Eyes, the mix of “Out of Step” is such that the guitar’s prominence masks other instruments, 
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specifically the kick drum. This presents a problem in transcription, as the kick drum is the most 

likely place in which a drummer will alter a standard drum pattern. Although I cannot literally 

hear the kick drum in a case such as this, I infer a performance, mentally replacing the “empty 

space” with a stylistically appropriate pattern. This is one reason for my extended discussion of 

typical drum patterns in hardcore: to aid in developing a stylistic competency.8 

 The performances themselves also create methodological problems. For instance, it 

appears that most hardcore bands did not use a click track during the recording process, as tempo 

fluctuations—some quite extreme—are common, even within a single song. How does one 

address this when transcribing a verse riff that is first presented at q!= 220 b.p.m., but upon its 

final presentation, has slowed to q = 200 b.p.m.? I am sensitive to this, but at the same time, 

engaging in such discrepancies would take me far afield from the purpose of this chapter, which 

is a generalization of how riffs are constructed and articulated as opposed to a study of 

performance fluctuations. 

 All this said, my own involvement in the transcription process might also be viewed as a 

methodological problem. My prioritization of guitars and drums reflects my own performance 

history as a guitarist and drummer. Moreover, in transcribing these parts, I did not divorce the 

sounds from the instruments on which they are played. Every riff was transcribed with guitar in 

hand and drum pattern with arms and legs flailing; this was the main impetus for my discussions 

of gesture. These riffs hold a very real physical nature for me, as each one feels a certain way 

when played, and this is what I aim to capture in my analyses. 

 

2.2 Rhythm, Meter, and Drum Patterns 

 

 In many definitions of riff, priority is given to rhythm, in particular that riffs tend to have 

a distinctive rhythmic profile. In relation to electronic dance music (EDM), Mark Butler (2006) 

goes so far as to state that, “although they have definite pitch, their function is more rhythmic 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

8 Robert Hatten (1994, 288) states that, “in terms of music,” competency is “the internalized (possibly tacit) 
cognitive ability of a listener to understand and apply stylistic principles, constraints, correlations, and strategies of 
interpretation to the understanding of musical works in that style. More than a lexicon of types or a set of rules.” The 
chapter following could be considered a lexicon, as I limit my discussions to common organizational and 
performance principles. However, in discussing these items, my aim is to work toward an understanding of what are 
some of the stylistic principles at work in hardcore, a first step in a discussion of what it means to be stylistically 
competent in hardcore. 
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than melodic” (260). Given that hardcore is a guitar-dominated genre, I would not go as far as 

Butler in characterizing riffs in such a way. There are, however, several distinctive approaches to 

rhythm that I will explore in this section and I will do so by examining drum patterns in 

hardcore. These patterns can be described broadly as “even”—in reference to their rhythmic 

groupings—or “syncopated.” Table 2.1 lists all of the patterns that I will discuss in the following 

section, and is provided here simply for easy reference.  

 

Table 2.1: Common drum patterns found in hardcore 
 

Drum Pattern Example 

Standard Pattern 1 
(SP1) 

 

 
 

Standard Pattern 2 
(SP2) 

 

 
 

Standard Pattern 3 
(SP3) 

 

 
 

D-beat Pattern 1 
(D-beat1) 

 

 
 

D-beat Pattern 2 
(D-beat2) 

 

 
 

Altered D-beat 
Pattern 

(AltD-beat) 
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While the first three patterns (Standard Patterns 1–3) represent even rhythmic groupings, the 

bottom three represent syncopated groupings. I will begin by discussing the former. 

2.2.1 Even Rhythms 

 As the name suggests, “even rhythms” are those rhythms that “tend to reinforce the pure-

duple quality” of a passage of music (Butler 2006, 82). Following is a table of the most common 

even rhythms found in hardcore drum parts, based on a table presented by Butler in his work on 

EDM.9 As noted, it is standard in popular music scholarship to assume that, although most rock 

music is not notated, one may follow the drums when establishing meter in a transcription. I 

maintain that in a standard drum pattern, the kick plays on beats 1 and 3 (attack positions 1 and 5 

with regard to eight-note divisions), while the snare emphasizes the backbeat, beats 2 and 4 

(attack positions 3 and 7). Moreover, in hardcore the tempo is typically fast, such that there is 

almost no sense of sixteenth-note subdivisions in half-time tempos or of eighth-note subdivisions 

in double-time tempos. 

 

Table 2.2: Table of common even rhythms and associated instruments in hardcore,  
after Butler’s Table 2.1 (2006, 82) 

 
Rhythm in 

Musical 

Notation 

Attack Positions 

of Rhythm 

Most Common Instrumental 

Associations 

nnnn All Hi-hat, ride 

q q q q 1/3/5/7 Hi-hat, ride, crash 

q Q q Q 1/5 Kick 

Q q Q q 3/7 Snare 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

9 I use the following terminology with regard to drum kits: kick = kick drum; snare = snare drum; and tom = tom-
tom, which may be described as high, mid, or low tom. Hi-hats, rides, and crash(es) are all types of cymbals. 
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The most basic patterns used by drummers follow Table 2.2 and are notated in Figure 

2.2.10 The first pattern—which I call Standard Pattern 1 (or SP1)—is quite plain, as it is relegated 

to a simple alternation of kick drum and snare in quarter notes, with eighth notes played on a hi-

hat or ride cymbal. At faster tempos, the eighth-note articulations are replaced by quarter notes, 

simply due to a drummer’s physical limitations. The second pattern is called Standard Pattern 2 

(SP2) and is characterized by two eighth-note kick drum attacks on beat 3; and in Standard 

Pattern 3 (SP3), both beats 1 and 3 include two eighth-note attacks. While I will not deny the 

importance of the hi-hat and ride cymbals as time-keeping devices, the articulations of kick and 

snare drum are foundational to the pattern. This is due primarily to the timbral characteristics of 

each, and even common metaphors associated with these drums get at this aspect. For instance, 

the “thud” of a kick and the “crack” of a snare are far more prominent than the “ping” of a ride 

cymbal or “tsst” of a hi-hat.11 The basic point is that attacks on the kick and snare have a more 

focused sound than most cymbals, whose long decay can greatly alter a listener’s perception of 

individual attacks. 

 

          (a)            (b)         (c) 

 

Figure 2.2: Standard drum patterns in hardcore: SP1 (a), SP2 (b), and SP3 (c) 

 

Of course these patterns are not exclusive and drummers often switch between them, 

even within the span of a single riff. The patterns are also frequently embellished with crash 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

10 Drum kit notation: 

 
 
11 Of course, kick and snare drums can be altered in a variety of ways that greatly affect their timbre. For instance, a 
snare drum may be tuned so low that it loses the high end of its attack, or a kick drum may be tuned so high that it 
loses its low end. This is not common practice in hardcore, as both “thud” and “crack” are typically maintained. 
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cymbal attacks, alternations of attacks on open and closed hi-hats, snare and tom rolls, etc. 

Despite any kind of embellishments, I maintain that these patterns are primary in that they serve 

as reference points to which one may examine deviations. 

 Passages that rely on one of the standard patterns typically accompany riffs that are 

presented with an even rhythmic profile. For instance, in “Wasted” by Black Flag, the drums 

only deviate from SP2 and SP1 in order to accent the harmonic rhythm, which gradually 

increases over the course of the chorus (see Figure 2.3). 

 

 

Figure 2.3: Chorus riff (0:10ff.), “Wasted” (Black Flag)12 

 

Beginning with two measures of C, the passage accrues energy, as the harmonic rhythm is 

gradually cut in half from two measures to one measure to one half-measure. The drums aid in 

providing rhythmic interest by moving from an eighth-note pattern on the hi-hat to a quarter-note 

alternation of crash cymbal and hi-hat in the final measure. Crash cymbals are often used to 

create accents and in “Wasted,” they bookend the beginning and ending of the riff. The drummer 

also creates rhythmic variety as the initial two measures of SP2, which serve to offset the even 

articulation of a single chord, give way to the simple pattern in the final two measures, which 

allow space for the increased harmonic rhythm to be clearly heard. 

 Even rhythms are built in to the standard drum patterns and can become quite limited in 

their use, as noted by Butler (2006, 82). The repetition of these simple patterns can create a kind 

of stasis if there is no other rhythmic interest created. In “Wasted,” the harmonic rhythm 

gradually increases, creating a sense of direction to the riff as a whole. Indeed, most riffs that are 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

12 I designate “clock time” in a minute:seconds format. In this figure, 0:10ff. means that the riff begins at ten 
seconds into the track and continues for an unspecified amount of time. In general, I give the time stamp for the first 
occurrence of a riff only. 
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based on even rhythms typically create variety via changes in harmonic rhythm. However, the 

majority of riffs have a more distinct rhythmic profile and it is to these that I now turn. 

2.2.2 Syncopated and Diatonic Rhythms 

 Most often rhythmic interest is created by syncopations, which are exhibited not only in 

the guitar line, but also by other instruments. The first group of rhythms might be characterized 

as general syncopations; that is, they include a pattern that accents a weak beat or weak part of a 

beat. For instance, in the chorus of Black Flag’s “Nervous Breakdown” the final measure of the 

riff continually accents even numbered attack positions (i.e., the “and” of a beat). This is shown 

in Figure 2.4, which includes a notated version of the guitar and drums as well as a fretboard 

showing the motions involved in playing the riff. 

In this example, an articulation of eighth notes works in tandem with a rise in pitch to 

highlight the motion toward B, the pitch-class center of the song. Rather than continue with an 

even eighth-note articulation, the riff comes tumbling back down, both figuratively and literally. 

With regard to pitch, the motion from G to A to B is reversed; this also includes a literal 

“tumble,” as the guitarist’s fretting hand makes its way back to the third fret. Moreover, the 

initiation of an extended series of syncopations disrupts the even presentation of eighth notes, 

now sounding an asymmetrical 1+2+2+1+2. The drums call attention to this rhythmic 

“disturbance” as well, as SP2 is replaced by a series of cymbal crashes and kick drum, which are 

played homorhythmically with the guitar. 

There are two additional features at work in this example, one metric and the other 

timbral. While it is by no means standard practice, the odd cardinality of the riff sounds as if it is 

extended one measure too long, due to the verse riff’s two-measure length. This is coupled with 

the lack of the meter-defining timbre of the snare drum. The overall effect is a kind of timeless 

moment, a greatly extended anacrusis. The return of the standard drum pattern and the beginning 

of the riff provide a sense of stability, again, quite literally: in the third measure, a guitarist’s 

fretting hand is in a continuous state of motion, traversing a fairly large section of the guitar, and 

the drummer’s gestures in this measure are also disruptive, as they require one’s arms to shed 

their pulse keeping on the ride cymbal and move upward for crash cymbal attacks. Both of these 

gestures require a certain amount of exertion in performance, and the return to the guitarist’s G 

and the drummer’s ride cymbal, kick, and snare feel like a return “home.” 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 2.4: Chorus riff (0:22ff.) notation (a) and fretboard motion (b), “Nervous Breakdown” (Black Flag) 

 

 Black Flag’s “Thirsty and Miserable” uses a similar rhythmic device, but with different 

results (see Figure 2.5). In the verse riff, the period of syncopation in mm. 2-4 reinforces the 

quarter-note tactus to a greater degree than in “Nervous Breakdown,” primarily due to the 

presence of the snare drum throughout the passage. Moreover, this syncopation is “prepared” by 

the earlier syncopations, such as the early arrival of C in attack position 8 in measure 1. The 

drums add to this effect, as the particular drum pattern played returns in the extended 

syncopation: at the end of measure 1, the final snare attack in position 7 is immediately followed 

by a kick drum attack in position 8. To my ears, this sounds as if it comes in an eighth note too 

early and is then “extended” in a sense until the snare returns in the next measure. This is 

partially due to the regular alternation of kick and snare, which occurs every two eighth notes in 

a standard pattern. Here, there are three eighth notes in between the kick attack and the snare, in 

which the downbeat is obscured and the even attack positions are accented. This moment is then 

taken and extended in the third measure before returning to a standard pattern and even divisions 
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in the final measure. The difference between this example and the chorus of “Nervous 

Breakdown” lies in drums, as they maintain the tactus and create the pulse against which the 

early arrival of the kick drum and pitches are measured. Whereas in “Nervous Breakdown” the 

passage of syncopation is grouped as 1+2+2+1+2, in “Thirsty and Miserable” the main portion of 

the passage is a highly symmetrical 2+2+2+2+2+2. Further, the snare attacks in positions 3 and 7 

aid in maintaining a steady metrical background, as they occur in their typical positions. 

 

 

Figure 2.5: Verse riff (0:09ff.), “Thirsty and Miserable” (Black Flag) 

 

 The drum pattern in “Thirsty and Miserable,” in which a snare attack is immediately 

followed by a kick attack on the following eighth-note is quite common throughout hardcore, 

although it does not always serve to create such long passages of syncopation. Most often, this 

gesture accompanies the performance of a particular class of rhythms called “diatonic,” so 

named because of the unique properties they share with the diatonic scale; namely, they are 

maximally even and maximally individuated. Maximal evenness means that the distribution of 

attacks is as even as possible within a given measure, without being absolutely even. As Mark 

Butler (2006) notes, “this means that they can create interest by dividing the measure irregularly, 

and yet they are still almost as regular as metrical patterns” (84). Diatonic rhythms are also 

defined by another concept, maximal individuation. Jay Rahn (1996) states, 

each of their notes bears a unique constellation of relations to every other note. 
For instance, in the 5-tone/8-eighth-pulse diatonic rhythm q!e!q!e!q! the third 
note appears 1 eighth and 3 eighths after but 2 and 3 eighths before other notes in 
the rhythm, whereas the fifth note appears 1 and 3 eighths after and 2 and 4 
eighths before other notes (79). 

Following a similar statement, Butler (2006, 84) is quick to point out that many rhythmic 

patterns—not just diatonic—reflect this property, such as q!e!e!h!for example. The difference 

between this rhythm and one such as q!e!q!e!q, for example, is that the latter is both maximally 
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even and maximally individuated, whereas the former is only maximally individuated, as the 

four attacks are not distributed as evenly as possible.!

Diatonic rhythms are common in many genres and styles of music, from jazz to heavy 

metal. In relation to EDM, Butler (2006) points out that, although patterns such as 3+3+2—as in 

q.! q.! q—would typically be explained as “syncopations against an evenly spaced metrical 

background,” he views them as creating “their own kind of evenness through their distinctive 

structural properties.” This view is appropriate for EDM, as diatonic rhythms recur from 

measure-to-measure, and one can entrain to them as a pulse, or like the timelines of African 

music, as Butler notes (88-89). In hardcore, however, the inclusion of 3+3+2 and the like are not 

typically subject to such recurrences, and as such, they serve more as syncopations than a 

consistent grouping to which one may entrain.  

In addition to 3+3+2, the other most common diatonic rhythm found in hardcore is 

3+3+3+3+4, most often articulated as 3+3+3+3+2+2. Both rhythms are related, however, as one 

might consider 3+3+3+3+4 to be nested within a larger 3+3+2: 

 

Table 2.3: Diatonic rhythms in hardcore, after Butler’s Table 2.2 (2006, 83) 
 

h.  h.!! ! h 

3  3  2 

q.! q.! q.! q.! h 

3 3 3 3 4 

q.! q.! q.! q.! q!!q 

3 3 3 3 2   2 

 

Justin London (2004) notes that a pattern such as 3+3+2 “often occurs in the context of an 

[isochronous] meter, as dotted quarter, dotted quarter, quarter note in 4/4.” He states that under 

this, “one will hear the second note as syncopated” (125). While the use of this pattern in other 

styles features a continuous articulation of 3+3+2, in hardcore the rhythm is articulated 

sporadically throughout a riff. Thus, when the rhythm is present, it is usually judged within the 

context of a previously defined 4/4-meter, meaning that the second note will be heard as a 

syncopation, as noted by London. David Temperley (1999) discusses syncopations in rock as 
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displacements, which occur when “an accent that belongs on a particular strong beat is shifted or 

displaced to a weak one.” He goes on to note that “is it actual events, rather than accents, that are 

displaced,” and in most cases listeners are likely to perceive the displacement as arriving early 

(20). As he states, “we ‘resolve’ the syncopation, where possible, by shifting an event forward to 

the following beat” (30). This view of syncopation matches my own intuitions as a listener and 

performer, particularly in reference to hardcore drumming patterns. Given a rhythm such as 

3+3+2, there are two basic approaches drummers take: maintaining a steady underlying sense of 

the meter by playing the snare drum on beats two and four, despite varied attacks by the kick 

drum; or punctuating the diatonic rhythm by abandoning a kick/snare alternation and making 

attacks only in positions 1/4/7, usually with the kick drum and a cymbal.13 Another way to put 

this is to say that in the former, the drummer navigates the grouping (as the series of attacks is 

often contained within the 3+3+2), whereas in the latter, the drummer plays the grouping 

(literally including attacks only in positions 1, 4, and 7). In examples of the former, there are two 

patterns that are typically used, as shown in Figure 2.6. Although colloquially referred to as the 

“D-beat,” so named after the early 1980s UK hardcore band Discharge, these patterns can be 

found in a variety of styles, ranging from the early UK punk band the Buzzcocks to the Kinks to 

heavy metal-punk crossovers Motörhead. As “D-beat” is commonly used, particularly in 

reference to hardcore, I will retain this title.14 

 

     (a)                        (b) 

 

Figure 2.6: Standard D-beat patterns: D-beat1 (a) and D-beat2 (b) 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

13 Another option is for the drummer to ignore the 3+3+2 grouping in the guitar and simply stick to a standard 
pattern. One example of this is the verse of “Nervous Breakdown,” in which the drummer maintains SP2 while the 
harmonic rhythm of the guitar and bass is 3+2+3, a rotation of 3+3+2. While this does occur in a few songs, I focus 
on the other two approaches, as they are far more common.  
14 I believe that the main differences between each band’s use of the pattern deal with tempo and timbre. Discharge’s 
songs are much faster and usually includes crash cymbal attacks only in positions 1/4/7, which highlights the 3+3+2 
grouping. Indeed, when listening to a song such as “You Really Got Me,” by the Kinks, the pattern has a completely 
different feel because of the regularly pulsed hi-hat attacks and slower tempo, with which one has no trouble 
maintaining a quarter-note tactus. 
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The first (a) begins as a standard drum pattern, but includes an early arrival of the kick 

drum in position 4, which will be heard as a syncopation per London’s and Temperley’s 

statements. This is similar to the drum pattern in “Thirsty and Miserable,” but here the attack 

comes earlier in the measure. It is also different in terms of length, as the D-beat both creates the 

syncopation and reasserts the tactus in a single measure. Of course, this is built into the 3+3+2 

pattern itself, but by including a snare attack in position 7 (as opposed to, say, a kick attack), the 

gesture assures the underlying 4/4-meter. The other unique feature in this pattern is the kick 

attack in position 6, which serves as a miniature anacrusis to the final snare attack, re-focusing 

attention to the metrical pulse. In performing this pattern, the kick attack in 6 also aids in 

measuring the “distance” between the attack in position 4 and the snare attack in 7. For instance, 

recall that SP2 involved eighth-note kick drum attacks in the second half of the pattern. In 

comparing the pattern in Figure 2.6a to SP2, one can understand it as a simple transformation of 

SP2, which involves a syncopated, early arrival of the kick drum, and a resolution with a sharply 

defined snare attack, highlighted with its own kind of anacrusis (i.e., the kick attack in position 

6). 

London (2004) highlights the cyclical nature of meter by examining it within the context 

of a circular diagram. He states: “If a meter is a stable, recurring pattern of attentional energy, it 

makes sense to represent this pattern with a circle, for in this way certain aspects of metrical 

structure will become apparent while at the same time freeing our representation of meter from 

any particular musical surface” (64). Diagrams such as London’s aid in comparing different 

drum patterns as well, for they show similarities between patterns (e.g., those within the same N-

cycle) as well as differences (e.g., different groupings of attacks within the same N-cycle).15 The 

cycle diagrams in Figure 2.7 highlight the differences between SP1 and the D-beat pattern, and 

provide a different view of how each pattern navigates a measure of music. 

In SP1, the kick drum is played in positions 1/5 and snare drum in 3/7 (Figure 2.7a). The 

evenness of SP1 is readily noticeable, as it creates a square when connected with lines. The 

3+3+2, D-beat pattern (Figure 2.7b) is similar in that there is still a kick attack in position 1 as 

well as snare attacks in 3 and 7. What is different, however, are the kick attacks in positions 4 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

15 As London (2004) notes, an N-cycle is “the lowest/fastest level of meter present; typically a level of subdivision 
that functions as a constraint on the formal organization of higher levels of metric structure” (77). In hardcore, this 
level is the eighth note, which is designated as an 8-cycle. There is also the possibility for larger cycles, however, 
and below I will discuss 16-cycles, although these still represent the eighth-note level, as we shall see. 
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and 6, which outline the empty position 5, a strong beat and usually home to the second kick 

attack (Figure 2.7c: in the diagrams, the dashed line highlights the difference between the two 

patterns). This emphasizes the feeling of an extended beat, particularly if one overlooks the kick 

attack in 6, in which case the line (representing the passage of time) is literally extended. Also 

important in this diagram is the similarity between this grouping and SP1: the final articulation is 

in the same place, which provides a sense of return to standard meter. 

 

           (a)              (b) 

    

(c) 

 

Figure 2.7: 8-cycle diagrams of SP1 (a), D-Beat1 (b), and both overlaid (c) 

 

A D-beat pattern occurs in the verse riff of Black Flag’s “Rise Above,” in which an initial 

two-measure figure establishes a steady 4/4 before moving to the 3+3+2 organization (see Figure 

2.8). The drummer’s SP2 provides an evenly-grouped foundation upon which the guitar’s eighth-
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note D to F-sharp motions are repeated. As the riff moves into the second half, a snare roll 

signals the oncoming change and serves as an anacrusis. The arrival of the kick drum in position 

4 in the following measure creates such a strong accent that the snare attack is overshadowed. In 

fact, upon repeated hearings of this riff, I find myself truly hearing the snare as an anacrusis to 

the kick rather than the kick coming in early, just as I hear the kick attack in position 6 as an 

anacrusis to the following snare attack. The vocals play a part in this as well, as the solo vocalist 

of the first two measures is joined by a large group of singers in the latter two. Further, the actual 

lyric is the song’s refrain, of which the titular phrase, “Rise a-bove,” is sung in the 3+3+2 

grouping. 

 

 

 

Figure 2.8: Verse riff (0:28ff.), “Rise Above” (Black Flag) 

 

The second pattern (Figure 2.6b) is essentially the same as Figure 2.6a, but instead of 

rearticulating the kick drum in 6, this attack position is left “open” with no kick attack. This 

pattern typically occurs in songs with a very fast tempo, as in Bad Brains’ “Sailin On,” which is 

approximately h = 160 b.p.m. Given the fast tempo, this pattern is likely a result of physical 

limitations; the music is simply too fast to include an attack in position 6 (see Figure 2.9). In the 

chorus, this gesture emerges in the second measure and is both preceded and followed by a 

standard drum pattern that assures an entrainment of 4/4. The gesture is punctuated with attacks 

on the crash cymbals, further emphasizing the rhythm as more of a “hiccup” than the 

introduction of a new groove. This is the most common way in which 3+3+2 rhythms are 
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articulated in hardcore: as minor “disruptions” of an underlying 4/4 rather than a complete 

embrace of the diatonic rhythm’s “groove potential.”16 

 

 

Figure 2.9: Chorus riff (0:13ff.), “Sailin’ On” (Bad Brains) 

 

 While a diatonic rhythm such as 3+3+2 may be navigated via one of the above drum 

patterns, another option is to depart from the metrically secure kick and snare alternation and, 

instead, play homorhythmically with the other instruments. This was exemplified in the chorus 

of “Nervous Breakdown,” in which the drummer abandoned the snare drum in favor of the kick 

and crash cymbals. In passages with 3+3+2 groupings, a similar approach is used, but there are 

also significant changes to the measures surrounding the pattern. For instance, in the chorus of 

Minor Threat’s “Stand Up” the drummer abandons a standard pattern in the first part of the riff 

as well (see Figure 2.10). The downbeat of the first measure is emphasized with an attack on the 

kick and crash cymbal, but is immediately followed by a snare drum roll. Snare rolls and other 

types of “fills” typically serve an anacrustic function and usually occur during the latter half of a 

measure. By immediately following a strong kick and cymbal attack in this example, the snare 

roll seems to create an extended anacrusis, which greatly emphasizes the return of the downbeat 

in the following measure. Additionally, the lack of a focused attack by the kick in position 5 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

16 A notable exception to this can be found in the verse sections of “California Über Alles” by the Dead Kennedys, 
in which 3+3+2 is repeated from measure to measure. This is discussed below in reference to Figure 2.50. 
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creates a sense of a gap in time, which, again, is only filled in upon reaching the downbeat of the 

next measure. The passage of 3+3+2 is here emphasized with attacks on the snare and floor 

tom.17 

 

 

Figure 2.10: Chorus riff (0:14ff.), “Stand Up” (Minor Threat) 

 

When presented homorhythmically, a measure of 3+3+2 seems to carry a stronger sense of the 

coming downbeat. That is, in examples such as “Stand Up,” I hear the syncopations of the 

second measure as making the downbeat of the first measure even stronger upon its return. No 

doubt this is due to the timbral combination of snare and tom, which are often used to build up 

tension in an anacrustic fashion. 

One issue must be addressed with regard to performance practice of these rhythms. In 

addition to transcribing the guitar, bass, and drum parts, I have also determined the tempos of 

every song, many of which fluctuate throughout. For instance, Black Flag’s recordings tend to 

slow down over the course of a given song, sometimes as much as 25 b.p.m, as in “Gimmie 

Gimmie Gimmie.” The Dead Kennedys, on the other hand, tend to speed up, as in “Chemical 

Warfare,” which begins at q = 223 b.p.m and gradually speeds up to q = 243 b.p.m. As I stated 

earlier, I infer from this that most of these bands did not use a click track when recording, hence 

the changes in tempo. With regard to rhythms such as 3+3+2, the actual performance of these is 

not always exact; rather, they tend to be between 3+3+2 and a triplet division of the measure. 

When I slow down the recordings or slow down my own performances of the rhythms, I 

typically hear them as being closer to 3+3+2. However, when listening to some recordings, there 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

17 There are numerous other examples in which a riff is two measures long, begins with a measure of 4/4 or 2/2 that 
is not articulated with a standard pattern, and is followed by a 3+3+2 rhythm that is played homorhythmically. 
Minor Threat in particular seems to favor this approach, as it is found in the choruses of “Bottled Violence” and 
“Screaming At A Wall,” both of which appeared on their first EP. One may also find examples in other bands, such 
as in the verse of Black Flag’s “I’ve Had It.” 



 

 40 

is often the feeling that the rhythm is a triplet with a slight accelerando. The difference between a 

triplet presentation and a true 3+3+2 is most noticeable when the drummer plays a D-beat: the 

final beat of a triplet will occur just before the snare drum attack on beat 4, while in the 3+3+2, 

they will occur simultaneously. As tempos increase, this becomes even more difficult to discern. 

Thus, when a D-beat is performed in the drums, I will interpret the rhythm as a diatonic 3+3+2, 

but when the drums punctuate the rhythm of the guitar, I will leave the option open of discussing 

it as a true 3+3+2 or as an accelerating triplet. 

As discussed above in reference to Table 2.3, another common diatonic rhythm is the 

3+3+3+3+4 pattern, which is usually articulated as 3+3+3+3+(2+2) by hardcore bands. Most 

often, this occurs with groups of eighth notes—that is, q.!+!q.!+!q.!+!q.!+!q!+!q—and I find it 

helpful to view occurrences of this rhythm as suggesting a single measure unto itself rather than 

extending over two measures.  

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 2.11: Comparison of 3+3+3+3+2+2 as two measures (a) and as a single measure (b) 

 

For example, if two measures of 4/4 were followed by the 3+3+3+3+2+2 rhythm, I would hear it 

as three measures instead of four. This is due to the effect the rhythm has on the musical surface 

(i.e., extending the previous quarter-note to a dotted-quarter); it sounds as if the tactus has 

slowed and a single measure is being “stretched.” Viewing the rhythm in this way also 

emphasizes that it begins with a strong downbeat and ends with an extended upbeat (see Figure 
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2.11). As shown in Table 2.3 above, 3+3+3+3+(2+2) can be thought of as derived from a larger 

3+3+2 pattern, a structural characteristic that highlights the anacrustic nature of the final “4” of 

the grouping.18 

There is no standard drumming pattern for 3+3+3+3+2+2; but, if one were to take the 

characteristic part of a D-beat (i.e., kick in position 1, snare in 3, kick in 4) and plot it on the 

cycle in a series of repetitions, kick drum attacks initiate each presentation (Figure 2.12b). This is 

what I have plotted on the diagram (i.e., only the kick attacks) in order to maintain clarity. 

Essentially, the kick-snare pattern follows a q!e alternation and is repeated four times before the 

final group of four eighth notes. This highlights the change in the character of the snare attacks, 

as they are downplayed, becoming only the “final third” of each group of three rather than a 

strong indicator of 4/4-meter (see Figure 2.12a and c for comparison). This is what causes the 

“stretching” of the tactus, as the evenly-grouped duple quality of 4/4 is abandoned for a triple 

grouping. 

 

 

           (a)              (b) 

    

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

18 In pointing out that a 3+3+3+3+2+2 may be subsumed into a larger 3+3+2 grouping, I do not mean to imply that a 
listener will necessarily feel a tension between which grouping he or she will move or dance to. Indeed, with a 
rhythm such as 3+3+3+3+2+2, sometimes I can hear the larger 3+3+2 grouping, while at other times I hear the more 
immediate articulations. Butler (2006) discusses similar instances of ambiguity. In particular, see 124–137.  



 

 42 

(c) 

 

Figure 2.12: 16-cycle diagrams of SP1, 2 measures (a), 3+3+3+3+2+2 (b), and both overlaid (c) 

 

Although a 3+3+3+3+4 grouping is far from common in hardcore, there are a few songs that 

utilize it. For instance, in the chorus of Bad Brains’ “Pay to Cum,” the final iteration of the riff is 

expanded with a 3+3+3+3+2+2 rhythm before ending on the downbeat of the following measure 

(see Figure 2.13). Here, the 3+3+3+3+2+2 grouping is punctuated by the drummer’s kick and 

cymbal attacks, with snare attacks on the third eighth note of each group. While one could hear 

this as creating a different grouping (2+1+2+1+2+1+2+1+2+2, beginning with the kick drum 

attack on the downbeat of measure 7 below), this overlooks the stylistic importance of the kick 

drum in asserting strong(er) beats. Thus, I hear the snare attack as I would in a standard drum 

pattern: as occurring on a weaker beat. Moreover, the snare sounds like a miniature anacrusis, 

leading to the return of the kick drum and change in pitch in the guitar. We might also view this 

drum pattern as a variant of the D-beat, as it, too, includes a quarter-note kick attack, eighth-note 

snare attack, and another kick attack, sounding an eighth-note early. I will refer to this pattern as 

including a D-beat gesture, highlighting the essential rhythmic/performative features of the D-

beat pattern that are present here. This basic structure is taken and repeated over and over again, 

extending beyond a typical D-beat pattern. 
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Figure 2.13: Chorus riff (0:28ff.), “Pay to Cum” (Bad Brains)19 

 

 One final rhythm deserves mention, as it occurs quite often in hardcore riffs. Whereas the 

above two rhythms are diatonic or related to diatonic rhythms, 4+3 is not, but it does involve a 

similar drum pattern to the D-beat. In riffs with a 4+3 grouping, the first half of the measure 

begins with an even grouping, but after the snare attack on beat 4, the kick drum enters 

immediately, as if arriving an eighth note early. We encountered a similar pattern earlier when 

examining “Thirsty and Miserable,” and the pattern below might be thought of as a kind of 

model upon which Black Flag’s song was constructed. The main difference between the two is 

that the pattern here returns to a standard pattern following the syncopation, whereas above it did 

not. As it relates to the D-beat pattern, I call it “Altered D-beat” (abbreviated, AltD-beat). 

As my transcription implies, this pattern takes longer to unfold than the D-beat, but still 

exhibits the features of establishing a 4/4-meter, disrupting it, and returning to it. In fact, if we 

model this rhythm on a cycle diagram, its two-measure length and symmetry is quite noticeable, 

as seen in Figure 2.14b. 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

19 Here, the triangle note head refers to a woodblock. In the interest of clarity, I have notated the “extended” measure 
(m. 7) with a dashed line, which implies the loss of the downbeat in m. 8. 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 2.14: Altered D-beat pattern, AltD-beat (a) and two-measure cycle diagram (b) 

 

The riff from the verse of Black Flag’s “Jealous Again” provides an example of the AltD-

beat in practice (see Figure 2.15). Despite the snare roll at the end of the second measure, the 

basic drum pattern is present. The riff itself is two measures long and is presented twice before 

undergoing an expansion, which is accomplished by continuing the pitch pattern (originally E-B-

D, then expanded to D-A-C) and repeating the drum pattern. 

 

 

Figure 2.15: Verse riff (0:05ff.), “Jealous Again” (Black Flag) 

 

The first two measures of the third iteration—beginning in the third measure above—are quite 

similar to “Thirsty and Miserable,” but here the D-beat gesture is abandoned in favor of a return 
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of a standard pattern. The expansion of the riff is also due to the unique nature of the AltD-beat, 

as it is inherently a two-measure pattern. 

 In this section, I have addressed some general notions of rhythm and meter in hardcore, 

which has included a lengthy discussion of drumming patterns. Due to the amount of distortion 

used by hardcore guitarists, sometimes the drums and/or vocals provide the only discernible 

surface rhythm. Thus, any discussion of groove, rhythm, or meter must engage the typical 

stylistic and performative features in the drummer’s arsenal. I have also tried to highlight the 

importance of drum timbres, as I believe this is key to understanding “odd” rhythmic groupings 

and how instrumentalists navigate them. In the next section, I will follow a similar path, as I 

examine the construction of riffs, much of which is based upon physical negotiations of the 

guitar. 

 

2.3 Riffs, Gestures, and Guitars 

 

 Riffs are distinctive combinations of pitches and rhythms, and in hardcore, they are most 

often performed with power chords. Like phrases, they express a complete musical thought and 

end with a cadence. Sometimes riffs are quite short (one to two measures); others are four 

measures or more. Two and four-measure riffs are the most common in hardcore, and I will 

focus on these. The following section proceeds as an exploration of the construction of 

individual riffs as well as the distribution of riffs in various formal sections. My conception of 

riff is very much tied to its presentation on a guitar or bass; that is, I consider the gestures that a 

guitarist must make in order to perform the riff and this comes across in my examinations. 

 I begin with a discussion of some common elements of pitch in hardcore, as there are a few 

common pitch patterns that guitarists use. I will highlight these patterns as they occur on a 

guitar’s fretboard. Following this, I move to a systematic presentation of four riff schemes that I 

have found: riffs that include repetition, followed by change; riffs in which an initial gesture 

leads to a repetition at the end; riffs that follow the basic pattern of statement and varied 

repetition; and riffs that are based on model and sequence. Of the 220 riffs examined for this 

study, 90 do not exhibit any of these schemes. They do, however, reflect some general 

similarities in terms of the number of gestures that comprise each riff, most often one or two. 

This section will close with a discussion of these more general types. 
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2.3.1 Considerations of Pitch  

 While many recent studies of harmony in popular music have been relegated to the 

explication of particular paradigmatic progressions or general studies of tonal procedures20, in 

this section I will focus on how these basic patterns are performed on a guitar. Harmony in 

hardcore is largely restricted to barre chords in which guitarists maintain a similar hand shape for 

each chord, most often a power chord. As the guitarist moves from chord to chord (e.g., G–A), 

both the roots and the other chord members all shift up by a major second, with no change in the 

quality of the harmony. Thus, a study of pitch with regard to guitar riffs may commence as a 

study of root motions. In examining the patterns of root motions in hardcore, some intervallic 

distances are more common than others, including major seconds, minor thirds, perfect fourths, 

and perfect fifths. Guitar shifts in hardcore seldom require a guitarist to move by more than three 

frets up or down the fretboard; notably, all of these intervals can be found within three frets of a 

starting position. These intervals come together in various combinations to create several 

paradigmatic patterns on a guitar’s fretboard, and involve particular and recurring combinations 

of intervals. Timothy Koozin (2010) discusses harmony from a similar point of view, as he 

describes fretboard motions as “pathways”: patterns of pitches within which a guitarist may 

proceed.21 In my own discussions, I will retain this term, as it reflects an emphasis on the 

kinesthetic motions over tonal procedures. 

 If we begin with an initial pitch on a guitar’s fretboard and account for all other pitches that 

lay a M2, m3, P4, or P5 away the result is a Dorian ordering of the diatonic collection, which 

form a kind of boundary around the starting pitch (Figure 2.16a). For instance, beginning with 

the initial pitch A, the following are within this boundary: F-sharp, G, B, C, D, and E, all of 

which reflect a basis in the Dorian form. However, in viewing these locations on a guitar’s 

fretboard, there is an additional pitch that, while not within the boundary established by intervals 

common to hardcore, is within three frets: F3, which is located on the fifth string/eighth fret (see 

Figure 2.16b). The inclusion of F within the boundary around A makes available the Aeolian 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

20 See Moore 1992, Everett 2004, Doll 2007, Capuzzo 2009, Biamonte 2010, and Koozin 2010, to name but a few. 
21 Although it is not directly stated in his paper, it becomes apparent that Koozin draws much from Janna Saslaw’s 
(1996) discussion of body-derived image schemas, particularly the boundary-container and source-path-goal 
schemas. While Koozin applied these schemas to his work on classic rock, it is equally applicable to hardcore. For 
example, the patterns that I will discuss below form a boundary within which a guitarist may engage in various 
pathways: he or she will begin on a particular pitch within the boundary (source), make a motion to the next pitch 
(path), and arrive at the destination (goal). While these schemas have informed my own work, I do not directly 
reference them in this section. 
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ordering of the diatonic collection. With A as the referential pitch, the following result in an A-

Aeolian ordering of the diatonic collection, from low to high: G, A, B, C, D, E, and F. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 

Figure 2.16: Fretboard locations for Dorian (a) and Dorian and Aeolian boundaries (b),  
and notation (c) around A 

 
 

 Although the total pitch content of the positions surrounding the A center reflect an 

Aeolian or Dorian form, it is not common for a riff to utilize every available pitch. Most often, 

riffs are limited to a subset, and these fall into two general types: those that appear to have a 

basis in a pentatonic collection and those that emphasize the available half-step motions in the 

diatonic collection, such as a pattern involving ^2—b^3. When placed on a guitar’s fretboard, these 

subsets become pathways, which are navigable in many ways and are defined by their intervallic 

distances, measured from low to high. For instance, one common pathway includes a major 
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second, minor third, and perfect fifth (see Figure 2.17). Beginning on G, the notes following 

include A and C. The major second occurs between G and A, while the minor third occurs 

between A and C. The entire pathway spans a perfect fourth, from G to C. 

 

 

Figure 2.17: Pathway involving major second, minor third, and perfect fourth, beginning on G 

 

In order to denote these pathways I use two types of representation: I use parentheses to show set 

classes (e.g., (025)) and curly brackets to show a particular arrangement of intervals, which are 

measured from low to high. The brackets do not denote “normal form.” For example, the above 

group of pitches—G, A, and C—reflect their basis in set class (SC) (025), and in their realization 

on a guitar’s fretboard, they form an {025} pathway as well. Here, {025} means that there is an 

initial pitch (“0,” or G in this case), with a major second (“2,” or A) and a perfect fourth (“5,” or 

C) above it. The following subsets are paradigmatic in hardcore riffs and all are defined by their 

intervallic content rather than their realization as progressions with reference to a pitch-class 

center. 

(1) A pathway that includes a major second, minor third, and perfect fourth, 
resulting in set-class (SC) (025), what Walter Everett (2009, 169-171) refers to as 
the “blues trichord,” as it often sounds as a subset of a pentatonic collection. 
When placed on a guitar’s fretboard, two permutations are found most often: 
{025} and {035}. For example, {025} could be realized as {GAC} (as above) and 
{035} could be realized as {GBbC}. 

(2) A pathway that includes a major second, perfect fourth, and perfect fifth, 
resulting in SC (027) and most often found on the fretboard as {027} and {057}. 
For example, {GAD} = {027}, and {GCD} = {057}. 

(3) A combination of the above two, which creates SC (0257), which is placed on 
the fretboard as {0257}. For example, {GACD} = {0257}. 
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(4) A pathway that includes motion by half step, which is found as an 
embellishment of the above pathways and occurring as a chromatic passing tone, 
neighbor tone, an incomplete neighbor tone, or reflecting SC (013), which is 
typically placed on the fretboard as {013} or {023}. For example, {GAbBb} = 

{013}, and {GABb} = {023}. 

It is important to note that guitarists may navigate through each of these pathways in a variety of 

ways. In a realization of {GAC}, the specific order of pitches might include the motions A–C–G 

or C–A–G. Of course, there are other orderings, but all are connected by their location on the 

fretboard; thus, any one of the pitches may serve as the starting point, from which a guitarist may 

proceed to other destinations.22 This also underscores that any one of the pitches within the 

pathway may serve as a center, and I will return to this below. 

 For example, (025) may be placed on the fretboard in several ways. In the first three 

iterations of the chorus riff in their “Holidays in Cambodia,” the Dead Kennedys include a 

gesture that moves A–C–D (1:46ff.). Here, (025) is played from the sixth string/fifth fret (A), to 

the fifth string/third fret (C), and to the fifth string/fifth fret (D). 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 2.18: Chorus riff, “Holiday In Cambodia” (Dead Kennedys) (a) and {035} pathway (b) 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

22 Nicole Biamonte (2010, 104ff.) discusses SC (025) in relation to the minor pentatonic scale, noting that there are 

four possible orderings: {
^
1, b

^
3, 

^
4}, {

^
4, 

^
5, b

^
7}, {

^
5, b

^
7, 

^
1}, {b

^
7, 

^
1, b

^
3}. While these orderings are certainly present in 

hardcore, I am hesitant to assign typical scale degree functions, as the various pathways available within (025) may 
emphasize any pitch as the center. 



 

 50 

Thus, in this example, (025) is realized in the music as {035}, with the minor third motion 

followed by a major second, after which the riff returns to A, a perfect fourth below D (see 

Figure 2.18b). As is the case in “Holiday in Cambodia,” this series of pitches are often sounded 

as I–bIII–IV, although this is not always the case. 

 Another (025) pathway rearranges the intervals on a fretboard, as it moves first by M2, 

then m3, before returning to the original pitch, down a perfect fourth.  For instance, in their 

“Thirsty and Miserable,” Black Flag realize this pathway as G–A–C, with the first two pitches 

played on the sixth string and the last on the fifth string (0:00ff.) (see Figure 2.19). This is 

similar to the initial example examined above in Figure 2.17. Here, (025) is sounded literally, as 

G–A (M2) is followed by A–C (m3) (i.e., {025}). Whereas the earlier pathway sounded as I–

bIII–IV, here it sounds as bVII–I–bIII, another common arrangement of the roots. Further, the 

motions of the pathway are similar: the only change is in the motion by whole step, with G–A 

here (both on the sixth string) and C–D in “Holiday in Cambodia.” 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.19: Verse riff, “Thirsty and Miserable” (Black Flag) (a) and {025} pathway (b) 
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 Both of the above pathways are quite common in hardcore riffs and in much rock music in 

general. However, the basic motion from fret to fret and string to string may be altered such that 

the pitches are played on different frets and strings. For instance, all of the riffs in “Nazi Punks 

Fuck Off” by the Dead Kennedys follow the same arrangement of intervals as found in “Thirsty 

and Miserable,” as they are realized with an {025} pathway; but here, they are all arranged on a 

single string, thus “stretching out” the pathway (see Figure 2.20). In this example, I show the 

verse riff, which begins on D-flat, moves down to B-flat and A-flat before a return to B-flat 

(0:00ff.). In this case, the major second (A-flat–B-flat) and minor third (B-flat–D-flat) are 

arranged on the sixth string, creating a series of rising motions on the fretboard (or, in this case, 

descending). 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.20: Verse riff, “Nazi Punks Fuck Off” (Dead Kennedys) (a) and {025} pathway on single string (b) 

 

 This same arrangement may be present solely on the fifth string as well, as in the verses of 

“Padded Cell,” by Black Flag. Here, there are two parts to the riff: in the first, the major second-

minor third motion first occurs on the sixth string (A-flat–B-flat–D-flat) before following the 

same path on the fifth string (D-flat–E-flat–G-flat) (0:05ff.). Although these intervals are not 

sounded as major second followed by minor third, the {025} pathway is present, nonetheless: 
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Figure 2.21: Verse riff, “Padded Cell” (Black Flag) 

 

This example also highlights the variety of ways in which (025) may sound in terms of its tonal 

procedures. That is, while I hear the first motion involving A-flat, B-flat, and D-flat sounding as 

bVII, I, and bIII, respectively, when played on the fifth string, it maintains B-flat as the pitch-

class center and sounds as bIII–IV–bVI. Thus, these pathways are not inherently tied to a 

particular harmonic progression; rather, they may be emphasized in diverse ways.23 

 In addition to (025), root motions involving a major second, perfect fourth, and perfect 

fifth are also quite common. Together, these form SC (027). For instance, the main riff of “Pay 

to Cum” by Bad Brains sounds D–E–A, with the first two chords played on the fifth string, and 

the last on the sixth string (0:00ff.) (see Figure 2.22). Here, the major second occurs between D 

and E, the perfect fifth between A and E, and the perfect fourth between A and D, resulting in an 

{057} pathway. As with (025), (027) can be made to sound in a variety of ways. In “Pay to 

Cum,” I hear the progression as sounding I–II–V, an impression that is confirmed at the end of 

the song with the final motion A–D, creating an authentic cadence. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

23 I follow Capuzzo (2009), Stephenson (2002), and others in allowing that centricity in rock music may be 
established in myriad ways. For instance, Capuzzo states that, in particular, “registral extremity and rhythmic or 
metric stress—can be useful determinants” (160). With regard to hardcore, register and rhythmic/metric certainly 
play a large part in asserting a pitch-class center, but at times my determination is also guided by the physicality of 
particular riffs. For instance, with a potentially ambiguous pathway such as {035} in the Dead Kennedys’ example 
(Figure 2.20), I hear D-flat as the center, not only because it is the first chord in the riff, but also because of the 
anticipation I feel upon reaching the final chord in the riff, B-flat; I am awaiting a return to D-flat. In this way, D-flat 
serves as “home” both figuratively (i.e., in asserting itself as the pitch-class center) as well as literally (i.e., as a 
physical location on a guitar’s fretboard, from which the riff commences). 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.22: Main riff, “Pay to Cum” (Bad Brains) (a) and {057} pathway (b) 

 

 SC (027) may also be played with the major second occurring on the sixth string, as in the 

verses of “Rise Above” by Black Flag. In this case, the motion is D–G–A, with D on the fifth 

string—albeit played as a single pitch and not a power chord—and G and A on the sixth string, 

creating an {027} pathway (0:28ff.): 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 2.23: Verse riff, “Rise Above” (Black Flag) (a) and {027} pathway (b) 
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I hear this progression as IV–bVII–I, due to the song’s introduction, which ended with a cadence 

on A. Although this pattern may also sound as I–IV–V, with the pitch on the fifth string serving 

as the center, in the sample of riffs examined for my study, there are no examples that are 

constructed solely as I–IV–V. 

 More often, the motions of (025) and (027) are combined to form SC (0257). This creates a 

pathway that involves four pitches and increases the number of possible intervallic motions, as it 

includes two major seconds, one minor third, two perfect fourths, and one perfect fifth. Together, 

they create a larger {0257} pathway. For instance, in the breakdown of Minor Threat’s 

“Screaming at a Wall,” the motion is B–E–D–A, with B and A played on the sixth string and E 

and D played on the fifth string (0:51) (see Figure 2.24).24 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 2.24: Breakdown riff, “Screaming at a Wall” (Minor Threat) (a) and {0257} pathway (b) 

 

While several instances of (025) and (027) may be found within the pathway, it is their combined 

whole that defines the pattern. Essentially, it outlines a “box” on the fretboard, and it is within 

this box that riffs may follow several navigable routes. For instance, the verse of “Nervous 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

24 A “breakdown” is a section that is similar to a bridge in that it occurs in the latter half of a song and serves to 
present contrast before returning to verse or chorus material. Breakdowns are a specific type of section in hardcore 
and are characterized by their halving of the song’s tempo and placement at or near the end of a song. See Chapter 
Three for a detailed discussion. 
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Breakdown” by Black Flag utilizes the same pitches, but creates two separate, though related 

motions within the box (0:00ff.): 

 

  

Figure 2.25: Verse riff, “Nervous Breakdown” (Black Flag) 

 

The initial motion is B–E–B before the guitarist moves down by two frets to play the same 

motion, now A–D–A. Although the pathways in “Nervous Breakdown” and “Screaming at a 

Wall” both emphasize motion by perfect fourth within the (0257) pattern, there are other 

possibilities, as in the verse of “Supertouch/Shitfit” by Bad Brains. Here, motion by major 

second is emphasized, as a series of repetitions of D–E are followed by another set moving A–B 

(0:00ff.): 

 

 

Figure 2.26: Verse riff, “Supertouch/Shitfit” (Bad Brains) 

 

Despite their differences, all three of these riffs reside within the same basic pathway in which 

the various routes include several available intervals that may be emphasized: while both (025) 

and (027) contain major seconds and perfect fourths, only (025) has a minor third and only (027) 
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has a perfect fifth. Thus, by combining these two separate pathways, there are more intervals 

available in constructing a riff. 

 Although (0257) is not subject to an expansion such that it is played on a single string, this 

does occur with a similar set class, (0247). For example, in the verses of their “Out of Step,” 

Minor Threat places (0247) all on the fifth string, as the riff moves D–F–G–A (0:00ff.) (see 

Figure 2.27). The riff is split into two distinct gestures: the first repeats a motion D–F, while the 

second is initiated by a leap up to G, which then slides up to A before returning to G. In this case, 

(0247) is arranged as an {0357} pathway, as the opening gesture emphasizes motion by minor 

third while the latter emphasizes motion by major second. 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.27: Verse riff, “Out of Step” (Minor Threat) (a) and {0357} pathway (b) 

 

 In addition to major seconds, minor thirds, perfect fourths, and perfect fifths, motion by 

minor second does occur frequently in hardcore riffs. Most instances involve the filling in of a 

minor third and suggesting a basis in the Aeolian or Diatonic forms of the diatonic collection or 

as a chromatic embellishment of one of the above subsets. When filling in the minor third, a new 

subset arises: SC (013), in which the intervallic motions include a minor second, major second, 

and minor third. For instance, in the verse of “Big Takeover” by Bad Brains, the riff moves A–
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C–B, utilizing an opening leap by minor third before descending down by a minor second 

(0:39ff.). In this case, the leap is followed by a step down before returning to A, thus filling in 

the open space and creating an {023} pathway. 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.28: Verse riff, “Big Takeover” (Bad Brains) (a) and {023} pathway (b) 

 

This is not the only route that a guitarist may take, however. The bridge section of Minor 

Threat’s “It Follows” demonstrates another navigable route along the {023} pathway, as it 

ascends up by major second and up again by minor second (1:15ff.): 

 

  

Figure 2.29: Bridge riff, “It Follows” (Minor Threat) 
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The motion is F-sharp–G-sharp–A before returning to F-sharp. Whereas in “Big Takeover” the 

gesture began with a leap up by minor third, here the riff simply ascends through a minor third, 

via a major second (F-sharp–G-sharp) and then a minor second (G-sharp–A). A similar, though 

more elaborate riff comes from the verse of “California Über Alles” by the Dead Kennedys (see 

Figure 2.30). In this case, (013) is navigated with a motion up by a minor second and then major 

second, as it proceeds E-flat–F-flat–G-flat, before moving back down (0:15ff.). This creates a 

new pathway: {013}. 

 

(a) 

  

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.30: Verse riff, “California Über Alles” (Dead Kennedys) (a) and {013} pathway (b) 

 

 Although half steps often occur within {013} and {023}, they may also act as 

embellishments of other pathways, as in the chorus of “Screaming at a Wall” by Minor Threat. 

The chorus riff is comprised of two separate motions, both of which involve half-step ascents 

(0:15ff.) (see Figure 2.31). In viewing this riff on a guitar’s fretboard, the similarities become 

apparent, as both are contained within a larger {035} pathway (G–B-flat–C and B-flat–D-flat–E-

flat), but the major second motion on the fifth string is filled in with an additional pitch. 
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Figure 2.31: Chorus riff, “Screaming at a Wall” (Minor Threat) 

 

A similar example comes from the first verse riff of “Banned in D.C.” by Bad Brains, in which 

the minor third of an {035} pathway is filled in with a half step: B–C-sharp–D–E (0:08ff.): 

 

 

Figure 2.32: Verse one riff, “Banned in D.C.” (Bad Brains) 

 

Of course, by including a half-step motion in this example, the riff moves away from a 

pentatonic sound; rather, it reflects a basis as a subset of the diatonic collection, perhaps Aeolian 

or Dorian. 

 While many riffs include (025), (027), (0257), as well as half-step embellishments, most 

are not restricted to only one of the pathways. That is, most riffs include a combination of 

patterns. For instance, in the chorus riff of “No Reason” by Minor Threat, the motion is F-sharp–

B–C-sharp–A–D, which suggests, first, an {027} pathway (F-sharp–B–C-sharp), before moving 

to an incomplete pathway, as A–D simply involves motion by perfect fourth (0:30ff.) (see Figure 

2.33). 
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(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.33: Chorus riff, “No Reason” (Minor Threat) (a) and combination of pathways (b) 

 

 Another example comes from the chorus of Black Flag’s “Jealous Again,” in which the 

opening gesture follows an {057} pathway (B–F-sharp–E), but is then extended and moves into 

another {057} pathway, a whole step lower (D–E–A) (0:23ff.). 

 

(a) 
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 (b) 

 

 

Figure 2.34: Chorus riff, “Jealous Again” (Black Flag) (a) and combination of pathways (b)  

 

While I have represented this pathway as two {057} pathways, one might also refer to it as an 

expanded {0257}, with the F-sharp simply being added to the box. This is not without reason, as 

{0257} typically sounds as bVII–I–bIII–IV, which is the case here, as B is the referential pitch. 

An even stronger desire for resolution at the end of the riff is suggested by the inclusion of F-

sharp, the dominant. Despite this, the route that the guitarist takes in this example lends itself to a 

view of two {057} pathways, as the riff contains two distinct motions: B–F-sharp–E (the first 

{057}) and D–E–A (the second {057}). However one wishes to view the pathway, it is important 

to note that the riff reflects an expansion or combination of pathways, which results in a larger 

route through which a guitarist may navigate. 

 There are myriad ways in which bands combine the various pathways that I have outlined 

here, and many of them are unique to the song as well as the band. For instance, of the four main 

bands in this study, Bad Brains and the Dead Kennedys are more likely to utilize half-step 

motions in their riffs. While all four bands make use of the pathways as the sole pitch content in 

a riff, Black Flag is more likely to use only these pathways. What is important about all of these 

riffs, however, is their basis in Aeolian or Dorian pitch organizations, or a subset of those, such 

as the pentatonic collection. Overall, motion by major second, minor third, perfect fourth, perfect 

fifth, and—to a certain extent—minor seconds, are far more common than other intervals. In this 

manner, the pitch characteristics of hardcore are similar to much rock music in general. The main 

difference, I think, is the de-emphasis of progression and the focus on intervallic motion of roots 

in creating the main pitch material of hardcore songs. Repetition plays a key role in this as well, 

and in the next section, I will address some of the ways in which repetition and change aids in 

organizing the above pathways into complete riffs. 

 

 



 

 62 

2.3.2 Riff Schemes 

 In this section, I will describe the patterns of physical repetition that occur in hardcore riffs; 

that is, how they are internally organized, or how their deployment over the course of a single 

section (e.g., verse, chorus) is organized. This is chiefly a process of examining the number of 

individual gestures within a riff and how many times a riff is repeated in a given section. As 

stated above (in the “Methodology” section), I consider gestures to be distinct and complete 

musical figures, which are segmented by a variety of parameters including pitch, rhythm, texture, 

and vocal presentations. The physical motions required of a guitarist also play into my 

segmentation. For instance, assume that a riff begins with an initial motion G–A and is played 

three times before moving up the fretboard by three frets to play C–D; following this, the process 

begins again. These two motions constitute two separate fretboard locations, and I would 

consider there to be two distinct gestures, which together form a single riff. Thus, my conception 

of what constitutes a gesture is also defined by the physical navigations that guitarists must make 

in performing a riff. As individual gestures accrue in a riff, they often reflect one of four typical 

organizational patterns, which I call “riff schemes” and, although I mentioned them earlier, they 

bear repeating here: (1) riffs that begin with a series of repeated gestures before undergoing 

change at the riff’s conclusion; (2) riffs that begin with a single statement and lead to a series of 

repetitions at the riff’s conclusion; (3) riffs that follow a pattern of statement and a varied 

repetition of that statement at the riff’s conclusion; and (4) riffs in which an initial gesture is 

subject to transposition. Further, the first and third schemes are often subject to expansion in the 

latter part of the riff, such that the initial periodicity is altered. This occurs via the addition of one 

or more new gestures, which lead the riff toward its conclusion. For example, assume an initial 

gesture is two measures long and is played two times; upon the third iteration, it may be 

expanded to four measures before concluding. All of these are captured in Table 2.4, which 

includes the name, definition, and an example of each riff scheme. Of the 220 riffs examined for 

this chapter, 130 fall into one of the above schemes; the other 90 riffs do not contain the same 

elements of inner repetition or a larger process of repetition and change. There are, however, 

some similarities between them with regard to the number of gestures contained in each riff (i.e., 

two gestures, one gesture, etc.), and I will present a brief examination of these traits. In 

describing all of these riffs, I will begin with a general definition and unique label for each 
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before presenting examples. In the examples, I focus on how all of the instruments participate in 

articulating a structure as well as how the physical gestures in the guitar parts use these schemes. 

 

Table 2.4: Common riff schemes found in hardcore 
 

Riff Scheme Definition Examples 
Riffs that begin with a series of repeated 
gestures before undergoing change at 
the riff’s conclusion. 

Figure 2.35: Chorus, 
“Nazi Punks Fuck Off” 

(Dead Kennedys) 
Repetition and Change 

 

Repetition and Change 
with Expansion 

Riffs that begin with a series of repeated 
gestures before undergoing a change 
that alters the previous periodicity via 
the addition of one or more gestures at 
the riff’s conclusion. 

Figure 2.39: Verse, 
“Jealous Again” 

(Black Flag) 

Statement and 
Terminal Repetition 

Riffs that begin with a single statement 
and lead to a series of repetitions at the 
riff’s conclusion. 

Figure 2.44: Verse, 
“No More” 
(Black Flag) 

Riffs that follow a pattern of statement 
and a varied repetition of that statement 
at the riff’s conclusion. 

Figure 2.49: Verse, 
“I” 

(Bad Brains) 

Statement and Varied 
Repetition 

 
Statement and Varied 

Repetition with 
Expansion 

Riffs that follow a pattern of statement 
and a varied repetition of that statement 
that alters the previous periodicity via 
the addition of one or more gestures at 
the riff’s conclusion. 

Figure 2.50: Verse, 
“California Über Alles” 

(Dead Kennedys) 

Model and Sequence 
Riffs in which an initial gesture is 
subject to transposition. 

Figure 2.54: Verse, 
“Guilty of Being White” 

(Minor Threat) 
 

 

 2.3.2.1 Repetition and change. Riffs that follow a pattern of repetition and change begin 

with an initial gesture that is repeated several times before changing to a new gesture at the end. I 

generalize this process as [x,x...-y], which signifies that something is repeated (at least one time), 

before moving on to something else. I should note that the letters do not stand for measures; 

rather, they simply signify some type of gesture, which may last for as much as two or three 

measures or as little as a half measure, or even a single chord. For instance, in the chorus of 

“Nazi Punks Fuck Off” by the Dead Kennedys, there is an initial gesture from A-flat to B-flat 

that is played three times before shifting to a new gesture in the final measure (see Figure 2.35a). 

In this example, I would label the riff specifically as [x,x,x-y], which denotes that there are three 
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presentations of the same gesture ([x,x,x]) and a change ([-]) to something different ([y]). This 

system of labeling is simply for ease of reference and serves as a quick guide to the riff’s 

organizational scheme. 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

  

 

(c) 

  

 

Figure 2.35: Chorus riff (0:10ff.) notation (a), fretboard motions (b), and alternate fretboard 
motions, “Nazi Punks Fuck Off” (Dead Kennedys), [x,x,x-y] 
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 There are several features in this riff that highlight the repetition and change. In addition to 

the repeated figure in the guitar and bass, the vocalists repeat the first half of the title lyric (“Nazi 

punks”) over the first three measures, only reaching the conclusion (“fuck off”) in the final 

measure. The drums also participate, as they repeat a D-beat pattern—here articulated with a tom 

instead of the snare drum in attack position 3—three times before moving to SP1 at the end. 

There is also a noticeable lack of hi-hat and cymbal attacks. These small changes call attention to 

the snare and crash cymbal attacks in position 7, where they present a wholly new timbre. While 

the guitar and bass do not articulate 3+3+2 as a surface or harmonic rhythm, the drums imply 

this grouping (Figure 2.35a). 

 Regarding the physical motion, there is also a distinct change in the final measure, as the 

guitarist must make a shift in position from the fourth and sixth frets to the ninth fret, an 

extended motion (see Figure 2.35b). In a variety of videos, Dead Kennedys’ guitarist East Bay 

Ray plays all of the chords on the sixth string instead of moving to the fifth string/fourth fret for 

D-flat, which is a much shorter distance (see Figure 2.35c). Tempo also plays into this 

exaggerated motion, as the motion from A-flat to B-flat is played at an almost frenetic pace ( h = 

160 b.p.m.). Thus, despite the extended shift to D-flat in the final measure, there is almost a 

sense of rest upon reaching it. 

 Tempo also plays an important part in the verse riff from Minor Threat’s “Out of Step.” 

The tempo is approximately q = 380 b.p.m., although I have a hard time maintaining that as the 

tactus. Rather, I find myself entraining to the half note, such that I hear this as h = 190 b.p.m. As 

with “Nazi Punks,” the initial period of repetition here is followed by a sense of rest upon 

reaching G in measure 3. And again, the motion to this chord requires a significant shift in the 

guitarist’s fretting hand, and when played at such a fast tempo the motion is quite exaggerated: 

 

 

Figure 2.36: Verse riff (0:00ff.), “Out of Step” (Minor Threat), [x,x-y] 
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The riff here would be labeled [x,x-y], as the first gesture is played twice before moving on to 

something else. Whereas in “Nazi Punks” the drummer also participated in the process of 

repetition and change, in “Out of Step,” D-beat1 is articulated throughout. Change is achieved 

via a shift to a higher pitch, even rhythmic profile, and conclusion of the vocalist’s lines, which 

occur on the downbeat of measure 3. Although there is another change in pitch and rhythm in the 

final measure, I view this as one single gesture because of the relative proximity of G and A (two 

frets apart) and because I hear the A as an embellishment of G. There is also a sense of motion 

(literal and figurative) that seems to be abated in the third measure arrival on G. Given the fast 

tempo, the arrival and fairly stationary position on G serves as a rest after the quick motions from 

D to F in the first gesture. 

 Repetition and change may also occur on a larger level, over the course of an entire section 

within a song. In the above examples, the riff scheme is present within a single series of gestures, 

which are then repeated to create formal sections. Richard Middleton (1990) refers to this as the 

“musematic” mode of repetition, in which gestures are “prolonged and unvaried” (268). When 

riff schemes take an entire section to unfold—for example, when a scheme such as repetition and 

change occurs over the course of several phrases—they reflect Middleton’s other mode: 

discursive repetition, which he refers to as a “hierarchically ordered discourse” (268). Thus, one 

can think of the musematic as a local form of repetition and the discursive as a more large-scale 

feature of some riffs. At times, these two modes of repetition interact, as I will discuss in the 

final section of this chapter. For now, however, I will simply address such large-scale 

occurrences of the repetition and change riff scheme. 

 The first type I discuss is labeled as [X,X,X…X’]. Although the final portion of the 

examples above included changes to new gestures, here the final portion proceeds as an 

alteration of the initial three iterations of the riff. That is, in the above examples change occurs 

within the riff, while here change is made to the riff, and I use uppercase letters to denote this 

difference. Despite the differences, in principle there is still a sense of repetition and change. 

Here, however, change is not a new gesture; rather it occurs via the alteration of a previous 

gesture. The alteration typically serves as a transition to another section or simply provides 

conclusion to an inconclusive riff. Although these occur on a larger level, the structural 

characteristics are similar to those examples already discussed. For example, in the chorus of 
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Bad Brains’ “Sailin’ On,” a four-measure riff is played three times, but the fourth presentation is 

altered in its final measure (Figure 2.37).25 

 

 

Figure 2.37: Chorus riff (0:13ff.), “Sailin’ On” (Bad Brains), [X,X,X,X’]  

 

 The change from D to E in the first three iterations to D to D-sharp in the final statement 

serves as a transition to the verse riff, which begins on E3. As the song returns to the verse riff, 

the chorus riff’s registral gap is finally filled in: in earlier statements of the riff, the low F-sharp 

is opposed by the latter half of the riff, which moves to a higher position. As D moves to E, one 

expects the motion to continue to F-sharp3, but instead, the guitarist drops back down to the F-

sharp an octave lower. The motion D–D-sharp–E in the final presentation fulfills earlier 

expectations by reaching E3 on a strong beat at the beginning of the following verse. The drums 

also highlight the impending closure as they abandon any kind of standard pattern and present a 

snare roll, and the vocalist drops out in the final statement, assuring that the final, new motion is 

audible. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

25 Of course, when operating at the sectional level, the repetition and change scheme reflects a similarity to a double-
period structure in that there are four phrases, with only the final phrase providing closure. However, this overlooks 
the larger, two-part nature of double periods, as they house an antecedent segment and a consequent. When 
repetition and change is used in hardcore, it is more likely that such a two-part structure will not be found. Further, 
the typical patterns of design in double periods (i.e., abac, aba’b’) are not present in the repetition and change 
scheme, as they almost always follow aaaa’. However, “Sailin’ On” is the exception in that is does reflect the 
normative two-part segment, as the vocalist moves to a new manner of presentation for the third and fourth iterations 
of the riff; but it is not constructed into the riff itself. 
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 While the final statement of the riff in “Sailin’ On” is simply an alteration of the previous 

statements, it is also common to include a new gesture in the final portion of a song’s section. I 

label these types as [X,X,X…-Y], which signifies that their structures typically include three 

statements of the same riff and are followed by a different riff, again, to create closure or serve as 

a transition. The chorus of the Dead Kennedys’ “Hyperactive Child” is constructed using this 

scheme, with the new gesture serving to create closure to the section: 

 

 

Figure 2.38: Chorus riff (0:11ff.), “Hyperactive Child” (Dead Kennedys), [X,X,X-Y] 

 

In this case, the final presentation is not wholly new, but arises due to an internal expansion, as 

the second half of the initial gesture is immediately repeated. The repetition of the figure creates 

a slight metric disruption, which is abated upon the arrival of A in the final measure. This change 

serves to create conclusion to the section and avoids a possible phrase elision, as the song’s verse 

also begins on C. Despite the C pitch-class center of the verse, I hear A as the center of the 

chorus, in part because the group of pitch-classes A, C, D, and E-flat articulates a portion of a 

blues-scale based on A. Thus, by immediately repeating the E-flat–D–C figure, the final 

presentation is able to achieve closure within the section itself. The vocalist also participates in 

this sense of closure, as the second measure of the previous statements of the riff are left open 

(i.e., no lyrics), while in the last statement the vocals continue through both measures. 

 2.3.2.2 Repetition and change with expansion. In the examples above, the period of 

change within each riff maintained a standard four-measure length (or four-presentation-long 

structure in the large-scale examples). There are other riffs that, following the initial period of 

repetition, expand the riff such that it becomes longer than the periods of repetition. I label these 

[x,x,…x!] and [X,X…X!], as they occur at both smaller and larger levels in a song section 

and most often arise as changes to a basic gesture or riff. This is captured with the use of 

“x/X!” rather than “y/Y!,” which would indicate that the expansion occurs within a new 
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gesture or riff. These labels show that there are several repetitions, followed by an expansion 

([!]) in the final presentation. As with the examples above, the period of change typically serves 

as a transition or to create closure. For instance, in “Jealous Again” by Black Flag, the verse riff 

includes a two-measure gesture that is repeated three times, but on the third presentation, it is 

expanded to four measures via the inclusion of additional gestures (Figure 2.39).  

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 
 
 

Figure 2.39: Verse riff (0:05ff.) notation (a), fretboard motion for first gesture (b) and fretboard 
motion for expansion (c), “Jealous Again” (Black Flag), [x,x,x!] 
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 The initial gesture sets up a two-measure periodicity, due to the riff itself, as well as the 

vocalist’s lyrical statements. In the third presentation, the riff is expanded by continuing the 

pattern of the first gesture: down by perfect fourth, up by minor third. Thus, the final chord of the 

gesture, D, also serves as the beginning of the expansion, which moves D–A–C, before leaping 

back up to E for the final two measures. As with so many other examples, the physical gestures 

made by the guitarist are continued, as the motion from E to B and B to D require the same 

motion as D to A and A to C.26 The drums also participate in the expansion, as the repetition of 

the altered D-beat pattern in the final parts of each measure ensures continuation. And the vocals 

provide a sense of expansion as the first two short statements are followed by a longer one. 

Indeed, the effect of many riffs that follow this structure is one of short-short-long statements, 

which, in “Jealous Again,” might be represented as a 2+2+4 grouping. 

 Another example is found in the chorus riff of “Funland at the Beach” by the Dead 

Kennedys (see Figure 2.40). Here, a descending pentatonic figure is repeated three times, but in 

the last presentation, it is expanded from one-measure to a two-measure gesture, creating a 

1+1+2 grouping. 

 

 

Figure 2.40: Chorus riff (0:39ff. and at 1:24ff. the riff is played twice),  
“Funland at the Beach” (Dead Kennedys), [x,x,x!] 

 

Whereas the previous descents are immediately followed by a leap back up for another iteration, 

the final portion of the gesture maintains the lower register as well as A, the pitch-class center of 

the song. Although the earlier gestures end on A, its weak metric position suggests hearing it 

more as an anacrusis. Thus, when A is finally achieved in a strong metric position and is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

26 Although this example could be construed as a riff exhibiting a model and sequence structure—discussed below—
I hear the D—A—C gesture as a continuation rather than a true sequence of an initial motion. Riffs exhibiting a 
model and sequence structure will typically be parsed as two-part structures, which means that the initial model and 
its sequence form two different gestures. In “Jealous Again,” D—A—C is a part of the initial gesture rather than a 
separate, independent motion. 
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combined with the completion of the vocal line, the expansion aids in creating closure to an 

inconclusive gesture.  

 There are not many significant differences between riffs and sections that are organized 

using this scheme; the basic features are still present. In Bad Brains’ “Pay to Cum,” the process 

unfolds over the course of the entire chorus (see Figure 2.41). Following three repetitions of the 

initial riff, the fourth begins the same, but expands it from four measures to six with a 

3+3+3+3+2+2 rhythm that leads to two measures on E2, the lowest pitch on a guitar in standard 

tuning. 

 

 

Figure 2.41: Chorus riff (0:28ff.), “Pay to Cum” (Bad Brains), [X,X,X,X!] 

 

In this example, there are many factors that aid in creating closure. The diatonic rhythmic 

grouping initiates a period of flux and when it finally comes to an end in the fifth measure, the 

return of even rhythms act as a kind of relief. This is also highlighted in the guitar, which 

gradually descends over the course of the rhythm before landing on a low E at the end, creating a 

registral accent. The drums participate in creating tension and release upon the arrival of the fifth 

measure of the final portion as well: the even rhythms of the initial gesture give way to a series 

of D-beat gestures, and finally come to a rest with a strong kick and cymbal attack on the 

downbeat of the second-to-last measure. 
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 Thus far, the examples have been limited to verses and choruses, but other sections exhibit 

similar features. In the bridge of their song “It Follows,” Minor Threat uses the repetition and 

change with expansion scheme to prepare for a return of the chorus, as the third statement of the 

riff is expanded by four measures (see Figure 2.42). 

 

 

 

Figure 2.42: Bridge riff (1:15ff.), “It Follows” (Minor Threat), [X,X,X!] 

 

Whereas in “Pay to Cum” the final statement of the riff was expanded with an elaborate 

inclusion of a 3+3+3+3+2+2 rhythm, here it is expanded simply by continuing the final chord of 

the riff. There are other changes that highlight the final statement, though, as the palm-muted 

articulation of the first two statements gives way to playing unmuted, and the drums move to 

open hi-hat attacks and a more standard kick/snare alternation. Overall, the continuation of B, the 

increased texture, and the driving rhythm provide a push toward the return of the chorus. 

 While the majority of examples reflecting this riff scheme arise as alterations to an initial 

gesture or riff, there are a few examples in which the expansion arises in a new gesture, but I 

have found examples only in songs by the Dead Kennedys. In cases such as these, the expansion 

is not connected to previous material, but is unique. For example, in the chorus of “Kepone 

Factory” a two-measure gesture is played three times before shifting up to a high E, which 

initiates a four-measure gesture. In this case, the scheme would be labeled as [X,X,X-Y!]: 
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Figure 2.43: Chorus riff (0:21ff.), “Kepone Factory” (Dead Kennedys), [X,X,X-Y!] 

 

There are several items that signal change in the riff: the drums shift to a standard pattern, 

including cymbal attacks; the downbeat is now emphasized with the kick drum; and A, the pitch-

class center, arrives on a strong beat (with support from the drums) and is prolonged. 

 2.3.2.3 Statement and terminal repetition. Although they are not as common, there are 

other examples in which repetition occurs at the end of a riff, as opposed to the above schemes, 

which began with a series of repetitions. Further, whereas the repetition and change scheme can 

be found operating at the level of a single formal section, I have not found any examples of this 

occurring with the statement and terminal repetition scheme; that is, this scheme occurs primarily 

through the musematic mode of repetition. I label this new type as [x-y,y…], as they are 

characterized by an initial gesture that is followed by a repetition of a new gesture at the end. For 

instance, the verse of Black Flag’s “No More” contains a riff that begins with a series of eighth 

note attacks on G before shifting to a new, more kinetic motion: 

 

 

Figure 2.44: Verse riff (1:14ff.), “No More” (Black Flag), [x-y,y] 

 

I would label this riff as [x-y,y], the most typical structure for riffs such as these (i.e., a single 

gesture followed by two repetitions of another gesture). Each part of the riff has its own unique 

characteristics in this example. While the first two measures are presented with even durations, 

the latter two move to a 3+3+2 grouping. The guitarist is also required to shift positions in order 
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to play the D to A motion and the drummer shifts from SP1 to D-beat1, which is accented with 

crash cymbals. Further, the lyrics terminate just prior to the downbeat of the third measure, 

which allows space for the more interesting part of the riff to be heard clearly, but also guides 

my decision to consider the first two measures as constituting a single gesture. 

 It is common practice in hardcore for the termination of vocals to coincide with the arrival 

of the latter part of the riff. Another example comes from the verse riff of Minor Threat’s “Small 

Man, Big Mouth” (Figure 2.45). 

 

 

 

Figure 2.45: Verse riff (0:04ff.), “Small Man, Big Mouth” (Minor Threat), [x-y,y] 

 

Whereas the first half of the riff in “No More” was static, here there is some motion, as the 

guitarist moves from F down to C. I consider this to be one gesture, primarily because it 

coincides with the termination of the vocal line. Although there is no exaggerated shift to the 

second half of the riff, there is a new feel, as the harmonic rhythm increases, creating an accent 

on the second beat. Further, there is a change in articulation, as the relatively static strumming is 

replaced by two quick staccato attacks. The drums also participate in creating change as they 

alter SP1 by removing the hi-hat attacks. And, as mentioned above, the vocals terminate upon 

reaching the second half of the riff, allowing space for the figure to be heard.27 I should note that, 

when this riff occurs in the song’s intro, the above rhythm is articulated (i.e., 3+3+2). In the 

verses, however, it is more difficult to discern, and I sense that the guitarist may move to quarter-

note articulations. Despite this, the scheme is still apparent. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

27 It is also interesting to note that in the final verse presentation at the end of the song, the lyrical structure is 
changed. There, a group of vocalists finally present the title phrase, which serves as the chorus that has been missing 
from the song. Moreover, the lyric “small man, big mouth” is articulated homorhythmically with the guitar, thus 
punctuating its arrival. 
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 2.3.2.4 Statement and varied repetition. While the riff schemes above most often include 

three statements of an initial gesture before undergoing change, this next scheme is defined by its 

single repetition.  In riffs such as these, there are two gestures: a statement and a varied repetition 

of that statement, both of which begin on the same pitch and in the same fretboard location. I 

reflect this scheme with the labels [x-x’], or [X-X’] for large-scale uses. The hyphen captures the 

two-part structure and the prime (’) designates the alteration. 

 As was the case in previous riff schemes, these also occur at the level of the riff or on a 

larger scale. Here, however, I wish to begin with the larger-scale use of this scheme, as it is more 

common. When this structure occurs on a larger level, it typically spans an entire song section, 

but this is not a requirement. For instance, in the verses of Black Flag’s “No Values” the scheme 

is articulated every four measures, all of which is then repeated (see Figure 2.46).  

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 
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(c) 

 

Figure 2.46: Verse riff (0:05ff.) notation (a), fretboard motions for the statement (b),  
and varied repetition (c), “No Values” (Black Flag), [X(x,y)-X’(x,z)] 

 

The opening gesture moves A–G before beginning a new motion C–D–A. Following this, the 

first gesture is restated, but, instead of C–D–A, D–C–A is used to conclude the scheme, as it 

provides a strong descending pentatonic fragment (025). The similarities between these gestures 

reinforce the two-part structure, including the drums, which perform the exact same pattern each 

time. Further, in this example I use the label [X(x,y)-X’(x,z)] in order to capture the sense that 

there are four separate gestures: A–G (x), C–D–A (y), A–G (x), and D–C–A (z). However, all of 

these are organized within a larger process, as each half coheres into a single, longer motion. My 

conception of riffs such as these is intimately tied to how they are performed on a guitar. I find it 

important that the riff returns “home” (i.e., the position in which the riff began) for a restatement. 

 A similar example comes from Minor Threat’s “Sob Story.” Here, the verses present two 

very similar gestures, only differing at the end. This does operate on a larger level, however, as 

the entire structure is eight measures long and is played twice throughout the verse, as opposed 

to a four-measure riff that is repeated throughout a section (see Figure 2.47). I use the label 

[X(x,x)-X’(x’,x’)] to denote that there are two single gestures, each of which is repeated in their 

respective halves of the structure. The change between X and X’ is rather dramatic, as the initial 

climb and fall in the first half (B–D–E–A) is followed by a climb and leap up in the second part 

(B–D–E–G). On a guitar, the motion to G includes a rather large shift, and the subsequent return 

to B for the next iteration of the gesture is even farther away. Moreover, the fall and leap are 

punctuated with the altered D-beat pattern, which assures a two-measure grouping. While in “No 

Values” each half of the riff contains two distinct gestures, here there are only two. Despite these 

differences, I argue that the effect is the same, as in both “No Values” and “Sob Story,” there is a 
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sense of a two-part structure in which the second half begins as the first half did, but provides a 

different ending.28 This serves to highlight the variety of situations in which this riff scheme may 

be found.  

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 

 
Figure 2.47: Verse riff (0:07ff.) notation (a), fretboard motions for the statement (b),  

and varied repetition (c), “Sob Story” (Minor Threat), [X(x,x)-X’(x’,x’)] 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

28 Just as large-scale repetition and change schemes reflect something like a double-period structure, large-scale 
statement + varied repetition schemes are similar to a traditional parallel period structure. The problem in applying 
this terminology to hardcore lies in the cadences: hardcore riffs do not always follow the cadential pattern of 
inconclusive-conclusive. This does occur—notably in “No Values”—but it is just as likely that one will find 
examples like “Sob Story” in which both cadences are inconclusive. 
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 Although a great majority of these types of structures are found in large-scale settings, 

there are examples of riffs in which the internal organization reflects statement and varied 

repetition. For instance, in Black Flag’s “Fix Me," the verse riff is organized with a two-part 

design (see Figure 2.48): the guitarist begins on A (sixth string/fifth fret) before moving away to 

B. Following this, there is a literal return to A (sixth string/fifth fret), which is followed by the 

conclusion of the riff. The conclusion is marked in terms of register (it is the highest pitch in the 

riff) as well as metric placement (following a period of even rhythms, it is articulated with a 

3+3+2 grouping). It is also interesting to note that the 3+3+2 grouping is not followed by the 

drums, which creates a clash of competing rhythms. Also, whereas the vocal statements follow 

something like a short-short-long pattern (as discussed in the above section on repetition and 

change with expansion), the riff is independent, presenting its own structure. This is important as 

it points to the independence of riffs and vocals (i.e., they will not always coincide with the same 

structure). 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

  

 

Figure 2.48: Verse riff (0:00ff.) notation (a) and fretboard motions (b), “Fix Me” (Black Flag), [x-x’] 
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 Another example of this scheme at the riff level comes from of Bad Brains’ “I,” where it is 

played as a miniature introduction to verses two and three (see Figure 2.49). In the verse proper, 

the second measure is repeated in the fourth measure. In both instances of the riff, the low E 

serves as a kind of anchor from which departures occur. This riff is also rather unique in that it is 

played as a melodic line rather than harmonized with power chords. 

 

 

Figure 2.49: Altered verse riff (0:25ff.), “I” (Bad Brains), [x-x’] 

 

Notice that the beginning of each gesture is played exactly the same (i.e., even rhythms, low E), 

while the latter halves are much different. The implied 3+3+2 grouping in the second measure is 

shed in the final measure, as the guitar holds out A3, which is also gradually bent, raising the 

pitch. Moreover, the shift to a high note in the final measure is opposed to all of the previous 

measures, which resided in the low register. It also calls attention to the return of the low E in the 

following measure and suggests a four-measure riff as opposed to two measures, as occurs in the 

verse proper. 

 2.3.2.5 Statement and varied repetition with expansion. As with the repetition and 

change scheme, there is also a tendency to include an expansion in the second half in larger-scale 

uses of the statement and varied repetition scheme. As with the expansions addressed earlier, 

these also cause a riff to continue beyond the periodicity established by earlier gestures, and I 

signify this aspect by adding an arrow to the final part of the label: [X-X’!]. For instance, in 

“California Über Alles,” by the Dead Kennedys, this process unfolds over the course of the 

entire verse (see Figure 2.50). The entire section might be grouped as 2+2+2+2 in the statement 

portion, and 2+2+2+4 in the varied repetition. I view each individual gesture as two measures 

long because of the vocals, which present a new line of text every two measures, but also 

because of the drums, which articulate a two-measure group with a snare roll at the end of each 

gesture. This riff is also notable in that it contains a sense of inner repetition and change, which 
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would be labeled as [x,x,x-y] and then [x,x,x-z]. Each individual label captures the inner 

repetition, while the use of “y” and “z” denotes the alterations to each half. As the second half of 

the structure begins, the initial gesture is the same, but it then moves to a new gesture, replacing 

the C–D-flat motion with D-flat–G-flat. Here, the riff is expanded simply by repeating the final 

gesture an extra time, and this repetition is also present in the vocals. Overall, the expansion 

prepares for the arrival of the chorus, as expanding the riff by one measure throws off 

expectations and enhances the arrival by adding strength to its structural downbeat.  

 This example is also notable in that a 3+3+2 rhythmic grouping is maintained throughout 

the entire section, which is an uncommon practice in hardcore. As Mark Butler (2006) notes, the 

particular aspects of this diatonic rhythm “means that [it] can create interest by dividing the 

measure irregularly, and yet [is] still almost as regular as metrical patterns” (84). Thus, the 

consistent repetition of this rhythm creates its own kind of regularity. Here, the grouping is 

articulated by the drums, but also the guitar, which alternates playing open and with a palm 

mute. In fact, this series of articulations in the guitar is only broken upon the presentation of the 

final measures of each riff. However, in subsequent verses the drums and guitar diverge from the 

above patterns, instead articulating the riff with mostly even rhythms.  

 

 

Figure 2.50: First verse riff (0:20ff.), “California Über Alles” (Dead Kennedys), [X-X’!] 
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 The chorus of Black Flag’s “Rise Above” provides another example of an expansion 

within a statement and varied repetition structure (see Figure 2.51). Here, the second iteration of 

the riff is expanded with a single repetition of the final measure. 

 

 

Figure 2.51: Chorus riff (0:46ff.), “Rise Above” (Black Flag), [X-X’!] 

 

This section is also interesting in that the second half begins on the same chord (E3), but then 

immediately begins the alteration, such that there is only one chord that is literally repeated until 

the recurring G–A gesture at the end. However, there are other musical factors that lead me to 

hear this as a repetition of the first half, including the leap up to a high E in measure 5 (which 

also occurred in the motion from the verse riff to the chorus), the rhythm of the riff ( h.!q ) as 

well as the drum pattern and the vocal phrasing, which begins a new line. 

 2.3.2.6 Model and sequence. This next class of riffs is based on the basic principle of 

statement and transposed version of that statement. This is both a figurative and literal 

transposition, as the transposition of pitches necessarily includes an equal shift in the guitarist’s 

fretting hand. In order to capture this aspect of the riff, I use Tn terminology, in which “T” 

denotes a transposition by n half steps. If an element x is presented and then transposed up by a 

major second, I would label the process as [x-T2x]. Moreover, I use this terminology specifically, 

as ordered pitch intervals, which includes an inherent focus on a riff’s contour (i.e., rising and 

falling motion). Thus, there is a difference between an element x that is T3 and one that is T15, as 
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the first would require a guitarist to make a small shift, whereas the latter requires a very large 

shift (see Figure 2.52).  

 

 

 

Figure 2.52: T3 versus T15 on a fretboard 

 

Most riffs, however, are seldom transposed by more than a perfect fifth up (T7) or down (T-7), so 

the labels will not become cumbersome. Also, in using ordered pitch intervals, I can account for 

transpositions that move up or down from a given element. However, I will only use “-” in my 

labels; an Arabic number with no sign is assumed to mean transposition to a higher pitch. 

  An example of model and sequence is found in the verse riff of Minor Threat’s “Guilty of 

Being White,” which contains two gestures: an initial motion G–D and a transposed version (T3) 

B-flat–F (Figure 2.53). In videos of the band, it is clear that the guitarist follows the same 

physical pattern for both gestures, as G to D is played from the sixth string/ third fret to the fifth 

string/fifth fret. This motion is then literally transposed up three frets, as shown in Figure 2.53b. 

If there were no documentary evidence of how this riff is played, one might assume that it was 

performed differently, as the rising fifth in each gesture can be played on a single string, on the 

sixth string for G–D and on the fifth string for B-flat–F (see Figure 2.53c). However, I should 

point out that, given the fast tempo of this song, the motion would require very quick and 

accurate motions. This is not to say that it could not be accomplished, but it would be quite 

difficult and somewhat awkward to navigate.  
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(a) 

 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 

 

Figure 2.53: Verse riff (0:02ff.) notation (a), fretboard motions (b), and alternative fretboard 
motions (c), “Guilty of Being White” (Minor Threat), [x-T3x] 

 

 The overall sense of this riff is one of accruing motion, which is due to the shift in 

positions on the guitar as well as the pitches: the rising fifth of each gesture gains momentum, 

waiting for an arrival point. There is also a register gap that is opened up, as the last chord of the 

riff, F3, is left “hanging” as it immediately drops back down. The accruing tension is only abated 

upon the final motion of the chorus’s gesture, in which closure is attained upon the arrival of G: 
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Figure 2.54: Chorus riff (0:12ff.), “Guilty of Being White” (Minor Threat) 

 

 Minor Threat uses this structure in many of their riffs, particularly on their first EP, Minor 

Threat, in which four of eight songs include some type of model and sequence. Another example 

from that EP is in the chorus riff of “Screaming at a Wall,” in which the initial gesture is 

followed by a T3 version in the final two measures (see Figure 2.55). 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.55: Chorus riff (0:15ff.) notation (a) and fretboard motions (b), 
“Screaming At A Wall” (Minor Threat), [x-T3x] 
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Here, the tempo is slower and the physical gestures much closer together, as the first measure in 

each gesture is played on the fifth string and the second measure on the sixth string (see Figure 

2.55b). The drop to the sixth string is highlighted by the termination of vocal lines as well as a 

snare roll. This is also an excellent example of a drum technique discussed earlier: when a 

drummer performs a 3+3+2 grouping with a series of punctuations rather than a D-beat pattern, 

the surrounding measures also typically shed any kind of standard pattern, instead moving to a 

fill or other devices to create accents, such as a series of crash cymbal attacks.29 

 When model and sequence occurs on larger levels, entire riffs are subject to transposition. 

For instance, the verse of Black Flag’s “Thirsty and Miserable” is in three parts and is 

characterized by an initial riff, a transposed version of the riff (T3), and a return to the riff at its 

original pitch level (see Figure 2.56, which shows only the model and sequence). The 

transposition up by a minor third is performed with the same physical gestures and the drums 

highlight the similarities by maintaining the same patterns as well. 

 

(a) 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

29 There is an additional point to be made about the performance of rhythms such as 3+3+2, as, depending on the 
performance (i.e., studio recording vs. live performance), I can hear the first measure as 3+3+2 or as 1+2+1 in live 
performances. In a recent cover of this song, the band Thrice plays the measure with a triplet division, creating a 
third option. 
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(b) 

 

Figure 2.56: Verse riffs (0:08ff.) notation (a) and fretboard motions (b), 
“Thirsty and Miserable” (Black Flag), [X-T3X]  

 
 

 The Dead Kennedys also use model and sequence to construct entire sections, particularly 

in songs on their first album Fresh Fruit for Rotting Vegetables. For instance, the second 

iteration of the chorus riff in “When Ya Get Drafted” is transposed up by a perfect fourth (T5) 

before returning to the original pitch level (see Figure 2.57). The riff is comprised of three 

presentations of a one-measure motion F-sharp–G–E, with an additional measure of F-sharp at 

the end, and in the first two lines of text, this is played twice (4+4). While the first chorus in the 

song ends at this point, in the second chorus, the section is expanded by transposing the gesture 

up a perfect fourth (T5), which—as guitarists will realize—is very easy, as it involves the same 

pattern played on the exact same fret, only now placed on the fifth string. Moreover, that the 

final E and A of each gesture are played on open strings makes this even easier. Following a 

single presentation of the gesture at T5, the riff returns to the original pitch level and the chorus 

ends. 

 This process is also at work in the following section of “When Ya Get Drafted,” as the solo 

first includes a riff moving B–C–G-sharp before transposing it up a fourth (T5) (see Figure 2.58). 

Whereas earlier model and sequence examples also contained an exact sequence with regard to a 

guitarist’s physical motions, here the process is different, as the motion up to G-sharp in the 

model is altered to motion down to C-sharp in the transposed version. Despite this difference, the 

pitch similarities are such that I am inclined to view (and hear) the distribution as model and 

sequence, as the pathway is at least similar in contour on a guitar’s fretboard. 
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Figure 2.57: Second chorus riff (0:46ff.), “When Ya Get Drafted” (Dead Kennedys), [X-T5X-X’] 

 

(a) 
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(b) 

 
 

Figure 2.58: Solo riffs (1:00ff.) notation (a) and fretboard motions (b),  
“When Ya Get Drafted” (Dead Kennedys), [X-T5X’] 

 
 

 The unifying principle in all of these examples is a basic notion of model and sequence. 

Whether this occurs within a riff or is used as a device in the deployment of riffs over the course 

of a single section, the process is both figurative and literal: pitches, as well as positions on a 

guitar are transposed. Contour moves from a metaphorical realm to a physical one, as up/down 

becomes coupled with toward and away from one’s body. While the previous four riff schemes 

are found in a majority of the riffs examined for this chapter, there are others that depart from 

these schemes, and it is to this group that I now turn. 

2.3.3 One-Part and Two-Part Riff Structures 

 The main difference between the earlier riffs and those that I discuss here is that the former 

include some type of repetition and change, either within a riff itself, or in the repetition of riffs 

over the course of a section; the riffs discussed in this section may be considered “unique” in that 

they include no type of inner repetition in their construction, nor any kind of change in their 

deployment over the course of a song section. Despite this, these riffs do exhibit enough 

similarities to group them into several types, each defined by the number of gestures within each 

riff. In this section, I will examine the most common types: riffs that reflect one- or two-part 

structures. As with the riffs discussed previously, two- and four-measure riffs are most common, 

and here I will discuss both, beginning with four-measure riffs.  

 Consider the verse riff from Black Flag’s “Padded Cell,” in which there are two distinct 

gestures. The riff begins with a gesture on the sixth string before shifting up to begin a new 

gesture on the fifth string (see Figure 2.59). The two-part structure of this riff is emphasized in 

several ways: the guitar begins in a low register (all played as a melody on the sixth string) 
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before moving to a higher register (all played as power chords on the fifth string), and the 

drumming pattern is in flux in the first two measures (i.e., alternation of crash cymbals and hi-hat 

to snare roll), but achieves a more consistent pattern in the latter two with an altered D-beat. 

 

(a) 

 
 

(b) 

 
 
 

Figure 2.59: Verse riff (0:06ff.) notation (a) and fretboard motions (b), “Padded Cell” (Black Flag)30 

 

A similar example is found in the verses of Bad Brains’ “Don’t Need It.” Here, each part is 

characterized by a measure of even rhythm, followed by a measure of 3+3+2 grouping (see 

Figure 2.60). In addition to the rhythmic grouping in the guitar, the drums add to the two-part 

structure by emphasizing the D-beat pattern with crash cymbals in measures two and four. 

Further, I hear the entrances of D in measures 2 and 4 as arrivals, particularly upon subsequent 

repetitions of the riff; the E and C-sharp seem to wrap around D, creating the feeling of two 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

30 It is also interesting to note that each gesture includes motion on the same frets, but in different orderings. I did 
not notice this aspect when only performing the riff; rather, only upon plotting out the motions on the fretboard 
above did I recognize this similarity. 
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separate approaches: E–D and C-sharp–D. This sense of arrival is also present in the vocals, as 

each line terminates upon the entrances of D.31 

 

 

Figure 2.60: Verse riff (0:13ff.), “Don’t Need It” (Bad Brains) 

 

 Other riffs contain only one gesture, creating a one-part structure, as in the verse riff of 

Minor Threat’s “Betray” (Figure 2.61). The first two measures of this riff function as a strong 

upbeat, as the song’s intro firmly established an E pitch-class center, with B here acting as a 

dominant. Following the eighth-note attacks on B, the rests give the impression of the gesture 

being put on pause, awaiting the opportunity to complete the motion. This feeling is also a result 

of the snare roll, so often used in fills to anticipate the arrival of a downbeat, as well as the loss 

of the downbeat at the beginning of measure 2. The vocalist participates as well—at least in the 

very first iteration of the riff at the beginning of the verse—as he holds out the first word 

(“Maybe”) over the rests. Thus, when the gesture continues in the second measure, it begins on a 

metrically weak beat, creating anticipation, and this is abated only upon the arrival of E in the 

third measure, which is metrically, registrally, and tonally marked. Moreover, the drums shift to 

a standard pattern, emphasizing the tactus with even rhythms. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

31 Although one might wish to interpret this riff as reflecting a statement and varied repetition riff scheme, with the 
“varied repetition” occurring as an inversion, this overlooks the physical basis of my schemes. That is, in a scheme 
such as statement and varied repetition, the most integral feature is the literal return to the first chord of the gesture 
in the second half of a two-part structure. This also speaks to the more general nature of one- and two-part 
structures: the difference between “Don’t Need It” and examples of the statement and varied repetition scheme is 
that, while former is distinctive only as a two-part structure, the latter are additionally defined by a more specific 
pattern of organization (i.e., the riff scheme). 
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Figure 2.61: Verse riff (0:14ff.), “Betray” (Minor Threat) 

 

While the initial lyric of every verse is delivered with a pause between the first word and the rest 

of the line, the anticipatory nature of the first two measures is somewhat lessened in the lines 

following, as the vocalist speaks over the pause. In the verse of Black Flag’s “Clocked In,” the 

opposite occurs, as the singer articulates the entire line, coinciding the conclusion of the line with 

the arrival of the final chord of the riff: 

 

(a) 

 
 

(b) 

 
 

Figure 2.62: Verse riff (0:00ff.) notation (a) and fretboard motions (b), “Clocked In” (Black Flag) 
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As with “Betray,” the arrival on G is marked metrically and in terms of register. Just as there was 

a brief metric “disruption” in that example, here there is a similar effect, which I hear as a 

rhythmic grouping of 4+3+2+3 or perhaps 4+3+2+1+2 (in part because in the final group of 

attacks on D, I would begin with an upstroke strum), but have notated as a measure of 4/4 

followed by a measure of 2/4. As shown in the transcription, the drums begin an altered D-beat 

pattern, a two-measure gesture; I expect to hear another full measure of 4/4 because of this. 

However, the measure is truncated, which is highlighted by the double snare attack instead of a 

kick drum attack in position 2. Following this truncation, the articulation of the downbeat in the 

following measure provides metric security, particularly because the drums begin a standard 

pattern, which reinforces the meter. The arrival is also marked registrally, as G2 is the lowest 

pitch in the passage. 

 While the above discussion has focused on basic principles at work in four-measure riffs, I 

now turn my attention to riffs that are two measures long. Two-measure riffs are equally 

common as four-measure riffs and are often constructed in similar ways. There is one particular 

strategy that seems to be present only in riffs of two measures, however, and this involves the 

presentation of a single chord, followed by a period of motion in the following measure that 

completes the single gesture. Out of the four bands in this study, Minor Threat uses this most 

often, as in the chorus of “Seeing Red”:   

 

 

Figure 2.63: Chorus riff (0:25ff.), “Seeing Red” (Minor Threat) 

 

I hear the first measure as rest because of the single attack in the guitar as well as the vocalist’s 

presentation of a single word (“Red”). In the following measure, the riff begins to move and the 

rest of the title lyric is presented. The single attack in the first measure holds semantic 

significance as well, as it serves to punctuate the song’s main idea: anger (i.e., seeing red). 
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 The 3+3+2 grouping in the second measure is also common in Minor Threat’s uses of riffs 

such as these. The chorus riff in their song “Look Back and Laugh” is similarly constructed, 

including the exact same pitches in the second half (Figure 2.64). 

 

 

Figure 2.64: Chorus riff (1:35ff.), “Look Back and Laugh” (Minor Threat) 

 

The accent occurs on beat 2 and, again, is the site of a focused vocal presentation, a single word 

in this case. The second half is left open, providing space in which to clearly hear the ending of 

the gesture. 

 While the preceding riffs do not follow any particular scheme, they still exhibit a few 

similar qualities that are determined by the number of gestures and length of the riffs. The main 

difference between these riffs and those discussed earlier is the inclusion of repetition and 

change, either within a riff itself, or between a riff’s initial and subsequent presentations. These 

two types are united, however, by considering their performance, the series of motions a guitarist 

must make in navigating the pitches and rhythms. Indeed, throughout this chapter, I have tried to 

emphasize the body’s role in creating music. Hardcore punk music embraces the body, as 

performers play with exaggerated motions and listeners dance, or simply bob their head, and I 

have tried to capture this in the formation and description of my schemes and patterns. 

 

2.4 Multi-Schemed and/or Complex Riffs 

 

While most riffs can be described using only one of the above schemes or structures, 

there are others that are not so clear-cut. Indeed, some riffs appear to reflect one scheme when 

viewing their internal organization, but another when taking a more global perspective of how 

they are deployed throughout a song. Other riffs appear as alterations of one of the above 

schemes. In this section, I will address four riffs that fall into these categories, as each may be 



 

 94 

interpreted in two ways whether one wishes to view them on a small- or large-scale; or, they 

require a more detailed examination to determine their type: “Sob Story” by Minor Threat, 

“Police Story” by Black Flag, “Religious Vomit” by the Dead Kennedys, and 

“Supertouch/Shitfit” by Bad Brains. 

2.4.1 “Sob Story” (Minor Threat) 

Minor Threat’s “Sob Story” is from their 1983 EP Out of Step. While the entire song 

includes a variety of riff schemes, I would like to focus on the chorus riff, which at first glance, 

does not appear to follow any scheme at all. The notation and fretboard motions are given in 

Figure 2.65. 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.65: Chorus riff notation (a) and fretboard motions (b), “Sob Story” (Minor Threat), [x-y,T-5y] 

 

Overall, this riff is characterized by its development from a series of even rhythms to a 3+3+2 

grouping in the final two measures, as well as an increase in harmonic rhythm. Due to the motion 

from even to syncopated rhythms, increased harmonic rhythm, and the way the riff is performed 
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on a guitar, I consider it to reflect a two-part structure that involves three gestures: B–F-sharp 

and D–B, A–F-sharp. However, in viewing this riff on a guitar’s fretboard, there is a sense of 

inner repetition in the second half: the gestures D–B and A–F-sharp are both played on the sixth 

string and include the same direction and distance to be covered (i.e., down by three frets). Thus, 

this riff reflects a statement and terminal repetition scheme, in which an opening motion leads to 

a repetition of gestures at the end. The drums add to this feeling by performing the exact same 

pattern of attacks during the 3+3+2 grouping. Further, these gestures are related by pitch as well, 

as they both include a descending motion by minor third. In taking the first gesture as the model, 

the second gesture would be related by T-5. Despite a first impression that this riff was organized 

solely as a two-part structure, there are actually two additional aspects of organization, or so I 

have proposed: there is a sense of inner repetition that is characteristic of riffs based upon 

statement and terminal repetition, but also a sense of model and sequence, as the repetitions are 

related by transposition in terms of pitch and placement on the fretboard. The combination of 

terminal repetition and model and sequence give this riff a depth that is not always present in 

hardcore riffs. 

2.4.2 “Police Story” (Black Flag) 

“Police Story” is from Damaged, Black Flag’s 1982 debut LP, and here, I would like to 

focus on the chorus riff. Upon first hearing, it is apparent that the riff is organized according to a 

repetition and change scheme, as a motion from C to D is repeated three times before leaping 

down to B-flat. All of the chords are played on the sixth string, making the motion to B-flat 

somewhat exaggerated, as it requires a leap spanning three frets, but also because of its “early” 

entrance in attack position 8 (see Figure 2.66). The arrival of B-flat is also punctuated by the 

drums—which move from a pattern on the toms, snare, and kick to a standard pattern on the hi-

hat, snare, and kick—but also by the vocalist, whose phrase ending coincides with the end of the 

gesture. After completing the motion to B-flat, the band begins playing a second iteration of the 

riff. While the opening, repeated gesture from C to D remains the same, upon reaching B-flat the 

riff begins an expansion, as it moves back-and-forth between B-flat and G. Following this, the 

music returns to the verse riff, which begins on G. 
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(a) 
 

 
 
 

 
(b) 
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(c) 

  

Figure 2.66: Chorus riff notation (a), and first gesture (b) and second gesture (c) fretboard 
motions, “Police Story” (Black Flag), [X(x,x,x’-y)-X’(x,x,x’-y)!] 

 
 

In looking at the chorus riff on a larger scale, it appears as if it is organized according to a 

statement and varied repetition with expansion scheme, with the first iteration serving as the first 

half (i.e., the statement) and the second as the repetition with expansion. My labeling of 

[X(x,x,x’-y)-X’(x,x,x’-y)!] reflects this binary view of the riff, as the large-scale letters [X-

X’!] show the statement and varied repetition structure, while the inner letters (x,x,x’-y) reflect 

the sense of repetition and change. While a majority of statement and varied repetition schemes 

in hardcore operate on a larger level, as is the case here, they are seldom articulated with 

groupings of individual gestures that reflect their own basis in another riff scheme. In this regard, 

“Police Story” is noteworthy. 

2.4.3 “Religious Vomit” (Dead Kennedys) 

The verse riff from the Dead Kennedys’ “Religious Vomit” presents one of the most 

expanded riffs in all of the music examined for this dissertation. Indeed, what begins as a four-

measure gesture undergoes a series of developments that lead to a nineteen-measure verse. The 

riff begins with two iterations of the motion G–B-flat–A–F, all played on the sixth string. The 

riff is also characterized by the vocalist’s presentation, whose ending coincides with the arrival 

of F in each iteration (see Figure 2.67). After the second iteration, the gesture appears to begin 

again, but the riff and vocals continue onward, presenting lyrics and repetitions of the basic 

gesture at a faster rate (see Figure 2.68). 

  The guitar and bass first move to a new gesture involving C, B-flat, and A, which is 

followed by another gesture involving F, A, and G. These two new gestures are then repeated 
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before the verse comes to an end. I consider these to be two separate gestures because of the 

lyrics, which proceed at a rate of one line per gesture, but also because of the rhythmic accents, 

which highlight the first chord of each: C and F. In viewing the riff as a whole, it appears that 

there are two different schemes at work: the riff begins as a repetition and change with 

expansion, but, upon the expansion, the repetitions give it a sense of a statement and terminal 

repetition scheme because of the reiterated gestures C–B-flat–A and F–A–G. Labeling the entire 

section as [x,x,x’(y-z,y-z)!] captures this sense, as the first two iterations of the “x” gesture (G–

B-flat–A–F) follow the same periodicity, but upon the third iteration, it is expanded by 

introducing two additional gestures, each unique in their identity and both repeated. The length 

to which this riff is expanded is quite unique in hardcore, as most expansions do not result in 

more than an eight-measure phrase. 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 2.67: First gesture of verse riff, notation (a) and fretboard motions (b),  
“Religious Vomit” (Dead Kennedys) 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 

 

Figure 2.68: Second and third gestures of verse riff, notation (a) and fretboard motions (b, c), 
“Religious Vomit” (Dead Kennedys), all three gestures: [x,x,x’(y-z,y-z)!] 
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2.4.4 “Supertouch/Shitfit” (Bad Brains) 

Although it was recorded and is often performed as a single song, “Supertouch/Shitfit” is 

typically listed on Bad Brains’ recordings as two separate works, at least in the lyric sheets. 

Here, I would like to focus on the second half, “Shitfit,” and in particular the bridge. On the 

surface, the section appears to be organized by a model and series of sequences: the first gesture 

moves C–C-sharp before undergoing transposition for the presentations D-sharp–E, B–C, and C-

sharp–D, finally ending on a low E after twenty-nine measures (see Figures 2.69 and 2.70). 

I should note that the sequences are at somewhat of a higher level, as the first gesture 

lasts for eight measures and its end coincides with a set of lyrics; a pause in all of the instruments 

highlights this moment.  The same occurs at the end of the next gesture, which begins on D-

sharp, having undergone a T3 transformation. Further, both gestures are played on the fifth string, 

indicating that they, too, are related by a kind of transposition. The ending of the second gesture 

is again followed by a pause, after which it moves to B, five frets down from the ending pitch E 

and begins another gesture, now at T-1x. There is a difference in this presentation, however: 

whereas the earlier gestures were each followed by a pause and the vocals were presented in 

short fragments, here the opposite occurs. Indeed, the number of repetitions is also cut short, as 

B–C is played twice before sequencing up to C-sharp. 

 

(a) 
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(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.69: First two gestures of bridge riff, notation (a) and fretboard motions (b), 
 “Shitfit” (Bad Brains), [x-T3x] 

 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 2.70: Third and fourth gestures of bridge riff, notation (a) and fretboard diagram (b), 
“Shitfit” (Bad Brains), [T-1x-T1x] 
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 While the surface of this section appears to be organized as model and sequence, looking 

at the large-scale features shows another organizational scheme. Despite their differences in 

pitch and fretboard location, the first two gestures (C–C-sharp and D-sharp–E) are repetitions in 

a sense: they share the same immediate motion on the fretboard (i.e., up by a fret), rhythm, and 

are accompanied by similar vocal presentations as well as a measure of rest following their 

iterations. When B arrives, it appears that the band will present another modified repetition, but 

in this case, there are changes, as the length of each gesture’s presentation has been shortened 

from eight measures to four and, upon the arrival of C-sharp, the guitarist moves to playing 

melodically and not with power chords. Further, whereas the first two gestures were separated, 

sounding as distinct phrases, here the motions B–C and C-sharp–D form a more continuous 

pairing. These two gestures lead to an arrival at the end of the section on low E, which is 

sustained for three measures before moving to another section in the song. If we consider the 

first two gestures to be repetitions, they set up a periodicity of 8+8. Although the following two 

gestures are shorted in terms of their individual lengths of presentation (i.e., each is played 

twice), they are musically connected such that they combine to create an eleven-measure phrase. 

Thus, the overall presentation of measures follows 8+8+11, and if we accept that the sequences 

in this case are modified repetitions, then an overall scheme of repetition and change with 

expansion is quite noticeable, and is reflected in the labeling [x-T3x-(T-1x-T1x)!]. 

 Throughout this section, I have tried to highlight the diversity of riffs; that is, they do not 

always reflect only one particular scheme. In moving from the level of individual gestures to 

their groupings as riffs and then as sections, various developments and processes impart different 

qualities. However, all of these riffs share the most basic principle at work in riff schemes: 

repetition and change at the level of the riff or on a larger scale. Even the statement and varied 

repetition and model and sequence schemes are subject to this. In a riff reflecting a statement and 

varied repetition scheme, the second half begins as a repetition, but is altered such that it 

provides the riff with an ending; in a riff based on model and sequence, repetition occurs as a 

result of fretboard motions, which are transposed to begin on a different fret. In identifying and 

understanding the basic types that I have outlined in this chapter, one is able to then look at 

larger structures and begin to understand how important individual gestures are in the creation of 

hardcore songs. 
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2.5 Conclusions 

 

 As writer and hardcore fan Mark Jenkins points out, “Hardcore in general seemed the 

least funky music ever played on guitar…To a certain extent I think it’s the effect of 

streamlining—just taking all the syncopation out of it, turning it into a blur” (Azerrad 2001, 

131). While I would argue that hardcore does include much syncopation, I cannot dispute the rest 

of Jenkins’ quote. Indeed, I believe that playing hardcore on a guitar is quite “un-funky,” but I 

think that this comes about because of the syncopations that are built in to so many riffs. 

Although there is nothing inherently “un-funky” about a rhythm such as 3+3+2, the way that 

hardcore bands use this rhythm displaces its propensity for “creating its own kind of evenness” 

as it occurs as a disruption to the metrical surface. It is helpful to remember that 3+3+2 typically 

follows one or more measures of evenly-grouped 4/4; hardcore bands do not use repeated 

gestures involving this rhythm as the basis for creating groove. In so doing, 3+3+2 really is felt 

with two accents and an unaccented anacrusis as opposed to a strong beat followed by two 

weaker articulations, as the case would be in a song in which the diatonic rhythm served as an 

ostinato. Instead, it is used for its potential to punctuate, and these punctuations often include 

physical gestures as well. One only need view the various videos mentioned throughout this 

chapter to see how hardcore songs are navigated physically; head-banging, sharp and focused 

attacks on the drums, and exaggerated motions of all sorts are built into most hardcore riffs. 

 These rhythmic items highlight the importance of body and physical action in writing and 

performing hardcore music. As I have argued in this chapter, while one may focus specifically 

on pitch or rhythm, examining a riff within the context of its performance on the guitar 

highlights structural aspects that neither pitch nor rhythm alone can account for. I have discussed 

this in relation to general notions of physical motion and gesture, and have developed a detailed 

taxonomy of organizational schemes. As stated at the outset of this chapter, my purpose was 

really quite simple: to find out how bands typically organize their riffs as well as the presentation 

of those riffs. This has included discussions of both local (i.e., construction of a riff) and large-

scale (i.e., distribution of riffs) features. Repetition is one of the most important features of my 

schemes, whether it is repetition within a riff or repetition of a riff. The process of segmenting 

the parts of a riff is largely influenced by how riffs are performed, which led to my focus on 

gesture. With an additional ear toward pitch, rhythm, and other instruments, my schemes 
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represent more than just categories of riffs; they are ultimately categories of grooves as well, for 

it is the “tapestry” of all the aforementioned items that creates distinctiveness between verses and 

choruses as well as songs, bands, and, ultimately, style. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

FORM AND FUNCTION IN HARDCORE SONGS 

 

A composition is the representation of a multi-staged strategy—engineered by the composer in dialogue with 
generic norms—by which the work’s ESC [essential structural close] can be planned for, set up, and, in most cases, 
attained (and then, hopefully, held onto). 

Hepokoski and Darcy, Elements of Sonata Theory (2006, 250) 

 
During rehearsals, I’d say daft things like, “Where do I come in?,” and Chuck [Dukowski, bassist of Black Flag] 
would just look at me and say, ‘I’ll just go ‘doo-doo-doo’ a few times and you jump in…Whenever…it feels 
right…it’s easy dude…’ “But where do these choruses come in? How do I know the difference between a verse and 
a chorus?” ‘Oh, just feel it,’ said Greg [Ginn, guitarist of Black Flag]. 

Brendan Mullen, quoted in Spray Paint the Walls: The Story of Black Flag (2009, 163)
1
 

 

 

3.1 Introduction 

 

 The above quotations highlight two apparently different approaches to understanding 

music: the first focuses on the composer and the music as object whereas the second speaks to 

the body and phenomenology. While Hepokoski and Darcy’s sonata theory is concerned with 

how a composer interacted with a set of generic norms, Greg Ginn urges listeners (and 

performers) to “just feel it.” Although the approaches outlined by Ginn and Hepokoski and 

Darcy exhibit some differences, they are similar in that they each address generic norms. That is, 

they both describe an understanding of music that depends on competency within a given style: 

while Hepokoski and Darcy focus on the composer, Ginn focuses on the listener and performer. 

Each approach has its benefits. The former allows a listener to reflect on what he or she has 

heard, making decisions as to how a piece of music is constructed. It is also helpful as a 

comparative approach, as it addresses similarities and differences between different 

compositional executions of a single medium, such as a song. As I will argue, hardcore was not 

created from nothing; rather, its participants were familiar with other styles of rock as well as 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1 Chick 2010, 163. Brendan Mullen was the owner of the LA club, the Masque, which operated in the late 1970s. 
For a very brief time (one show), he was the vocalist for Black Flag. In this quotation, he is discussing his first 
experience practicing with the band. 
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formal terminology.2 By approaching form in hardcore via a process of comparison, one begins 

to understand how things changed from, say, the Beatles to Black Flag. Moreover, this serves as 

an entrance into a defining aspect of hardcore, the characterization of which is guided by 

questions such as, “what, if anything, did hardcore bands do differently when they wrote songs?”  

 The latter quotation, by Ginn, is also a productive approach to take; how does 

experiencing form aid in analysis? Ginn seems to imply that the musical characteristics will be 

so obvious that anyone with stylistic competence will be able to easily anticipate where the 

sections divisions lie. The task for an analyst, then, is to determine the typical stylistic features of 

form in hardcore that allow a listener to “feel” the flow of any given song, and this is a primary 

task of the present chapter. There are many discussions below that are based on my own 

experiences in performing and listening to this music. In attempting to apply “feel” in the 

analysis of form, I focus on the functions of formal sections, their apparent purpose. For 

example, some sections serve to connect two passages (i.e., I feel as if the music is moving 

somewhere), whereas others serve as arrival points (i.e., I feel that the music has entered a major 

section). Each function carries with it a particular feeling that it arouses in me, and I discuss 

these in relation to song lyrics, melody, harmony, rhythm/meter, as well as texture, timbre, 

general recording practices, and performance. 

 In order to balance these approaches, I begin by reviewing other scholars’ work on form 

in rock music, particularly their definitions and their thoughts about what constitutes various 

formal sections. While many of these writings begin with definitions of the functions of 

individual sections, I will refrain from this practice for the most part. Instead, I will present 

several sections in combination, many of which are common not only to hardcore, but to rock 

music in general. Several individual sections will be defined within the following combinations: 

verse-chorus, verse-prechorus-chorus, and verse + refrain. I do this for a few reasons. First, as we 

will see, many of these sections are defined in relation to one another, both in terms of sound and 

function. Thus, by discussing them in tandem, one can gain a better picture of the differences 

that serve to define them. And, secondly, these combinations are very common in hardcore, 

serving as archetypes for the style. That is, nearly every hardcore song has at least one iteration 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

2
 Although they are used loosely, formal terms such as “verse,” “chorus,” and “bridge” often crop up in band 

interviews as well as in lyric sheets that accompany many recordings. With regard to the latter, “chorus” is typically 

the only section labeled by the band, as it is often used as a substitute for repetitions of a chorus’s invariant text. 
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of one of the above combinations.3 Riff construction and deployment are integral to 

understanding how songs move from one section to another and, while they will not be the focus 

of this chapter, I will bring them up when relevant. 

Overall, the exposition of formal sections follows a phenomenological experience 

through a song, as I will start by discussing how songs begin (i.e., introductions), and then move 

to the above combinations. Following this, I will define other sections that appear in many 

hardcore songs, including the bridge (which, as I will define it, includes interludes and solos) as 

well as how songs end (e.g., outros, codas). There is one specific formal section that is unique to 

hardcore and will require a bit more discussion: the breakdown. As I will define it, the 

breakdown is a contrasting section, which is characterized both by a halving of the tempo and its 

placement near the end of a song, or at the very end. In discussing all of these formal sections, 

my main goal is to work toward a generalized set of criteria for descriptions that better reflect 

hardcore practices. 

3.1.1 Review of Relevant Literature 

 Form in popular music has been dealt with in a number of scholarly works, particularly in 

recent years. Throughout this chapter I will refer to seven authors whose work on form has dealt 

with specific repertoires from a number of eras. Despite the diverse range of music discussed, 

many of their approaches—with a little reshaping—are applicable to hardcore. Obviously, when 

Walter Everett wrote his books on the Beatles, his view of form was drawn from that band’s 

music and is a productive method of analysis for his target repertoire.4 Many of the nuances in 

his formal theory are simply not relevant to hardcore, but one should not expect them to be, for 

different genres and eras produced bands and listeners that had quite different expectations. Both 

composers wrote pieces that reflect “sonata form,” but each achieved this form in different ways. 

I argue that the same is true with regard to form in popular music, particularly rock: while one 

may find a verse-chorus pattern in the Beatles and in Bad Brains, the effect is different. This is 

due to a range of factors, including lyrics, melody, harmony, rhythm and meter, phrase structure, 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

3 My practice of discussing sections in combination is similar to that found in Walsh 2002 and Summach 2010. 
Further, this framing of verse, prechorus, chorus, and refrain reflects a general similarity to Hepokoski and Darcy’s 
principle of rotational form, a byproduct of modular assembly: “the forging of a succession of short, section-specific 
musical units (spaces of action) linked together into an ongoing linear chain—pressing down and connecting one 
appropriately stylized musical tile after another” (2006, 15–16). In rock music, “short, section-specific musical 
units” are verses and choruses. Thus, each iteration of a verse-chorus (or verse-prechorus-chorus, or verse-refrain) 
combination constitutes a rotation. 
4 See Everett 1999 and 2001. 
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timbre, and texture. Nonetheless, I will borrow from and adapt freely ideas and theories from the 

following authors, primarily drawing from their definitions of formal sections. 

 As mentioned above, Walter Everett’s books on the Beatles provided a much-needed 

explication of formal sections in popular music. These were followed up by his Foundations of 

Rock (2009), which expands the repertoire to include music from the earliest forms of rock and 

roll through the late 1960s. In addition to his comments on the particular formal strategies at 

work in individual songs, he includes an in-depth discussion of the main formal sections, 

including verse, refrain, chorus, and bridge. As hardcore is a form of rock music, and Everett’s 

book details much of rock’s historical practices, it serves as an excellent reference to which I 

compare practices in hardcore. 

 Ken Stephenson’s What to Listen For in Rock (2002) also includes a chapter devoted to 

form in rock and pop music. Like Everett, Stephenson includes discussions of the main formal 

sections, but also goes on to include larger, overall forms, such as strophic, rounded binary, 

verse-chorus-bridge, and compound binary. At times, it is difficult to discern just what 

constitutes rock music to Stephenson, as noted by Shaugn O’Donnell in his review of the book.5 

Indeed, in comparing disparate styles that may not all conform to notions of “rock music,” some 

of Stephenson’s points are not as incisive, as they are broadened in order to account for the 

music he examines. Despite this problem, he does include definitions and examples of formal 

sections as well as larger forms, and it is to these I will refer. 

 Similar to Stephenson, John Covach takes a “top-down” approach to form in his “Form in 

Rock Music: A Primer,” which is included in Deborah Stein’s Engaging Music: Essays in Music 

Analysis (2005). While the scale of study is much smaller—a single chapter—Covach’s primary 

goal is to outline several basic overall forms he finds in rock music. These include the twelve-bar 

blues, AABA, verse-chorus form, and compound AABA. While Covach does not provide 

definitions of individual sections in his chapter, there are entries for verse, chorus, bridge, and 

refrain in the book’s glossary, and his discussion of large forms is lucid and, in parts, applicable 

to hardcore.  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

5 As O’Donnell (2006) points out: “Two of the most important styles within rock, metal and punk, are dismissed 
almost entirely. While some rockers would question whether many of Stephenson’s selections—Diana Ross, Lionel 
Richie, and Amy Grant to mention a few—are rock, no rocker, regardless of personal taste, would dispute heavy 
metal’s status as rock music” (138). 
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 Closely related to Covach’s approach is Anna Stephan-Robinson’s 2009 dissertation on 

form in Paul Simon’s music. Much of her work is concerned with how Simon relied on the basic 

large forms outlined by Covach as well as how Simon adapted these to his own artistic needs. 

Stephan-Robinson also includes detailed discussions of individual formal sections, many of 

which are generalized enough to be applicable to hardcore. Most importantly, throughout her 

analyses of Simon’s more formally adventurous songs, Stephan-Robinson generalizes notions of 

“verse” and “chorus” in order to get at their most essential qualities. This allows her to 

understand how Simon manipulated these common sections while still retaining some sort of 

innate “verse-ness” or “chorus-ness.” In this chapter, I follow a similar approach to 

understanding formal sections in hardcore. 

 In his work on U2, Chris Endrinal (2008) also includes a chapter devoted to form. While 

he focuses on the particular practices of U2, he also presents yet another set of definitions of 

common formal sections. Endrinal’s primary contribution is an attempt to work out the 

problematic notion of “bridge” with regard to more recent popular music. While he dispenses 

entirely with the term and replaces it with his own “interverse,” much of the discussion is 

relevant to understanding the variety of approaches a band or songwriter may follow in 

constructing a contrasting section. Below, I will provide a similar engagement with the problem 

of “bridge” in relation to hardcore. 

 Brad Osborn’s recent dissertation (2010) on form in twenty-first century rock music is 

particularly relevant to my work with hardcore, as many of the bands he discusses reflect 

practices that I am studying. Osborn begins by defining song sections as either autonomous or 

non-autonomous in a manner similar to A.B. Marx’s distinction between Gang and Satz. 

Autonomous sections include verses and choruses, while prechoruses, transitions, and bridges 

are non-autonomous, as they serve to connect autonomous sections. Further, this leads Osborn to 

move to a notion of “bridge” as a function rather than a distinct section, thus allowing a variety 

of music to be covered by the term, including interludes, solos, and instrumental verses. As I will 

argue, this view aids in describing the hardcore practice of presenting two or more iterations of a 

verse-chorus combination and following that with some type of contrasting section, which does 

not always fall into traditional notions of a bridge. Indeed, much of Osborn’s dissertation deals 

with defining form based on the function of particular sections—including a lengthy discussion 
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of ending functions in rock music—and much of my own work below is based on the 

innovations that he has presented. 

 Although I draw upon his work only briefly, I must acknowledge Mark Spicer’s 

“(Ac)cumulative Form in Pop-Rock Music” (2004a), not so much because it directly applies to 

hardcore practices, but because of his focus on the importance of texture in delineating formal 

procedures. In the article, Spicer examines the practice in which a song’s introduction only 

gradually comes into being with one instrument or textural layer entering at a time; only upon all 

of the entrances will listeners grasp a complete picture of the groove. Spicer then extends his 

discussion to songs that follow a similar procedure as a large-scale compositional tool. Such an 

extended progression of textural layers is not common in hardcore, but introductory 

accumulations, as well as songs that seem to constantly build towards the end can be found. 

 Each of the preceding authors discusses form in relation to his or her chosen repertoire of 

study. As such, many of the details in their definitions are not applicable to hardcore. While 

some sections are rather straightforward, such as introductions, others require recourse to 

scholarly literature, as is the case with verses and choruses. In approaching each section, I 

attempt to generalize the most essential features; this brings up what is different in hardcore 

while also providing a set of basic characteristics. After determining these, I present examples 

from the four main bands in this study. However, when I speak of a particular formal approach 

being “common” in hardcore, I am referring to a larger pool of bands and songs, which I have 

also consulted in compiling this information. 

 

3.2 Formal Sections and Functions 

 

 The following section examines formal sections in pairs and individually, as most 

definitions of formal sections in scholarly literature operate on a comparative basis, such as, for 

example, how a verse is more restrained than a chorus. Basic sections such as verses and 

choruses become grouped together and when they are repeated throughout a song, arise as 

rotations of that pair. For instance, a song might have three rotations of a verse-chorus 

combination, meaning that a verse is presented three times, and each verse is followed by a 

chorus. Further, this basic combination may be expanded with the addition of a prechorus or 

other transitional material. As stated above, I examine sections in combination in order to 
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highlight the relationships between them, which often aid in determining sectional function and 

type. While I deal with verses, choruses, and prechoruses, and refrains as rotational pairs, other 

sections, such as introductions, bridge material, and conclusions are discussed individually. 

3.2.1 Introductions 

 While many songs begin with the first verse or chorus entering right away, most hardcore 

songs include at least a small amount of introductory material. In general, there are two 

approaches to writing an introduction (or simply, “intro”): to present material that serves to “set 

the mood” for the song proper, or to present material that is contrasting to what will follow. In 

the first, bands may choose to present music that will recur—typically, playing an instrumental 

version of a later section—or music that will not recur, but, nonetheless, serves to establish the 

basic groove.6 Indeed, the former is the more common one, and within that group, most bands 

use the music from the verse as the basis for the introduction. “Jealous Again” by Black Flag 

serves as an example (see Figure 3.17). Here, the introduction is limited to two iterations of the 

verse’s riff, played by the unaccompanied guitar. At the end of the second iteration, the guitar is 

joined by the bass, which plays a descending scale, and the drums, which present a brief snare 

roll. This all serves to create anticipation, which is finally released upon the entrance of the 

singer in the third iteration of the riff. As shown in the waveform analysis, the texture is 

markedly different upon the beginning of the first verse. 

A more extended example of this type of introduction occurs in Minor Threat’s “No 

Reason,” in which there is a gradual accumulation of instruments before the singer enters (see 

Figure 3.2). The song opens with the bassist playing two iterations of the verse riff before being 

joined by the drums. After two more iterations, the guitars and singer enter, marking the 

beginning of the verse. This type of introduction includes a more gradual process of accruing 

energy and creating anticipation for the song. Mark Spicer (2004a) describes this as a 

“cumulative process of textural growth,” in which various instruments “are introduced one by 

one until the groove is complete.” Spicer also notes that this occurs most often at the beginnings 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

6 I follow Mark Spicer’s definition of groove: “the tapestry of riffs—usually played by the drums, bass, rhythm 
guitar, and/or keyboard in some combination—that work together to create the distinctive rhythmic/harmonic 
backdrop which identifies a song” (2004a, 30). 
7 Commonly described as a waveform diagram, this figure depicts an analysis of the dynamic levels of “Jealous 
Again.” The graphic shows amplitude over time, with larger sections equating to higher dynamic levels. In relation 
to “Jealous Again,” the dynamic range is relatively short, as the guitar is unaccompanied at the beginning. The latter 
portion, however—when the other instruments enter—shows a larger dynamic range (i.e., it is louder). 
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of songs and refers to such instances as reflecting an “accumulative” formal procedure.8 He goes 

on to relate such processes to the act of assembling a jigsaw puzzle, as only when all of the 

various layers are sounded together does one understand the “complete picture” of the groove 

(32–33). 

 

 

 

           Guitar------------------------------Bass/Drums/Vocals… 

 

Figure 3.1: Waveform analysis, intro to “Jealous Again” (Black Flag) 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

8 Spicer notes that this process may occur over the course of an entire song as well, in which case he refers to it as 
“cumulative.” 



 

 113 

 
      Bass------------Drums----------------------------------------------Guitar/Vocals 
 

Figure 3.2: Accumulative intro, “No Reason” (Minor Threat) 

 

 Other introductions present material that will not return in the song proper, such as Black 

Flag’s “American Waste.” The introduction here begins with an unaccompanied guitar, playing a 

riff that is opposed to all that will follow, at least in terms of its semantic character. The opening 

riff moves from A–D and is articulated with a staccato that serves to emphasize the second beat 

of each measure.9 This is quickly left as the guitar speeds up in its slide to B—notably, played 

melodically and not as a power chord—before ending on the open E string. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.3: Intro riff, “American Waste” (Black Flag) 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

9 It will be helpful to remember that when I list a pitch-class name, I am referring to a power chord, unless stated 
otherwise. Thus, when I say “A–D,” I mean to say that a power chord built on A moves to a power chord built on D. 
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This opening could be heard as an extended, functional progression in AM as I–IV–II–V, but it is 

displaced after the second iteration when the guitarist lingers on B and plays prominent upper-

neighbor motions to C, thereby creating an expansion. At this point the bass enters, doubling the 

guitar, and the drums play a snare roll, before finally launching into the verse. The contrast of 

this opening to the rest of the song (or the rest of the song to this opening) occurs on both the 

syntactic level as well as the semantic level. Syntactically, it moves from the “functional” 

progression of the opening (perhaps signifying “the past of rock”), to the modally-inflected riffs 

of the verse and chorus. Semantically, I take the initial riff to signify an older form of rock 

music, which becomes directly opposed by the entrance of the singer. That the song is called 

“American Waste” and deals with issues of alienation and a bleak outlook, one might interpret 

the introduction as serving a satiric purpose. 

 Another example in which the music of an introduction does not return can be found in 

Dead Kennedys’ “Religious Vomit.” Rather than beginning in an accumulative fashion, the 

music here includes the guitar, bass, and drums, playing homorhythmically, emphasizing the 

tritone motion in the riff, which moves from A-flat to D. The drummer accents the tritone motion 

by playing only kick drum and crash cymbals. 

 

 

 

Figure 3.4: Intro, “Religious Vomit” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

This opening is opposed by the following section (the chorus) in which the tempo nearly 

doubles, the rhythm becomes steady with a fast eighth-note pulse, and the tritone beginning gives 

way to a stepwise motion, D–E–F-sharp, creating an uncertain pitch center. Whereas the intro in 

“American Waste” might be viewed as ironic, in “Religious Vomit,” the tritone-emphasized 

beginning functions like a musical analogue to the lyrics, in which singer Jello Biafra presents a 

fairly straightforward condemnation of organized religions (i.e., they make him sick). 
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 Most introductions in hardcore are brief, usually presenting several iterations of a riff, as 

with those above, but there are some that become quite extended. In his dissertation on U2, 

Endrinal (2008) discusses such extended introductions, noting that, given the average length of 

pop and rock songs as lying around 3:30, an introduction lasting more than around 0:30 could be 

interpreted as extended (83).10 Hardcore songs—as opposed to most pop and rock songs—are 

short, most clocking in between 1:00 and 2:30. However, I would argue that “extended” in this 

case is not absolute to a particular quantitative percentage of the song’s overall timing. For 

instance, in Minor Threat’s “No Reason,” analyzed earlier in this section, the introduction lasts 

for 0:18 within a 2:00 song. While the introduction accounts for almost 10% of the song length, 

it doesn’t feel extended, perhaps because of the accumulative beginning.  

As an example of an extended introduction, I offer Black Flag’s “No More” (see Figure 

3.5).  

 

 
                  Intro-----------------------------------------------------Verse… 

 

 

Figure 3.5: Waveform analysis, “No More” (Black Flag) 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

10
 Endrinal bases his notion of “extended” on what is average in U2’s music. The average length of an introduction 

in their music is approximately 28 seconds; thus, anything over the average could be considered “extended.” 
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Here, the song begins with an unaccompanied bass playing a single note for just over 0:20 before 

it is joined by the drums, which punctuate the bass notes with a slowly developing roll on the 

toms. Gradually, the tempo begins to speed up and the tom roll becomes more prominent; the 

bass notes become difficult to distinguish due to the frequency with which they are played. 

Finally the guitar and vocals enter (1:14), releasing the accrual of tension. In a 2:26 song, surely 

this would qualify as extended, as it accounts for over 50% of the song. In addition to its length, 

this introduction simply feels longer, perhaps because there is no accumulative process for which 

one can listen. That is, in accumulative processes, there is typically a set rate at which the texture 

is accrued, whereas in “No More,” the accrual is drawn out to such an extent that the process 

itself is almost imperceptible. 

While there are many ways in which a song may begin, it is far more common in 

hardcore for the song to first present an instrumental version of a later riff, such as the verse or 

chorus riff (as in “Jealous Again”). Ultimately, all serve the same function of creating tension 

and anticipation for the song proper to begin. 

3.2.2 Verse-Chorus  

As stated above, most hardcore songs begin with an introduction or immediately with a 

verse.
11

 Most of the time, the first verse will be followed by a chorus rather than another verse. 

While it is common to discuss formal sections individually, I have argued above that I find it 

advantageous to examine them in combinations, at least with regard to verse, chorus, refrain, and 

prechorus. 

 In terms of individual characteristics, verses—like other sections—are defined by 

placement and modification (or lack thereof) upon recurrence. For instance, Everett (2001) 

defines a verse as “a song’s section equivalent to the stanza, usually placed directly after any 

introduction, that usually appears with two or three (or, rarely, more) different sets of lyrics but 

in rare early cases has one set only” (366). Typically, a verse is placed after an introduction (i.e., 

placement) and, upon repetition, usually includes different sets of lyrics (i.e., modification). 

Another criterion of a verse, but by no means is always the case, is its particular semantic 

content, which Osborn (2010) refers to as “narrative textual development” (76–77) and Everett 

(2009) calls an “individualistic, sometimes intimate nature” (145). By this, they mean to say that 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

11
 In fact, it is quite odd to begin with a chorus. Some songs that do, however, include “I’ve Heard it Before” (Black 

Flag) and “Religious Vomit” (Dead Kennedys). 
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the lyrical structure of a verse most often depicts, describes, narrates, or explains a basic point. 

However, as Neal (2007) notes, a verse need not have an “action-oriented plot”; rather, the 

song’s content might simply “move to new situations, considerations, and information” (45, n. 

13). This is particularly apt in considering the lyrical structures of many hardcore songs. For 

instance, the verses of Black Flag’s “Nervous Breakdown” serve to portray the degradation of 

the singer’s mental state, as he moves from a description of his situation in verses one and two, 

to an unapologetic narrative of his actions in verse three (see text below). In the section labeled 

“contrast” he is moved to incoherent sobs and shouts of “crazy,” before finally succumbing in 

the outro. 

 

 ! !

 

 As demonstrated in the above definitions, lyrics factor heavily in the signification of 

“verse” (i.e., that upon repetition of the same music, the lyrics change). In addition to these 

individual qualities, verses are often defined in comparison to other sections, particularly 

choruses. For instance, Anna Stephan-Robinson (2009) states, “In general, we can note that 

verses tend to have less energy than choruses” (94). But, what exactly constitutes “energy” in 
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these cases? Stephan-Robinson is mum on this, but Everett (2009) provides a clue in his 

discussion of chorus: “The larger-than-life chorus often has a thicker texture, and perhaps more 

dramatic harmonies, melodic shape, or rhythms than are characteristic of the verse” (145, 

emphasis added). At the heart of this description is a notion of the verse as restrained energy and 

the chorus as released energy: more voices may be released (texture) and simple chords give way 

to more colorful ones (dramatic harmonies).  

I find this to be a productive view of verse and chorus, and it works relatively well in 

describing verses and choruses in hardcore, particularly with regard to texture and rhythm. Black 

Flag’s “Nervous Breakdown” is instructive in this case. The song begins in an accumulative 

fashion, with music based on the verse riff (Figure 3.6a). Upon the vocalist’s entrance (0:11), the 

guitar and bass remain the same, but the drums—which played a snare roll in the introduction—

move to a standard pattern with eighth-notes on the open hi-hat and kick and snare alternating on 

each beat. Upon the entrance of the chorus (0:22), the drummer moves from the hi-hat to a 

crash/ride cymbal, which creates a “wash” that fills up the acoustic space as opposed to the fairly 

direct sound of the hi-hat. The effect is one of opening up the texture and entering a less 

restrained performance space. The new riff adds to the increase in energy, as it moves 

progressively higher by step (G–A–B) before tumbling back down (Figure 3.6b); the phrase is 

also three measures long, an odd cardinality in hardcore. Further, the end of each iteration of the 

chorus riff is punctuated by all of the instruments, as they play homorhythmically, perhaps 

highlighting the rise of the oncoming breakdown. This is in opposition to the verse riff, which is 

two measures long, reflects a model and sequence scheme in which the first gesture is transposed 

down by a major second (T-2), and includes no such homorhythmic attacks.  

 

(a) 
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(b) 

 

 

Figure 3.6: Verse (a) and chorus (b) riffs, “Nervous Breakdown” (Black Flag) 

 

The vocalist also alters his delivery in the chorus, as he adds more space in between each line of 

text. It is notable that at the end of the song (1:52), when the singer seems to have come to the 

tumultuous boiling point, the chorus riff, rather than tumbling back down to begin again, instead 

is forced back up to B. (Essentially, the final two measures of Figure 3.6b are repeated.) In sum, 

the changes that occur in the chorus (i.e., a new riff that rises and falls, the odd cardinality of the 

phrase, a thicker texture, a homorhythmic presentation, and altered vocal delivery) each present 

some kind of release from the confinement of the verse. 

Another difference between verses and choruses lies in the “memorability” of each, often 

referred to as the “hook.” Whereas verses may contain some memorable material, choruses are 

typically the most memorable part of a song. Stephan-Robinson (2009) discusses a few of the 

items that aid in achieving this: 

Three elements, reinforcement of tonic key, presence of a song’s title, and exact 
repetition of both music and lyrics, act together to make the chorus the most 
memorable section of a song, the part with which the listener is most likely to sing 

along (94, emphasis added). 

Certainly the chorus in “Nervous Breakdown” contains several items that make it memorable, in 

particular (to my ears) the vocal line (primarily the last line, “it’s going, berserk!”) and the 

syncopated tumble of the final third of the riff. 

The notion that choruses are identified to a large degree by their “sing-ability” is 

understandable, particularly considering that it is likely that a chorus will contain the song’s title 

(Everett 2001, 364). This is not always the case, though; there are many instances in which a 

song’s title will not be mentioned at all. Therefore, the chorus must be more than a simple 

“container.” To this end, Stephan-Robinson (2009, 96) includes a very lucid quotation on the 



 

 120 

semantic character of choruses from songwriter John Braheny (2006): “the chorus crystallizes, 

focuses, and distills the intent, emotion, meaning, and essence of the song into a simple, succinct, 

and easily remembered statement” (67). And as noted by Stephan-Robinson, repetition also 

factors heavily into making something memorable. I would also add that in many hardcore 

songs, the chorus is one place where a listener can almost always understand the lyrics, which 

cannot be said for all verses. For instance, in “We Will Not” by Bad Brains, the lyrics in the first 

verse (0:07) are difficult to discern, due to the sheer number of words that vocalist H.R. delivers 

(see lyrics below); this is compounded by his accent as well as a kind of elision between most 

words. 

 

 

 

The chorus that follows (0:19) turns to a homorhythmic presentation in the instruments, which 

reinforces every syllable of the text. 

 

 

Figure 3.7: Chorus riff and chant, “We Will Not” (Bad Brains) 

 

The effect is such that the chorus becomes a chant, and in a video of the band playing this song 

at CBGBs in 1982, this is exactly what happens: most of the audience looks on during the verse, 

but upon the entrance of the chorus, H.R. moves closer to the front row so that they, too, can sing 

(Bad Brains 2006). Both the intelligibility of the lyrics in the chorus and the homorhythmic 

presentation are quite common in hardcore. Further, in viewing a number of live performances 

by the four main bands in this study, it is clear that the practice of the vocalist turning over the 

microphone to the audience is so common that it might be the key indicator of which section is 

the chorus in a song. 
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 Considering the various elements discussed in this section, the differences between verse 

and chorus may be organized as follows: 

 

 Verse       Chorus 

 Different lyrics upon repetition   Same lyrics upon repetition 

 Precedes chorus     Follows verse 

 Narrative, depiction, description   Statement, summation 

Less energy      More energy 

 Restrained      Released 

 

While a section may exhibit all of the characteristics, this is not always the case. Thus, it may be 

helpful to think of the above table as a constellation of possible signifiers that may be used in 

determining the function of a difficult section. In adapting this list to hardcore, one might be 

more specific in noting that textural increases might involve a larger group of vocalists, perhaps 

reflecting the practice in concerts of handing over the microphone to the audience. This is often 

accompanied by a homorhythmic presentation of distinctive rhythmic groupings, which also 

increase textural density and serve to reinforce a departure from the monotony of even rhythms. 

3.2.3 Verse-Prechorus-Chorus and Transitions 

While the sequence of verse-chorus may serve as the basic building block for many 

songs, there are methods by which this combination is expanded. One common way is the 

through the addition of a prechorus. Again, Everett (2009) provides a definition, describing a 

prechorus as a “harmonically probing” passage of music that leads from the verse into the full 

chorus (146). Others, such as Osborn and Spicer, add that a prechorus serves to build up tension, 

which is subsequently released upon the entrance of the chorus. Spicer also notes that the music 

and text is often invariant, like a chorus.12 Endrinal (2008) dispenses with the term prechorus 

entirely, instead giving it the simple label “transition” (67). Indeed, the prechorus does serve as a 

connector, and Osborn (2010) goes so far as to refer to it as a “miniature introduction” to the 

chorus (69). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

12 Spicer 2004b, quoted in Stephan-Robinson 2009, 99. 
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In a recent conference paper, Jay Summach (2010) has outlined a possible history for the 

emergence of the prechorus in popular music. He finds that it arose out of a common phrase 

organization that Walter Everett refers to as SRDC, which contains four phrases: statement, 

restatement/response, departure, and conclusion. Summach refers to this as a four-part sentence 

structure in which the statement and restatement/response present a basic idea; the departure 

creates momentum via fragmentation or accelerated harmonic rhythm; and the conclusion 

provides completion. In some early songs, verse material would typically involve four phrases, 

with the last serving as a refrain, such as Bobby Darin’s “Dream Lover.” Thus, the first phrase 

presents an idea (“Every night…”), which is repeated in the second phrase (“A girl to hold…”). 

Following this, the music begins to fragment, either by increasing the harmonic rhythm or 

moving to shorter vocal articulations (“Because I want…”). This comes to a conclusion, in which 

the song’s refrain will be presented and the section comes to a close (“I want a dream…”). As 

rock practices developed, the period of fragmentation and conclusion began to expand, such that 

they became their own sections: the prechorus and chorus. The effect is similar to what other 

authors have identified, as fragmentation serves to increase instability and create a drive toward 

the chorus. Further, change is an important criterion, as there will be a change in music/lyrics 

(different from the verse) as well as change in function (probing, creating tension). 

Despite the apparent stability of these definitions, Stephan-Robinson (2009) notes that 

there is often confusion among analysts, as many times what is called a prechorus could be 

“easily understood as the second part of the verse” (99–100). In order to understand the cut-off 

point between a long, multi-part verse and a verse followed by prechorus, we might consider 

Stephan-Robinson’s distinction between a refrain and a chorus. She states that there will 

typically be some kind of clear sectional boundary before a chorus (usually a cadence), but none 

before a refrain (135). While she does not say the same with regard to prechoruses, one might 

assume that similar thinking will guide her designation of prechorus or verse. However, 

understanding hardcore through such criteria is difficult, as it is riff-based and “cadences” are 

often simply identified by the mere fact that they conclude a series of gestures. Thus, I’m 

inclined to have a more global view of what constitutes a prechorus, at least with regard to 

hardcore. Instead of defining a prechorus as a distinct section, one might simply refer to 

“prechorus” as a function, similar to Everett, Osborn, Spicer, and Summach. In so doing, the 
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emphasis is placed on why a passage is there or why the music changes rather than on what is 

there. 

As an example of this function, we may examine Minor Threat’s “Think Again.” The 

song begins with an unaccompanied guitar, playing a melody that is based upon the verse riff 

(0:00); upon the entrance of the second guitar, bass, drums, and vocalist, G is confirmed as the 

pitch-class center (0:08, Figure 3.8a). The basic groove is characterized by the statement + varied 

repetition riff scheme presented by the first guitar and bass, played in a higher register, as well as 

the D-beat pattern in the drums. The second guitar simply strums G and lets it ring throughout. 

The verse comes to an end after sixteen measures (0:22), with all of the instruments pausing; a 

brief descending line in the bass leads into a new section of music that includes a thicker texture 

(both guitars playing the same lines) as well as a new, rising riff, characterized by its model and 

sequence riff scheme (T2) (0:23, Figure 3.8b). The drums shed their time keeping on the kick, 

snare, and hi-hat and move to a series of accents involving the snare and cymbals. This creates a 

certain amount of tension, as there is no steady standard or D-beat pattern present. The vocalist’s 

delivery is also different, as he moves from the quasi-sung verse to a more direct, almost spoken 

part here. Moreover, whereas the lyrics in the verse present statements, the lyrics in this section 

culminate with a question. All of these aspects combine to impart a feeling of tension and 

instability. The rising fifths of the riff create pitch instability, the lack of a constant pattern in the 

drums creates textural instability, and the singer creates a semantic instability by ending with a 

question. These tensions are only relieved upon the motion into the next section, the chorus 

(0:30, Figure 3.8c). 

 

(a) 
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(b) 

 

(c) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.8: Verse (a), prechorus (b), and chorus (c) riffs, “Think Again” (Minor Threat) 

 

Upon moving to the chorus, tension is resolved, as the drums return to a steady D-beat pattern, 

the riff moves to an alternation between two pitches, and the lyrics turn to presenting the song’s 

title, a succinct statement that sums up the previous text. This chorus is also characterized by its 

own building of tension at the end, as the rising line E-flat–F prepares for the return of the verse 

riff, which begins on G.  

An extended example—one that fits perfectly within Summach’s sentential structure—

can be found in the Dead Kennedys’ “Chemical Warfare.” Following a brief introduction, the 

first verse presents a riff that begins first on A and is played twice before it is sequenced to begin 

on D (0:10, Figure 3.9a). The motion continues to move progressively higher, as the riff 
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continues on to A, an octave higher than where it began. Here, however, the motion changes to a 

“wrapping” figure around A (0:22, Figure 3.9b). 

 

(a) 

 

 

 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 3.9: Verse (a) and prechorus (b) riffs, “Chemical Warfare” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

Upon reaching this high point, the vocalist turns to a repetition of the word “crazy” before the 

music settles down for another verse (0:32). Given that a verse follows this section, a listener 

might wonder if that was the song’s chorus or refrain. However, as the second verse progresses 

one encounters the same riffs, but this time, the “crazy” section (0:44) is followed by what must 

be the true chorus (0:50, Figure 3.10), as it repeats the title of the song over an accompaniment 

that serves to punctuate the vocal utterances.13 

 

 

Figure 3.10: Chorus riff, “Chemical Warfare” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

13 Brad Osborn (2010) refers to such “hanging” prechoruses as “retrospective prechoruses,” as only upon the 
entrance of a later “true” chorus can we understand the earlier section (73–74). 
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Further, this series of phrases reflects Summach and Everett’s SRDC structure when it expands 

and encompasses more than a single formal section: 

 

 Verse:  Statement 

   Riff beginning on A2 (2x) 

   Response 

   Riff transposed and beginning on D3 

 Prechorus: Departure 

Continued motion to A3, vocals/riff become fragmented 

 Chorus: Conclusion 

   Chorus, which includes song’s title and new riff scheme 

 

Whereas some verses present a riff and simply move on to a chorus, here the verse riff itself 

seems to build towards the chorus. The repetition of the word “crazy” combined with the open-

ended riff creates much anticipation for the music to move on. Certainly, all three portions of the 

verse riff sound connected, like they each have a part to play in the longer motion, and this is due 

to the sequential nature of the gestures; but, I would argue that upon reaching the higher A, the 

end of the verse serves the function of a prechorus, creating anticipation that is only abated upon 

the arrival of the chorus. 

Prechoruses are transitions, as they serve to connect two sections of music (verse and 

chorus). There are other types of transitions in rock music, for which I will simply retain the 

label “transition.” One such example comes from Black Flag’s “Depression,” where the verse-

chorus combinations are each followed by a brief transitional section, here serving as a link back 

to the verse. Figure 3.11 shows the riffs from the verse (0:23), chorus (0:38), and transition 

(0:46). In the motion from verse to chorus, the arched gestures give way to a riff that primarily 

ascends and is characterized by its altered D-beat gesture at the ends of each measure. Following 

this, the transition enters and returns to a contour that is more similar to the verse, albeit inverted. 

Further, the pitches in the riff create a driving motion to B-flat with the beginning of an Aeolian 
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cadence (G-flat (bVI) to A-flat (bVII)) for the next verse.14 Thus, the transition here serves to 

slowly work back into the varied contour of the verse while also creating a tension that is 

released upon reaching B-flat in the return to the verse riff. 

 

(a) 

 

 
(b) 

 

 

(c) 

 

 

Figure 3.11: Verse (a), chorus (b), and transition (c) riffs, “Depression” (Black Flag) 

 

Whether a passage serves as a prechorus or a more general transition, the function of each 

is the same: to create a link between two sections. Prechoruses are not rare events in hardcore, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

14 Biamonte (2010, 101–104) discusses the Aeolian cadence as one example of a larger group of Aeolian 
progressions, all of which involve I/i, bVII, and bVI, and are arranged according to their functions: neighboring, 
passing, circular, closed, and open. 
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but they do not occur in the majority of the songs I have examined, and to this we might add 

transitions as well. When there are transitions included, they typically fall between the chorus 

and a return to the verse, as in “Depression.” While transitions serve to connect, the most 

essential aspect of prechoruses is that they create instability and tension, as they serve to build 

tension before the arrival of a chorus, thereby giving more weight to the resolution. 

3.2.4 Verse + Refrain 

 Whereas a chorus is an independent section within a song, a refrain is a part of whatever 

section it is attached to (typically a verse). Ken Stephenson notes this feature and also points out 

that, “a refrain consists of one or two textual lines that recur periodically” (2002, 135). Most 

often, as is the case with Stephenson’s comments, a refrain is defined lyrically, although 

Stephan-Robinson states that it will often have a “recurrent musical identity” as well (2009, 100). 

Further, Stephan-Robinson notes that a refrain is not relegated to just one location, but that it 

may appear at the beginning or ending of a verse or chorus, or occur internally within one of 

those sections (101). 

 In addition to the features of lyrics and placement, Endrinal discusses the function of a 

refrain, stating that it typically incorporates “lyrical and musical resolution to the tension created 

in the preceding material. That is, it resolves any grammatical, melodic, and harmonic open-

endedness” (2008, 71). As such, it appears that the function of a refrain is similar to that of a 

chorus, as both serve to “sum up the song’s main theme” (Everett 2009, 135). Thus, for most 

authors, the main difference between a refrain and a chorus seems to be length (i.e., one or two 

lines in a refrain vs. more in a chorus), but Stephan-Robinson also notes that a “clear sectional 

boundary, usually a cadence” accompanies the shift into a chorus (2009, 100). The problem with 

applying these elements to hardcore lies mostly in the criterion of length, as choruses in this 

music are typically short statements. I will, however, overlook this difference, and base my 

distinction between refrain and chorus on whether or not the music in question comes after some 

type of sectional boundary. 

 Bad Brains’ “Big Takeover” is one of a few examples in which using the term “refrain” 

rather than “chorus” would seem to make sense. Following an extended introduction (0:00) and 

verse (0:48), the singer intones the song’s title two times (0:58), both of which occur over the 

same music as the verse, including the riff and drum pattern. In this case, it would seem natural 

to call it a refrain, as neither the basic riff nor the other instruments have changed. Other cases 
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are not as clear-cut, however. For instance, in “Straight Edge” by Minor Threat, there is a 

gradual shift up in pitch throughout the verse (beginning at 0:05), beginning with a motion 

sounding G–B-flat (see Figure 3.12). Following two iterations, the gesture changes to C–B-flat–

F, which is then subject to sequence (T2), moving it to D–C–G; it culminates with repeated 

attacks on D. Tension builds and is only released at the very end, as the riff returns to where it 

began and the vocalist presents a crystallization of the main message, stating “I’ve got the 

straight edge.” 

 

 

Figure 3.12: Three parts of verse riff plus refrain, “Straight Edge” (Minor Threat) 

 

In this case, we might choose to look beyond the changes to the riff—which could indicate more 

than one formal section—and focus instead on the longer motion, which involves an 

accumulation of energy and tension, all of which are resolved upon an utterance that includes the 

song’s title. Moreover, following the release, the music returns to the beginning of the riff for a 

second verse and refrain, after which the song closes with the first portion of the riff (G–B-flat) 

and the vocalist repeating the lyrical refrain. 

 While verses that end with a refrain instead of a chorus are atypical in hardcore, verses 

with an inner refrain occur much more frequently. In such cases, a line of text is presented by a 

single vocalist, only to be followed by another vocalist or group of vocalists who respond to the 

line of text with a short(er) statement (i.e., the refrain); the opposite order is also common (i.e., 

the background vocalist(s) present the refrain and the singer responds). In these cases, the refrain 

is part of a call and response between the vocalists. This is not unique to hardcore; one need only 

point to songs such as “My Generation” by the Who, “The Girl Can’t Help It” by Little Richard, 

or “Do You Really Love Me?” by Screamin’ Jay Hawkins for examples outside hardcore. In 

Black Flag’s “Six Pack,” the call and response is split between various parts of the verse’s four-
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measure riff. Following an extended introduction, the vocalist presents a line of text over the first 

half of the riff (i.e., the motion B–G-sharp–F-sharp–E–B), which is answered by a group of 

vocalists in the final measure of the riff (see Figure 3.13). Following the verse and inner refrain, 

the band moves to a chorus-like section in which we find a further distillation of the message. 

This is accompanied by: a shift to a new riff scheme (repetition and change + expansion) that 

moves away from the major-mode tinged verses; increased activity in the drums (more cymbal 

crashes); as well as the loss of the group vocals. While I call this a chorus, it does sound as if it 

has been downplayed, as the sense of release that is often found is choruses is not present here. 

This may be due simply to the response section of the verse, which is far more memorable and 

seems more like an arrival than the chorus. 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 3.13: Verse and refrain riff complete (a) and as call and response (b), “Six Pack” (Black Flag) 
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 Inner refrains in particular are common in hardcore, perhaps due to the participatory 

nature that comes along with them. This is further exemplified by the typical convention of 

utilizing a large group of singers when recording these songs. Beginning and ending refrains are 

less common, perhaps because they are typically brief sections, usually limited to a single line. 

Whether a song follows a verse-chorus combination or verse-refrain, many include some type of 

contrasting section after several rotations, such as a bridge, interlude, or solo, and it is to these 

that I now turn. 

3.2.5 Bridge(s) 

Many hardcore songs present one of the above combinations before moving on to a 

section that serves to provide contrast. As with the discussions of verse, chorus, refrain, and 

prechorus, a bridge may be defined as a section with typical characteristics, but also as a 

function. With regard to the former, most definitions are not relevant to hardcore. For instance, 

in the glossary of Engaging Music: Essays in Music Analysis, a bridge is defined as the 

following: 

In popular music, a bridge connotes a section that contrasts with the verse and 
chorus. It frequently begins with a tonicized subdominant and often leads to a 
tonicized dominant, ending with a dissonant, retransitional dominant seventh to 
prepare the return of the following verse (Stein 2005, 328). 

Although this definition applies to a great deal of popular music, it is very style-limited and the 

typical harmonic procedures it outlines are simply too restrictive for an application to hardcore. 

Walter Everett, who gave a similar definition in his books on the Beatles, seems to back off of 

this view in his Foundations of Rock, in which he defines a bridge as 

a section that provides greatest contrast to the verse. If the chord changes are 
simple in the verse, they may become complex in the bridge, and similar contrasts 
may hold true for other musical qualities: textures may thin out, melody may 
move to a different register, the key may change, the lyrics may become deeply 
introspective or begin to reach out more desperately. Sometimes the bridge 
reflects a singer’s consideration of an alternative view to that expressed in the 
song’s main thrust (2009, 147).15 

The criterion of contrast is pivotal in this discussion of bridge, and can be created in a variety of 

ways, as demonstrated in Everett’s discussion.16 Placement is also important, as noted by Ken 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

15 Everett’s earlier definition of “bridge” is as follows: “a song’s contrasting section, often beginning in an area other 
than tonic and usually leading to a dominant retransition” (2001, 363). 
16 This is true for the majority of the authors I have been discussing. However, Endrinal does not find contrast to be 
an essential feature of what he calls an interverse, the term roughly equivalent to bridge, which he introduced in his 
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Stephenson, who states that the bridge is “usually introduced after the second chorus,” and is 

“used to lead back to the verse or final repetitions of the chorus” (2002, 230). Stephenson also 

remarks that a bridge generally appears once or twice in a song, and, inherent in its name, usually 

serves to connect two other sections. 

 Although it is not stated by most of the authors cited in this chapter, the requirement that 

a bridge’s music be new and include a vocal delivery seems to be inferred. This reflects the 

section’s origins in older popular music that utilized the “32-bar” or “quaternary” form (i.e., 

AABA), in which two opening sections (AA) were followed by a contrasting section of new 

music and lyrics (B) before a return to the original section (A). I bring up these two features 

because in hardcore, there is often some kind of change presented after one or more rotations of 

verse and chorus, but it does not always conform to previous notions of “bridge.” In hardcore, 

this type of section may present entirely new music with vocals, or it may be an instrumental 

presentation of the verse or the chorus. While the former would typically be called a bridge and 

the latter an interlude or instrumental verse or chorus, I argue that the location and function is the 

same: these are sections that appear in the latter half of a song and serve to present contrast to the 

surrounding material. Some passages may create more contrast than others, yet all have the same 

purpose. Osborn comes closest to stating something similar when he discusses not the bridge 

section, but the bridge function: 

The bridge function appears as a few different types: a texted section (which 
Endrinal calls an interverse), an instrumental section (which I will call an 
interlude), or an interlude featuring an instrumental soloist (commonly called a 
solo) (2010, 69). 

Later, Osborn states that the chorus usually serves as the basis for solos, implying that music 

with a bridge function need not be new (98). While solos in hardcore almost invariably occur 

with music from the verse (as opposed to the chorus in the music he is investigating), the basic 

point is that the music of the contrasting section may be a reprise or variation of earlier material. 

In a situation such as this, contrast is achieved by a new focal instrument. I agree with Osborn, 

and I posit that the same types of thought/listening processes are at work whether the music is 

new or old, or whether the section is texted or not. The main criterion is that the music must be 

contrasting in some way, and obviously there are numerous ways to create contrast. Thus, like 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

work on U2: “Usually, this section features new or contrasting material from previously heard sections, although 
contrast is not necessarily a requirement of the section” (2008, 151).  



 

 133 

Osborn, I view the bridge as a function that includes a variety of sections, including interludes 

and solos, as well as the general term “bridge.” However, in my discussion, I will only refer to 

these sections as “contrast” in an effort to highlight that whether one uses terms such as “bridge,” 

“interverse,” or “instrumental verse,” the effect is the same. 

If we move forward from the proposition that the only requirement of a bridge or 

interlude or solo is to present contrast, we can begin to understand that contrast lies on a 

continuum rather than belonging to a specific moment at which a specific threshold of contrast 

has been achieved. No doubt, a section with completely new music that occurs after two 

iterations of a verse-chorus combination will offer more contrast than a section after one verse-

chorus combination that is simply an instrumental presentation of the verse or chorus. 

Nonetheless, I attribute the same function to both of these sections: they serve to break up the 

basic flow of verse to chorus. The musical elements that contribute to contrast include melodic 

and harmonic changes, as well as—and perhaps more noticeably—changes in texture, timbre, 

tempo, and groove. Below is a continuum of contrast, ranging from an instrumental presentation 

of a verse or chorus to a section with marked contrasts, including new music and a greatly altered 

musical surface: 

 

 

Figure 3.14: Bridge function as continuum of contrast 

 

Not all of these are exhibited in hardcore, but a few examples should demonstrate the range of 

contrasts that are possible. 

 The contrasting section in Black Flag’s “Nervous Breakdown” is based on the verse riff, 

but contrast is created by a change in the drum attacks and the vocalist’s delivery. While the first 

three verses (0:11, 0:34, and 1:02, respectively) include no change in the instruments, the fourth 

verse (1:29) includes a textural change, as the drummer begins playing a crash cymbal on beats 
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two and four. The vocalist also changes his delivery, as the earlier texted verses give way to a 

variety of moans and grunts before repeating the word “crazy” over and over again. Following 

this, the music returns to the chorus riff, but with a new text, as if the vocalist has finally 

succumbed to the impending breakdown. 

 

Verses 1-3    Contrast (“Verse 4”) 

Guitar/Bass: verse riff    (same) 

Drums:  hi-hat, kick, snare   crash cymbals, kick, snare 

Vocals: lyrics     moans, grunts, repeats “crazy” 

 

The changes in texture and vocal delivery clearly set this section apart from the rest. Further, 

although there is “text” included here, the voice is being used more for its timbral quality than as 

an instrument to present lyrics. Admittedly, the amount of contrast is relatively low, but I hear its 

purpose as the same as one in which new music is presented: it breaks up the flow of verse-

chorus and readies listeners for the final chorus presentation at the end of the song. 

 Solos do occur in hardcore music and they are almost always played by a guitarist. Most 

often, these are set over music from the verse, as in “Sailin’ On” by Bad Brains (see Figure 

3.15a). Following two iterations of a verse-chorus combination (beginning at 0:00 and 0:25, 

respectively), a brief transition (0:48) serves to introduce the solo passage (0:55). The transition 

itself is part of a longer motion that begins with the initial centric pitch-class of the verse (E) 

(Figure 3.15b), moves to F-sharp for the chorus (Figure 3.15c), and finally to G for the transition 

(Figure 3.15d) before releasing back into the verse for the solo. 

 

(a) 
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(b) 

 

  

(c) 

 

 

 (d) 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.15: Formal events (a), and verse (b), chorus (c), and transition (d) riffs, 
“Sailin’ On” (Bad Brains)17 

 

The solo itself is played over the verse riff, but creates contrast via the new focal instrument. 

Whereas the previous sections of the song were dominated by a focus on the vocalist, here the 

guitar takes over, generating a way of hearing the verse’s music as not only a foundation upon 

which lyrics are presented, but also upon which another (instrumental) voice might be heard. 

 Contrast may also be created by greatly altering a previous section of music. For instance, 

the texture of a recording might be made sparser by: taking out the guitars (and leaving only the 

bass, drums, and/or vocalist); having the drummer move to playing only toms and kick drum; or 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

17 In this chart, and those following, the following abbreviations are used: “V” (verse), “C” (chorus), “PC” 
(prechorus), and “Trans” (transition). The number adjoining an abbreviation—as in “V/C1”—denotes the 
appearance; thus, “V/C1” means that it is first appearance of the verse-chorus combination. 
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moving from playing open on a guitar to playing with a palm mute. When this occurs, it 

invariably involves music from the verse and is characterized by such a decrease in texture. For 

example, in Black Flag’s “What I See” the song begins with an unaccompanied bass, which 

plays an elaborated version of the verse riff. After an accumulative opening, the song proper 

opens and presents three rotations of a verse-chorus combination (beginning at 0:20, 0:33, and 

0:46, respectively). Following the third chorus, music from the verse returns, but in a greatly 

reduced texture, as the guitar drops out, leaving only the bass, drums, and vocalist (0:58) (see 

Figure 3.16).  

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.16: Formal events, “What I See” (Black Flag) 

 

 

As shown in the spectrographic analysis (Figure 3.17), there is a noticeable drop in spectral 

information, now largely focused in the lower frequency regions. Rather than hearing this as 

another presentation of a verse, this section sounds more closely related to the song’s 

introduction, as the thinner texture allows listeners to focus on the elaborated bass line. Near the 

end of this section, the guitar enters, playing the D–D-sharp gesture from the introduction and 

creating a similar effect of accruing instruments. While there were no vocals in the introduction, 

there are here. However, they are different from the preceding verses and choruses, as the 

vocalist presents a series of fragmented lines. Further, the vocalist’s delivery is also altered, as he 

speaks the text, which is in opposition to the earlier quasi-sung and screamed passages. The 

change in the presentation and flow of text creates a different effect here, creating the sense of a 

more intimate section. 
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                      Intro---------------Verse/Refrains 1-3------------------Contrast---------------------Verse/Refrain 4---Outro 
 

 

Figure 3.17: Spectrographic analysis, “What I See” (Black Flag)18 

 

In their “Nazi Punks Fuck Off,” the Dead Kennedys provide contrast by altering the 

harmonic rhythm of the verse riff. A brief, earlier transitional passage (0:17)—which followed 

the first verse-chorus combination (Figures 3.18a–c)—returns after the second iteration (0:29), 

but is greatly expanded with several lines of text. Both sections use the chord sequence from the 

verse riff (i.e., D-flat–B-flat–A-flat–B-flat), but alter the rhythm, as they use the 3+3+2 grouping 

of the chorus as their basis. Further, whereas the verse riff was in two-parts, the riff here follows 

the chorus’s repetition and change scheme (Figure 3.18d). 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

18
 Spectrographic analyses show the frequency content and intensity of particular frequencies over time. Sections 

that are red to white indicate more intense frequencies (as in the lower regions of the figure). As the color turns to 

purple or blue, the frequency is less intense (as in the upper regions in the figure). 
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(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 
(c) 

 

 
 (d) 

 

 

Figure 3.18: Formal events (a) and verse (b), chorus (c), and contrast (d) riffs,  
“Nazi Punks Fuck Off” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

While the verses and choruses are each eight-measures long, the contrasting section here is 

expanded with a four-measure introduction of the altered riff, followed by sixteen more measures 

with lyrics. That is, the section is double the length of previous sections. The vocalist’s delivery 

also changes, as there is more space in between each line, which loses some of the intensity of 

the verses and choruses, in which he seems to spit out the words as fast as he can. This section is 

followed by a return to the verse (0:44), only confirming further the distinctiveness of the 

previous section, as the verse riff returns to its original rhythm, the drums return to emphasizing 

the first four quarter notes at the beginning of the riff, and the vocalist returns to the spitfire 

presentation of lyrics. 

Sometimes, a song’s complete introduction may return, particularly if it contrasts greatly 

with all of the other musical material. For example, in “Gimmie Gimmie Gimmie” by Black Flag 

the song opens with the drums, playing a standard pattern on the floor tom, kick, and snare drum 
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for four measures, after which the vocalist enters, presenting lyrics that will later be set to the 

chorus. A lack of cymbals creates an un-crowded space, allowing the vocalist’s lines to be heard 

quite distinctly. Following the introduction, the first verse enters and the groove changes, now 

emphasizing beats one and four with the snare, which create a certain amount of tension (0:12) 

due to their uncharacteristic metric placement. After the last iteration of the verse riff, a single 

measure of simple duple introduces the chorus (0:21). The effect is quite jarring, given the 

dominant simple quadruple of the verse. The flow of the chorus is also somewhat tense, 

particularly due to the vocal rhythms, which end on weak beats and create a prominent 

syncopation. Following three iterations of this verse-chorus combination, the music comes to a 

halt and the drum pattern from the introduction returns (1:09) (Figure 3.19a).  

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 
        Intro------Verse/Chorus 1-3---------------------------------------------Contrast----------Verse/Chorus 4 
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(c) 

 
       Intro------Verse/Chorus 1-3---------------------------------------------Contrast----------Verse/Chorus 4 

 

Figure 3.19: Formal events (a), and spectrographic (b) and waveform analyses (c), 
“Gimmie Gimmie Gimmie” (Black Flag) 

 
 

As shown in the spectrographic analysis in Figure 3.19b, there is little in the way of frequency 

information in this section, no doubt due to the limited instrumentation of drums and vocals. The 

waveform analysis (Figure 3.19c) is also instructive, as it shows the drop in texture and the 

opening of more acoustic space. 

Whereas the vocalist entered after four measures in the introduction, here it is expanded 

to eight, after which the music proceeds just as it did at the beginning of the song. The return to a 

standard drum pattern sounds almost like a relaxation, given the tense patterns of the verses and 

choruses. This section presents a strong contrast to the music of the verses and choruses, 

obviously due to the decrease in texture, but also in part because of the rhetorical nature of the 

music: it literally presents listeners with a feeling of “beginning again,” particularly since this is 

followed by the music and lyrics from the first verse and a final chorus. 

All of the previous examples have included some type of return to other music, whether it 

is a verse that is greatly altered or a song’s introduction. Even greater contrast can be achieved 



 

 141 

by introducing new music. In “Sob Story” by Minor Threat, a new instrumental section (1:11) is 

introduced after two iterations of a verse-prechorus-chorus combination (0:07 and 0:38, 

respectively, Figures 3.20b–d).  

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

(c) 

 

(d) 

 

 

(e) 

 

 

Figure 3.20: Formal events (a), and verse (b), prechorus (c), chorus (d),  
and contrast (e) riffs, “Sob Story” (Minor Threat) 
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The riff from the contrasting section (Figure 3.20e) reflects an organization based upon a 

statement and varied repetition + expansion scheme. It is further characterized by a descending 

motion B–A–G-sharp, each with an upward lurch to a neighbor-note motion moving E–D-sharp–

E (Figure 3.20e). Moreover, whereas the earlier riffs were played open on the guitars, here there 

is an alternation between playing open on the neighbor-note motion and palm muted on the 

descending motion B–A–G. Additionally, stereo space plays a new role, as the neighbor-note 

motion first sounds in the left-channel speaker and then in the right before sounding in the center 

(i.e., both speakers) for the third iteration. The vocalist also participates in creating contrast, as 

the texted verses and choruses give way to a more fragmented presentation of words. Via the 

combination of new music and new modes of presentation, this section features a great deal of 

contrast to the previous sections of the song. 

While “Sob Story” includes scattered fragments of vocal lines, there are other songs in 

which the new music includes a more formal presentation of lyrics, as in Minor Threat’s “Out of 

Step.” It should be noted that there are two recorded versions of this song, as it appeared on the 

In My Eyes EP (1981) as well as the Out of Step EP (1983). While both versions include the 

section of new music, the second version also includes a new text.
19

 Following two sets of verse-

chorus (0:00 and 0:23, respectively), the guitars drop out, leaving only the bass, drums, and 

vocalist (0:45). The change in texture is also accompanied by new music that is clearly an 

elaboration of the verse riff, although here it becomes part of a model and sequence riff scheme.  

 

(a) 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

19
 As told by the band, not all the members agreed with Ian MacKaye’s lyrics and did not wish to have listeners 

believe that sentiments professed applied equally to the entire band (i.e., a strict adherence to straight edge). In the 

second version, MacKaye inserts a prominent “I” before each line of the verse text and also uses what was in the 

first version, an instrumental section as a place in which he more fully explains the song’s meaning. See Azerrad 

2001, 140. 
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(b) 

 

 

 (c) 

 

Figure 3.21: Formal events (a), and verse (b) and contrast (c) riffs,  
“Out of Step” (Minor Threat) 

 
 

The riff here takes the opening minor third motion and presents it first beginning on D before 

shifting down to C (T-2). This serves as the foundation upon which MacKaye explains the song’s 

meaning. As we will recall, one of Walter Everett’s comments about a bridge is that the lyrics 

“may become deeply introspective or begin to reach out more desperately” (2009, 147). In this 

section, one feels as if MacKaye is speaking directly to the listener and is highlighted even more 

by the extreme change in texture, which thins out such that there is no other musical information 

that might draw attention away from the message. 

 

 

 

Contrast is also created by the change in text. The previous two verses (and choruses) presented 

exactly the same lyrics, and changing them here only calls further attention to the differences. 

Following this section, the chorus returns for one more iteration before the song comes to an 

abrupt end, thus completing the overall feeling of stepping back during the contrasting section 

and returning to the flow of the song in the chorus. 
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Still other songs include a more formal set of lyrics over the contrasting section and are 

part of the song’s narrative.20 In “Kepone Factory” by the Dead Kennedys, for instance, the song 

is about an individual who becomes poisoned by the insecticide kepone while working at his job. 

The first verse (0:11) describes the basics of the narrative (i.e., getting a job at a factory) and the 

second verse (0:28) describes the effects of the poisoning (see Figure 3.22). Following the 

second verse and iteration of the chorus, a section of new music begins in which the vocalist 

vents his anger (0:48). As opposed to the descriptive verses, the lyrics here turn to action, as they 

describe what actions he will take against his employers. This is accompanied by a section of 

new music that serves to increase the dramatic effect, as the chords rise progressively higher in 

pitch, following a model and sequence riff scheme (a series of T2 transformations) (Figure 

3.22d). 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 

(d) 

 

 

Figure 3.22: Formal events (a), and verse (b), chorus (c),  
and contrast (d) riffs, “Kepone Factory” (Dead Kennedys) 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

20 By “formal,” I mean to say that they are clearly set as part of the song, as they typically follow a rhyme scheme 
and have a set versification. This is opposed to lyrics that are more improvisatory; most often, these are not included 
in the lyric sheets that accompany albums. 
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The texture in this section also takes a turn, and my ears have a hard time distinguishing a 

distinct drum pattern, though I assume there is a great deal of cymbal crashing. The net effect is 

one of textural overload, which also lends to the building of tension in the bridge. Following this 

section the music returns for another verse and chorus (0:57 and 1:08, respectively), which 

comes to a sort of ironic ending, as the protagonist meets with a lawyer instead of confronting his 

employers. 

3.2.6 Breakdown 

Despite the great variety of music discussed thus far, all of the examples are related by 

the function of presenting contrast. In each song, the section in question serves to break up the 

repetitive pattern of verse and chorus, but this is achieved in different ways. This drive to include 

contrast also led to a particular type of section that, while occurring in early hardcore, really did 

not take shape or become a stylistic norm until later. Here, I speak of the “breakdown.”21  

The breakdown functions in a manner similar to the sections discussed above in that it 

presents contrast. However, it carries more significant rhetorical and semantic weight: whereas 

the typical function of a bridge is to create contrast in preparation for a return to a verse or 

chorus, the breakdown is more likely to be a major arrival point in a song, as it is usually given 

its own introduction and is typically quite stable. Despite this, I interpret breakdowns as arising 

from the bridge function, in part because of the lyrics, which typically demonstrate a step back, 

as if remarking on the message of the song or narrative thus far. However, this is not always the 

case, as some breakdowns contain no lyrics or simply repeat a single phrase. 

The primary feature of a breakdown—and perhaps the only completely stable signifier of 

the section—is the “halving” of the previous tempo, most often involving a change in the tactus 

from the half note to a quarter note. This not only “slows down” the action of a song, but also 

aids in establishing a new groove. For instance, if a band were playing at h!= 120 b.p.m., the 

breakdown would shift it to around q = 120 b.p.m. I should note, however, that this “halving” is 

seldom exact; nonetheless, the shift is noticeable and I will refer to it as moving to half-time. For 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

21
 Indeed, in comparing the four main bands of this study, breakdowns only occur in Minor Threat and Bad Brains’ 

songs. Further, “breakdown” as a section is often used colloquially amongst listeners, particularly in reference to 

newer, 21
st
-century hardcore, which is replete with such sections. However, “breakdown” is also used in reference to 

electronic dance music (EDM). Mark Butler (2006) provides a definition of its use there: “a section with 

significantly thinner texture, usually marked by the removal of the bass drum” (32). In EDM, the breakdown is used 

to create anticipation and tension, which is only released upon the re-entrance of the bass drum and a fuller texture. 

There is a similar process at work in hardcore, but involves different methods of execution. 
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instance, Minor Threat’s “Little Friend” begins with a brief introduction (0:00–0:05) before 

presenting two iterations of a verse-chorus combination (0:05 and 0:38, respectively, Figures 

3.23b,c), which are followed by an incomplete verse (0:49) and another chorus (0:55). At this 

point, the music comes to a grand pause before beginning the breakdown riff (1:05, Figure 

3.23d). 

 

 (a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

 (c) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 (d) 

 

 

Figure 3.23: Formal events (a), and verse (b), chorus (c), and breakdown (d) riffs,  
“Little Friend” (Minor Threat) 
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The main portion of the song establishes a tempo of h = 175 b.p.m. Following two back-

to-back presentations of the chorus, the music comes to a rest before the guitarist begins a new 

riff, which establishes a new tempo of q = 152 b.p.m. Notice that, although the shift to half-time 

is not exact, the feel is still one of expanding the previous measures; whereas the kick drum 

provided the basic pulse before (as the half-note tactus), here the alternation of kick and snare 

drum provide the pulse (as quarter-note tactuses). Additionally, the breakdown is preceded by a 

lengthy introduction, which—although comprised of the breakdown’s main riff—nonetheless 

seems to create anticipation. Further, the breakdown is so large that it may be delineated into 

several of its own sections: 

 

Breakdown  Musical characteristics 

 1:05   music falls apart; guitar continues playing B-flat; heavy echo 

 1:13   guitar begins breakdown riff; other instruments follow in an 

accumulative fashion; cymbals saturate acoustic space 

1:26 vocalist enters; guitars move to palm mute; drums move through 

various patterns involving restraint and release as they play first on 

toms, kick, and snare, before moving to the hi-hat, which is first 

played closed and then open 

2:04–2:18 vocalist repeats final line; guitars drop palm mute; drums play 

driving pattern with snare and hi-hat on beats one and three and 

kick on two and four (in effect, reversing standard pattern of 

alternation between snare and kick) 

 

Whereas some breakdowns return to a double-time tempo in combination with a return to a verse 

or chorus, here Minor Threat creates a dramatic trough by decreasing texture and then building it 

back up for the end of the song. 

Placement is also an important feature of breakdowns, as they typically enter after several 

rotations of a verse-chorus combination; that is, they reside in the location typical for other 

contrasting sections. Sometimes, a breakdown returns to a verse or chorus, but breakdowns are 
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just as likely to end a song, at least in early hardcore.22 Minor Threat’s “Little Friend” enters the 

breakdown and never returns to the previous material, perhaps because the song’s chorus seems 

somewhat lacking, particularly when compared to the breakdown. In this case, the music makes 

a push towards the end with the guitars moving from a palm mute to an open presentation and 

the drum pattern changes to a snare attack on beats one and three as opposed to the more laid-

back emphasis on the backbeat. 

Another example of a breakdown is found in “Right Brigade” by Bad Brains. The song 

opens with an extended introduction in which the music turns from a half-time feel to double-

time as the verse riff enters (0:18). There are two iterations of a verse-chorus combination (0:27 

and 0:54, respectively, Figures 3.24b,c) separated by a brief guitar solo over the verse riff. As is 

common in breakdowns, the music comes to a pause before gradually building back up and using 

the breakdown riff as its basis (1:11, Figure 3.24d). 

 

(a) 

 

 

 

(b) 
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22 Cases in which the breakdown ends a song would seem to fit into Brad Osborn’s “Terminal Climax,” which is 
defined as an autonomous section of music (i.e., independent) that is non-recapitulatory (i.e., new). Osborn goes on 
to mention that Terminal Climaxes sometimes include a shift to a half-time tempo: “The half-time metric 
modulation is a common device used in terminal climaxes. It is especially common in punk/emo-influenced genres, 
where double-time grooves are so common that the shift to half-time creates a marked release of kinetic energy” 
(2010, 123–124). The problem with referring to breakdowns as terminal climaxes is that they do not always end a 
song, nor do they—at least in hardcore—exhibit Osborn’s other qualities, which are largely dependent on notions of 
memorability. That said, the end of “Little Friend” might be considered a terminal climax, particularly due to the 
earlier choruses, which seem to keep reaching for some kind of arrival, and is abated only upon the entrance of the 
breakdown. 
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(c) 

 

 

(d) 

 

Figure 3.24: Formal events (a), and verse (b), chorus (c), and breakdown (d) riffs,  
“Right Brigade” (Bad Brains) 

 
 

The breakdown here is drawn out such that it comprises over 50% of the total track. This is 

similar to “Little Friend,” but whereas that breakdown focused on the presentation of lyrics, in 

“Right Brigade,” there is a more extended succession of events that include both instrumental 

and vocal sections, as shown below.  

 

 Breakdown  Musical characteristics 

 1:11   pause and gradual accrual of texture over new riff 

 1:27   full texture achieved, singer begins screaming song title 

 1:42   guitar solo 

 2:09–2:23  return to more restrained texture; ends “cold” on final chord 

 

Further, the lyrics here are limited to a repetition of the song’s title as opposed to the numerous 

stanzas in “Little Friend.” Thus, one notices that there are a variety of approaches bands take in 

breakdowns. While “Right Brigade” has limited lyrics, but an extended guitar solo, “Little 

Friend” focuses more on the song’s lyrical narrative. Common between the two is their 

placement (i.e., after several iterations of verse and chorus) and, most importantly, a “halving” of 

tempo. 

Regarding the four main bands of this study, breakdowns occur most often at the ends of 

songs. However, there are examples in which the music returns to a previous verse or chorus, as 

in Minor Threat’s “Screaming at a Wall.” The breakdown here enters after a brief introduction 
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and two iterations of a verse-chorus combination (0:05 and 0:25, respectively, Figures 3.25b,c), 

again preceded by a pause in the instruments and a gradual build-up (3.25d). 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 

(d) 

 

Figure 3.25: Formal events (a), and verse (b), chorus (c), and breakdown (d) riffs,  
“Screaming At A Wall” (Minor Threat) 

 
 

The build-up in the breakdown is achieved primarily in the drums, which are limited to the hi-hat 

and kick drum; the snare enters only briefly, in tandem with the vocalist’s first line. Whereas the 

earlier examples were quite stable, the music here builds, perhaps in preparation for the return to 

the double-time tempo of the verse. While the drums create a certain amount of anticipation by 
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denying the meter-defining timbre of the snare drum, the palm-muted guitar and lyrics also play 

a part in creating tension, and this is only released upon the returning to the previous music. 

Following four lines of text, there is a snare roll and a brief pause before the band returns to the 

music from the verse, including a shift back to a double-time feel. The lyrics also speak to the 

aspect of “stepping back,” as the vocalist remarks on his growing anger over the antagonist, who 

has closed off him or herself to any kind of interaction. 

 

 

 

 One other notable aspect of the song as a whole includes the gradual rise in pitch level in 

the succession of verse to chorus to breakdown. While the verse begins on A, the chorus moves 

to B-flat; upon reaching the breakdown, the riff rises again to B, which completes a longer range 

motion and suggests further the significance of the breakdown as a major arrival point. As 

opposed to “Little Friend” and “Right Brigade,” the breakdown in “Screaming At A Wall” is 

somewhat unstable, waiting to be released back into the song proper. This is the feature that 

became most highlighted in later hardcore as breakdowns often returned to the double-time 

tempo. Thus, despite some similarity in lyrics and inner divisions of subsections, the primary 

signifiers of a breakdown are placement (i.e., after several iterations of other sections) and tempo 

(i.e., the “halving” of the previous tempo). Although all early examples found in Minor Threat 

and Bad Brains include some kind of text, this is not a requirement, particularly by the mid-

1980s and later. Sometimes a breakdown may end a song, but it is just as likely to return to a 

previous verse or chorus. 

 Throughout the sections on bridge(s) and breakdowns, I have focused on the myriad ways 

in which contrast is created in hardcore songs. Like Osborn, I have grouped formal sections that 

previous scholars have discussed as separate types under the general notion of “bridge function.” 

This is the result of noticing that most hardcore songs tend to present some kind of change 

following several rotations of a verse-chorus combination. Sometimes this is a section of new, 

texted music; at other times it is a guitar solo played over a verse riff. I argue that all sections 
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such as these serve the same function, regardless of their sectional label of bridge, interlude, 

solo, or instrumental verse. 

3.2.7 Conclusions 

 While some songs end with a breakdown, many more end with a reprise of earlier 

material. Brad Osborn (2010) presents a very lucid and detailed discussion of ending functions in 

rock music. He posits four different types of endings, which are based on whether the music at 

the end of a song is recapitulatory or non-recapitulatory and whether the music is autonomous 

(i.e., an independent section) or non-autonomous (i.e., an appendage to other autonomous 

sections).23 He borrows the Punnett Square from genetics in order to define these different types 

of endings, which I have reproduced below in Figure 3.26. 

 

 

Figure 3.26: Osborn’s Figure 2.10 (2010, 96) 

 

Of his four types, the concluding verse/chorus and outro are the most common in hardcore, 

although examples of all four types can be found. In the concluding verse/chorus, songs end 

“cold” with a final presentation of the verse or, more typically, the chorus, with no additional 

material added to it. For instance, in Minor Threat’s “Seeing Red” after two iterations of a verse-

chorus combination (0:14 and 0:31, respectively), the guitar, drums, and vocalist come to a 

pause, while the bass continues playing the chorus riff (0:57) (see Figure 3.27). The riff is played 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

23 Although Osborn uses the term “recapitulation,” it is clear from his discussions that he does not use it with 
reference to sonata theory; there is not necessarily a harmonic aspect to the recurring musical material. As Osborn 
points out, what he refers to as recapitulation of earlier material, other authors might call a “return” or “reprise”; he 
uses the term simply to “denote the reappearance of previously-heard material” (2010, 71). 
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twice and the second time it is accompanied at the end by a snare roll, which launches the song 

into its last iteration of the chorus, ending abruptly after the final line of lyrics. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 3.27: Chorus (a) and concluding chorus (b) riff, “Seeing Red” (Minor Threat) 

 

There are differences in this presentation of the chorus, however: whereas in the earlier choruses 

the drums maintained a restrained pattern involving the direct sound of the ride cymbal, here the 

drums move to the open hi-hat, whose wash creates a more crowded acoustic space. Moreover, 

in earlier choruses, the final note of the riff is played staccato by the guitar, mimicking the effect 

of the vocalist’s own staccato presentation of the final word in the line “Red, I’m seeing red.” In 

effect, the staccatos open up the acoustic space, as neither the final notes of the guitar’s distorted 

chord, nor the final word of text is allowed a natural decay. In the final chorus, the guitar and 

vocalist dispense with the staccato, instead letting each chord and word ring out, thus saturating 

the recording. Below is a summary of these changes: 

 

Chorus 1 and 2   Concluding Chorus 

 Guitar/Bass: Presentation abbreviated  Riff allowed to ring out 

 Drums: Restrained pattern (ride cymbal) Unrestrained pattern (open hi-hat) 

 Vocalist: Staccato delivery of lyrics  Legato delivery of lyrics 
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 Osborn defines outros as appendages, sections of music that are dependent on another 

autonomous section. Most of the time, outros are extensions of a verse or chorus, as in Black 

Flag’s “No Values,” which ends with a repetition of the final gesture in the verse riff (1:35): 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 3.28: Verse (a) and outro (b) riffs, “No Values” (Black Flag) 

 

In this case, it is clear that the song’s ending is based on the preceding verse and uses the ending 

motion to reiterate the central message of the song, as the lyrics “no values” are stated multiple 

times by the vocalist. A much more extended example comes from Minor Threat’s “Filler,” in 

which the song’s chorus is repeated throughout the final thirty seconds of the song. In earlier 

choruses, the eight-measure riff (Figure 3.29) was presented twice, each time ending with the 

vocalist shouting “filler!” The third iteration of the chorus begins with the typical lyrics (1:08), 

but then continues on, presenting four more iterations of the riff while the vocalist shouts a series 

of vocal fragments, some of which are unintelligible (1:13). 

 

 

Figure 3.29: Chorus/outro riff, “Filler” (Minor Threat) 
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 While concluding verse/choruses and outros are dependent on previous sections of music, 

Osborn’s terminal climax and coda refer to songs that end with something new. He develops the 

notion of terminal climax in order to discuss songs that move beyond what he calls the 

“verse/chorus paradigm,” in which the most memorable part of a song is presented in the chorus. 

Osborn finds that in much recent music bands often save the most memorable part for the very 

end, as they culminate in a passage of completely new music, which serves as a kind of “über-

chorus.” In a way, this subverts listeners’ expectations, as one would normally expect a chorus to 

contain the most memorable part of a song and be repeated throughout as opposed to occurring 

only at the end. Indeed, Osborn notes that in songs with terminal climaxes, earlier sections that 

might be thought of as choruses tend to be played down in order to “reserve the true memorable 

high point for the terminal climax” (2010, 114). It is this aspect of terminal climaxes that leads 

me to believe that songs ending with breakdowns should not be considered “terminally 

climactic.” Although Osborn notes that terminal climaxes often shift to a half-time feel, most 

breakdowns in hardcore do not always have the same rhetorical weight in terms of memorability 

or “sing-ability.” This is not to say that breakdowns are unimportant, filler material; rather, they 

simply have a different function.
24

 

However, some hardcore songs do seem to withhold a true chorus until the final section 

of a song, but this seldom occurs with new music. Most often, early presentations of what will be 

the chorus are denied by the vocalist’s lyrical delivery, which seems to hold back a distilled or 

crystallized version of the song’s main theme. For instance, Minor Threat’s “Stand Up,” is 

comprised of a brief introduction based on the verse riff and four rotations of a verse-chorus 

combination. Only the final section seems to achieve the chorus function, as the vocalist repeats 

the title of the song (see lyrics below). One might notice a particular oddity with my labeling of 

verses and choruses, as the verses present the same lyrics, while the choruses change lyrics upon 

each presentation. In this case, I have based my decision on other musical factors, including the 

particular groove and texture of the chorus: as mentioned above, hardcore choruses often include 

a homorhythmic focus in that the instruments all accent the rhythmic grouping. Notable here is 
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24
 In addition to Minor Threat’s “Little Friend” (discussed earlier), the Dead Kennedys’ “Your Emotions” also ends 

with a section that might be described as a terminal climax, as only in the final section is there a sense that a true 

chorus has been achieved.  
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the ending 3+3+2 gesture, which is punctuated by the combination of guitar, bass, and drums 

(see Figure 3.30). 

 

  

 

 

Figure 3.30: Final chorus riff, “Stand Up” (Minor Threat) 
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The vocalist’s delivery is also chorus-like in that his statements are more spread out, more 

intelligible as opposed to the spitfire presentation in the verse. As Osborn noted, in songs with 

terminal climaxes, previous choruses must be played down in some way, and in “Stand Up” this 

is achieved by including both verse-like (i.e., different lyrics upon repetition) and chorus-like 

(i.e., homorhythmic presentation, vocal delivery) qualities in the first three choruses. However, 

in the final chorus, this opposition seems to be rectified as the vocalist provides the short, 

succinct statement that has been missing.  

Osborn’s terminal climax requires that the music be new, but there are some hardcore 

songs that seem end-weighted, concluding with a climax. Nonetheless, they do not always 

achieve this with new music. This is not to say that there are no endings that include new music; 

but these examples seem to reflect Osborn’s concept of coda. Codas are similar to terminal 

climaxes, but “act as appendages to the memorable sections they follow” rather than complete 

sections (2010, 102). That is, codas are dependent upon other material and cannot stand on their 

own.25 While most hardcore songs end with a concluding verse/chorus or an outro, there are 

songs in which the basic material is new, but clearly appended to a previous section. For 

example, in their song “Religious Vomit,” the Dead Kennedys conclude with a recontextualized, 

truncated version of the verse riff (0:58): 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 3.31: Verse (a) and coda (b) riffs, “Religious Vomit” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

The minor third motion G–B-flat is now presented as part of a shorter gesture, alternating back-

and-forth, and setting the foundation for a repetition of the lyrics. The truncated riff also creates a 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

25 Osborn’s use of “coda” to describe non-recapitulatory and non-autonomous endings in rock music is similar to 
conventional conceptions of the term, at least prior to Beethoven. Both uses capture the sense that, although new 
musical materials may be presented, the section as a whole cannot stand on its own, as would be the case with a 
Terminal Climax. Further, both uses of “coda” capture the sense that the section serves an ending function. 
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different groove for this section, as the phrase lengths are shorter compared to earlier sections in 

which the riffs were primarily two or four measures long. Further, the repetition of the lyrics—

“they make me sick…they make me ill”—serve as a kind of summation of the song’s sentiments 

and are also presented in rapid fire succession. The effect is such that the ending sounds faster 

than it actually is. 

 While there are examples in which songs end with new material, the more common 

practice in hardcore is to end with a recapitulation of earlier music. Sometimes, the song ends 

after a final iteration of a verse or chorus (i.e., a concluding verse/chorus); other times, this final 

iteration is expanded beyond the earlier length of the section (i.e., an outro). Osborn’s work with 

recent rock music required him to distinguish between two types of endings in which new music 

is presented (i.e., the terminal climax and the coda). Although there are few examples of terminal 

climaxes in hardcore, one can find songs that end with new music, but this music is not 

autonomous (i.e., codas). As with all of the previous formal sections I have discussed, endings 

come in a wide variety of guises, each unique to the song. 

 

3.3 Sample Analyses 

 

While the previous sections have focused on individual sections within a song, I will now 

present two analyses that include a discussion of how these elements combine to create an 

overall formal structure. I will examine two songs: one that reflects common practice in hardcore 

(“Hyperactive Child” by the Dead Kennedys) and one that is more formally adventurous 

(“Betray” by Minor Threat). 

3.3.1 “Hyperactive Child” (Dead Kennedys) 

 “Hyperactive Child” is the third track on the Dead Kennedys’ In God We Trust, Inc. EP 

(1981) and serves as an example of common approaches to form in hardcore. Table 3.1 provides 

an interpretation of the formal sections, clock timings, and other important notes on the music. 

Given the relatively short length (0:37) and the conciseness of the form—two rotations of a 

verse-chorus pairing, with an extra verse at the end—“Hyperactive Child” certainly reflects 

brevity. 
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Table 3.1: Formal chart, “Hyperactive Child” (Dead Kennedys) 
 

Time 

Stamp 
Section Description 

0:00 Intro 
Song begins with singer stating title and take number; 
opening music is based on verse riff 

0:06 Verse Statement + Varied Repetition riff scheme 

0:12 Chorus Repetition and Change riff scheme 

0:18 Verse 2 --- 

0:24 Chorus --- 

0:30–0:37 
Concluding 

Verse 

Song ends “cold” with final iteration of riff 

 

 

The song begins with singer Jello Biafra stating the song’s title and the take number; following 

the drummer’s count-off, the song begins with a brief introduction that is based on the verse riff: 

a small-scale statement + varied repetition riff scheme that moves C–B-flat–C–E-flat–B-flat: 

 

 

Figure 3.32: Verse riff, “Hyperactive Child” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

The bass doubles the guitar riff and the drums play a standard pattern on the kick, snare, and hi-

hat, but move to a D-beat pattern to punctuate the 3+3+2 rhythmic grouping in the motion C–E-

flat–B-flat. The vocalist presents lyrics that serve to portray the circumstance in which he finds 

himself: drugged, under surveillance, and held almost as a prisoner in his school.  

Although the verses are presented using the first-person, the chorus is altered, as if the 

vocalist has taken on the character of his captors. In the liner notes that accompany the album, 

the reprint of the lyrics reflects this with quotation marks surrounding the chorus’s text. 

Additionally, the single vocalist of the verse is accompanied by a second vocalist in the chorus, 

who sings only the final word or two at the end of each statement. A new riff (Figure 3.33) also 

signals a change in the formal section, as the statement + varied repetition scheme of the verse 

gives way to a riff based upon repetition and change, with a brief expansion in the chorus. 
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Figure 3.33: Chorus riff, “Hyperactive Child” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

Here, the first gesture (A–C–A–C–E-flat–D–C) is repeated three times, but an internal expansion 

at the end of the third iteration repeats the descending gesture and creates closure on A. This 

moment is punctuated by the drums—which shed their standard and D-beat patterns at the end of 

the riff—but also by the additional vocalist, who enters to sing the final three words of the text 

(i.e., “hurt a bit”). 

 There are several features of each section that aid in identifying them as verse and chorus. 

First, the verse includes lyrics that are altered upon each repetition as they serve to create the 

song’s basic narrative. These are followed by more direct lyrics in the chorus, which summarize 

the basic point of the song. These lyrics also include the song’s title and, while there is no exact 

repetition in the first three lines of text, the final line remains unchanged.26 While both the verse 

and the chorus are somewhat energetic and thick in texture, the addition of a second vocalist and 

more cymbal crashes in the chorus create a bit more density. And, while the verses present a 

continuous stream of music, the chorus is punctuated with the final iteration of the riff. Although 

“Hyperactive Child” ends with a concluding verse, there is a change in the final lyric, as Jello 

Biafra is joined by the background vocalist, and they both present the final line (“Now you will 

obey…”). There is a narrative purpose for this: whereas earlier verses were sung from the 

perspective of the protagonist (i.e., the hyperactive child), the final line seems to imply that the 

song’s antagonist has prevailed. 
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26 Jocelyn Neal (2007) notes a similar occurrence of variant lyrics in choruses in her study of country music, and she 
refers to these sections as “shifting-choruses.” She finds this practice to reflect a prioritization of narrative, as “each 
instance of the chorus can change not only interpretive meaning, but also in literal meaning, thereby enhancing the 
song’s options to re-package the same refrain in different ways” (49). A similar case can be made regarding 
“Hyperactive Child,” as the first verse-chorus combination outlines a struggle between protagonist and antagonist, 
before moving to action in the second combination as the protagonist is forced to submit to an injection 
(presumably, of sedatives). 
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 In viewing the overall structure of “Hyperactive Child,” there are several notable features 

that reflect typical hardcore practice. First, the alternation of verse and chorus without “in-

between” material, such as a transition, is common. If a song does include some type of 

transition, it is likely to be drawn from the verse riff, which is presented instrumentally. Second, 

the motion from verse to chorus involves changes in riff schemes. Most songs do not rely on a 

single riff scheme throughout; rather, there is more often a mix of them. In particular, repetition 

and change schemes are common in choruses, as occurs here. Finally, the brevity present in this 

song is quite common, at least in early hardcore: there are two song sections, which are repeated. 

That this all takes place in the span of thirty-seven seconds only further highlights this aspect, as 

the song ends as quickly as it began. 

3.3.2 “Betray” (Minor Threat) 

“Betray” is the first track on Minor Threat’s 1983 EP Out of Step, an album that reflects 

the band members’ development as musicians. Whereas their previous releases included only 

one guitar, here there are two; and, in general, the songs on Out of Step are longer and include 

more sections. As discussed in Chapter One, by 1983, hardcore bands sought to differentiate 

themselves, as the style had become codified and a template of “hardcore” began to emerge—the 

very thing that most bands sought to avoid. In “Betray,” Minor Threat pushes their own previous 

formal boundaries by including an extended introduction, parts of which recur throughout the 

song and act as miniature introductions to each verse, as well as a prechorus. Following two 

rotations of a verse-verse-prechorus-chorus pattern, the music culminates with a breakdown (see 

Table 3.2). 

The song begins with a double-plagal figure moving from D to A to E and is accented by 

all of the instruments (see Figure 3.34). E is sustained in one guitar while the other begins a 

rising figure and is accompanied by the bass. These two opening gestures are quite distinct and 

throughout the song they recur independently from one another. Because of this, I give each of 

them their own label: the double-plagal figure is a (mm. 1–3) and the rising riff is b (mm. 4ff.). 
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Table 3.2: Formal chart, “Betray” (Minor Threat) 
 

Time 

Stamp 
Section Description 

0:00 Intro 
In two parts: a is double-plagal motion (D–A–E) and b is 
longer, ascending gesture 

0:14 Verse 1 One-part riff scheme, motion leading to rest 
0:26/0:31 Verse 2 Begins with b material from intro before moving to verse riff 

0:43 Prechorus Uses a material from intro 
0:45 Chorus Statement + Varied Repetition riff scheme 

0:57/1:08 Verse 3 --- 

1:20/1:26 Verse 4 --- 

1:37 Prechorus --- 

1:38 Chorus --- 

1:51 Transition Return of intro, with b first, then a 

2:04 Instrumental 

2:20 Vocals 

2:35–3:01 

Breakdown 

Increase in tempo 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.34: Intro riff a and b, “Betray” (Minor Threat) 

 

Following two iterations of this opening, the vocalist enters and the song moves into verse one. 

The riff here is characterized by its one-part structure that begins with a pause on B before 

moving through the other chords and landing on the low E once again (Figure 3.35). Further, the 

lyrics of the verses change upon repetition and all serve a narrative purpose.  
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Figure 3.35: Verse riff, “Betray” (Minor Threat) 

 

All of the instruments participate in the pause at the beginning of the riff, giving it a feeling of 

forward momentum, which is abated upon the return of E. Although it is not common in 

hardcore, Minor Threat does not proceed directly to the chorus after verse one. Rather, they 

return to the b gesture from the intro, which serves to transition back into the verse. After the 

second verse the music changes once again, now moving to the a gesture from the intro. 

However, the gesture is modified such that the band only plays the first two chords (D–A) before 

launching into the chorus, which begins on low E. Thus, the ending of the double-plagal motion 

elides with the chorus riff (shown in Figure 3.36) and creates a sense of arrival, in part due to the 

attainment of E—the goal of the entire motion—but also because of the return to a steadier 

altered D-beat pattern in the drums. 

 

 

Figure 3.36: Chorus riff, “Betray” (Minor Threat) 

 

While the verses were characterized by a stream of lyrics, the chorus maintains simplicity, as the 

vocalist is joined by a few other individuals in yelling the word, “betray!” These articulations are 

accented by the drummer, who includes a prominent snare drum and crash cymbal attack on the 

second half of the word, as well as the guitarists, whose riff forces them to make an exaggerated 

motion with their fretting hand in reaching for the C and D in each part of the riff. The 

introduction of additional vocalists and punctuation by all of the instruments both serve to 

release the energy that was built up throughout the verses. 
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 Following the chorus, the music returns to the verse, complete with the introductory b 

gesture. The third and fourth verses again move to a prechorus before proceeding to the chorus 

and completing the second rotation of verse-verse-prechorus-chorus. While the b material returns 

after the chorus—indicating a possible third rotation—it stops short after its second iteration and 

moves directly to the a gesture, which is followed by a completely new section: the breakdown 

(see Figure 3.37). 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 3.37: Transition (a) and breakdown (b) riffs, “Betray” (Minor Threat) 

 

 This section has all of the characteristics of a breakdown: it shifts the tactus from the half 

note to the quarter note (i.e., moving from double- to half-time), it occurs near the end of the 

song, after two rotations of verse and chorus, and it reflects its own multi-partite structure. The 

lyrics also take on a more direct tone, as the vocalist steps back to reflect upon age and 

friendships lost due to growing old. 
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That the lyrics are presented with a half-spoken articulation only serves to make the moment 

more intimate, as if singing or screaming is too formal. There are musical factors that accomplish 

this as well, as one guitar plays with a palm mute and the drums remain somewhat restrained 

with their kick, snare, and hi-hat pattern. Although the other guitar plays a series of higher, 

embellishing figures, this difference in register seems to open up more space, as if the recording 

has literally taken a step back from the listener. After the vocalist presents the lyrics, the music 

takes an accelerando and returns to a (near) double-time tempo before the song comes to a 

conclusion. 

 The structure of “Betray” is rather adventurous compared with other early hardcore 

songs. By 1983, however, many band members had become quite competent as musicians, and 

Minor Threat’s Out of Step certainly reflects this. In comparing it to their previous releases, one 

notices that forms began to expand, resulting in a wider diversity of sections within a song, and 

many of which were also longer in length. In considering hardcore as a whole, when bands did 

produce extended forms such as in “Betray,” the basic set of rotations is similar, as two to three 

rotations of verse and chorus inevitably led to some kind of contrasting section, which the 

breakdown provides. As time went on, breakdowns became part and parcel of hardcore, but in its 

early years, they were still somewhat uncommon. 

 

3.4 Conclusions 

 

 Throughout this chapter I have tried to approach formal sections in hardcore as a series of 

passages of music that each have a particular function. Some sections, such as prechoruses, serve 

to connect two distinct, independent sections (i.e., verse to chorus), while others function as 

arrival points, such as choruses and breakdowns. Some songs end with another iteration of a 

verse or a chorus, others end with new or altered material; however, their function is the same: 

music with which to end a song. These terms are not without problems, though, and I have felt 
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the need to re-shape some definitions, or seek to find the most basic features of a section. What 

constituted a bridge for Walter Everett’s work with the Beatles is simply too restrictive for an 

application to hardcore. Previous definitions of bridge, along with interlude, led me to frame the 

application of these terms not as sections with distinct criteria, but as residing on a continuum of 

contrast. This framing was guided by the fact that many hardcore songs present some kind of 

contrasting section after several rotations of a verse-chorus (or verse + refrain) combination. 

Some contrasting sections present new music and lyrics, while others simply present a guitar 

solo over the verse riff. I will not dispute that these two options have far different effects, but 

their function is the same. 

 I have also tried to base my view of form on many different parameters in music. Rather 

than restricting myself to melody and harmony, I have included lyrics, texture, and timbre, which 

are just as important than the traditional “primary parameters” of music (if not more so). For 

instance, it is difficult to provide strict definitions of “verse” and “chorus” based only on melody, 

harmony, and the like, even for other authors. Most often, this has led to a differentiation based 

on comparative features (e.g., a verse has less energy than a chorus, or a chorus has a thicker 

texture), an approach I have followed and is most noticeable in my grouping of formal sections 

such as verse-chorus or verse-prechorus-chorus. In many cases, these comparative features reside 

in the territory of “feel”: “this section just feels like a chorus.” I would argue that “feel” is 

perhaps the easiest way to approach form, at least in hardcore, as it is difficult to define formal 

sections as narrowly or determinately as in other musical styles. To this end, I have outlined 

specific musical and recording characteristics that suggest section divisions to the stylistically 

competent hardcore listener. Thus, we might return to the quotation from Greg Ginn, presented 

at the beginning of the chapter and simply allow ourselves to “feel” our way through form, and 

for me this feeling arises in how I perceive the function of a given section. 



 

 167 

CHAPTER FOUR 

 

SPATIAL ATTRIBUTES OF HARDCORE RECORDINGS 

 

…while punk typically shared with heavy metal a taste for distortion, the quickened tempos of hardcore obliterated 
some of the sonic qualities that had marked the heavy music of an earlier era. Hardcore was treble, not bass; drum 
patterns tended to highlight the piercing sound of the snare rather than the throb of the kick drum; even the bass 
parts in hardcore were often played farther up on the neck than was customary in other rock styles and were geared 
toward mobility rather than laying a solid, bottom-heavy foundation. Ginn and his cohorts turned to the music of 
Black Sabbath and others to reorient their sound to a low-end sort of heaviness that punk had largely forsaken. 

Steve Waksman, This Ain’t the Summer of Love (2009, 285) 
 
Josh clarifies their concept of what it means to represent Hardcore the way they believe it should be: “Maybe it’s as 
simple as, like, everything that we grew up on, we listen to, like, early SST recordings…and I mean, like, yeah, the 
recordings aren’t like that—Black Flag, Bad Brains, and early Descendents—I mean the recordings aren’t that great, 
but I mean that recording-sound, that style, defines the music, and that’s what we’re going for. In other words, we 
want it to sound like rough, crappy records [laughs].” 

Josh Perrault, singer of Rampage, quoted in “Heavy Music Production” (Reyes 2008, 118) 
 
I’d go to all these punk shows in the early ‘80s, and they’d be in some weird hall or basement club, where the 
acoustics were pretty bad and the bands always played at an ear-piercing level… It was always so loud and intense, 
and I felt it was crucial to maintain that in the film. I wanted people in the audience to feel what I’d felt in those 
clubs—the sheer assault of the music. So I told Robert, “Keep it loud and try to balance it enough to keep that 
intensity.” 

Paul Rachman, director of American Hardcore (Blair 2006) 

 

 

4.1 Introduction 

 

While the previous two chapters have been concerned with an explication of hardcore’s 

stylistic practice with regard to so-called primary parameters—which include pitch, rhythm and 

meter, and form—these are only a few aspects that define the style. It is important to note the 

instruments with which riffs are played, as well as their own unique sounds, such as a heavily 

distorted guitar and the dense texture that it presents. Further, hardcore recordings often reflect 

particular qualities of texture and location along the stereo field. These elements form the other 

half of the binary, and are commonly referred to as secondary parameters: elements that serve to 

“shape” the syntactic features such as pitch and rhythm. Despite their characterization as 

“secondary,” perhaps implying a lack of importance, Allan Moore (2005) notes that, in recorded 

popular music, parameters such as texture, timbre, and spatialization often do more than simply 

“shape” the content of music; he states that “they frequently constitute the content” (1). In this 
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chapter, I aim to show how parameters such as texture, timbre, and spatialization take part in 

creating hardcore’s overall sound, which is—in part—addressed by each of the above quotations. 

While Waksman discusses the role of frequency (measured high to low), Rachman relates his 

experience with live music to that of hardcore recordings, noting the similarity of environments 

that are presented. The middle quotation gets at an overall assessment of the quality of hardcore 

recordings; here, the participants in Reyes’s study describe the records as “rough” and “crappy,” 

inferring a kind of lo-fi approach that is found across the style itself. This type of evaluation 

speaks to the texture of a recording, what Zak 2001 refers to as an “overall quality.” In reading 

Zak’s descriptions of texture, it becomes clear that myriad elements interact in creating this basic 

sound. As he states: “On records, this ‘overall quality’ involves timbre, relative amplitudes, 

rhythm, ambience, frequency range, chord voicings, spatial configuration, and so forth” (85). 

The question, then, is how each of these diverse elements serve to create texture: what role does 

each play and how?  

While an examination of texture is not the goal of his book, Zak impressively initiates a 

framework for such an analysis by describing four dimensions of a track: width (measured on a 

horizontal plane, from left to right along the stereo field), height (in terms of the frequency 

spectrum), depth (measured as relations of prominence), and narrative (time), which measures 

changes in the other dimensions (144). These are the basic parameters that may be manipulated 

to create texture as well as the distinctive sound of a recording. In addition to Zak, Allan Moore 

has undertaken a similar approach, using what he calls the “sound-box,” a four-dimensional 

model of texture, which closely parallels the dimensions outlined in Zak’s book.1 Each scholar’s 

work has made impressive inroads in the analysis of recorded music, but their discussions 

include little in the way of a methodology that one may use in practice. Despite this, they have 

provided many important tools to describe recordings, and in this chapter, I follow Zak, Moore, 

others discussed below, in developing these tools into a methodology for analyzing recordings. 

In particular, I seek to address recording texture, which requires a detailed discussion of the 

constituent elements that create this overall quality. The result of this examination is the creation 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1 See Moore 2001a and Moore and Dockwray 2010. Moore introduced the idea of the sound-box in his paper “The 
Textures of Rock,” which was published in the conference proceedings for the Secondo Convegno Europeo di 

Analisi Musicale in 1992. This became the basis for the ensuing discussion in the first edition of his Rock: The 

Primary Text, first published in 1993. 
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of a series of taxonomies that aid in defining an integral aspect of hardcore style as opposed to a 

series of analytical claims about how texture may play a part in the narrative of a single song. 

This is not to say that the methodology I develop is unsuited for such an endeavor; indeed, I 

would argue that width, depth, height, and texture might play an important role in the discourse 

of a song. My aim here, however, is to examine recording attributes as a singular parameter of 

hardcore style, that is, what features of hardcore recordings are common. While there are 

instances in hardcore in which recording attributes play an active role in a song, width, depth, 

height, and texture are fairly stable and unchanging throughout most recordings. This is, in part, 

the reason for my focus on the overall aspects of hardcore recordings: the most basic features of 

their sound and how these sounds are replicated as patterns across the style.2 

I begin with a review of the relevant literature and a description of my methodology 

before embarking on a discussion of width, depth, and height, all of which come together in a 

consideration of texture at the end of the chapter. In addition to Zak and Moore, there are a host 

of technical manuals that discuss these aspects, and offer invaluable information on the recording 

process. Manuals such as these are generally written for an audience of audio engineers and are 

prescriptive in nature, but I am more interested in the effects of audio manipulation rather than 

how studio equipment may create them. Thus, my approach is much more generalized, but, I 

feel, more applicable to those in music theory and musicology who wish to delve into the 

analysis of recordings without becoming too hampered by technical jargon. 

4.1.1 Review of Relevant Literature 

 In recent years several works have addressed the elements and attributes of recorded 

sound, particularly in relation to popular music. These writings come in two general forms: 

scholarly works with analysis and/or aesthetic practices in mind, and technical manuals, geared 

toward audio engineers and others in the recording industry. In this section, I will review works 

of both types, as my own methodology arises from a combination of these various writers. 

 Albin Zak’s Poetics of Rock (2001) provides an aesthetic evaluation of recorded music as 

well as the process of recording music. In considering recordings, he posits three compositional 

layers: the song, the musical arrangement, and the track. As he states, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

2 For examples of how these parameters may be featured in a song’s narrative, see the analyses of “Rise Above” 
(Black Flag) and “Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys) in Chapter Five. 
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The song is what can be represented on a lead sheet; it usually includes words, 
melody, chord changes, and some degree of formal design. The arrangement is a 
particular musical setting of the song. It provides a more detailed prescriptive 
plan: instrumentation, musical parts, rhythmic groove, and so forth. The track is 
the recording itself. As the layer that represents the finished musical work, it 
subsumes the other two. That is, when we hear a record, we experience both song 
and arrangement through the sounds of the track (24). 

The “sounds of the track” include musical performance, timbre, echo, ambience (reverberation), 

and texture, each of which plays a part in defining the four dimensions of a recording: stereo 

soundstage (width), frequency spectrum (height), relations of prominence (depth), and narrative 

(time).3 The stereo soundstage is modeled along a horizontal plane, moving from the left 

channel, through the center, and to the right. This is a spatial aspect of recordings and may be 

manipulated such that “the more unique the space is, the less it represents experiences of sound 

in the natural world and the more the record takes on the quality of a dramatic stage” (145). 

While the stereo soundstage represents the “width” of a recording, the frequency spectrum 

represents “height,” as “each timbre has particular frequency characteristics,” which are arranged 

to create a track’s basic sounds (151). Each instrument has a unique timbre, and in a typical rock 

configuration the voice, guitar(s), bass, and drums define the audible frequency spectrum of a 

track, and are measured from high to low. Prominence is the most multifarious of the 

dimensions, as a variety of elements combine to create a recording’s depth; it is not determined 

solely by loudness. Indeed, timbre, equalization, compression, ambience, as well as stereo 

placement affect “impressions of proximity and emphasis along with whatever associations these 

may have” (155). Thus, Zak states, the relative prominence of individual instruments is not 

limited to just one parameter, but arises due to a number of factors. Further, width, height, and 

depth may be manipulated throughout a track, such that they change over time. For instance, a 

vocalist’s location may move from the center channel to the right channel over the course of a 

verse, or a guitar might become more prominent during a guitar solo. These four dimensions—

and the various sound elements that arise in their definition—combine to create the texture of a 

track, as defined above. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

3 It is implied that much of Zak’s formulation—and that of others such as Moore 2001a, Moylan 2007, Gibson 2008, 
et al.—is based upon stereo recordings as opposed to mono productions. See Doyle 2005 for a thorough discussion 
of mono recordings. 
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Zak’s four-fold division of a record’s dimensions closely parallels Allan Moore’s “sound-

box,” a heuristic model of texture, that “assumes that sound sources are perceived in four 

dimensions: laterality, register, prominence, and temporal continuity” (Moore and Dockwray 

2010, 219). Moore and co-author Ruth Dockwray use the sound-box to examine trends in the 

mix types of 1,000 rock music tracks from 1966 to 1972.4 Primarily they measure the lateral 

location (i.e., horizontal placement along the stereo field) of lead vocals, bass guitar, and drum 

kit, specifically the snare, “because of its timbral and metrical prominence” (226). This 

investigation leads to a taxonomy of four main arrangements: triangular, clustered, diagonal, and 

dynamic. Each mix is defined by the organization of the three key instruments. While a 

triangular mix might include the bass on the left, vocals in the center, and drums in the right, a 

clustered mix might have all of the instruments in the center channel. A diagonal mix differs in 

that it is defined by, for example, centered drums, with the vocals and bass on a slight diagonal 

from one another, with the “diagonal” arising from a consideration of register. A dynamic mix is 

one in which the location of sound sources (i.e., instruments) is not static, as one or more “jump 

to different zones within the sound-box” (227). While the majority of the early recordings in 

their study have clustered mixes, by 1972 the diagonal mix seems to have become standard. 

Francis Rumsey (2002) seeks to sort out the myriad terms and definitions used in the 

subjective assessment of sound quality, and he focuses specifically on spatial attributes. 

Following a detailed review of a number of studies, Rumsey works toward a “scene-based 

paradigm,” which “requires that the elements of the reproduced scene be grouped according to 

their function within the scene, at levels appropriate to the task” (657). Rumsey limits his 

discussion to the dimensions—what he calls “attributes”—of width, distance, and depth, but 

states that height could be included as well. He addresses each dimension in reference to 

individual sound sources, the ensemble as a whole, the environment in which the ensemble is 

perceived to exist, and the scene, which is a global impression. Individual sound sources are 

micro attributes, and the latter three form macro attributes. Rumsey likens this to a Russian doll, 

“with the scene containing an environment (usually a collection of reflections and diffuse 

reverberation), within which are groups of sources, within which are individual sources” (658). 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

4 As stated above, Moore first developed the sound-box in 1992, but this 2010 article is by far the most in-depth 
engagement with it as an analytical model. Thus, much of my own use of the sound-box is based upon this later 
incarnation. 
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In addition to these aspects, I also follow Rumsey’s definition of diffuseness, which he argues is 

an attribute of width: whereas a narrow source is perceived as a point in space, a diffuse source 

seems to wrap around the listener, causing a sensation of envelopment. Although Rumsey limits 

his discussion of diffuseness to width, there are other dimensions that play a part in its creation, 

such as distance and environment, as I will discuss below. 

 Another important source that I follow is William Moylan’s Understanding and Crafting 

the Mix: The Art of Recording (2007). While Moylan’s book is geared toward audio engineers, 

he provides several sets of criteria for the evaluation of recorded sound. Indeed, one of the most 

beneficial aspects of the work is the inclusion of ear training exercises at the end of each chapter. 

Readers are encouraged to practice hearing and assessing many attributes including time, pitch, 

and environment. Thus, this work makes great strides in developing an analytical framework for 

the analysis of recorded sound, and my own methodology is greatly informed by these 

discussions. In particular, I take much from Moylan’s methods for evaluating the spatial 

elements of reproduced sound (Chapter 9), in which he discusses directional location and width, 

distance location and depth, as well as general characteristics of the perceived environment of a 

recording, such as a small room or a sports arena. For Moylan, these elements exist on a “sound 

stage”: “a single area within which all sound sources are perceived as being located in providing 

the ‘performance’ that is the recording” (377). My own discussions of width and depth draw 

much from this perception. 

 David Gibson’s The Art of Mixing: A Visual Guide to Recording Engineering and 

Production (2008) is similar to Moylan’s in that it is a technical manual, but differs in its aim: 

whereas Moylan emphasizes evaluation and ear training, Gibson focuses on the visual 

representation of mixes and a discussion of recording equipment. Indeed, Gibson has even 

developed his own program—the “Virtual Mixer”—which displays various dimensions of a mix 

visually in real time, and his graphics come from this program. My own graphics are greatly 

influenced by Gibson’s work, as I represent width, depth, and height, but also sound “size.” He 

notes that size arises from several functions: frequency range (i.e., lower frequencies seem to 

take up more space, higher frequencies take up less); volume (i.e., louder sounds are larger, due 

to their propensity to mask softer sounds); stereo spread (i.e., sounds that are spread throughout 

the stereo field are larger than those that reside in a single location); and reverb (i.e., the 

ambience of a small room is smaller than the ambience of a large space) (33–41). In particular, 
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“size” plays an integral role in the creation of texture, and in the corresponding section below, 

much of my discussion is based on these items. 

4.1.2 Methodology 

 My methodology is based on comparative analysis. While a dimension such as width may 

be examined with a certain amount of objectivity, depth, height, and texture are far more 

subjective. Moreover, my comparative judgments are relative to hardcore recordings. If I were to 

expand my pool of recordings to include other styles such as classic rock, country, or even heavy 

metal, many of my observations would need to be qualified. For instance, a sparse texture in 

hardcore recording might be considered dense when compared to a classic rock recording. Thus, 

when I compare amounts of depth or width in recordings, this is only in relation to hardcore. 

Despite the varied sounds created by the four main bands in my dissertation, I have expanded my 

analytical gaze to include bands other than Black Flag, Bad Brains, Minor Threat, and the Dead 

Kennedys in order to arrive at a more comprehensive discussion of hardcore recording practices. 

There are no set criteria for which bands I have included; I simply scanned hundreds of other 

recordings from roughly 1978 to 1983 in order to find examples related to the recording 

attributes I discuss. This includes recordings from Articles of Faith (from Chicago), Circle Jerks 

(Los Angeles), D.O.A. (Vancouver), Gang Green (Boston), Government Issue (Washington 

D.C.), Jerry’s Kids (Boston), Middle Class (Orange County), Scream (Washington D.C.), SS 

Decontrol (Boston), Youth Brigade (Los Angeles), and the Zero Boys (Indianapolis). I have also 

included other recordings by the four main bands, such as a collection of Black Flag demos 

(Everything Went Black) Minor Threat’s First Demo Tape, the “California Über Alles” single 

from the Dead Kennedys, and the original mix of Bad Brains’ Rock For Light. Of course, there 

are many other bands and recordings that I have not included as examples, but have consulted 

nonetheless. 

 When examining recordings I relied primarily on CD re-releases of the original vinyl 

formats, on which nearly every recording was first issued. I have consulted vinyl recordings 

when possible, but some are prohibitively expensive or copies cannot be found. While in my 

reliance on CDs I am certainly missing crucial elements of the original recordings, most of the 

attributes I discuss are still present. Moreover, my aim is not to recreate listener experiences 

from the late 1970s to the 1980s, for that would require the same record player, loudspeakers, 

headphones, etc. If a listener were to seek out one of these recordings today, he or she would 
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most likely be limited to a CD release, vinyl rerelease, or Internet download. Therefore, I do not 

find my reliance on more recent media to be problematic. 

 I follow Moore and Dockwray in using headphones as my main source of playback as 

opposed to loudspeakers. As Moylan (2007, 23–24) notes, issues arise when playback occurs via 

loudspeakers, such as the negative effects of the playback environment (i.e., the room/place in 

which one is listening). Further, loudspeaker playback tends to centralize sound images, blending 

what would normally be quite separate in stereo space (see Moore and Dockwray 2010, 223). By 

relying on headphones, I am able to control this environmental factor, while also creating a better 

situation for experiencing the full spectrum of stereo imaging. As Moore and Dockwray state, 

this renders “sound localization and the transcription of sonic placement more precise during 

aural analysis” (223). And in comparing listenings conducted using headphones to those through 

loudspeakers, I have noticed effects similar to those discussed by Moore and Dockwray. Thus, 

the reading of my text should be accompanied by listening to the examples via headphones. 

 In judging attributes of width, depth, and height, I generally worked through a 

comparison of two opposing recordings. For instance, when examining depth, I compared a 

rather shallow recording to one that is rather deep. These became a baseline for other recordings, 

which may fall somewhere in between. Following this, I would listen to a variety of other 

recordings and begin to develop groups of similar sounds based on whatever attribute I was 

examining. From these I created the general categories that I will discuss below, such as open vs. 

closed spaces, or dense vs. sparse recordings. 

 Following these measurements, I began to explore ways to visually represent these aural 

features. Whereas Moore and Dockwray, and Gibson primarily rely on a single visual graphic 

(i.e., a picture of a room), I follow Moylan in developing different methods of representation for 

each attribute.5 Thus, I represent width on a single horizontal plane, depth on a receding plane, 

and height on a single vertical plane. Only when discussing overall texture do I move to a system 

of representation that takes all dimensions (excluding time) into account. This is for clarity more 

than anything else, as it allows readers (and myself) to focus on only one type of sound attribute 

at a time. I should also note that these graphics are generalized representations. For example, 

when measuring height, I do not measure exact frequencies; rather, I discuss the general areas of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

5 See, for example, Moore and Dockwray 2010, 229, and Gibson 2008, 42–44. 
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low, middle, and high. Similarly, when measuring distance, I discuss general areas of proximity, 

near, and far, without discriminating between far and very far. 

 In preparing the analyses for this chapter, my main goal was to seek out typical stylistic 

features of hardcore recordings, while simultaneously developing a methodology for doing so. 

Even though much of my analytical process is based upon the work of others, in its 

implementation I have adapted certain features to better represent the sounds that I hear. That is, 

my analyses are subjective and based upon my own experiences with hardcore music. Therefore, 

it is not my intention to provide the hearing of the recording features of any song, but simply one 

hearing among many. 

 

4.2 Spatial Attributes 

 

 In the following section, I describe and define three dimensions of recordings: width, 

depth, and height. All can be considered attributes of space and broken down into a series of 

continuums: width (narrow to broad), depth (shallow to deep), and height (short to tall). These 

elements are neatly captured in Figure 4.1, which is a visual representation of each space. I refer 

to the elements in this diagram as comprising part of a track’s recording space, the perceived 

sum total of a recording’s sounds as they relate to space and texture. Although the recording 

space can be represented with many different forms of graphics, taking into account myriad 

sounds, I confine my use of it to width, depth, and height.6 These three dimensions arise from a 

multitude of sound element configurations. For example, width is a byproduct of the directional 

location of the sound sources (i.e., the instruments and their placement from left to right), while 

depth is created through a confluence of factors, including loudness, reverberation, and timbral 

information. In order to trace the creation of these dimensions, I first discuss how each is 

affected by the locations of instruments, and these are measured on continuums as well: width 

(directional location, left to right); depth (distance location, adjacent to infinity; environment 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

6 In order to discuss aspects of a recording’s attributes that change through the course of a track, Zak 2001 and 
Moore and Dockwray 2010 also include temporality as another dimension of recordings, as discussed above. 
Hardcore recordings are less apt to include any type of change throughout a track; if a guitar is first found in the left 
channel, it is likely that it will remain there throughout the track. There are instances in which more voices enter, 
and I will note these when relevant. In particular, in Chapter Five I will discuss two instances of such changes in my 
analyses of “Rise Above” (Black Flag) and “Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys). 
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location, confined to open); and height (frequency location, high to low). All of these sound 

elements combine to create a recording’s texture, which I measure as an overall quality on a 

continuum from sparse to dense. I also discuss quality at the level of individual instruments on a 

continuum from concentrated to diffuse, and I conclude with a discussion dedicated to these 

topics. 

 

 
 

Figure 4.1: Visual representation of recording space 

 

4.2.1 Directional Location and Width 

 Width is created by the directional location and spread of individual instruments in a 

recording space, and there are two levels at which it may be measured: at the level of the 

instrument (what Rumsey calls a micro attribute) and at the level of the entire scene, a macro 

attribute, which includes the placement and individual width of all instruments.7 Recordings in 

which instruments span from the left to right are considered to be broader than those in which all 

of the instruments are concentrated in the center. Directional location itself may also be studied; 

that is, one may examine the configuration of instruments along the horizontal plane. In 

hardcore, there are two general types, and it is to these that I now turn. 

4.2.1.1 Directional locations. Directional location deals with the placement of 

instruments along the stereo field, which is measured from left, through center, and to the right. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

7 See Rumsey 2002, 657–658 for a more in-depth discussion of these terms. 
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These are the three general areas to which I assign directional locations. However, within these 

three, there are a few more specific areas, as some instruments appear all the way to the left, 

while others appear just to the left. I refer to these areas as hard left, left, center, right, and hard 

right, as shown in Figure 4.2. 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Directional locations along the horizontal plane 

 

Following the diagram, sounds that appear “hard left” will seem closer to one’s left ear; sounds 

that appear “center” will seem to reside in between one’s ears. The latter phenomenon is the 

result of equal amplitudes of a sound source in both the left and right speakers, which create the 

impression of a central location. More space is given to the center in my diagram; this is due to 

the range of locations within the center space. For instance, at times, I can perceive a difference 

between instruments that emanate from “dead center” and those that seem “just off” center. 

However, these differences are seldom very prominent, and various types of playback equipment 

(i.e., headphones vs. loudspeakers) and listening environment affect such precision. 

 The differences between the five areas are quite noticeable, particularly hard left/right. 

For example, in their “D.O.A.,” the band of the same name places their two guitars at opposite 

ends, leaving the center space open for a clear presentation of the vocals, bass, and drums. Figure 

4.3, which dispenses with the headphone image, captures this arrangement of instruments. 
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Figure 4.3: Guitars placed hard left and hard right, “D.O.A.” (D.O.A.)8 

 

The song’s accumulative introduction allows the listener to hear clearly the location of each 

instrument, as it begins with the left guitar playing the opening chords before the right guitar, 

bass, and drums enter at the end of the riff and sounding in the center. The vocalist, also located 

centrally, enters soon thereafter as the first verse commences. 

 Instruments may also be placed in the left and right areas, appearing closer to the center 

space, as in Minor Threat’s “Filler.” Here, the introduction again eases identification of the 

directional locations of the instruments. The song begins with the guitarist playing a sustained 

chord before being joined by the bass, which plays the song’s verse riff. Following a snare roll, 

the drums move to a standard drum pattern and the singer presents the lyrics. Though at first the 

guitar and bass seem to reside in the center space, upon the entrance of the vocalist and drums, 

they are placed into perspective and are located left (guitar) and right (bass) (see Figure 4.4). 

 

 

Figure 4.4: Guitar placed left, bass placed right, “Filler” (Minor Threat) 

 

 The configuration of instruments along the stereo field is not random. Across many styles 

of rock music there are some configurations that are more common than others. An investigation 

of these types formed the basis of Moore and Dockwray’s study, in which the authors examined 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

8 The vertical placement of instruments is for purposes of clarity only; it does not imply the vertical location or 
prominence of each instrument. 
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rock music from 1966 to 1972. They found four common types, or what they call mixes, as 

described above: clustered, triangular, diagonal, and dynamic.9 Each mix is defined by the 

placement of the bass, drums (primarily the snare drum), and vocals along the horizontal and 

vertical plane; in this case, placement on the vertical plane refers to frequency: instruments with 

a higher frequency are placed near the top of the plane, just as instruments with lower 

frequencies are placed lower. Thus, basses are lower than drums, and drums are lower than 

vocals. Although Moore and Dockwray include height as a part of their criteria, their mix types 

are identifiable solely by the directional location of instruments, as in their clustered mix, in 

which all sound sources emanate from a single location, typically the center space (see Figure 

4.5a). In another type, what they call the “diagonal mix,” the drums are centered, but the vocals 

and bass are placed just to the left and right of center; other instruments are placed in the hard 

left/right locations. The term “diagonal” infers a reference to height, but without this reference 

the mix is still clear: the most basic aspect of this type is the central placement of the drums, and 

side-by-side vocals and bass, all of which are surrounded by other instruments. Figure 4.5b is a 

reproduction of their Figure 7, an example of a diagonal mix from Uriah Heep’s “Easy Livin’.” 

 

 

(a) 

 

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

9 See Moore and Dockwray 2010, 227 for a summary of each mix type as well as common variants. 
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(b) 

 

Figure 4.5: Reproduction of Moore and Dockwray’s Figures 2 (a) and 7 (b) (2010, 229 and 232) 

 

In generalizing this mix type, and using my own system of visual representation, their Figure 7 

would look as follows in Figure 4.6. 

 

 

Figure 4.6: Moore and Dockwray’s Figure 7, adapted to my representation 

 

The problem with adopting Moore and Dockwray’s mix types for the analysis of hardcore 

recordings lies in their exclusion of the guitar as a defining component. While this is fitting for 

the music they examine, the same cannot be said about guitars in hardcore. However, if we relax 

Moore and Dockwray’s criteria, and include the consideration of guitars, there is a similar and 

common mix type that emerges from the hardcore repertoire. The middle graphic in Figure 4.7 

shows what I refer to it as the “stage setup mix,” as it is reflective of a band’s instrumental 

arrangement on a performance stage.  
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Figure 4.7: Comparison of clustered mix (top), stage setup mix (middle), and diagonal mix (bottom) 

 

In this mix, the guitar replaces the vocals, which move to the center space with the drums; the 

guitar and bass are placed on opposite sides. This type is actually a conflation of Moore and 

Dockwray’s clustered and diagonal mix types. The stage setup mix is similar to the clustered mix 

in that most of the instruments are located centrally; but it is also similar to the diagonal in that 

the bass, drums and vocals, and guitar are placed side-by-side. However, whereas the diagonal 

mix is also defined by the placement of instruments on either side of the main diagonal, in the 

stage setup mix, there are no other sound sources. Thus, one can think of the stage setup mix as 

an expanded clustered mix (as in the top graphic of Figure 4.7), or a contracted diagonal mix (as 

in the bottom graphic). 

The most basic principle of the stage setup mix is the sense that the vocals and drums are 

centered, with the guitar and bass on opposite sides. An example of this can be found in Minor 
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Threat’s “Filler” (examined above in Figure 4.4), as the guitar is placed left, the drums and 

vocals are center, and the bass is right. In their “Out of Vogue,” the Middle Class employs the 

reverse, with the guitar located right and the bass left. There is also a backup vocalist added, 

whose refrain “out of vogue” also emanates from the left, albeit hard left (see Figure 4.8). 

 

 

Figure 4.8: Stage setup mix, guitar right and bass left, “Out of Vogue” (The Middle Class) 

 

 One of the most noticeable elements in this type of mix is the sense of “emptiness” in the 

space in which the bass is located. This arises due to the timbral differences between a guitar and 

a bass, as the former is often distorted, creating a more diffuse sound that “fills up” the space 

more completely than a bass guitar, whose lower frequencies are not as prominent. Bad Brains 

follows a similar placement of instruments in the version of “Fearless Vampire Killers” recorded 

for their self-titled album. Here, however, the bass is even less prominent, thus making the left 

side of the recording sound somewhat “dead,” as there seems to be no musical activity (see 

Figure 4.9). 

 

 

Figure 4.9: Stage setup mix, guitar right and bass left, “Fearless Vampire Killers,” Bad Brains (Bad Brains) 

 

Doubtless, there are two guitar tracks in the song’s introduction: the right guitar plays chords, 

while left guitar plays higher, melodic embellishments. However, upon the vocalist’s entrance, I 
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have a hard time hearing the left guitar, which suggests that it was an additional track, only 

present in the beginning of the song.  

 In “Filler,” “Out of Vogue,” and “Fearless Vampire Killers,” there is only one primary 

guitar track, but the stage setup mix may also include recordings in which two guitars are present 

throughout, as in D.O.A.’s “D.O.A.,” examined earlier. In this recording, the two guitars are 

located on opposite ends of the stereo field, with the vocals, bass, and drums filling in the center 

(see Figure 4.10). 

 

 

Figure 4.10: Stage setup mix, guitars placed hard left and hard right, “D.O.A.” (D.O.A.) 

 

This is not the only configuration for recordings with two guitars. On their Out of Step EP, Minor 

Threat positions the guitars in the right and in the center, with the vocals, bass, and drums also 

located centrally, as in the song “Betray” in Figure 4.11. 

 

 

Figure 4.11: Guitars placed right and center, “Betray” (Minor Threat)10 

 

 In addition to the stage setup mix, Moore and Dockwray’s clustered mix is often found as 

well. As the authors point out, clustered mixes may be indistinguishable from mono recordings. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

10 Although this mix is not truly a stage setup, the hard right guitar’s extension into the left channel provides some 
sense that there may be an additional guitar in that location. This creates the impression that there may be three 
guitars, spread from right to center to left, which would qualify as a stage setup mix under my definition. 
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However, such a mix “does not indicate a mono production, but rather one where the producer 

has concentrated on providing a balanced stereo image, placing the aesthetic focus on the 

blending of sounds, as opposed to the separation that had been favoured by many of the early 

stereo mixes” (2010, 230). By “early stereo mixes,” Moore and Dockwray refer to the practice of 

localizing sources in distinct locations, as in their triangular mix, in which the vocals, bass, and 

drums are positioned in different directional locations across the stereo field, such as center, left, 

and right, respectively. Clustered mixes in hardcore are indistinguishable from those that Moore 

and Dockwray discuss; the main element is a central location of all instruments, such as, for 

example, in the Dead Kennedys’ “Nazi Punks Fuck Off” (see Figure 4.12). Indeed, there is 

almost no sense that this recording is in stereo, as all of the instruments reside in the center, 

including all of the drum kit, which, as we shall see, is often spread out such that it covers a 

broader spread of the plane. 

 

 

Figure 4.12: Clustered mix, “Nazi Punks Fuck Off” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

 All of these examples have focused on the directional locations of instruments: where 

they appear to emanate from as sound sources along a horizontal plane. These locations combine 

to create mix types, which are defined by the configuration of instruments in the stereo field. 

While drums and vocals are most often located centrally, guitars and basses are more mobile, as 

they are found in a variety of directional locations. Despite this, there are two general types of 

configurations in hardcore, as I have discussed: the stage setup and clustered mixes. But even 

within these mixes, sound sources may be manipulated to create alterations, and these alterations 

are achieved primarily by a manipulation of width. 

 4.2.1.2 Width. Width is a byproduct of directional location and spread (i.e., how much of 

the horizontal plane an instrument or the ensemble covers), and it may be used to describe an 



 

 185 

individual sound source or the recording as a whole. Figure 4.13 plots sound sources along the 

stereo field and measures the relative width of the scene. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 4.13: Comparison of narrow recording width (a) and broad recording width (b) 

 

In these figures, the dots represent sound sources and the boxes indicate the resulting amounts of 

width. While the width of Figure 4.13a is relatively narrow—due to the centralization of the 

ensemble—the instruments are spread throughout stereo space in Figure 4.13b, making it 

broader. Both the stage setup and clustered mix types have an inherent width due to their unique 

configuration of instruments, and this is created by the amount of stereo space that is utilized. 

Clustered mixes are inherently narrow, like Figure 4.13a, and stage setups are inherently broader, 

particularly when there are two guitars and they are located on opposite ends of the stereo field. 

Both mix types may be manipulated in order to create more width, and this is accomplished 

chiefly by altering individual source widths. 

 As Moylan states, individual sources may appear to occupy specific points in the stereo 

field (e.g., hard left, center, etc.), or they may appear to be present at multiple points (2007, 186). 

He refers to the latter as resulting in spread, the effect created by “a phantom image that appears 

to occupy an area; it has width or size that extends between two audible boundaries” (378). For 

example, a guitar that appears to occupy both the left and right spaces—but not emanating as a 



 

 186 

source from the center—would be broader than a guitar confined to the left space, for the 

former’s spread would reach from the left to the right. It is important to keep in mind that this is 

not referring to two separate instruments, but a single sound source, which is manipulated such 

that it appears in multiple locations. An example of this can be found in comparing two different 

recordings, both of which reflect a stage setup configuration: Minor Threat’s “Screaming at a 

Wall” and Black Flag’s “Nervous Breakdown” (see Figure 4.14). 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 4.14: Narrow guitar (a) in “Screaming at a Wall” (Minor Threat)  
and broad guitar (b) in “Nervous Breakdown” (Black Flag) 

 
 

The guitar in Minor Threat’s “Screaming at a Wall” is narrower than the guitar in “Nervous 

Breakdown,” by Black Flag. In the former, the guitar is located left and creates a more direct, 

localized sound. This is in opposition to “Nervous Breakdown,” in which the guitar is located 

left, but its image extends to right as well. This gives the guitar a broader, less localized sound. I 

use the term “image” because the right guitar sounds more like a reverberant “shadow” of the left 

guitar, which I hear as the original sound source.11 This effect is caused primarily by distance: 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

11 This effect may be due to what Gibson calls “fattening,” a process by which a delay of around 30ms or less is 
added to an original source and then panned between two separate locations on the stereo field, such as left and 
right. Gibson states that when this occurs “the effect is such that it ‘stretches’ the sound between the speakers” 
(2008, 36). 
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the right guitar sounds farther away, like hearing the tail end of the sound. Thus, the guitar’s 

lines cover an area of the stereo field rather than a single, specific point.  

 Although I hear the guitar in “Nervous Breakdown” as emanating from the left, locating 

its direction is made difficult by its broadness. That is, in “Screaming at a Wall,” there is little 

doubt that the guitar is located left, but in “Nervous Breakdown,” the right guitar image makes 

the process of locating the original source somewhat more difficult, particularly when listening 

over loudspeakers. Rumsey addresses this aspect, noting that individual source widths rely on 

“locatedness”: “the degree to which an auditory event can be said to be clearly in a particular 

location” (2002, 659). He provides a representation of this, which is reproduced in Figure 4.15. 

 

 

Figure 4.15: Reproduction of Rumsey’s Figure 3 (2002, 660) 

 

Rumsey uses the term “diffuse” to describe broad sources, but diffuseness is not always tied to 

an increase in width. As he states, “one could conceive, for example, of a large source with 

clearly defined boundaries that was also easy to localize.” However, he also cites experiments in 

which localization was found to be negatively correlated with source width (659).12 I will 

address this aspect below when discussing texture, but suffice it to say that narrow sources are 

generally easy to localize, and increases in width generally make this process more difficult. 

 Another interesting example—though not an alteration of the stage setup mix—comes 

from Minor Threat’s “It Follows.” As with “Nervous Breakdown,” a guitar is broadened by 

extending the original source across the stereo field, again, with one directional location 

sounding more like the source and the other more like a reverberant image. This is particularly 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

12 Rumsey cites his own study, co-authored with Berg, and presented to the Audio Engineering Society’s 19th 

International Conference (2001). 
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noticeable at the beginning (0:02ff.) and during the bridge (1:10ff.) of “It Follows”: in the song’s 

introduction, the bass is centrally located, playing unaccompanied until the end of the riff, which 

is punctuated with the introduction of first, the right guitar and centered drums, and then by a 

center guitar, which enters in the final measure. Although as a source, the first guitar is located 

right, there is an image of it present in the left as well, but it is less defined than the source (see 

Figure 4.16). In comparing the right guitar and its image in the left space to that of the center 

guitar, the latter sounds narrower, as emanating from a more specific point. 

 

 

Figure 4.16: Broad right guitar and centered guitar, “It Follows” (Minor Threat) 

 

 In addition to increasing a guitar’s width, the stage setup mix may be altered via a 

broadening of the drum kit. This is often achieved by placing the cymbals and/or toms across the 

stereo field. For instance, in “Sailin’ On,” from the original mix of Bad Brains’ Rock For Light, 

the guitar is located left, while the vocals, kick, snare, and hi-hat are in the center.13 The toms 

and crash cymbals are located (higher-pitched to lower) from right to left (see Figure 4.17); that 

is, the drums are directionally located as if the listener were watching a right-handed drummer, 

with the higher toms and cymbals placed to the right and extending to the lower toms and 

cymbals to the left. 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

13 As discussed in Chapter One, the first version of Bad Brains’ Rock For Light was co-produced by the band and 
Ric Ocasek and released in 1983. However, in preparing the album for CD release in 1990, the band reunited with 
Ocasek to remix the tracks. In addition to the general remix, most tracks were sped up, resulting in an increase in 
pitch of about a half-step for each song. This version of the album is the only one extant on CD. Versions of the 
original vinyl release can be found, and this is what my observations are based on. Additionally, some of the original 
versions can be found on Banned In D.C.: Bad Brains Greatest Riffs, a compilation released through Caroline 
Records in 2003.  
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Figure 4.17: Altered stage mix with broad drum kit, “Sailin’ On,” Rock For Light original mix (Bad Brains) 

 

Although the drum kit is broadened, it is still relatively easy to localize, as each part of the kit 

occupies a specific location in the stereo field. This is due partially to the timbres—whether it is 

the kick, snare, toms, or cymbals, each has a concentrated, direct sound—but it is also due to the 

conceptualization of a drum kit as a single instrument with multiple pieces (i.e., a single 

individual plays the kit). Broadening the kit does create the impression of being closer to the 

source, but it does not make it more difficult to localize. 

 Broadening the drum kit is also the main way in which clustered mixes are altered. While 

the vocals, guitar(s), bass, kick, and snare are all centrally located, the cymbals, or cymbals and 

toms are placed across the field as shown in Figure 4.18 

 

(a) 

 

 

(b) 
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(c) 

 

 

Figure 4.18: Altered clustered mixes with broadened toms and crash cymbals (a),  
crash cymbals only (b), and all cymbals (c) 

 
 

For instance, in the Dead Kennedys’ “Kepone Factory” the drums are all located centrally, and 

this is particularly noticeable when the drummer plays the toms during the chorus (0:22ff.). This 

is in opposition to Black Flag’s “Padded Cell,” in which the toms and cymbals are spread across 

the stereo field, creating a broader overall sound. While the cymbals are played throughout the 

song, the toms are heard only at the ends of the chromatic riff that introduces each verse (0:04 

and elsewhere). Moreover, in the chorus, the centrally-located vocalist is complemented by 

backup vocalists, which are placed hard right and hard left as they sing the refrain, “maniac!” 

(see Figure 4.19 for a comparison of the two songs).14 

 

(a) 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

"#! That these items are perceivable during only a portion of the song brings up the important dimension of 
temporality, and this is the most common way in which alterations to the recording space occur throughout a song: 
with the introduction of new instruments. That is, we only recognize the broadened drums when the standard 
patterns involving the kick, snare, and hi-hat/ride are shed in favor of some type of fill, as the toms and crash 
cymbals are not a constant presence. 
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(b) 

 

 

Figure 4.19: Clustered mix (a), “Kepone Factory” (Dead Kennedys)  
and altered clustered mix (b), “Padded Cell” (Black Flag) 

 

 Although hardcore recordings exhibit a range of directional configurations, the clustered 

and stage setup mixes are the most common. Alterations in the width of individual sources create 

variations on these two basic types, most often by spreading out a guitar or drum kit to occupy an 

area rather than a single point of the stereo field. Width is thus a byproduct of directional 

location and spread, an effect that gives recordings a narrower or broader dimension. 

4.2.2 Distance Location, Environment, and Depth 

 A recording’s depth is the byproduct of the distance locations of individual instruments, 

which are in part created by loudness and reverberation, an effect of environment. As Moylan 

notes, it is not loudness or environment that causes distance per se; rather, “distance location IS 

primarily the result of timbral information and detail. Timbre differences between the sound 

source as it is remembered in an unaltered state and the sound as it exists in the recording 

primary determine [sic] distance localization” (2007, 190). Alterations in timbral information 

create the impression of distance between a listener and the sound source, and, when all sources 

are held in relation to one another, create relative levels of depth. Zak refers to depth as 

“prominence,” the relations of which “impart impressions of proximity and emphasis…The more 

prominent a sound is, the more forward it appears to be in relation to other sounds on the track 

and the more it claims a listener’s attention” (2001, 155). However, as Moore and Dockwray 

argue, whereas lateral placement (i.e., directional location) is a fairly objective perception, depth 

is not, for sounds “originate in the same plane, and we make inferences as to their distance by 

interpreting the dynamic level and degree of distortion.” They go on to state that depth “requires 
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a degree of interpretation not necessary for laterality” (2010, 226).15 Nonetheless, some 

instruments do sound closer than others in a recording and, while one may have difficulty in 

identifying a precise distance, even a general notion of near to far is sufficient to discuss 

hardcore recordings.  

In this section, I discuss depth in two ways: I first describe depth as an attribute of the 

arrangement of instruments on a receding plane (i.e., distance location), before discussing depth 

as an attribute of environment (i.e., the perceived location in which a performance is taking 

place). Some recordings have greater degrees of depth than others, and I measure these relative 

levels on a continuum from adjacent to a listener to infinite distances away, and from confined to 

open performance spaces, all of which lead to a characterization of shallow to deep recordings. 

 4.2.2.1 Distance locations and depth. Distance location is determined by alterations in 

timbral information, as Moylan has discussed. That is, the timbre of an instrument that is placed 

directly in front of a listener will sound much different than an instrument placed at the opposite 

end of a large room. In order to judge such alterations, one must have a sense of an instrument in 

its unaltered state. Two recordings from Black Flag will serve to demonstrate this type of 

change, as well as how timbral alterations are effected. 

“Nervous Breakdown” and “Jealous Again” are ideal for comparison, as both begin with 

an unaccompanied guitar. The two graphics in Figure 4.20 are snapshots taken from the first two 

seconds of each song. In each, “Nervous Breakdown” is located in the top two horizontal bars 

(the left and right channels), while “Jealous Again” is located in the bottom two horizontal bars. 

Figure 4.20a is a waveform diagram of the songs, and from the graphic, it is clear that the guitar 

in “Nervous Breakdown” is louder than in “Jealous Again.” However, it is not loudness per se 

that creates the sense of distance, but timbral information. Figure 4.20b captures this sense in the 

form of a spectrograph, which measures intensity of frequencies: as one can see, the guitar in 

“Nervous Breakdown” covers a wider portion of the frequency spectrum, with the instrument’s 

fundamental and overtones clearly present.  

 

 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

15 In this instance, “distortion” refers to any process that alters the natural sound of an instrument. For instance, an 
engineer may color the instrument with effects such as reverb, chorus, or overdrive. 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 4.20: Comparison of guitar timbre in “Nervous Breakdown” and “Jealous Again” (Black 
Flag) using waveform diagram (a) and spectrograph diagram (b) 



 

 194 

In “Jealous Again,” however, the area of the fundamental is less “intense”—which is represented 

by the lack of white bands. Indeed, the upper end of its overtones is also less intense and nearly 

absent; the overall impression is one of dullness, at least compared to “Nervous Breakdown.” Jay 

Hodgson (2010) notes that a quality such as dullness has much to do with the creation of 

distance: “Human ears tend to interpret ‘duller’ sounds—specifically, sounds lacking in mid-

range and high-end frequency components—as less proximate than sounds with a plethora of 

such components” (286). In “Nervous Breakdown” the full range of spectral information is 

present, including mid-range and high-end frequencies, and the result is a full, direct sound. In 

“Jealous Again,” however, the guitar seems pushed back, as if there were space in between the 

amplifier and the microphone, and this impression is created because of the lack of upper 

frequency information. 

While there is an audible difference in the distance location of the guitars in these two 

songs, I would not characterize that difference as all that great. Indeed, I still hear both as 

residing only a short distance away; “Jealous Again” simply seems to present more space 

between source and listener. In an effort to visualize such perceptions, Moylan describes a plane 

that recedes from the listener, from adjacent to infinite distances away. Within this plane, he 

denotes three separate areas: proximity, near, and far, as shown in Figure 4.21, a reproduction of 

his Figure 9-10. Moylan focuses solely on timbral alterations in judging distance, and this is the 

main criterion by which he defines the three areas of the continuum: 

(1) An area of “proximity,” the space that the listener perceives as their own area, 
is the area immediately surrounding the listener that may be extended in size to be 
conceived as the size of a small to moderately sized room. The listener will 
perceive the proximity area as being their own immediate space; 

(2) A “near” area is the area immediately outside of the space that the listener 
perceives themselves as occupying, extending to a horizon where the listener 
begins to have difficulty localizing distances in detail; and 

(3) A “far” area, beginning where perception dictates that space ceases to be 
“near;” where detailed examination of the sound is difficult, and extending to 
where sounds are almost impossible to recognize. Extreme far sound sources 
contain very little definition of sound quality (192). 
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Figure 4.21: Reproduction of Moylan’s 9-10 (2007, 191) 

 

My own visual representations of distance location are similar, but I also reflect the sense of 

perspective, of a receding dimension, as shown in Figure 4.22. 

 

 

Figure 4.22: Distance locations plotted on receding plane 

 

While “proximity,” “near,” and “far” are apt descriptions of how some sounds may be heard, one 

might also think of these areas in a less refined manner: as designating parts of a stage on which 
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the ensemble is performing.16 Instruments to which one is adjacent I regard as giving the 

impression of being in the midst of, as if the stage were quite shallow. As the ensemble appears 

to move farther away, the sense is that the stage is increasing in size. Common to all stage sizes, 

however, is the perspective of the listener as being placed directly in front of the stage, and I will 

return to this below when I discuss environment and depth.  

In hardcore the guitars are typically placed in the proximity area, but there are occasions 

in which they reside at a greater distance away, as in the version of “Six Pack” Black Flag 

recorded for their album Damaged (see Figure 4.23). The song’s introduction begins with an 

unaccompanied bass before the drums enter at around 0:09. At 0:31, a guitar joins in, sounding 

as if it were set at a great distance from the listener. This sense is confirmed when the second 

guitar enters at 0:41, as it is placed within the listener’s proximity and calls attention to just how 

far away the first guitar was; I reflect this in the figure by placing the first guitar in the “far” 

portion. Moreover, when the second guitar enters, it completely buries the first guitar, such that 

the latter is nearly imperceptible. 

 

 

Figure 4.23: Distance locations in “Six Pack,” Damaged (Black Flag)17 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

16 Moylan does follow a similar conception, as demonstrated in his Figure 9-2, a picture of a stage that accounts for 
both directional and distance locations (2007, 180). However, in evaluating distance locations, he turns to a different 
representation system that includes a timeline, thus tracking temporal changes. See 192ff. for his discussion and use 
of the graphics.  
17 In this figure and those following, the left to right placement of instruments does not indicate their location on the 
horizontal plane. In the examples, guitars will always be placed on the left, vocals and drums in the center, and bass 
on the right. This is for purposes of clarity, so that comparison can be made between various figures. 
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 Although one may find a wide range of relative distances, there is a typical front-to-back 

placement of instruments in hardcore recordings. Most often, the vocals and guitar(s) are placed 

toward the front, with the bass and drums placed farther back. For instance, in Minor Threat’s “I 

Don’t Wanna Hear It,” from their first self-titled EP, I hear the vocalist, guitar, and bass as 

residing at the forefront, but closely followed by the drums. Although the bass is somewhat 

difficult to hear during the verses, it is more prominent in the introduction and choruses (0:15ff.) 

(see Figure 4.24). 

Despite their differences, I would place all of the instruments within proximity, perhaps 

with the drums moving slightly into the near area. While the guitar, vocals, and bass all sound 

direct, the drums seemed backed off, as if there were more space in between them and the 

microphone. The effect is such that the drums have lost much of their spectral information, 

particularly the snare, which sounds thin and weak. This example also highlights Moylan’s 

statement that dynamic level (i.e., loudness) does not always correlate with the creation of 

distance, as the bass moves from being prominent in the introduction, to being somewhat buried 

when the other instruments enter. Moreover, the kick drum is nearly imperceptible. Although one 

might think that this implies that there is no kick drum present, I would argue that such a thought 

ignores hardcore stylistic practice. That is, drummers play the kick drum; to not do so would be 

quite odd. Thus, I assume that a drummer is playing at least the kick and snare drum in every 

song. As discussed in Chapter Two, these two parts of the kit are the most important anchors for 

rhythm and meter. 

 

 
Figure 4.24: Distance locations in “I Don’t Wanna Hear It” (Minor Threat) 
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The result of the low dynamic level in the bass and kick drum is not the creation of distance, but 

a more general sense of relative prominence: the bass does not sound as if it retreated to a farther 

location upon the entrance of the guitar, drums, and vocalist; rather, it sounds buried, as if the 

rest of the texture is simply covering it up. Audio engineers refer to this as “masking”; as Moylan 

defines it, masking “is the covering of the qualities or activities of a sound source by another 

sound source” (2007, 372). Although the bass is still perceptible on some level, it appears to be 

covered, and this impression is captured in Figure 4.25. 

 

 

Figure 4.25: Levels of prominence 

 

 The front-to-back arrangement of the vocalist, guitar, bass, and drums in “I Don’t Wanna 

Hear It” is the standard in hardcore practice, if not most rock music. The distance from the 

ensemble to listener is also typical, as guitars and vocals are often pushed toward the front, 

nearly adjacent with the listener. While this arrangement is present throughout hardcore 

recordings, the entire ensemble itself may be subject to distancing: although an ensemble may be 

placed entirely within proximity, it might also be moved farther away from the listener. This 

effect is noticeable when comparing two versions of Minor Threat’s “Guilty of Being White,” 

one from their First Demo Tape and the other from their In My Eyes EP. In the latter version 

(Figure 4.26b), all of the instruments seem to have lost parts of their timbral definition, as if the 

microphones were only picking up only remnants of the sounds; there is no sense of the typical 

fullness of the guitar and drums. The result is that the entire ensemble seems pushed back, 

nearing the edge of proximity and delving into the near area. This is in opposition to first 

version, in which the instruments are placed at varied distances, with the vocals, bass, and guitars 

near the front and the drums set farther back (Figure 4.26a). In part, this effect is created by the 

opening few second of the track, as it opens with speaking in the background, which serves to 

foreground the music that follows. 
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          (a)                    (b) 

 

Figure 4.26: Distance location of ensemble in first version of “Guilty of Being White” (a)  
and second version (b) (Minor Threat) 

 
 

 A similar example in which the entire ensemble appears to reside farther back is found in 

“I Hate Sports” from 7 Seconds’ first EP Skins, Brains, and Guts. As with the later version of 

“Guilty of Being White,” here the guitar, bass, and drums have lost their timbral fullness, and, 

while the vocalist does appear closer, there is still distance between source and microphone (see 

Figure 4.27). 

 

 

Figure 4.27: Distance location of ensemble in “I Hate Sports” (7 Seconds) 
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Thus, distance is not limited to individual instruments; even an entire ensemble may be 

placed closer or farther away from the front of the plane. This example also brings up an 

important point regarding the creation of depth: distance does not always correlate with the 

creation of more depth. In the second version of “Guilty of Being White” the ensemble was 

pushed deeper, farther away, but within the ensemble as a whole, there is little sense of 

perspective. The resulting image is somewhat flat, especially in comparison to the earlier version 

of the song, in which each instrument seems to be arranged at a different location and creates the 

impression of a deeper stage.  

Indeed, the arrangement of each individual instrument is one of the main ways in which 

depth is created: as the byproduct of relative intra-ensemble distances. Some arrangements are 

relatively confined (as in the second version of “Guilty of Being White”), while others are more 

spread out along the receding plane (as in the first version). I measure this aspect of recordings 

on a continuum from clustered to spread (see the comparison in Figure 4.28).  

 

         (a)          (b) 

  
Figure 4.28: Comparison of clustered distance locations (a) and spread distance locations (b) 

 

As the names imply, the former is the result of placing all of the instruments at close distances to 

one another, while the latter refers to the instruments being separated by more space. Moreover, 

clustered arrangements have less depth than spread images; they are fairly shallow when 

considering the ensemble as a whole. Clustered as used with regard to such an arrangement is 

similar to how it was used when discussing directional location arrangements. That is, in each 
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attribute, the instruments appear to emanate from a similar location, whether that location is in 

reference to the horizontal or receding planes. 

For instance, in “Forward to Death” from the Dead Kennedys’ first album, Fresh Fruit 

for Rotting Vegetables, the ensemble is placed together, near the front of the plane and creates a 

shallow, clustered arrangement. In particular, the introduction clearly sets up impressions of 

distance: the drums begin and play unaccompanied until 0:04 when the guitar and bass enter, 

taking turns playing the opening chords. In the first few seconds, the drums create an impression 

of being in the presence of the listener, as if he or she were right next to the drummer. When the 

guitar and bass follow, they are quite close as well and create a feeling of immersion within the 

sounds. Finally, the vocalist enters, and is clearly emanating from a location that is closer to the 

listener than the other instruments (see Figure 4.29). The result of this type of configuration is 

being in the presence of the band, perhaps on stage or in their small rehearsal space; and, when 

compared to “I Don’t Wanna Hear It,” the Dead Kennedys appear to be even closer. 

 

 

Figure 4.29: Clustered ensemble distance location in “Forward to Death” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

In this example, all of the instruments appear to reside in a similar location: in the front of 

the proximity area. Other recordings exhibit an arrangement that is more spread out, creating a 

deeper stage, as in Scream’s “Came Without Warning.” In this example, the vocalist is placed at 

the forefront and is followed at a greater distance by the bass, guitars, and drums (see Figure 

4.30). As with “I Don’t Wanna Hear It,” the bass is difficult to hear throughout the recording, but 

at the end of the song (1:35), all of the instruments come to a pause and the unaccompanied bass 
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plays the main riff. Here, it is clearly audible, sounding closer than the guitars, despite its lack of 

prominence throughout the rest of the song. 

 

 

Figure 4.30: Spread ensemble distance location in “Came Without Warning” (Scream) 

 

I place the drums in the near area primarily because I can hear traces of the performance 

environment with most snare attacks, but also because of the lack of clear, audible cymbal 

attacks. In an example such as “Forward to Death,” I can clearly hear the cymbal crashes, 

particularly at the entrance of the pre-chorus (i.e., “I don’t need this fucking world,” 0:19). In 

“Came Without Warning,” the attack is less clear and I hear only the sustain of the cymbal, 

which creates a constant wash. Of course, the performances themselves contribute to this effect: 

in the former, the crash cymbals are used to accent, but in the latter, the crash cymbal is used as a 

time-keeping device and is continuously struck. 

4.2.2.2 Environmental locations and depth. In addition to the placement and 

arrangement of instruments, depth is a product of the performance environment. Other terms are 

used to describe this element, such as ambience, reverberation, or room tone, but all get at the 

basic idea that recordings sometimes provide an indication of a type of performance space. Some 

are small and confined, while others are quite large and open. In his discussions of environment, 

Moylan considers individual source environments as well as the perceived performance 

environment as a whole. Further, he discusses how listeners perceive these attributes: 

We perceive environmental characteristics as an overall sound quality that is 
composed of a number of component parts. As global sound qualities, 
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environmental characteristics are conceptually similar to timbre. The evaluation 
of timbre (sound quality) and environmental characteristics will be similar, in that 
both will seek to describe the states and activities of the physical components of 
sound. While people might recognize large halls, small halls, and other spaces as 
having common environmental characteristics, each environment is unique (2007, 
196). 

Following this introduction, Moylan outlines a rather complicated method by which audio 

engineers may define the unique characteristics of each environment. He states that one must 

make certain to focus attention on the environment itself, and not on the identifying 

characteristics of instruments or the identifying characteristics of the instruments within the 

environment. Thus, one is left to evaluate the alterations in a sound source’s timbral detail 

between two environments, or those rare moments when there are “loud sounds of shorter 

duration…as they expose much time and spectrum information” (197). Specifically, Moylan’s 

readers are instructed to evaluate the environment in terms of its reflection envelope (the 

dynamic level of the sound reflection), the spectrum (measured in terms of frequency), and the 

spectral envelope (“how the frequencies that are emphasized and de-emphasized by the 

environment…vary in loudness over the duration of the sound of the environment” (200))18. As 

one peruses Moylan’s sample analyses, it becomes apparent just how difficult a task this is, as 

these parameters are measured in milliseconds. 

 My own method of evaluation and description is far more general: I measure 

environmental characteristics on a continuum ranging from confined to open. In this 

measurement, I attend to characteristics of reverberation and perceived distance between a sound 

source and the microphone set to record it. Reverb refers to reflections of a direct sound, and the 

amount is determined by time and amplitude information (i.e., how many reflections are 

perceived and how loud they are). Moreover, it may be described by using a continuum from dry 

to wet, common colloquialisms for describing the aural effects of reverberation.19 The distance 

from a sound source to its microphone includes reverberation, but in this case, it is the result of 

“the sound of the initial recording environment that has become part of the sound source’s 

timbre” (Moylan 2007, 190) and may be described on a continuum from direct to indirect. With 

increasing amounts, reverb and distance from source to microphone may lead to “openness,” as 

both create an impression of a performance environment. Rumsey (2002) refers to this 
!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

18 See 196–200 for Moylan’s complete methodology. 
19 “Dry” and “wet” in this context refer to the absence or presence of reverberation on a track, respectively. 
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impression as “presence”: “the sense of being inside an (enclosed) space. This implies that the 

subject is able to sense the boundaries of the space around him or her. In other words, subjects 

feel present within the space rather than absent from space” (662). He goes on to note that 

reverberant environments are “an important criterion for presence” (663). Using my terminology, 

an open environment would be more reverberant than a confined environment, which I regard as 

providing little sense of the space, as shown in Figure 4.31. 

 

 

Figure 4.31: Representation of elements that lead from confined to open environments 

 

While in the open figure there is an impression of the element within a space, in the confined 

figure, there is little sense of the environment, resulting in a direct sound: one in which there 

appears to be little to no distance between source and microphone. In determining the relative 

environmental depth of recordings, I place much reliance on guitars and drums, as I have found 

that these are the instruments most likely to provide one with a sense of the space. For instance, 

in most hardcore recordings, the drums are set back, particularly the snare drum, whose sharp, 

focused attacks often provide the sort of “loud sound of short duration” that Moylan stated could 

be examined. The guitar is equally important as a determinant of space, as its timbre can be 

greatly altered with the introduction of environmental depth. Most often, the effect is one of 

increasing diffuseness or lack of focus. In attending to these two instruments, one is able to judge 

relative amounts of environmental depth. 

 My analyses include more detailed illustrations, as shown in Figure 4.32, which depicts a 

confined performance space. 
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Figure 4.32: Representation of confined performance environment 

 

This diagram provides several pieces of information: first, the receding plane—what we might 

think of as a stage—is cut short, as there is little sense of distance beyond the area of proximity. 

Second, the small box surrounding the stage confines the ensemble in a small room, or has no 

impression of the space. Finally, this figure also takes distance locations into account, as these 

define the boundaries of the stage (i.e., that it is cut off just after proximity). We encountered 

examples of such a space earlier in “Forward to Death,” “Guilty of Being White,” “Jealous 

Again,” and “Nervous Breakdown.” In these examples, the instruments appear within the 

proximity area and create an impression of directness; there appears to be little to no distance 

between source and microphone, or an indication of the type of room in which the performance 

is taking place. A similar example can be found in “Red Tape,” by the Circle Jerks in which 

there is little sense of the performance space, as the guitars, bass, drums, and vocals appear up 

front, direct, and fairly dry (refer back to Figure 4.32). Indeed, it sounds as if the band—and in 

particular the vocalist—is surrounding the listener, within his or her immediate proximity. The 

only indication of the environment comes from the drums, whose fills are prominent in between 

the call and response of the inner refrain, but even this creates the impression of a rather small 

room.20 

 Gang Green’s “Snob” presents a less confined space, but still within the boundaries of a 

small room. Although one might point to the altered guitar timbre or the drums, which seem to 

be placed at a distance from the microphones (particularly the toms), the opening guitar feedback 

is what stands out most to me. Feedback requires that an instrumentalist be near the instrument’s 

output (i.e., an amplifier), and here, it implies a tighter, smaller environment in which the 

performance is taking place. Further, at the song’s conclusion, the instruments come to a halt 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

20 See Chapter Three for a discussion of the verse + inner refrain formal structure. 
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with a final staccato attack; the guitar’s reverberation is clearly audible here, thus confirming the 

origins of its timbral alterations. The effect of these alterations, the less direct source to 

microphone placement, and the small amount of room tone give the impression of viewing the 

band in a small room, as if the listener is within the space, but set back from the band (see Figure 

4.33). 

 

 

Figure 4.33: Small room performance environment location in “Snob” (Gang Green) 

 

 In both “Red Tape” and “Snob” there is an impression that the listener is placed near or 

in the midst of the band. One might think of this as standing on the stage with a band or 

immediately in front of the stage. In most hardcore recordings, this is the impression I perceive, 

despite the apparent size of the environment. That is, whether the performance appears to take 

place in a small room or in a very large room, there appears to be no change in my location as a 

listener. Simon Zagorski-Thomas (2010) refers to this as a mimetic function of reverberation, as 

a listener has the impression of “being in the front row of the concert experience” and hearing “a 

loud direct version of the sound, and a quieter but long reverberation in the background” (256). 

In this case, he is referring to the creation of large spaces in mid-late 1960s rock, but the 

principle is applicable to hardcore recordings. For instance, in their two versions of “California 

Über Alles,” the Dead Kennedys present two contrasting spaces, one more open than the other, 

but in each, the listener is located near the ensemble. The first version was released as a single in 

1979 and presents a space that is more open than the second version, which appeared on the 

Dead Kennedys’ first album, Fresh Fruit For Rotting Vegetables. The accumulative introduction 

begins with the drummer playing the toms and kick drum, with occasional snare rolls. This is 

followed by the bass, then guitar, and finally the vocalist. In the earlier single version, the 

opening drum pattern seems to emanate from close by, but includes much of the recording 

studio’s environmental characteristics, and appearing as a small to medium sized room (see 
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Figure 4.34). The center guitar also lends to this comparison, and this is particularly noticeable 

when the guitarist moves to open chords (0:35), as each is allowed to ring out, opening up a hole 

in the texture and drawing attention to the sound of the chord in the environment.  

 

 

 

Figure 4.34: Large room performance environment in single version of  
“California Über Alles” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

As opposed to the more confined space (as in Figure 4.32), this example extends the stage to 

include the near area, and the box (i.e., the performance space) is bigger, which reflects the 

larger room. However, the instruments are still located within proximity; that is, the performance 

location may be large, but the distance from listener to source is still relatively small, creating a 

slightly indirect sound.21
 

The second version of “California Über Alles” dispenses with these environmental 

characteristics, however: the drums, guitar, and vocals move forward and replace the indirect 

sounds of the first version with a more focused image. All of these items are audible throughout 

the recordings, but the song’s conclusion provides the most enlightening characteristics of the 

environments. Beginning at 3:13 in the single version, and at 2:53 in the later version, the 

instruments play a riff that includes several staccato attacks. All of the instruments participate in 

this on both versions, but only in the former do the loud, short sounds allow listeners to clearly 

hear the reflections. This reinforces the impression of an open space in the single version and the 

confined space of the later recording. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

21 See Johnson 2005 for a discussion of the studio and techniques involved in recording the single version of 
“California Über Alles.” Also included in the article is a reproduction of the EQ sheet of the mix that engineer Jim 
Keylor drew. In addition to the EQ levels, Keylor drew the directions of the pan pots, which show the placement of 
instruments along the horizontal plane. From the sheet, it is clear that the drums were recorded with only three 
microphones: two placed overhead and one for the kick drum. This is revealing, as the overhead microphones would 
have picked up more of the environment, an effect that is quite noticeable on the recording. 
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 Despite the openness of the first version of “California Über Alles,” my placement as a 

listener still seems to be near the band, almost as if standing on stage and looking out to a large 

room during the performance. A similar example comes from the version of “Banned in D.C.” 

that Bad Brains recorded for their album Rock For Light, and here, I refer to the remix of the 

album. In this version, the apparent room size is even larger, as the recording is wet with reverb 

and the instruments are all quite indirect (see Figure 4.35). The song’s opening provides much of 

this information, in particular in the reflections that follow each of the opening staccato attacks. 

The vocalist’s lines also present an indication of the space, as his own reflections are sometimes 

panned from right to left, and this is most audible at 0:25 when he repeats “D.C.” Despite the 

impression of a very large space, my listening position is still nearby the ensemble, albeit farther 

than in the Dead Kennedys example above. 

 

 

Figure 4.35: Large hall performance environment in “Banned in D.C.,” Rock For Light (Bad Brains) 

 

As shown in the figure, the stage size has been extended once again, as it now includes all three 

areas of the continuum. The performance space box is also extended, reflecting the larger 

environment. In comparing this figure to Figure 4.32 above (i.e., confined space), one notices 

that there is an increasing amount of space after the rear boundary of the stage. This perspective 

illustrates the listener’s position near the band—which is not usually altered—but also captures 

the space into which the band is performing.22 Although most hardcore recordings do not 

indicate such a large performance environment, there are several examples in which this is the 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

22 Certainly, in order to be truly accurate to a concert setting, the ordering of proximity to far and instrumental 
arrangements would need to be reordered, with the vocals at the top of the stage and the drums at the bottom. 
However, doing so seems even more unnatural, as listeners would have to mentally place themselves at the very top 
of the stage, but imagine hearing the environmental reflections as moving from in front to behind their location. 
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case. Common between these open spaces and other, more confined spaces is the listener’s 

perceived location: near the band, which implies directness and intimacy. 

 Many hardcore recordings provide listeners with an impression of some kind of singular 

performance space. It is not common for a recording to place the drums in a large hall, but the 

guitars in a small room, for example. Moylan refers to this as “space within space,” and defines it 

as “a hierarchy of environments existing within other environments; it also allows for different 

environments to be contained within others and to also possibly coexist within the same 

recording” (2007, 377). Although this is far from common in hardcore, there are a few general 

types of space within space that I have found. Often, toms seem to be placed in a different 

environment than the other parts of the drum kit, as in “Fight to Unite” by the Los Angeles-based 

Youth Brigade.  

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 4.36: Comparison of small room performance environment (a) 
to near toms (b) in “Fight to Unite” (Youth Brigade) 

 

During the song’s extended introduction, the snare, kick, and crash cymbal appear to be placed in 

a small room, as they are fairly indirect. However, each iteration of the riff ends with a tom roll 

moving from hard right through the center and to hard left, leading to the perception that the 

drummer has somehow moved forward, closer to the listener’s proximity (see Figure 4.36, which 
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compares a “normal” drum arrangement (a) to that experienced in “Fight to Unite” (b)) This 

creates a rather unnatural aural image, as it leaves the listener wondering how the drummer could 

have suddenly accomplished such a move. 

D.O.A. provides a similar example in their “Fucked Up Baby,” but instead of the drums, 

a guitar appears to reside in an environment that is different from the rest of the band.  

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 4.37: Comparison of performance environments of ensemble (a)  
to right guitar (b) in “Fucked Up Baby” (D.O.A.) 

 

The song opens with a hard right guitar (called “right guitar” in the figure) playing the main riff, 

but its width is increased such that its reverberant image is heard in the hard left location. The 

apparent environment is that of a large space. When the other instruments enter, another guitar 

(called “left guitar” in the figure) takes its place in hard left, but without the implications of such 

a large environment. It sounds more direct, drier, and creates the impression of being closer to 

the front of the stage in a small room (see Figure 4.37). 
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A final example comes from Government Issue’s “Hey, Ronnie,” in which the vocals are 

placed in a large space, while the rest of the band appears in a small space (see Figure 4.38). This 

is most noticeable at the beginning of the song, as a group of vocalists shout “hey, hey, hey, 

hey.” Each is loud and cut short, allowing listeners to hear the environmental reflections. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 4.38: Comparison of performance environment of ensemble (a)  
and vocals (b) in “Hey, Ronnie” (Government Issue) 

 

 Depth in recordings is measured in several ways: as the front-to-back locations of 

individual instruments, as the relative levels of prominence, and as the location of the ensemble 

in some kind of environment. Distance location is measured on a continuum from adjacent to 

infinity and includes three areas: proximity, near, and far. With regard to this attribute, depth 

arises from the relative spread of the instruments on the receding plane; grouping all of the 

instruments in a single area creates a more clustered organization than one in which the 

instruments are spread evenly from proximity to near to far. These determinations are made by 

examining alterations to an instrument’s timbre. Depth is also a product of environment location, 



 

 212 

which is measured on a continuum from open to closed and generally includes three locations: 

large spaces, small spaces, or no sense of a space. Depth arises here from the impression of 

reverberation (i.e., room tone, ambience, etc.) as well as a perceived distance from sound source 

to microphone. More open environments have a greater depth than those in which there is little 

sense of a performance space. When taken together, distance location and environment location 

create relative levels of depth. For instance, a recording in which the ensemble is spread out 

along the receding plane and is placed in a large performance environment (e.g., the “Banned in 

D.C.” remix) has more depth than a recording in which the ensemble is clustered and placed in a 

small room (e.g., “Red Tape”). I would regard the former as deep and the latter as rather shallow. 

Of course there are infinite variations between these two extremes, but each is related by the 

manipulation of distance location (i.e., size of the stage) and placement in an environment (i.e., 

location of that stage in a space). 

4.2.3 Frequency Location and Height 

 Height is a byproduct of the arrangement of instruments along a vertical plane, which 

traces combinations of frequencies from high to low. Zak calls this dimension the “frequency 

range” and notes: “Each timbre has particular frequency characteristics, which suggests ways 

that it might fit into the overall scheme. And the arrangement presents a set of timbral 

combinations that denotes the basic form of the track’s textures” (2001, 151). These timbral 

combinations may result in a relatively “short” height if the instruments all have similar 

frequency characteristics, or they may be “tall” in that there is a range of frequency 

characteristics. In placing this dimension on a vertical plane, I follow Zak as well as Moore and 

Dockwray, who state that some recordings may “feel high,” meaning that sounds occupy the 

upper regions of the authors’ sound-box (2010, 222). Peter Doyle (2005), however, describes the 

mapping of frequency to the vertical plane as mostly convention: “Pitch has no absolute, intrinsic 

‘highness’ or ‘lowness,’ no apparent or virtual location in space of itself” (27). But as Moore and 

Dockwray point out, a recent study by Rusconi, et al. seems to imply that “simple convention 

may play less of a part than we hitherto supposed” (2010, 226).23 In placing frequencies on a 

vertical plane, I am not necessarily implying that I perceive some sounds as higher and others as 

lower within the recording space; rather, I use the vertical plane simply for clarity. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

23 For the original study, see Rusconi, et al., 2006. 
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 4.2.3.1 Frequency location. Frequency location deals with the placement of instruments 

along a vertical plane, which is measured from high to low. I divide this continuum into three 

separate areas: high, middle, and low, as shown in Figure 4.39. 

 

 

Figure 4.39: Representation of frequency locations24 

 

Following the diagram, sounds whose frequency range includes shorter wavelengths appear in 

the mid to high areas, while those with longer wavelengths appear in the mid to low areas. In 

hardcore there is a limited instrumentation, as bands typically include only vocalists, one or two 

guitars, a bass guitar, and a drum kit, which includes a kick, snare, toms (one to three, ranging 

from low to mid to high), hi-hat, ride, and crash cymbals. Zak provides a useful discussion of 

which frequency areas these instruments typically inhabit: 

In the basic voice/guitar/bass/drums ensemble, for example, the low frequency 
range is anchored by the bass guitar and kick drum; the low-to-middle midrange 
is shared by the snare drum, tom-toms, and the fundamental pitches of the guitar 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

24 Gibson (2008, 96–98) provides a more detailed configuration of the vertical plane, dividing the frequency space 
into six areas: low bass (less than 40Hz), bass (40 to 100Hz), “oohzone” (100–800Hz), midranges (800–5000Hz), 
highs (5000 to 8000Hz), and “hi-highs” (more than 8000Hz). Additionally, Gibson includes two charts, one that lists 
the typical EQ settings for instruments and one with common metaphors that describe the effects of mixes that have 
too much to too little of a particular frequency. See 117–119 for an explication of these. 
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and voice; the upper midrange and high end are represented by the high hat and 
cymbals, guitar and voice overtones, and ambient air (2001, 151). 

Figure 4.40 is a visual representation of Zak’s frequency assignments using my graphic system. 

In particular, note the vertical spread of each instrument. For instance, while the kick drum or hi-

hats might only cover a small portion of the plane, the drums as a whole encompass a great deal 

of frequency space. In addition to their relative placement along the plane, each instrument has 

its own height, either tall—as with the guitar and drums—or short—as with the bass. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.40: Frequency locations of typical instruments in hardcore, after Zak 

 

In examining a spectrograph of each instrument, one is able to visually note the differences in 

frequency information. Figure 4.41 is a snapshot of three songs, all by the Dead Kennedys: the 

top two horizontal bars are from the beginning of “Forward to Death,” in which the drummer 

plays the snare, and then a tom, before moving to a standard pattern involving the hi-hat, snare, 

and kick; the next two lower bars are from the bass guitar’s unaccompanied introduction to 

“When Ya Get Drafted”; and the bottom two bars are from the guitar’s unaccompanied 

introduction to “Your Emotions.” 
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Figure 4.41: Comparison of frequency locations of drums in “Forward to Death” (top), bass in 
“When Ya Get Drafted” (middle), and guitar in “Your Emotions” (bottom) (Dead Kennedys) 

 
 

These analyses line up with Zak’s divisions: the bass guitar (middle two bars) is located in the 

lower region of the graph, while the guitar has a taller span of frequencies ranging from 

somewhat low to quite high (bottom two bars). And upon moving to the kick/snare/hi-hat 

pattern, the drums cover an even larger portion of the frequency space. 

In isolation, each of these instruments is clearly audible, but this is not always the case, 

particularly with regard to the bass and kick drum, which are often masked by other instruments 

or undergo equalization that alters their frequency location. The frequency content of other 

instruments may be altered as well. As noted in the examination of depth, such changes in 

timbral definition often have an effect of placing the instruments at a distance. However, altering 

the timbre may also make an instrument more prominent. Zak refers to a story about producer 

Butch Vig, who needed to fit together multiple guitar parts in a single song. As Zak notes: “Left 

unprocessed, such a texture soon becomes muddy as the guitars battle over the same frequency 

space, in effect canceling one another out” (2001, 151). He goes on to state that, via 

equalization—that is, boosting or emptying the frequency content of an instrument—

unintelligible sounds are “brought into a complementary relationship,” thereby making them 
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more prominent (152). The basic purpose of equalization is to find a unique portion of frequency 

space in which an instrument may reside. 

What Zak discusses as way to create clarity in a single recording is also useful in a 

descriptive analysis of two different recordings. For instance, above I examined the timbral 

differences between “Nervous Breakdown” and “Jealous Again” (see Figure 4.20). In those 

songs, the guitar in the former has a fuller sound, due to the larger portion of frequency space 

that it covers; the effect of the latter guitar sound is that of distance, of less directness than in 

“Nervous Breakdown.” Other instruments may be altered, resulting in the placement of an 

instrument in a higher or lower region of the vertical plane. For instance, in two different 

versions of Bad Brains’ “Big Takeover”—the first from their self-titled album, and the second 

from the original mix of Rock For Light—the kick drum is noticeably “higher” in the latter 

recording (see Figure 4.42). 

 

 

 

Figure 4.42: Comparison of frequency location of kick drum in “Big Takeover” from self-titled 
album (top) and original mix of Rock For Light (bottom) (Bad Brains) 
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Both versions open with the drummer playing only the kick drum, but in comparing the sound of 

each, the first version seems lower and duller, as it can be heard and felt. In the later version, the 

kick sounds higher, as if it has taken on a brighter sound that emphasizes the attack of the beater 

on the drum head (sometimes referred to as a “click” sound) rather than the sustain of the attack 

through the drum.25 The spectrographic images confirm this impression, as the later version 

contains more high frequency information. In yet another version of the song—the remix of Rock 

For Light—the entire recording has been sped up, increasing the pitch by about a half step. This, 

too, adds to the feeling of the kick drum’s “highness.” 

 As can be inferred from the figures for “Big Takeover,” the alterations to the kick drum 

do not result in a radical shift on the vertical plane. However, they do create a higher level of 

prominence continuing past the introduction, and this is noticeable in a comparison of the first 

version to the one on the original mix of Rock For Light: in the latter version, the kick drum is 

more audible throughout the song because its alteration from “thud” to “click” provides it with a 

unique frequency space in which it may reside. Similarly, frequency alteration may also play a 

part in making a bass guitar more prominent, as in Black Flag’s versions of “Six Pack,” the first 

of which was released as an EP, and the second from their album Damaged. In the first version, 

the bass has a full sound, its attacks are clearly heard, and it has its own frequency space. This 

enables the instrument to remain prominent throughout the song. As seen in Figure 4.43 its 

frequency content is more focused than in the later version, in which a larger range of 

frequencies are covered, but without any kind of intensity. Thus, when the guitars enter in both 

versions, the bass in the first version has a clear, unique timbral space in which to perform, but in 

the latter, the bass is too close to the guitar’s timbre to clearly cut through. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

25 Part of this “higher” sound is the result of a guitar playing a single pitch. However, without this extra frequency 
information, the kick drum in the later version of “Big Takeover” is still clearly higher than the earlier version. 
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Figure 4.43: Comparison of frequency location of bass in “Six Pack” from Six Pack EP (top)  
and from Damaged (bottom) (Black Flag) 

 

 

 4.2.3.2 Height. Frequency location details the placement of instruments along a vertical 

plane. Each instrument has a particular location in which it resides, but as we have seen, these 

locations may be altered such that an instrument moves higher or lower on the plane. When one 

considers the spread of an individual instrument on the plane, or the spread of the ensemble as a 

whole, measurement has moved from location to coverage. Spread and coverage are metaphors 

used to describe height, which I relate on a continuum from tall to short. An instrument or 

ensemble with more spread is taller, just as one with less spread is shorter (see Figure 4.44).  

 

 

 

 

         (a)              (b) 
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Figure 4.44: Comparison of short height (a) and tall height (b) 

 

Moylan refers to such measurement as “timbral balance,” which traces “the distribution and 

density of pitch/frequency information in the recording/music; it is a characteristic of the overall 

texture that represents the recording’s ‘spectrum’” (2007, 379). Thus, a more balanced recording 

will have a larger, more disparate range of frequency information, while a less balanced 

recording will have a smaller, more confined range of frequency information. 

 In considering hardcore, one finds many examples of both balanced and unbalanced 

recordings. However, as Waksman (2009) noted in the quotation which opened this chapter, 

“[h]ardcore was treble, not bass; drum patterns tended to highlight the piercing sound of the 

snare rather than the throb of the kick drum; even the bass parts in hardcore were often played 

farther up on the neck than was customary in other rock styles and were geared toward mobility 

rather than laying a solid, bottom-heavy foundation” (285). While Waksman discusses this as an 

aspect of performance, it appears that a similar ethos is present on recordings as well. As I have 

discussed, kick drums and bass guitars are typically the least prominent instruments on hardcore 

recordings; the guitar(s), snare drum, cymbals, and vocalist are nearly always present and quite 

audible. In order to describe typical hardcore practices, then, a baseline is required. 
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 I regard “Uncontrollable,” by the Boston-based band Jerry’s Kids as a balanced 

recording, at least compared to most hardcore recordings. Here, the instruments are spread from 

high to low, with the kick drum and bass in the lower area, followed by the guitar, vocals, and 

snare drum in the mid range, to the cymbals, which reside in the higher area (see Figure 4.45). 

Every instrument has its own frequency location, which allows it to be prominent, but also 

creates a tall recording with regard to height. 

 

 

Figure 4.45: Representation of height in “Uncontrollable” (Jerry’s Kids) 

 

Although most hardcore recordings do not exhibit such clear impressions of the low end of the 

spectrum, when they do the result is similar to this example: the kick drum is felt more than 

heard, and the bass appears as an underlying “presence,” gluing the bottom end together. A 

similar example is found in “Vicious Circle” by the Zero Boys. As in “Uncontrollable,” the kick 

drum and bass are felt as presences, with the other instruments spread along the vertical plane. 

 Not all hardcore recordings exhibit this amount of balance. For example, in the first 

version of “Out of Step” by Minor Threat (from the In My Eyes EP) the ensemble has lost much 

of its frequency content, creating a “duller” (and more distant) sound. The relatively short height 

in this first version of the song was transformed into a fairly tall height when the band rerecorded 
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it for their later EP Out of Step. In this version, there is a balanced presentation of the 

instruments, ranging from low to high. Although the kick is not as present as in “Uncontrollable” 

or “Vicious Circle,” the bass is fairly prominent. Figure 4.46 plots the arrangement of 

instruments on two vertical planes. 

 

                                           (a)                                                           (b) 

              

Figure 4.46: Comparison of height in “Out of Step” from In My Eyes EP (a) and from Out of Step EP (b) 

 

In comparing the two versions of “Out of Step,” the overall effect of the first version is one of 

attempting to compress all of the sounds through a single frequency location. This is in 

opposition to the later recording, in which instruments are allowed to have their own frequency 

space, which in turn creates a more balanced arrangement. 

 In considering height alongside width and depth, there are fewer types or typical 

arrangements. Regarding height, while we may differentiate between tall and short recordings in 

a general sense, there are few variations. This is due to the unchanging instrumentation; distorted 

guitars, basses, drums, and vocals are present in every song. Although individual instruments 

may be altered, they are still relegated to particular locations along the vertical plane, and this 

leads to an aspect of hardcore recordings that is less subject to change. 
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4.2.4 Evaluating Recording Texture 

Width, depth, and height may be examined individually, but when taken together they 

constitute a recording’s texture. Zak—quoting Robert Erickson (1975, 139)—refers to this as the 

“overall quality” of a recording, as it involves “timbre, relative amplitudes, rhythm, ambience, 

frequency range, chord voicings, spatial configuration, and so forth” (2001, 85). These elements 

interact and combine to create a recording’s distinctive qualities. In reference to hardcore, 

density stands out most to my ears: the comparative level of clarity and separation between 

instruments, all of which results from the interaction between width, depth, and height, as well as 

their constituent elements. In his Rock: The Primary Text, Allan Moore discusses texture in a 

similar way, noting that this aspect of space is the most important, as it features “the types and 

degrees of density filling it (whether thin ‘strands’ or ‘blocks’), and the presence in this space of 

‘holes’, that is, potential areas left unused” (2001a, 121). I follow Moore in differentiating 

between strands and blocks, and I do this in two ways: with regard to individual instruments and 

to the recording as a whole. As the terms imply, strands refer to individual sounds that are more 

concentrated, and in combination, create sparser textures; blocks refer to individual sounds that 

are more diffuse, and in combination, create denser textures. The differences between strands 

and blocks are evaluated by examining width, depth, and height; at times, only one dimension 

may create a sense of diffuseness, but it is just as likely that all three might play a part. Overall, a 

recording’s texture arises from the individual sizes of instruments relative to the ensemble as a 

whole. In order to place this measurement into perspective, I begin by discussing individual 

instrument qualities before moving on to the evaluation of overall texture in recordings. 

 4.2.4.1 Individual sources and texture. In considering individual instruments and their 

effects on overall texture, I measure sounds on a continuum from concentrated to diffuse. One 

might liken this to stage lighting and the difference between spotlights and washlights: in the 

former, the light is more directed, smaller, and confined, like Moore’s strands; washlights, 

however, cover a larger area, are less directed, and scattered, like Moore’s blocks. I represent the 

range from concentrated to diffuse as a solid circle moving to a circle that is somewhat out of 

focus, as shown in Figure 4.47. 
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Figure 4.47: Representation of individual instrument qualities 

 

Most instruments in hardcore recordings have a fairly concentrated sound, such as the vocals, 

kick, snare, closed hi-hat, and ride cymbal. Each is notable for its clarity of attack, which gives 

the impression of a concentrated, singular sound. Other instruments, such as distorted guitars, 

bass, and crash cymbals are often less concentrated, leading towards a diffuseness of sound. 

Although any single attack reflects this diffuseness (e.g., a single guitar strum, a single crash 

attack), hardcore performance practice is such that the guitars, bass, and crash cymbals are not 

used sparingly. Indeed, the guitar and bass are a constant presence, as they are continuously 

strummed or picked, and crash cymbals may be continuously attacked as well. Further, guitarists 

rarely use a palm mute, which would dampen the sound and create less diffuseness. Thus, the 

diffuseness of these instruments is compounded when they are played throughout a song, and 

they often serve to fill any potential “holes” in the recording space. 

 In addition to highlighting the level of concentration, Figure 4.47 also implies that 

diffuseness leads to a perception of larger size. This is integral to a consideration of the changes 

between an instrument appearing as a strand and one appearing as a block. To this end, Gibson 

(2008) describes several ways in which size may be measured in recordings: as a function of 

frequency range, volume, stereo spread, or reverb (34–41). These attributes have been previously 

discussed as width (stereo spread), depth (volume, reverb), and height (frequency range). The 

bigger an individual sound is in terms of frequency range, volume, stereo spread, and reverb, the 

more space it will take up in the recording’s total space. When there are several instruments of 

great size, the space may become muddy, it may cause masking, and it will (typically) become 

denser. Before evaluating the density of an overall texture, we must first address the sizes of 

individual sound sources. While several instruments may create an impression of diffuseness and 

greater size, the guitar is the instrument most likely to undergo such a shift, and it will be the 

focus of my discussion. 
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 For example, in two versions of their song “Straight Edge”—one from their First Demo 

Tape and one from their first self-titled EP—Minor Threat creates two contrasting guitar sounds. 

In this case diffuseness is caused by width, as the guitar is quite broad in the first version, 

extending from hard left to hard right. In the second version, the guitar is located left, in a more 

confined space, which results in a more concentrated image (see Figure 4.48). 

 

(a) 

        

(b) 

 

Figure 4.48: Comparison of guitar quality in “Straight Edge” from First Demo Tape (a)  
and from Minor Threat EP (b) (Minor Threat) 

 

The guitar in the first version of “Straight Edge” is larger, due to its broadness, but in the second 

version, the narrowness of the guitar results in a smaller size. Using Gibson’s terminology, in 

this case size is a function of stereo spread.  

Diffuseness may also arise with regard to frequency space, in particular it is a result of 

the unique timbre of a distorted guitar. Consider Figure 4.49, which shows two spectrographic 

images: the top two horizontal bars are from the beginning of “Straight Edge” by Minor Threat 

(from their first self-titled EP), while the bottom two horizontal bars are from the Dead 

Kennedys’ “Your Emotions.”  
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Figure 4.49: Comparison of guitar quality in “Straight Edge” (Minor Threat)  
and in “Your Emotions” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

Both songs begin with an unaccompanied distorted guitar playing barre chords, but there is a 

distinct difference between the two sounds: in “Straight Edge” the guitarist plays power chords, 

and in “Your Emotions,” the guitarist is playing full chords, which include the chordal third of a 

major triad. There are also more doublings, including at least two roots and two fifths. These 

differences are noticeable on the spectrographic images, as the Dead Kennedys’ example 

contains both low and high frequency information, which is shown with more “intense” white 

color bands in the upper frequency space. In “Straight Edge,” the lower frequencies are the most 

intense. Further, the chords in “Your Emotions” are more dissonant, which Nicole Biamonte 

regards as a byproduct of distortion, and is accomplished via 

[a]n overloading of the signal through the amplifier, which increases the overall 
complexity of the sound wave and in particular the audibility of the upper partials. 
Distortion renders chord thirds dissonant because the overtones intermodulate to 
create sum and difference tones unrelated to the original fundamental; also, a 
major third is often audibly present as the fifth overtone, but at a frequency 
dissonant with a sounded major third (2010, 97, n. 16). 

The guitar in “Your Emotions”—and in most of the Dead Kennedys’ recordings—is larger in 

terms of its frequency range, as there is a mix of frequencies swirling around the recording space. 
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As some of these are dissonant, the size is compounded simply due to more “noise,” which 

creates a more diffuse overall quality, as shown in Figure 4.50. Although the guitar’s width 

relative to the size of the ensemble is not as large as in the demo version of “Straight Edge,” the 

center channel seems to include much of the instrument’s sound, making it wider than the later 

version of “Straight Edge.” 

 

 

Figure 4.50: Representation of diffuseness as a result of width  
and height in “Your Emotions” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

However, diffuseness is not only a result of width or height; depth may also play a part, 

as in “Bad Attitude” by the Chicago-based band Articles of Faith (see Figure 4.51). In this 

example there are two guitars: one emanating from right and the other from hard left. While the 

hard left guitar is somewhat diffuse, if not less prominent, the right guitar appears to cover not 

only left, but also hard left, creating a much broader image. Depth is also important in creating a 

larger guitar sound, as the reflections are clearly audible and imply a large hall. This puts the 

guitar at a distance from the listener and is less direct. Moreover, the reflections are such that the 

guitarist’s attacks have little clarity, and the result is a wash of distorted sound. In this case, size 

is a function of volume and reverb, as well as stereo spread. 

 

 



 

 227 

 

Figure 4.51: Representation of diffuseness as a result of width  
and depth in “Bad Attitude” (Articles of Faith) 

 

 An example similar to “Bad Attitude” comes from the Boston-based band SS Decontrol 

and their song “Glue.” As with the former, there are two guitars, which cover a large portion of 

the stereo field and are placed in a highly reverberant environment (see Figure 4.52). This affects 

both directness and clarity of attack. However, whereas in “Bad Attitude” I could distinguish the 

two guitars from one another, I have more difficulty doing so here. To my ears, the left guitar is 

more prominent than the hard right guitar, but both seem to be placed in the same environment. 

Perhaps because of the number of reflections, I can almost hear the hard right guitar as a 

reverberant image of the left guitar, and this leads to the impression of a fairly broad spread. 

Indeed, the song ends with a staccato attack, and there is a remnant of the guitar in hard right, 

appearing as a reflection rather than another guitarist ending at a slightly later time. 

 

 

Figure 4.52: Representation of diffuseness as a result of width and depth in “Glue” (SS Decontrol) 

 

 Thus, size is not relegated to any single dimension. Each may play a part in creating 

diffuseness, as we have seen. Whether an instrument is made larger or more diffuse by width, 

depth, or height, each dimension creates a similar phenomenon as the recording space becomes 

more saturated with a single instrument’s sound. When all of the instruments are combined and 

their relative sizes are compared, one begins to approach a characterization of overall texture, 

and it is to this that I now turn. 
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 4.2.4.2 Overall texture. Allan Moore (2001a) states that dense textures require 

“concentrated listening…in order to focus on each individual sound source” (121). Sparser 

textures require less effort, as there are “holes” in the space, which aid in creating separation 

between instruments. Denser textures fill in this space, thus making differentiation much more 

difficult and creating the need for focus, as described by Moore. Gibson (2008) relates this 

distinction to the relative sizes of instruments; as sound sources increase in size they take up 

more space in a mix. While this may lead to the masking of particular instruments, it may be 

avoided if the engineer is able to mix the recording such that size is maintained, but each 

instrument is still present. Gibson then goes on to present a series of different mix types, ranging 

from balanced to asymmetrical to those that exhibit what he calls “natural EQ.” His last two 

diagrams, however, represent the opposite ends of my own continuum for textural analysis: 

sparse and dense. Figure 4.53 is a reproduction of Moylan’s graphics for these mix types. 

 

   (a)           (b) 

  

Figure 4.53: Reproductions of Visuals 48 (sparse mix) and 49 (“wall of sound” mix) from Gibson (2008, 44) 

 

The mix in Figure 4.53a is a representation of a sparse mix. As one can see, the circles (which 

represent instruments) are each located in a distinct area, and there is much separation between 

them, or “holes” as Moore calls them. The mix in Figure 4.53b, however, is crowded, as 

instruments overlap into each other’s space. Fittingly, Gibson refers to this mix as the “Wall of 

Sound,” taking his cue from descriptions of producer Phil Spector’s mixing technique. I follow 

Gibson’s lead in my own representations of sparse and dense textures, as shown in Figure 4.54. 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 4.54: Representations of sparse overall texture (a) and dense overall texture (b) 

 

These figures account for width, depth, height, and textural density. While each 

individual instrument is represented with a bubble, I will not separate the drums into their 

component parts, as Gibson does; rather, a single bubble will represent the entire drum kit. The 

diagrams also retain the horizontal, receding, and vertical planes. The size of each instrument 

bubble may refer to its size in terms of width, depth, or height. Wider bubbles indicate a broader 

spread, and depth is represented by placing bubbles in front of one another. Environmental space 

is shown with shadows of varying degrees. In general, I will not represent an instrument’s 

coverage of the frequency spectrum (i.e., its height) in a specific way. I will only measure 
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frequency in relation to general differences between instruments. Density is signified by adding a 

fuzzy rectangle over the entire recording space, and degrees of opacity designate varying 

amounts of clarity and separation. Darker images represent denser recordings. Thus, these 

representations account for every attribute discussed in this chapter, and serve as a kind of 

overall snapshot of a recording’s spatial attributes and resultant sound. 

Just as individual instruments may take up more or less space, the entire recording may 

become fuller (denser) or emptier (sparser). Dense textures arise primarily from the combination 

of diffuse individual sources; as sources become bigger, they are figuratively fighting for 

recording space. Sparse textures, on the other hand, exhibit separation between sources, as each 

has its own space and can be heard clearly. Thus, I measure density as individual source size 

relative to the ensemble as a whole. As shown in Gibson’s image of a dense mix, as well as my 

own, there is clearly some separation, but this is covered by two or three instruments whose size 

is large compared to the ensemble as a whole. Considering textural density as individual size 

relative to the ensemble is necessary, as it does not elevate any single spatial attribute as being 

more likely to effect density. Indeed, in describing density as a feature of relative sizes, one 

might also measure monophonic recordings: although they lack width, the confinement to a 

single directional location may still result in individual sources filling up the space as a whole. 

 In order to demonstrate my basic method of evaluation, I present two songs with 

contrasting textural densities: “Screaming at a Wall” by Minor Threat and “Out of Vogue” by the 

Middle Class. The Minor Threat recording is relatively sparse, a result of the clear separation 

between the guitar, bass, drums, and vocals. Each inhabits its own space and there is much 

clarity. In terms of width, the recording as a whole is rather wide, reflecting a stage setup with 

regard to the directional locations. However, individual sources are narrow compared to the 

ensemble as a whole. Further, the instruments are located at unique distances along the receding 

plane and at unique frequencies along the vertical plane. Overall, there is a high degree of 

separation (see Figure 4.55). 
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Figure 4.55: Representation of sparse texture in “Screaming at a Wall” (Minor Threat) 

 

 

 

Figure 4.56: Representation of dense texture in “Out of Vogue” (Middle Class) 

 

In “Out of Vogue,” however, one finds nearly the opposite circumstances (see Figure 

4.56 above). Rather than individual strands, the instruments form blocks. Although the overall 

width is rather wide, individual sizes relative to the ensemble as a whole are quite large, 

particularly the guitar, as it stretches from right to near left. Moreover, it is indirect, sounding as 

if it were set back from the microphone, which creates much diffuseness. In terms of depth, the 

instruments are very close together, but are set back from proximity; this provides the sense of an 
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environment that is colored with reflections. Height also plays a part, as the instruments seem to 

be fighting for the same frequency space, particularly the guitar, bass, and kick drum. The result 

is a wall of sound, thick with blending and exhibiting a lack of textural “holes.” 

 Taking these two examples as a model, we may define sparse and dense textures 

according to the criteria outlined in Figure 4.57. 

 

 

 

Figure 4.57: Attributes of sparse to dense textures 

 

The most basic point behind these characteristics is the degree of separation between 

instruments. Sparse recordings have a high degree of separation, while dense recordings have 

little to none, perhaps resulting in a wash of noise. For example, there are three available 

recordings of Black Flag’s song “Clocked In”: two from a release of demos and one from a 

compilation of the band’s early material.26 In the first version, recorded with Black Flag’s first 

singer Keith Morris, all of the instruments reside in their own space and emanate as strands, 

although the bass is somewhat difficult to perceive (see Figure 4.58). As in “Screaming at a 

Wall,” the individual sizes of each instrument are small compared to the overall width, and, 

despite the indirectness of each instrument, their sounds are relatively free from reflections. 

Indeed, it sounds as if each instrument is literally in its own environment. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

26 The first two versions are from Everything Went Black, a two-record collection that includes previously 
unreleased recordings from 1978 to 1981. The third version of “Clocked In” that I use is from Black Flag: The First 

Four Years; it was originally found on the compilation Cracks in the Sidewalk, released in 1980. 
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Figure 4.58: Representation of texture in first version of “Clocked In” (Black Flag) 

 

In the second version, recorded with Ron Reyes providing the vocals, the space is 

denser—due to its placement closer to proximity—but the unique placement of instruments on 

the horizontal plane creates separation: the hi-hat and crash cymbals are placed hard left and hard 

right, respectively, and the guitar is placed left (see Figure 4.59). This leaves space in the center 

for the vocals, bass, kick, and snare to be clearly heard. 

 

 

Figure 4.59: Representation of texture in second version of “Clocked In” (Black Flag) 

 

The third version, recorded with Dez Cadena, presents a wholly new level of density (see 

Figure 4.60). The instruments are all centrally located, with the exception of the toms, and the 
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vocals and guitar each have a diffuse sound. I believe the former is created through a double-

tracked vocal recorded by the singer; as Zak notes, double tracking results in a single musical 

part gaining “a textural density both by way of instrumental mass and by the slight variations in 

tuning, timing, dynamics, articulation, and so forth that result from multiple performances” 

(2001, 86). This is the effect in this version of “Clocked In,” as the vocalist seems to be trailed 

by a “shadow” throughout the entire performance. Although the guitar is placed centrally, there 

is spillage into the left and right spaces, which creates diffuseness and makes it rather large when 

compared to the ensemble as a whole. Additionally, the instruments have been moved forward 

even more than in the previous versions, creating a clustered arrangement in terms of directional 

and distance locations. 

 

 

Figure 4.60: Representations of texture in third version of “Clocked In” (Black Flag) 

 

In comparing these recordings, one notices the gradual increase in textural density, as 

they move from relative clarity to muddiness, bordering on noise. While all three versions have 

been released through SST, the band’s label, the first two are demos and may not have been 

subject to the same amount of time and care in constructing the mix. Nonetheless, their 

comparison provides insight into one way in which a single song may accrue density. 

 Another example comes from two versions of Bad Brains’ “Pay to Cum.” The first is 

found on a release of the band’s 1979 demo recordings, Black Dots, and the second version is 
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from their first single.27 Although there is a third version of the song—released on their self-

titled full length—I will examine only on the first two recordings. As with the above 

considerations of textural density, the differences in density between the two versions of “Pay to 

Cum” result from similar attributes, although in this case the demo recording is denser. Here, the 

overall width is broad, but most instruments are fighting over the center space (see Figure 4.61). 

In terms of height, the recording does seem to reside on the lower end of the spectrum, which 

creates a crowded frequency space. The most decisive factor in creating density is the 

environment, as there is an impression of being in a small, confined room with the band, with 

each instrument crowding around the listener, an impression created in particular by the wash of 

the cymbals. Additionally, there appear to be multiple layers of guitars, and as with the double 

tracking in “Clocked In,” this combination creates a thicker, more diffuse sound. 

In the single version of “Pay to Cum,” listeners are presented with a texture that is less 

dense, although it does not reflect the clarity of a recording such as “Screaming at a Wall.”28 

Although the overall width is narrow, the guitar is also narrow, resulting in a small size relative 

to the ensemble (see Figure 4.62). The distance locations of the instruments also lend to the 

impression of a sparser texture, as the front-to-back placement moves from the vocals to the 

bass, and then from the guitar to the drums. Pushing the guitar back in the arrangement here 

results in a more concentrated sound, as it resides in its own location. Moreover, whereas in the 

demo version the height tended toward the low end, here there is an equal spread of instruments 

along the vertical plane, with each element being clearly audible. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

27 Black Dots (1996) contains material from the band’s first recording experience at Don Zientara’s Inner Ear 
Studios in Arlington, VA in June 1979, but was not mixed for release until 1996. The liner notes indicate the type of 
space in which the band was recording: “At that time Inner Ear was Don Zientara’s basement. Don had a four track 
Teac 1/4" tape deck and a small drum booth to one side of the basement. Doc and Darryl [guitarist and bassist, 
respectively] set up in the main space while Earl somehow got himself into the ‘closet’ with his drum kid. HR was 
in the back yard with the vocal mic (you can hear Don’s son speaking to HR between tracks along with some 
crickets too) and Don was set up in the kitchen upstairs.” 
28 Although one can find this version of “Pay to Cum” on CD, in preparing it for release on that media, Bad Brains 
apparently did not have the original recording tapes and, instead, used the original vinyl as the “master source.” 
Thus, one can hear the “cracks” and “pops” of the vinyl on the recording, which to my ears adds a certain amount of 
textural density simply because of this “noise.” See the liner notes to their Banned In D.C.: Bad Brains Greatest 

Riffs (2003). 
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Figure 4.61: Representation of texture in first version of “Pay to Cum” (Bad Brains) 

 

 

 

Figure 4.62: Representations of texture in second version of “Pay to Cum” (Bad Brains) 

 

 In each of these examples, density is the result of a variety of sonic elements. While some 

are created primarily via width, as in “Out of Vogue,” others are created through an interaction 

of all dimensions, such as the demo version of “Pay to Cum.” In consideration of every 

dimension, the guitar is of central importance in the creation of density. Indeed, in nearly every 

example density is accrued via manipulations of the guitar, either by placing in a large 

environment and causing diffuseness, as in “Bad Attitude” by Articles of Faith, or by spreading 
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across the stereo field, as in “Out of Vogue.” Both of these alterations adjust the size of the guitar 

(and other instruments), and when multiple large-sized instruments interact, recordings soon turn 

from strands to blocks. 

 

4.3 Conclusions 

 

 In this chapter, I have endeavored to define and describe several attributes of hardcore 

recordings. Following Zak (2001) and Moore and Dockwray (2010), I described these 

dimensions in terms of spatial representations of width, depth, and height. While width is the 

byproduct of the relative spread of individual instrumental directional locations, depth is 

measured according to the distance locations of instruments as well as their placement in an 

environment. Height is represented from short to tall and occurs as the result of the vertical 

spread of individual instruments from high to low. Each of these dimensions plays an important 

role in creating a recording’s texture, which I measure from sparse to dense. In some recordings, 

the individual sources sound as strands, narrow and direct images; in others, individual sources 

sound as blocks, taking up much of the recording space due to their size. When instruments 

combine or are considered as a whole, they reflect relative degrees of density. Figure 4.63 

(below) captures this multifarious process, as it shows the elements that create impressions of 

each dimension, and how those dimensions in turn create impressions of texture. 

  What I have found is that hardcore recordings reflect certain practices within each 

dimension, such as the clustered and stage setup arrangements on the horizontal plane, or the 

typical front-to-back arrangement on a receding plane. Perhaps the most important feature, 

however, is the degree of textural density present on most recordings: it appears bands strove to 

create thick, loud, and “in your face” recordings as much as possible. Given hardcore aesthetics, 

this is no surprise. However, what is somewhat novel about this is that the effect is often created 

by juxtaposing the dimensional sound treatment of individual instruments. Further, this density is 

often achieved in similar ways from recording to recording. The common use of heavily 

distorted guitars that refrain from any kind of dampening, such as a palm mute, serves to create a 

continuous stream of swirling distortion. Although there is a range in the qualities of diffuseness, 

all  hardcore recordings are  defined by this  most essential element. Most  recordings also  create 
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Figure 4.63: Texture as a combination of width, depth, height, and all of their component attributes 
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density by relying on relatively narrow widths, with the instruments forced into the same space 

and creating blocks of sound, as opposed to several individual strands. Further, hardcore 

recordings share the common trait of being somewhat “lo-fi” in their overall production; that is, 

very rarely is there a clean, pure, and pristine recording surface. It is more likely that the 

recordings are marked by masking, lack of timbral detail (creating duller sounds), as well as a 

limited frequency spectrum. While these qualities alone do not define hardcore as a style, they 

are integral in characterizing a portion of its overall sound. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

STYLE AND SOUND: COMPLETE SONG ANALYSES 

 

The short, fast songs; trim all the fat: “Later!” to the intro, “Later!” to the outro. Cut the bridge in half, and get on with it. 

Keith Morris, singer of Black Flag and the Circle Jerks (Rachman 2007) 

 

We listened to the first punk rock records and we learned to play, and we were doing it really primitively because 

we didn’t really know, so we just put it all into energy. 

Mike Patton, bassist of the Middle Class (Rachman 2007) 

 

We’re feeling this and we don’t wanna go slow, and we’re not trying to be melodic, and we’re not trying to be cool 

or digestible. We’re giving you all our angst and all our feeling as hard as we can. 

Dave Dictor, singer of MDC (Millions of Dead Cops) (Rachman 2007) 

 

I remember thinking “I’m gonna blow [the Circle Jerks] off the stage.” During the soundcheck I was doing 

“Screaming at a Wall”—I hit it so hard that something went snap in my throat. I lost my voice completely. So I 

wrote the lyrics on signs and held the signs up and the whole crowd sung. That was a great show. 

Ian MacKaye, singer of Minor Threat (Blush 2010, 158) 

 

The aesthetic was intangible. Most bands couldn’t really play that well, and their songs usually lacked craft. They 

expended little effort achieving prevailing production standards. However, they had IT—an infectious blend of 

ultra-fast music, thought-provoking lyrics, and fuck-you attitude. 

Steven Blush, American Hardcore: A Tribal History (2010, 9) 

 

 

5.1 Introduction and Analyses 

 

In Chapter One, I presented a series of quotations from Steven Blush and Steve 

Waksman, each of which sought to define some general characteristics of hardcore music. Both 

authors noted that hardcore music was fast, aggressive, loud, and reflected a form of brevity with 

regard to formal structures. In addition to Blush and Waksman, band members and other 

participants have pointed out these features, as demonstrated by the quotations above: while 

Keith Morris suggests a predilection for brevity in songwriting, Mike Patton and Dave Dictor 

speak to the channeling of energy in writing and performing. Often, this type of energy results in 

the creation of intensity, as Ian MacKaye notes. Despite Blush’s downplay of performance and 

songwriting abilities in hardcore, the songs that the bands did create fit perfectly within these 

aesthetic ideals, and in particular within the ethos of DIY, which emphasizes doing something 

whether or not it is well done. While these characteristics are certainly apt descriptions of the 
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music, they are still quite general; indeed, it remains to be seen how hardcore reflects these 

musical elements in a more detailed way. In this chapter, I provide four in-depth analyses in an 

attempt to provide more specificity with regard to these elements. I seek to answer questions 

such as “what musical features suggest aggression?” or “what musical features suggest intensity 

and energy?” In particular, I focus on the following songs: “Rise Above (Black Flag), “Banned 

in D.C.” (Bad Brains), “Straight Edge” (Minor Threat), and “Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys). 

In each analysis, I will provide some brief context surrounding the composition of the song 

before turning to an engagement with riffs, form, and recording attributes as they relate to each 

song’s individual narrative. Although I will briefly mention each of these parameters in the 

analyses, sometimes one parameter takes precedence over another and will become the focus of 

my examination. I will, however, bring all of the individual analyses together at the end of this 

chapter in a consideration of how their features relate to hardcore style as a whole, including the 

elements of aggression, energy and intensity, and brevity.!

5.1.1 Black Flag: “Rise Above,” Damaged (1982)
1
 

 “Rise Above” is the first track on Black Flag’s 1982 release Damaged, an album that 

Michael Azerrad (2001) refers to as 

a key hardcore document, perhaps the hardcore document. It boiled over with rage 

on several fronts: police harassment, materialism, alcohol abuse, the stultifying 

effects of consumer culture, and, on just about every track on the album, a 

particularly virulent strain of self-lacerating angst—all against a savage, brutal 

backdrop that welded apoplectic punk rock to the anomie of dark Seventies metal 

like Black Sabbath (33). 

Indeed, Azerrad’s discussions of police harassment and the band’s angst in particular are notable, 

as Black Flag had numerous run-ins with the authorities. Often this led to instances of police 

brutality, especially at the band’s shows. For instance, in the fall of 1980, Black Flag was to play 

two shows at the Whisky, a club in Los Angeles. While the first show went smoothly, the second 

turned into a near riot as the audience clashed with police. As discussed by photographer Glen E. 

Friedman: 

By the time of the second show, Sunset Boulevard was all closed off. We watched 

the riot as it happened, from upstairs, and it was just total insanity: police really 

worried that kids were getting out of control, they were afraid of punk rock… 

Cops were beating the fuck out of kids, putting their faces into the ground, 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1
 Damaged was recorded at Unicorn Studios in Los Angeles in the fall of 1981 and co-released through Unicorn 

Records and SST in the winter of 1982. 
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handcuffing them to newspaper vending machines on the sidewalk. I have to tell 

you, we were in awe (Chick 2009, 178). 

Black Flag’s shows developed a reputation for being the site in which such violence occurred. 

Despite harassment from the police and the public at large, the band refused to quit performing. 

Instead, they galvanized their efforts to spread their music across the country. As Stevie Chick 

notes: “Black Flag would be heard, on their own terms. They would, however, have to take their 

noise to the people themselves, in the most primitive fashion, and make converts to their cause 

one punk at a time” (2009, 193). 

“Rise Above” captures these sentiments, as it pits the group against the perceived threat 

of the authorities. The song’s lyrics clearly portray a stance of “us” against “them” throughout 

the various formal sections, as each of vocalist Henry Rollins’ descriptive calls in the verses are 

followed by a response from a larger group of vocalists, who chant a refrain of “rise above, 

we’re gonna rise above.” These group vocals continue in the chorus, in which the most direct 

proclamation can be found: “We are tired of your abuse. Try to stop us, it’s no use.” Although a 

similar sense of determination is found in each section, the song’s outro includes the most 

definitive statement by the band, as they repeat the refrain over and over again before the song 

comes to an end. Listed here are the verse lyrics, without the group refrain
2
: 

 

         

     

 

The music reflects the text and enhances the song’s narrative via several musical oppositions that 

are found in the riffs, form, and recording attributes. When taken together, the song’s narrative is 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

2
 Recall that there are three places in which a refrain may be found: at the beginning or ending of a verse, or as a 

repetition within the verse, as is the case here. See Chapter Three for a discussion of these refrain types. 
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one of success: the band will not be forced to give up or fold at the opposition of authority 

figures. 

Before discussing riffs and recording attributes, there are several notes to be made about 

the overall form of “Rise Above,” which is depicted in Table 5.1. In addition to sectional labels 

and timestamps, I have also listed notes regarding riff schemes, drum patterns, and other relevant 

sound event information. 

 

Table 5.1: Formal chart, “Rise Above” (Black Flag) 

 

Time 

Stamp 
Section Description 

0:00 Intro 

Extended and accumulative introduction; guitar 

and bass present main motive of the song (G–A, 

3+3+2 rhythm)  

0:28 Verse + Inner Refrain 1 

Riff is a form of Repetition and Change; drums 

play standard pattern, but highlight the 3+3+2 

rhythm with accents 

0:46 Chorus 

Statement and Varied Repetition riff scheme with 

expansion at the end; structure is large-scale and 

comprises the entire chorus; drums play an 

altered version of a standard pattern 

0:56 Verse + Inner Refrain 2 --- 

1:15 Chorus --- 

1:25 Contrast based on verse 

Bass and second guitar play verse riff, while 

other guitar plays solo, which deteriorates into a 

frenzy of dissonant, squealing notes 

1:34 Chorus --- 

1:44 Verse + Inner Refrain 3 --- 

2:03 Chorus --- 

2:13–2:24 Outro 
Expansion of chorus with repetition of G–A 

motive over lyrics “rise above” 

 

 

Regarding the overall form, the song has a relatively conservative structure, as it is created 

through a series of rotations of a verse + inner refrain and a chorus. The contrasting section is 

comprised of a guitar solo with the accompaniment drawn from the verse riff. Thus, the amount 

of contrast is relatively low in this particular section. However, the solo is significant in that it is 

typical of Black Flag to include some type of highlight for Greg Ginn’s guitar playing, although 

here the solo turns into a series of frenzied motions that seem to be constructed more for noise 
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than for demonstrating technical proficiency. Following the solo, the band presents another 

chorus before returning to the next verse-chorus combination. The song ends with an outro that is 

based on the verse’s inner refrain, although here it is expanded as the vocalists repeat the phrase 

“rise above, we’re gonna rise above” over and over again until the song comes to an end. This 

response is not only integral to the song’s ending, however; it is the culmination of a primary 

motive first introduced in the song’s opening and used throughout the song. 

The song begins with an extended introduction, in which the drums enter first, and are 

followed by the first guitar, and then a second guitar and bass. The vocalist does not enter until 

the first verse begins. The drummer’s opening pattern is limited to playing eighth notes on open 

hi-hats and the snare on beats 2 and 4; it is missing the characteristic low end provided by the 

kick drum. The first guitar’s entrance in the fifth measure is highlighted by a brief moment of 

feedback before it plays a descending chromatic line moving E–C-sharp. Notably, the line is 

played melodically, and not with characteristic power chords. After another four measures, the 

bass and second guitar enter, doubling the guitar’s descending chromatic melodic line. This 

continues until 0:14 when the instruments plunge into the lower regions with a gesture that is 

characterized by its motion from G to A and prominent 3+3+2 grouping and is punctuated by the 

entrance of the kick drum and crash cymbals, which accent the rhythm. There is a brief return to 

the chromatic riff, but after only one iteration the G–A motion prevails once again, this time 

extended to reach even lower, as the riff descends to a low E before climbing back up to A in 

preparation for the first verse. Further, the tempo noticeably drags during this portion, almost as 

if drawing out the achievement of the low register. The opposition between the two main 

gestures in the introduction may be characterized in several ways. First, it is defined texturally, 

as the “incomplete” drum kit is missing characteristic low end attacks from the kick drum. The 

guitar is also somewhat “incomplete,” as the initial chromatic line is played melodically, not with 

power chords. When the music moves to the G–A gesture, there is a sense that “low” has been 

restored: the kick drum finally enters and the guitar moves to playing power chords. Further, 

upon moving from the melody to the G–A gesture, the guitarist is required to change the shape of 

the fretting hand in order to play the upper pitches of the power chords. The opposition is also 

characterized rhythmically, as the even rhythms of the opening gesture are met by a syncopated 

grouping in the latter. I interpret these oppositions as high vs. low (in terms of pitch), sparse vs. 
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dense (in terms of texture), and even vs. syncopated (in terms of rhythm). As the song continues, 

the oppositions accrue more meaning when paired with the text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.1: Extended introduction, “Rise Above” (Black Flag) 

 

Guitar 1 

Add Guitar 2 and Bass Add Kick 
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The juxtaposition of these elements continues throughout each of the song’s riffs, which 

are represented in Figure 5.2 (the verse riff) and Figure 5.4 (the chorus riff). The verse riff begins 

with a series of repeated motions from D to F-sharp before lunging into the G–A gesture that was 

first encountered in the introduction. Although the latter gesture is repeated as well, I would still 

regard this riff as reflecting a scheme based on repetition and change.  

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 5.2: Verse riff notation (a) and fretboard diagram (b), “Rise Above” (Black Flag), [x,x,x,x-y,y] 

 

The riff also highlights a high vs. low opposition in that the melodic D–F-sharp is answered by 

the power chord G–A. Further, these two gestures are opposed by their location on a fretboard: in 

consulting videos of live performances, it is clear that Ginn played the first gesture on the fifth 

and fourth strings and the second gesture on the sixth string (the only possible location if playing 

a guitar in standard tuning), as shown in Figure 5.2b. The pitch patterns of each gesture also form 

two poles of opposition, as the major mode D–F-sharp motion (which I hear as IV in A major) is 

met by the bVII–I, implying a turn to a modal or pentatonic pitch organization. Indeed, 

inflections of the major mode are not common in hardcore, as most pitch collections are 

reflective of a modal or pentatonic basis, as discussed in Chapter Two. In addition to fretboard 
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location and pitch, the even rhythms of the first gesture are matched by the diatonic rhythms of 

the second. 

The lyrics point to the opposition between the two gestures of the riff as well, as the lone 

vocalist’s calls are met by a group of vocalists who shout the response “rise above, we’re gonna 

rise above.” While the call serves to portray the negative aspects of the song’s perceived 

antagonist, the responses indicate that the band will not be deterred from their actions. This is 

highlighted in the recording’s width, as the calls are placed centrally only to be met by a broader 

spread of the group vocals through the hard left to hard right. 

 

 

Figure 5.3: Broad width in the verses of “Rise Above” (Black Flag) 

 

When taken together, the verse, inner refrain, directional arrangement of voices, riff, and drum 

patterns all serve to portray the opposition between “them” and “us,” with the former signified in 

the high, sparse, even, and narrow initial gesture and the latter signified in the low, dense, 

syncopated, and broad G–A motion. 

 The chorus riff is characterized by its statement and varied repetition with expansion 

scheme, inclusion of the G–A gesture, homorhythmic emphasis on the downbeat, and 

continuation of multiple vocalists (see Figure 5.4). As the verse and refrain give way to the 

chorus, the riff moves upward to E
3
 before making a gradual descent through C and ending with 

G–A in the first half of the riff scheme. Upon its restatement, the gesture begins on E
3
 again, but 

is followed by a different series of pitches, as it moves E–D–B before ending with two iterations 

of G–A, creating a five-measure phrase and thus expanding the riff. Just as fretboard location 

played a role in the previous sections, it does the same here: again, videos of the band confirm 

that the higher chords (i.e., E, C, D, and B) are all played on the fifth string; guitarist Greg Ginn 

only moves to the sixth string for the final gesture (G–A). 
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(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 
 

Figure 5.4: Chorus riff notation and fretboard, statement (a) and varied repetition (b) 

“Rise Above” (Black Flag), [X-X’!] 

 

 

The rhythmic profile of the chorus is also significant: the h.! q rhythm in the riff is 

emphasized in the drum parts with a single, focused attack with the kick drum at the beginning of 
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each measure. These match the vocals, which are also set to emphasize the downbeat and the 

text: “We are tired of your abuse. Try to stop us, it’s no use.” While the vocals of the inner 

refrain included a larger group—perhaps all of the band members—and were spread throughout 

the stereo field, the chorus returns to a central placement of the lead vocalist. However, in this 

case it is obvious that there are at least two tracks of vocalists presenting the lyrics, which 

suggests that the vocal is double-tracked. Because of the consistent pairing of different musical 

material with references to the opposition of “them” and “us,” I interpret the latter half of the 

musical opposition (i.e., the G–A gesture) as reflecting resolve and a determination to prevail. 

Indeed, the change from a sparse texture and even rhythms to the heavily accented G–A gesture 

seems to highlight the change from weak to strong, as if the latter gesture is used to assert 

aggression and dominance. This opposition continues through several more presentations of 

verse and chorus, but only in the song’s outro does the narrative come to a definitive conclusion. 

 Following the third verse, the chorus begins as it did in earlier rotations, but here it is 

expanded even further than the previous choruses, with the G–A gesture being repeated six more 

times (i.e., eight times total) (see Figure 5.5). Moreover, during the final six repetitions, the 

vocals turn to the refrain, shouting: “Rise above, rise above. Rise above, we’re gonna rise above, 

we’re gonna rise above, we’re gonna rise above.” Notably, this final presentation also returns to 

the broad spread of group vocals across the stereo field. Because the G–A gesture is maintained 

and is placed with a repetition of the refrain, I interpret the overall narrative of the song as one of 

success: as protagonists, the band believes that they will prevail. Further, the repetition of the 

gesture—with its tone of aggression—signifies not just a narrative of success but a narrative of 

dominance, as power is reiterated over and over again with the assertive G–A motion. 

The narrative in “Rise Above” is driven by a series of musical oppositions that are 

mapped onto a binary of “us vs. them.” While a high register, sparse texture, narrow spread, and 

even rhythms characterize the latter part of the binary, the former is exhibited as the opposite of 

each parameter. When set to lyrics, I interpret the musical poles of opposition as representing the 

band and their perceived antagonist, which are portrayed as strong and weak, respectively. While 

these elements are present in the song, they are drawn from very real situations that Black Flag 

encountered throughout their career. Indeed, there are myriad songs in which the band pits 
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themselves against perceived threats, and most follow a similar path in representing aggression 

and power.
3
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.5: Final chorus and outro riff, “Rise Above” (Black Flag) 
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3
 For a few instances, see “Revenge,” “Police Story,” and, on a later album, “My War.” 
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5.1.2 Bad Brains: “Banned in D.C.,” Bad Brains (1982) 

 Bad Brains were renowned for their speed and technical abilities as musicians, and as a 

band, the members themselves often regarded these aspects as goals to attain. As guitarist Dr. 

Know states, 

We wanted to be known as the fastest band in the world. The Ramones were the 

fastest but we could improve on that. At the same time, we didn’t want to be 

doing that same three-chord routine. Not that there’s anything wrong when the 

Ramones do it but we had something to prove musically. That’s how we’ve 

always been, wanting to keep it challenging and interesting. The gift of musicality 

is not to be taken for granted (Blush 2010, 132). 

In listening to their unique mix of punk rock and reggae tunes as well as viewing videos of their 

performances, Bad Brains certainly are one of the more technically advanced hardcore bands. 

Many songs demonstrate their ability to handle ever-changing riffs and rhythms, all of which are 

performed at a frenetic tempo. This often led to a kind of anxiety for bands that shared the stage 

with Bad Brains, as noted by Brian Baker, bassist and, later, second guitarist for Minor Threat: 

I’d heard the lore and heard the tapes and was totally intimidated by this 

incredible band…grown men who were really playing their instruments. They 

were real musicians and we were kids. I had to borrow Darryl Jenifer’s bass 

amp—I’m like five feet tall with eyeglasses and spiky brown hair: “Excuse me 

sir, can I borrow your bass amp to create Punk Rock?” The whole thing I 

remember now is a lot of adrenaline. It was an overwhelming thing for me (Blush 

2010, 158–159). 

Apparently, some of Bad Brains’ shows were so intense that audience members often left 

performance halls in total disarray. As Steven Blush states: “Bad Brains wrought havoc 

everywhere they went. Each performance left damage, with each new DC club show usually 

their last. The 9:30 Club, DC Space, and the Bayou blacklisted the group, now literally ‘Banned 

in D.C.’” (2010, 136).  

The latter part of Blush’s statement cites the band’s song “Banned in D.C.,” which 

documents Bad Brains’ trouble in securing shows in Washington D.C. Although the song was 

written early in their career, it was first released on their 1982 full-length Bad Brains.
4
 Certainly, 

the lyrics express anger at being unable to perform in their hometown, but there is also an 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

4
 Bad Brains was recorded in New York City by Jerry Williams (aka Jay Dublee) at 171A, an all-purpose space for 

rehearsals, shows, and recordings. The recording process took place in the summer of 1981 and the album was 

released through ROIR in the winter of 1982. 



 

 252 

element of optimism: instead of brooding over their situation, the band views their banishment as 

a blessing in disguise. 

 

 

 

These lyrics reflect “P.M.A.” (positive mental attitude), a defining ethos of Bad Brains’ pursuits. 

P.M.A. comes from author Napoleon Hill, whose book Think & Grow Rich was highly 

influential to the band. Bassist Daryl Jenifer explains: 

We used to read this book Think & Grow Rich… Its positive self-motivating ideas 

about how successful people like Andrew Carnegie recognized the power of 

suggestion and the power of positive thinking, things that helped them to get what 

they wanted in the face of adversity… Think & Grow Rich clearly states that 

you’ve got to progress. We figured, “If we make some noise in DC that’s one 

thing. But if we make some noise in New York that’s the next thing.” A mistake a 

lot of great hometown bands make is they stay home and go to work for the phone 

company. They never go out and give their shit a shot. People gotta realize you’ve 

gotta make noise where it counts (Blush 2010, 138). 

Just as the band was angered at being banned from clubs in Washington D.C., they also saw it as 

an opportunity. “Banned in D.C.” captures both emotions and channels them into energy and 
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intensity; specifically, the band creates and releases tension via the manipulation of riffs and 

formal construction. Further, the song reflects the band’s desire to be fast and to keep their songs 

challenging and interesting, as indicated by Dr. Know. In the following analysis I will focus on 

these aspects in relation to riff schemes and formal structure. 

 The form of “Banned in D.C.” is comprised of an introduction and two rotations of a 

verse-chorus pair, which ultimately culminate with a breakdown that ends the song. The 

significance of the breakdown is notable in examining the amount of time devoted to it: 1:17 in a 

2:07 song. Further, the breakdown is divided into several subsections, including an introduction, 

two sections with the vocalist, and a guitar solo. 

 

Table 5.2: Formal chart, “Banned in D.C.” (Bad Brains) 

 

Time 

Stamp 
Section Description 

0:00 Intro 

Opening measure of homorhythmic presentation of a chord, then 

gradual re-accumulation of instruments; moves to Verse 1 riff at 

end; drums play standard patterns throughout 

0:08/0:14 Verse 1 Statement and Terminal Repetition [x-y,y] 

0:20 Chorus 1 Statement and Varied Repetition with Expansion [X-X’!] 

0:30 Verse 2 Verse 1 riff at T5 

0:41 Chorus 2 Modified repetition of Chorus 1 riff at T5 

0:48/0:50 

Intro to breakdown: one-part riff, but hint of Statement and Varied 

Repetition with guitar’s higher melodic line, which changes every 

two presentations 

1:03/1:16 Vocals: same riff as above; no changes 

1:28 Solo: Guitar solo based on E minor pentatonic 

1:53 Return of vocals and main guitar riff 

2:02–2:07 

Breakdown 

 

Ending: Ends “cold” on A in final iteration of the riff and text 

 

 

Although the breakdown is based on a single riff, the earlier sections of the song are 

characterized by a series of riffs that, while related, constantly develop from section to section. 

This development leads to the creation of tension in the song, as the riffs continuously rise in 

pitch and on the fretboard and, when coupled with the fast tempo (h = 170 b.p.m.), only reach a 

release in the slower breakdown, which maintains a single riff throughout. 

The song begins with a measure of homorhythmic attacks on E before giving way to a 

bass playing a tremolo figure. The guitar reenters—playing A and then E and letting each chord 
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ring out—and the drummer begins a long snare roll. This buildup is finally released as the band 

begins what will be the first verse’s riff, which is reflects a statement and terminal repetition riff 

scheme (see Figure 5.6). Here, the initial gesture moves B–C-sharp–D before landing on the final 

gesture: a motion from D-sharp to E, which is repeated. The guitarist does not pick the E, 

however; rather, after strumming the D-sharp, the guitarist slides up to E. 

 

(a) 
 

 
(b) 

 

 
 

Figure 5.6: Verse 1 riff notation (a) and fretboard diagram (b), “Banned in D.C.” (Bad Brains), [x-y,y]
5
 

 

The arrival on the D-sharp–E gesture also coincides with the end of each vocal statement and 

serves to punctuate the textural space left open by the silent vocalist, whose previous lines were 

presented at a frenetic pace. Moreover, although the drummer plays a standard pattern, he 

includes a kick drum attack on the beats as well as the beat divisions. This is not atypical in 

hardcore, but it does create the sense of drive, as it emphasizes each attack as a strong beat. 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

5
 For the sake of clarity, I have omitted the repetitions of C-sharp–D and D-sharp–E in the fretboard diagram. The 

figures below also follow this omission. 
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Coupled with the ascending pitch motion, the riff sounds as if it is charging forward relentlessly 

as if there were no time to pause. 

 Although a chorus follows the first verse, I would like to move on to the second verse’s 

riff, as it is, on the surface, different from the first verse (see Figure 5.7). The riff begins on E 

rather than B and ascends through F-sharp, G, and G-sharp up to A, which is also embellished 

with a repetition of the G-sharp passing tone.  

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 5.7: Verse 2 riff notation (a) and fretboard diagram (b), “Banned in D.C.” (Bad Brains), [x-y,y] 

 

There are both similarities and differences between this verse riff and the earlier one. First, the 

second verse begins on a different pitch and alters the second measure, as it does not include the 

back-and-forth motion that characterized the first verse; rather, it moves directly from F-sharp to 

G. Second, the riffs are also performed differently on the guitar: whereas the first verse begins on 

the sixth string before moving to the fifth string for the pitches following B, in the second verse, 

all are played on the fifth string. There are more similarities, however, as both riffs: ascend, 

encompass a range of a perfect fourth (i.e., B–E in the first and E–A in the second), and include a 

pattern of whole step–half step–half step–half step, like an expanded {035} pathway in which C-

sharp and F-sharp fill in the minor third and D-sharp and G-sharp act as chromatic 
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embellishments. Further, both riffs exhibit the same rhythmic grouping and contain a repetition 

at the end, which coincides with the completion of the vocalist’s line. Thus, despite their 

differences, I regard these riffs as related, with the second verse acting as a modified restatement 

of the first, transposed at T5.  

 The chorus riffs are related in a similar manner, but include more differences. While the 

verse riffs exhibited a statement and terminal repetition scheme, the chorus riffs are organized by 

a statement and varied repetition with expansion pattern:  

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 5.8: Chorus 1 riff notation (a) and fretboard diagram (b), “Banned in D.C.” (Bad Brains), [X-X’!] 

 

In the first chorus, the riff begins on G
3
, which is played on the fifth string/tenth fret, a rather 

high position for the guitar, at least in hardcore. Following a measure of G, the guitarist descends 

to D and then moves up chromatically to land on E, which is embellished with a repetition of the 

passing motion from D-sharp to E, as in the verse. The motion G–D–D-sharp–E is presented 

twice; the first iteration reflects the first half of the riff scheme. In the second iteration, the same 
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pitches are played, but there is an expansion, such that the four-measure statement into a ten-

measure varied repetition.
6
 Although the drums maintain their pattern throughout the chorus, the 

vocalist changes his presentation, as the spitfire articulations of the verse give way to a more 

relaxed and drawn out series of lines. Moreover, during the expansion, the vocalist augments the 

lyrics even more, as he stretches out “D.C.” and finally shifts down in pitch at the end, which 

creates a certain degree of closure. 

 The riff in the second chorus is related, but more differences arise here than in a 

comparison of the first and second verses. The riff begins on C
4
, which is played on the fifth 

string/fifteenth fret of the guitar. Following a measure of attacks on C, the riff descends to B, 

through G and A, and finally lands on E, which, again, includes the motivic D-sharp–E 

embellishment: 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 5.9: Chorus 2 riff notation (a) and fretboard diagram (b), “Banned in D.C.” (Bad Brains), [X-X’!] 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

6
 Although it is possible to regard this riff as organized by the repetition and change with expansion scheme (i.e., 

[x,x!]), I hear the statement and varied repetition structure because the riff begins only twice. It is far more 

common for repetition and change schemes to contain at least three repetitions before being altered to create the 

conclusion. 
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In comparison to the first chorus, there is still some semblance of the statement and varied 

repetition with expansion organization as well as the descending motion, but beyond that there 

are a number of differences: the second chorus includes more chords, it does not end a minor 

third lower than where it began, and its contour is much more disjunct. The vocalist has also 

changed his presentation style, as he reaches high up, singing along with the riff as opposed to 

the choppy articulations in the first chorus. Despite these differences, this section is still 

recognizable as a chorus rather than a new section. This arises primarily because the lyrics are 

unaltered, but also because traces of the statement and varied repetition structure and overall 

descending contour are present. Additionally, upon moving up to C
4
 at the beginning of the 

second chorus, the riffs maintain a consistent pattern that is recognizable when comparing all of 

the song’s riffs, as shown in Figure 5.10. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.10: Comparison of verse and chorus riffs, “Banned in D.C.” (Bad Brains) 
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To begin with, the verse riffs are related by a T5 transformation, indicating a kind of extended 

model and sequence; the chorus riffs are also related by T5, at least with regard to the initial pitch 

of the riff. There is also a connection between the verse-chorus pairs, as their initial notes are 

both separated by a minor sixth. Thus, the overall progression of riffs moves up a minor sixth, 

down a minor third, up a minor sixth, as the ends of each verse riff and its motion into the chorus 

move up by a minor third. Because of these periodic transpositions and pitch relationships, there 

is a continuity established, despite the surface changes. Additionally, these set relationships drive 

the song forward and aid in creating tension as they move higher and higher in pitch and on the 

fretboard. That they are all performed at a very fast pace only compounds the sense of rising 

tension. This development continues until the band reaches the breakdown, in which the tempo 

halves to approximately q = 155 b.p.m. and the guitar returns to the lower register (see Figure 

5.11). 

 

 

Figure 5.11: Breakdown riff, “Banned in D.C.” (Bad Brains), [X-X’]
7
 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

7
 Although there appears to be a second guitar part, which continues playing A

2
 underneath the higher melodic 

motion, the notation here captures what I hear as the primary riff. Further, subsequent statements of this riff 

sometimes leave out the “extra” notes in measures 4 and 8. 
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The breakdown is also distinguished from the earlier sections in terms of groove, as the 

downbeat emphasis of the verses and choruses is replaced by the backbeat accents of the slower 

tempo. Further, the vocalist alters his presentation style once again, now articulating the lyrics in 

a quasi-sung fashion as opposed to the earlier sections in which he bordered on screaming. As 

noted in Chapter Three, breakdowns serve as major arrival points in a song and typically include 

some of a song’s most direct lyrical statements. This is the case in “Banned in D.C.,” as singer 

H.R. speaks directly to the club owners who halted the band’s performances. The lyrics also 

reinforce the band’s ethos of positive thinking, however, as they emphasize a sense of optimism, 

as it must be “the right time” for the band to seek out a new audience in other cities. The slower 

tempo and altered vocal articulation aid in the intelligibility of this important message. In 

viewing the song as a whole, while the first half built up tension via the manipulation and 

transposition of riffs, the breakdown releases this tension and provides a backdrop for the song’s 

most essential message. 

 This feeling of tension and release in “Banned in D.C.” is exhibited in videos of live 

performances of the song. In particular, a 1982 performance at CBGBs—and recently released 

on DVD—is notable in this case. During the two rotations of verse and chorus, audience and 

band members alike can be seen jumping around, slam dancing, stage diving, and, overall, 

exerting a great deal of energy. Upon the entrance of the breakdown, however, all of this seems 

to be put on pause, as the frenzied gesticulations turn to moves that follow along with the newly 

emphasized backbeat. Because of the tempo and ever-changing riffs in the song’s first few 

sections, the breakdown comes as a literal release in which moshing is replaced by dancing and 

the vocalist expresses most clearly the song’s sentiments. Although breakdowns are not 

commonly used by Bad Brains, their songs are often constructed with sections similar to the 

verses and choruses in “Banned in D.C.,” in which speed is given priority and riffs are constantly 

manipulated. Both of these parameters serve to create energy and intensify the performance, but 

are also characteristic of the band’s music as a whole. 

5.1.3 Minor Threat: “Straight Edge,” Minor Threat EP (1981) 

 Minor Threat’s “Straight Edge” comes from their self-titled first EP and was released 

through their own label Dischord Records in June 1981. As with most of the band’s releases, it 

was recorded at Inner Ear Studios in Arlington, VA by Don Zientara and mixed by Skip Groff. 

Whereas in “Rise Above” and “Banned in D.C.” the lyrics were directed at some kind of 
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antagonist, such as the police or club owners, “Straight Edge” is more of a personal statement 

from singer Ian MacKaye. On the surface, the lyrics espouse the way MacKaye wishes to live his 

life: free from drugs and alcohol. However, he provides more insight in an interview from Greg 

Kuhn’s Sober Living for the Revolution (2010): 

In life, if you decide to forgo something that everybody else does, it gives you a 

perspective on society that you couldn’t have if you were just engaging. It teaches 

you a lot about the world. I didn’t do these things because I was trying to be 

different—apparently, I was different. What I learned was that just to be myself 

meant to be a freak. And so I wrote a song about being a freak… Straight edge 

was just a declaration for the right to live your life the way you want to (34). 

Certainly, the lyrics tend to highlight this intention, as MacKaye is speaking directly as himself 

in a series of statements that serve to depict his life, and not as an order for others to follow. 

They reflect a preoccupation with living freely with regard to vices such as alcohol and drugs, 

but also free from the interference and influence of others. 

 

 

 

The music channels these sentiments into energy and intensity, all of which are distilled into a 

concise, purified formal construction and recording space. 

 Table 5.3 is an interpretation of the overall form of “Straight Edge.” Prominent here is 

the focus on brevity: the song is comprised of a brief introduction—which is based upon part of 

the verse riff—two verse + end refrains, and an outro, which is an expansion of the refrain. 

Further, the tempo is fast (h = 190 b.p.m.) and the entire song lasts a mere 0:45. 
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Table 5.3: Formal chart, “Straight Edge” (Minor Threat) 

 

Time 

Stamp 
Section Description 

0:00 
Intro based on  

first gesture 

One-part riff moving from G to B-flat; drums play 

standard pattern 

 

0:05 
First Gesture: same as above 

 

0:07 

Second Gesture: Beginning of Model and Sequence 

scheme, moving from C to B-flat to F 

 

0:12 

Verse + End Refrain 1 

Third gesture + Conclusion: T2 of second gesture 

 

0:18 
Intro based on  

first gesture 
--- 

0:23 --- 

0:25 --- 

0:30 

Verse + End Refrain 2 

--- 

0:35–0:45 Outro 
Repetition of first gesture and refrain 

 

 

 

Brevity is also reflected in the recording’s attributes, which are relatively free from studio 

manipulation and exhibit an arrangement focused on “realism” with regard to their width, depth, 

and height (see Figure 5.12). Overall, the texture is rather sparse, as the individual instruments 

are not that large relative to the ensemble as a whole, and separation between them is maintained. 

The basic arrangement of instruments across the horizontal and receding planes reflect what I 

have called the stage setup mix, as the sound sources reflect the arrangement found in a live 

performance: the guitar is placed left, drums and vocals in the center, and, although it is rather 

difficult to locate, I hear the bass just to the right. The distance locations are also typical of 

hardcore and of live performances, as the vocals are up front and closely followed by the guitar, 

the bass, and then the drums. Additionally, the instruments are placed forward, within the 

listener’s proximity, which suggests a confined environmental space. 
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(a) 

 
 

(b) 

 
 

Figure 5.12: Distance, directional, and environmental locations (a)  

and texture (b), “Straight Edge” (Minor Threat)
8
 

 

 

 As with “Banned in D.C.,” the riffs and formal construction in “Straight Edge” aid in 

creating energy and tension via ascending motions. The riffs here, however, are more limited; 

there is no extensive development. Rather, the ascending motion and increase in tension is 

compressed to a single song section: the verse + end refrain. I hear the various gestures of this 

section in three distinct parts. The song begins with the guitar playing the two-measure motion 

G–B-flat that is also characterized by its “stop-start” rhythmic profile, due in part to the quarter–

half-note attacks (Figure 5.13). In the second iteration, the drummer accents the B-flat with a 

snare and crash accent before moving to a standard pattern in the third iteration. The bassist also 

joins in and after the fourth iteration of the G–B-flat gesture the vocalist enters for the verse 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

8
 In Figure 5.12a I have combined various spatial attributes, as this graphic shows directional locations (measured 

from left to right), distance locations (measured from proximity to far), as well as environment (measured from 

confined to open). In this example, the instruments are arranged left to right: guitar, vocals/drums, bass; they are all 

within proximity; and they are in a confined environment. 
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proper. These opening lines are also present in the second verse, thus making them a kind of 

opening refrain as well. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 5.13: First gesture of verse riff notation (a) and fretboard diagram (b),  

“Straight Edge” (Minor Threat), one-part 

 

 

The first gesture establishes G as a pitch-class center, but following two iterations and the first 

two lines of text, the riff leaps up to C to begin a new motion (see Figure 5.14). While an 

ascending motion characterizes the first gesture, the new gesture here descends, as it moves from 

C to B-flat to F. Moreover, whereas G–B-flat was performed with a syncopated strumming 

pattern, there is more continuity in C–B-flat–F, which connects the chords into a single motion. 

The drums, however, continue to create a disjunct rhythm with a double-snare attack at the end 

of each iteration. As this only occurs on the fourth beat, I do not hear it as accenting the 

backbeat, but rather, as creating a stronger sense of anacrusis that emphasizes the downbeat of 

the riff. The vocalist also changes his articulations, as the quasi-spoken first two lines turn to a 

scream during the second gesture and next four lines of text. 
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(a) 

 

 

(b) 

 

 

Figure 5.14: Second, third, and final gesture of verse riff notation (a)  

and fretboard diagram (b), “Straight Edge” (Minor Threat), [x-T2x] 

 

 

Following four iterations, the music shifts up, transposing the second gesture by a whole 

step, which now begins on D before moving to C and G. Prior to the shift, the drummer signals 

the oncoming change with a snare roll in the final measure of the second gesture, which creates a 

greatly extended upbeat that leads into the third gesture. As shown in the fretboard diagram in 

Figure 5.14, the transposition is literal, as the entire pathway of chords simply moves up by two 

frets, and implies a riff scheme of model and sequence with regard to the second and third 

gestures. There are a few notable differences between these two parts, however: the drummer 

ceases to accent the second measure/fourth beat of the gesture, instead opting to provide 

continuity with a standard pattern; and the singer alters his articulation again, now screaming at 

an even higher pitch. By the final line before the refrain, the vocalist has exerted so much energy 

that his voice cracks on the word “need.” Following the third iteration of the gesture the riff 
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remains on D for two measures and the vocalist presents the refrain, “I’ve got the straight edge,” 

before the music returns to the first gesture, G–B-flat. 

 This moment serves as a resolution of tension that has accrued over the course of the 

entire verse. First, the change from gesture to gesture gradually increases tonal tension. The 

opening motion G–B-flat established G as the pitch-class center, and the second and third 

gestures ascend to the subdominant (C–B-flat–F) and then the dominant (D–C–G), respectively. 

In the final two measures of the verse, D is repeated, seeking some type of resolution, which it 

finally achieves with the return to G. Tension is also accrued in the vocal articulations, as singer 

Ian MacKaye moves from a spoken presentation to a scream by the end, only to be punctuated 

with his voice crack and the song’s refrain. However, there is also a noticeable accelerando 

following the refrain, as if the band needs to reiterate that the song is not yet over. Indeed, this 

new tempo is maintained for another verse and refrain, but at the end of this rotation, the G–B-

flat motion is reiterated over and over again while the vocalist repeats the refrain, maintaining a 

scream the entire time. 

 Via riff construction, form, and performance, Minor Threat creates two extended motions 

that each accrue tension and resolve it with their conclusions. The ascending motion of the riffs 

leads from the pitch-class center to the subdominant and then to the dominant, which achieves 

resolution following the refrain. The energy and intensity of the riffs is matched by the vocalist’s 

performance, in which he gradually moves from speaking to screaming; and the frenetic tempo 

reflects a more general urge to exert energy. Further, the entire song exhibits a predilection for 

brevity, and this is present in the recording attributes, riffs, and form. First, the recording is not 

subject to any kind of studio manipulation and the arrangement of instruments in the recording 

space reflects a desire to maintain a kind of realism. And, second, the riffs and form also 

highlight brevity, as the gestures are limited to a back-and-forth motion and another in which the 

pattern is simply shifted to begin on another position. The drums also participate, as they rarely 

break their pattern to move to a fill, snare roll, etc., thus placing a priority on maintaining drive 

via the standard pattern. All told, the form is distilled to its most basic elements: verse and 

refrain; that there is only a brief introduction, two verses, and a brief outro speaks to the desire 

for a concise construction. The focus on energy and intensity form an aural analogue to 

MacKaye’s lyrics, as the brevity of riffs, form, and recording attributes complement the 

directness of his message. 
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5.1.4 Dead Kennedys: “Moral Majority,” In God We Trust, Inc. (1981) 

 The Dead Kennedys were no strangers to controversy. Indeed, with their music, album 

covers, and performances, the band often caused public uproar and outrage. By mixing irony, 

sarcasm, and satire, the Dead Kennedys created a unique sound and lyrics that often confronted 

the establishment. This is even reflected in the campaign of singer Jello Biafra’s 1979 mayoral 

run, which might be thought to encapsulate much of the band’s ethos in general: 

I mixed and matched the satire and the pranks with stuff I thought was perfectly 

practical, such as making the police run for election voted on by the districts they 

patrol. Legalizing squatting in buildings left vacant for tax write-off purposes, 

which was an epidemic in San Francisco at that time. A lot of downtown was 

empty. I mixed that with direct slaps at Mayor Feinstein, such as creating a Board 

of Bribery to set standard public rates for liquor licenses, building code 

exemptions, police protection, and most importantly, protection from the police 

(Boulware and Tudor 2009, 77). 

Politicians and the police were not the only individuals to incur the wrath of the Dead Kennedys, 

however; the band also attacked various religious organizations in several songs and pushed the 

envelope even further with their artwork. The cover of their EP In God We Trust, Inc., for 

instance, includes a depiction of a crucifix wrapped in dollar bills. The song “Moral Majority” is 

from this release, and is typical in its focus, which includes an attack on the religious 

organization of the same name as well as figures affiliated with the evangelical Christian 

movement.
9
 The band’s statements are so direct that there is little trouble in understanding the 

song’s meaning. Throughout the song, Biafra’s lyrics portray the Moral Majority and its 

affiliates as thieves, liars, and, in general, severely misguided in their religious and political 

aims. All of these descriptions culminate in the song’s chorus, which includes the most direct 

statements as well as a condemnation of specific people. Overall, the lyrics are quite angry, 

aggressive, and pointed, and all of this erupts in the refrains and choruses. The music reflects 

these sentiments, in particular through oppositions involving recording attributes and formal 

construction. 

 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

9
 “Moral Majority” is the second track on In God We Trust, Inc., which was recorded in August 1982. It was 

released through Alternative Tentacles in September 1981. This was not the original recording of the album, 

however: the band first recorded the album in June 1981, but when they went to mix the album, the tape was bad 

and they had to rerecord every song. However, technological developments have aided in rescuing the original tape, 

and can be heard on the DVD In God We Trust, Inc.: The Lost Tapes (2003), which also includes video from the 

original recording session. 
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Moral Majority 

Words and Music by Jello Biafra, East Bay Ray, Darren Henley and Klaus Flouride 

© 1981 DECAY MUSIC (BMI)/Administered by BUG MUSIC 

All Rights Reserved  Used by Permission 

Reprinted by permission of Hal Leonard Corporation 

 

 As shown in Table 5.4, “Moral Majority” includes a greatly extended introduction that 

accounts for over half of the song, as well as a series of verses, prechoruses, and choruses. While 

the introduction is set to an unchanging bed of music, the sections following are constantly 

shifting riffs, with each verse, prechorus, and chorus lasting only seconds. It is also interesting to 

note that the song includes a refrain, prechorus, and a chorus, which is somewhat atypical in 

hardcore. The sheer number of changes in such a short time period maintains a certain amount of 

aggression, as the sections come across as a series of aperiodic physical blows that are always on 

the move. 
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Table 5.4: Formal chart, “Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

Time 

Stamp 
Section Description 

0:00 Extended Introduction 

“Hymn” melody in bass (“Rock of Ages”); aperiodic ride 

cymbal; “preaching” vocals with much reverb and 

background chorus at end; wide open space 

0:58/59 Verse + End Refrain 1 
Confined space; up front vocals; Repetition and Change 

riff scheme; homorhythmic ending 

1:05 Verse + End Refrain 2 --- 

1:10 Prechorus 1 

Drums move to crash cymbal, whose wash makes the 

texture even denser; Repetition and Change with 

Expansion riff scheme 

1:18 Verse + End Refrain 3 --- 

1:24 Chorus 
Homorhythmic presentation, including drum accents on 

toms; Repetition and Change with Expansion riff scheme 

1:31 Verse + End Refrain 4 --- 

1:38 Prechorus 2 --- 

1:45 Chorus --- 

1:50–1:53 Outro (end refrain) Based on end refrain of verse 

 

 

 The song begins with an extended introduction in which singer Jello Biafra mockingly 

plays the part of a televangelist who is calling on viewers to gather in prayer and money. The 

prayer he begins is not a typical one, however, as he leads the “congregation” in singing the 

Mickey Mouse song at the end. The opening is also characterized by its rather plaintive music: 

the bass plays the tune to the hymn “Rock of Ages” and the drums provide accompaniment on 

the ride cymbal. Meanwhile, the background vocalists act as a sort of choir, singing along with 

the hymn. While the vocalists and bass are placed centrally in the mix, the drums are spread 

throughout the stereo field, creating a broad overall width. Additionally, all are bathed in 

reverberation and set back from the front of the recording, creating the sense of an open 

performance environment, perhaps implying the space of a large church (see Figure 5.15). 
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Figure 5.15: Introduction distance, directional, and environmental locations,  

“Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

 This opening is directly opposed by the music that follows, however. After singing the 

Mickey Mouse song, there is a brief pause before Biafra enters once again, counting off the 

beginning of the song and leading to the first verse and refrain. Whereas the introduction created 

the sense of an open, large performance environment, in which the ensemble is set back from the 

listener, the new section takes on the opposite characteristics: the entire band moves forward into 

the listener’s proximity (in particular Biafra’s vocal, which is quite close); there is no more 

reverb, which creates the sense of a confined space; and the instruments all move to a central 

location (see Figure 5.16). Moreover, the tempo increases to a fast half-note tactus of 160 b.p.m. 

and the overall texture is much denser. 

Thus, the song contrasts two opposing sets of recording attributes: the open, indirect 

sounds of a large space to that of a confined, direct sound of a very small space. Additionally, the 

textures are opposed, as the introduction is quite sparse, with each instrument placed in its own 

space. In the latter part the instruments are placed in close proximity to one another, creating a 

dense texture that borders on noise, particularly when the drummer moves from the hi-hat to 

crash cymbals in the prechorus. Of course, the guitar plays an important role in creating density, 

as its distortion creates a large degree of diffuseness. I interpret this opposition of recording 

textures as highlighting a juxtaposition of weak versus powerful: the sparse, indirect texture of 

the introduction cannot compete with the power of aggression in the song proper. In his study of 

heavy metal, Robert Walser (1993) discusses this signification of distortion, noting that, “the 

distorted guitar sound signals power, not only through its distorted timbre but also through [the] 

temporal display of unflagging capacity for emission.” The latter portion of this statement refers 

to the ability for distorted guitars to sustain a single sound or strum; that is, their decay is rather 
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slow. Thus, being able to sustain notes for some time signals power, as “a heavily distorted 

guitar signal is compressed and fed back so that the note, once struck, can be held indefinitely, 

with no loss of energy or volume” (42). The Dead Kennedys demonstrate this type of energy, as 

the guitars and the drums serve to highlight the power of distortion and tempo over the weak 

sounds of the “clean” environment of the introduction. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 5.16: From first verse forward, distance, directional, and environmental locations (a) 

and texture (b), “Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

 In addition to the recording attributes, the song’s riffs and their arrangement call attention 

to this dominance. As in “Rise Above,” I find aggression to be signified primarily in 

homorhythmic presentations, in which the entire band focuses all of their articulations into 

several brief, yet powerful attacks. For instance, the verse riff in “Moral Majority” is 

characterized by its circular motion, beginning on G before leaping up to B-flat, after which the 
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space is filled in chromatically (see Figure 5.17). While the first two pitches of the riff are 

performed with an even rhythmic profile, the motion A–A-flat is punctuated with a 3+3+2 

articulation. The circularity of the riff indicates a kind of infinite regress that can only cease, not 

conclude, and in order to create some kind of closure, following the third iteration the band 

comes to a halt on G for the refrain. All of the instruments punctuate this moment and create a 

homorhythmic attack that emphasizes the text: “God must be dead if you’re alive.” This also 

opens up the dense texture for the lyrics to be heard clearly; throughout the verses, this is 

somewhat difficult. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 5.17: Verse + end refrain riff notation (a) and fretboard diagram (b),  

“Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys), [x,x,x-y] 

 

 Following a restatement of the verse material, the music moves to what I have labeled as 

a prechorus. While the verse riff began on and emphasized G, the prechorus riff ramps up the 

intensity by shifting up a whole step to A, which then proceeds through C, E-flat, and D. 

Following three iterations of this gesture, the riff is expanded to four measures, via an addition of 

a new gesture and indicating a repetition and change with expansion organizational scheme (see 
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Figure 5.18). There are similarities between the prechorus riff and the verse, as both contain the 

same even to syncopated rhythmic grouping, as well as a similar initial motion up by minor third, 

which includes the same motion on the fretboard (i.e., up by three frets). The two riffs differ in 

terms of their contour but also in how they conclude: while the verse comes to a halt with 

homorhythmic attacks on G, the prechorus is expanded with a continuous motion that gradually 

transitions back to the verse with a chromatic motion at the end. Despite their similarities, I do 

not think that these riffs reflect a model and sequence type of organization, as the latter motions 

of each are quite different. However, I will note that beginning the prechorus a whole step higher 

and following it with a minor third motion does create a sense of intensity that is characteristic of 

the model and sequence scheme when it involves transposition to a higher pitch. 

 

(a) 

 

(b) 

 

Figure 5.18: Prechorus riff notation (a) and fretboard diagram (b),  

“Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys), [x,x,x-y!] 

 

 While it is not uncommon for the first presentation of a prechorus to return to the verse, it 

is rather atypical for the first entrance of a chorus not to follow another presentation of the 

prechorus, as is the case here (refer back to Table 5.4). That is, although the first prechorus 
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returns to the verse—a common feature that is captured by Brad Osborn’s term “retrospective 

prechorus” (2010, 73–74)—following the next verse, the prechorus is skipped and the music 

proceeds directly to the chorus. I find this to be significant with regard to the narrative, as a 

listener’s expectation has been trumped, and the result creates the feeling of being somewhat 

disjointed and unsure of what to expect next. One might point out that perhaps my label of 

prechorus is wrong, as it may simply be an extension of the verse. Indeed, this might be the case, 

but I believe the section has more qualities that are indicative of a prechrous: it presents a change 

from the verse material and it creates the sense of probing or creating tension that seeks a 

resolution. While the first instance of the prechorus ends with a chromatic line that falls back 

down to G for the verse, the second prechorus maintains its motion from D-sharp to E before 

plunging into the chorus. Thus, the mounting tension in the repetition from D-sharp to E finally 

resolves into the chorus riff, whereas in returning to the verse, it simply sounds as if it has run 

out of steam, an affect that is also reflected with the glissando at the end of the first prechorus. 

 As noted above, the first chorus enters after another verse, as if its arrival is long overdue 

(see Figure 5.19). The chorus is the most direct statement of the song’s sentiments, and here it is 

punctuated with a different riff and texture. To begin with, the drummer sheds time keeping on 

the hi-hats and cymbals and, instead, plays only the kick drum and toms. These homorhythmic 

attacks follow the rest of the band and create the sense of violently pounding each attack of the 

riff, but also increasing the density with the wash of the cymbals. The texture also becomes 

denser in the chorus, as the vocals, drums, bass, and guitar fight for the same space. Indeed it 

becomes so thick that I have a hard time hearing the actual pitches of the guitar and bass, 

particularly in the expansion of the first chorus. All of this highlights the text of the chorus, 

which is quite direct. Singer Jello Biafra lists a variety of Moral Majority members and their 

affiliates whose agendas include the implementation of very conservative values, in effect 

summing up the overall sentiments of the song. Indeed, each of Biafra’s lines comes out as a 

condemnation, and this is punctuated in every musical parameter, as rhythm, riff, texture, and 

text come together in a series of violent attacks. 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

 

(c) 

 

Figure 5.19: Chorus 1 riff notation (a), fretboard diagram for repetition (b), and change with 

expansion (c)“Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys), [x,x,x-y!] 

 

While the first chorus is expanded with a motion between E and D, the second chorus 

moves directly back to the refrain, playing it twice. Moreover, the intensity is built up one more 

time at the end as the refrain is performed on A rather than G, as in the previous verses (see 

Figure 5.20). 
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Figure 5.20: Final chorus and outro, “Moral Majority” (Dead Kennedys) 

 

In using the refrain as part of the song’s outro, the Dead Kennedys finally connect the text of the 

refrain to a direct statement of the song’s antagonists. Moreover, in considering the entire formal 

pattern of the song, the changes from the extended introduction to the outro are extreme. The 

radical differences in rhythm, riffs, and tempo call to attention an opposition between the Dead 

Kennedys and those affiliated with the Moral Majority. The most important opposition, however, 

is in the textural differences: to the soft, sparse, and open environment of the beginning, the band 

answers with a show of force and dominance by channeling anger into a loud, dense, and 

confined environment. All of this serves to call attention to the weakness of the opening 

compared to the power of the rest of the song. The lyrics get at this as well, as the choruses 

become even denser, creating a more powerful sound during the most direct lyrical statements. 

While this type of song, or this type of sentiment is not uncommon in the Dead Kennedys’ 

output, “Moral Majority” stands as an exemplar of the band’s basic ethos and view of politics 

and religion. 

 

5.2 Interpretations and Conclusions 

 

 While the immediate focus of each analysis above dealt with the interaction between 

riffs, form, and recording attributes in four songs, I also related these elements to instantiations 

of hardcore’s aggressiveness, intensity, energy, and brevity. Each characteristic may be reflected 

in one or more parameters that are manifest in each example to varying degrees. “Rise Above,” 

for instance, appears to focus on channeling aggression into the music. The oppositions of high 

vs. low and even rhythms vs. diatonic rhythms play a part in the song’s narrative, but also on a 

more general level as the 3+3+2 rhythm is used as a punctuation. Each time the G–A motive 

enters it exudes power, with each part of the rhythm hammering in the message that the band will 
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not be subordinate to authority figures. Indeed, this is the common use of the 3+3+2 rhythm in 

hardcore: as a device to emphasize a single group of attacks rather than to create a consistent 

groove. Further, the group vocals that are present in the refrain of “Rise Above” suggest “power 

in numbers,” but they also thicken the recording’s texture, particularly since they are placed on 

the horizontal plane such that they surround the listener. I read a similar use of texture and 

rhythm in “Moral Majority”: when the sparse, open environment of the introduction gives way to 

the dense, confined space of the song proper, the juxtaposition highlights an opposition between 

weak and powerful, respectively. This creates a certain amount of irony in the opposition, as, in 

the early 1980s, the Moral Majority were the more powerful ones, as they had the ear of Ronald 

Reagan. As in “Rise Above,” the Dead Kennedys also rely on homorhythmic passages to 

emphasize the lyrical content and to drive the narrative. Notably, there is a decrease in texture 

and a turn to homorhythmic passages during the refrains and chorus, two sections whose 

function is to present a song’s hook, or serve as the “part in which the listener is most likely to 

sing along” (Stephan-Robinson 2009, 94). 

 While I hear aggression signified chiefly in rhythm and texture, intensity and energy arise 

in performance and riff construction. For example, in “Banned in D.C.” Bad Brains presents a 

series of riffs that, while related, create a huge crescendo that culminates with the breakdown. In 

moving from riff to riff, the guitarist and bassist are required to move higher and higher on a 

guitar’s fretboard, and I hear the constant rising as creating a need for some type of release, a 

kind of fretboard “gravity,” which requires a return to a lower position. In this case, the song’s 

tempo also plays a part, as it is fast and when coupled with the riffs, gives the impression of a 

relentless series of motions that beg for some type of rest. Further, the vocalist also participates, 

as he chooses the spitfire tempo defined by the quarter note as the tactus rather than the half note. 

Indeed, as with texture, the vocalist only sheds this tactus upon presenting the chorus, in which 

the slower delivery makes his words more intelligible. 

 “Straight Edge” presents a similar case, as the singer’s delivery gradually moves from a 

semi-spoken passage at the beginning of the verse to a scream by the refrain. In fact, this 

moment is so intense that his voice cracks at the end of the first verse and nearly cracks at the 

end of the second verse. The refrain also coincides with a series of gestures, whose large-scale 

motion creates tension and then finally releases it at the end. In a manner similar to Bad Brains’ 

modified repetitions of riffs, which are set at periodic pitch transpositions, Minor Threat uses 
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model and sequence to incrementally shift toward the dominant. “Straight Edge” also reflects the 

hardcore impulse toward purification, as its formal construction is dwindled down to its most 

basic elements: verse and refrain. There is no extended introduction, nor an extended conclusion; 

rather, the song harnesses all of its energy into two simple and direct statements. This impulse is 

also manifest in the riffs, as the back and forth motions and simple transposition of patterns on 

the fretboard suggest an almost mechanical quality. The chords do not serve to harmonize a 

melody, for that would create excess. Rather, the chords are the melody, and these are what the 

vocalist follows. 

 Such an impulse toward purification is also present in recording attributes. While the 

above four recordings have radically different sounds, they each refrain from excessive studio 

manipulation. “Straight Edge” is perhaps the most notable in this regard, as there appears to be a 

focus on placing the instruments in a natural setting. While the opening of “Moral Majority” 

moves further away from this use, the reverb and additional vocalists are present only in the 

beginning, and serve a narrative purpose. Aside from this, all of the recordings share a similar 

approach, which one might refer to as lo-fi. Whether this was a result of the quality of studio 

equipment or a conscious decision on the part of the bands does not matter, as both instances 

demonstrate that seeking out a “high-quality” recording was not a concern. 

 All of these aspects combine to characterize much hardcore musical practice. That is, 

analyzing songs with regard to riffs, form, and recordings provides a more complete picture than 

focusing on only one parameter. Indeed, riff schemes alone do not reflect energy and intensity in 

hardcore; rather, it is the result of their combination with tempo and their performance on a 

guitar or bass or in drum patterns. Likewise, although aggression may be found in hardcore lyrics 

and in performance (most often in the screamed vocal lines), the particular way in which rhythms 

such as 3+3+2 are used also creates a feeling of aggression, which is achieved by a heavily 

marked phenomenal accent. Brevity is certainly reflected in the construction of song forms, but 

also in the recordings themselves. Often, these demonstrate a concern for realism: sounds that are 

relatively free from studio manipulation. Thus, attending to only one parameter does not reveal a 

complete picture of what defines hardcore, for it is only through the study of stylistic features, as 

well as their resulting sounds that we arrive at a more detailed and accurate portrayal of this 

music. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 

POSTLUDE AND CONCLUSIONS 

 

[Punk] as a musical genre eludes any kind of single definition, at least in its first ten years. There is a desire to 

escape the elaborate musical trappings of progressive rock and the highly produced adult-oriented rock primarily 

coming from the States, but otherwise the punk musical template widens within a short period of time.  

Nathan Wiseman-Trowse, Performing Class in British Popular Music (2008, 126) 

 

The music blended established techniques of instrumentation, forms and chordal repertory, but articulated them with 

abandon and ferocity…Stylistic reverberations include grunge bands such as Nirvana and 1990s bands like Rancid, 

which are often hard to distinguish from thrash metal. 

Allan Moore, “Punk rock,” Grove Music Online
1
 

 

A movement in rock concerned chiefly with an aggressive style of presentation and a strident advocacy of musical 

“incompetence”… An abiding innovation of punk is the “wall of sound” produced by repeated guitar strumming. 

Peter Wilton, “Punk rock,” Oxford Companion to Music
2
 

 

In terms of difficulty, most guitar chords are easier to learn than single notes; each chord or note requires a specific 

positioning of the fingers. However, chords, which are produced when several notes are played together, fill out a 

band’s sound in a way that individually played notes cannot. In order to avoid the time and money needed to learn to 

play the guitar well, technically speaking, guitarists in bands such as the Ramones learned to play a few chords, 

thereby becoming capable of producing a full sound, and they eliminated solos in order to sidestep the need to play 

lengthy “riffs”—progressions of individual notes or combinations of chords and notes. 

Stacy Thompson, Punk Productions: Unfinished Business (2004, 13) 

 

6.1 What is Punk Rock? 

 

In the early part of 1980 a performance by Black Flag was taped for Penelope Spheeris’ 

documentary The Decline of Western Civilization, a film about the burgeoning punk scene in Los 

Angeles. The segment opens with singer Ron Reyes speaking to the audience and releasing a 

tirade against the Los Angeles Police Department, who recently arrested the band for “playing 

punk rock music.” He states that the next song, “Revenge,” is for them. He then crouches down, 

puts his mouth to the microphone and shouts “it’s not my imagination, I’ve got a gun on my 

back!” The performance that follows this guttural scream is equally aggressive, intense, and 

reflects a channeling of emotions such that the instrumentalists are found attacking their 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

1
 Allan F. Moore. "Punk rock." In Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/ 

subscriber/article/grove/music/46257 (accessed March 2, 2011). 
2
 Wilton, Peter. "punk rock." In The Oxford Companion to Music, edited by Alison Latham. Oxford Music Online, 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e5414 (accessed March 2, 2011). 



 

 280 

instruments, furiously trying to present every chord or drum pattern as if the plug might be 

pulled at any time. Indeed, there is a sense of urgency in the music as the band moves along at a 

frenetic pace. Further, this urgency combines with the dense texture of distorted guitars, 

screamed vocals, and propulsive drumming to create a powerful sound that is difficult to ignore. 

When I listen to hardcore, these are the musical elements that most catch my ear, all of which 

suggest that in order to understand them, one must address their physicality, the wild motions 

with which riffs or drum patterns are performed, or the flaunting of power that is suggested by 

the use of noise. 

The impulse behind this dissertation was to provide more detailed and accurate portrayals 

of such performances. I wanted to capture the sense of anger, but also the sense of energy and the 

kind of youthful exuberance with which hardcore bands played their music. As I scan the 

literature devoted to punk and hardcore, I often become dismayed at the disparity between what 

others identify as “salient features” of the music and what I have always experienced when 

hearing and viewing performances such as Black Flag’s. Indeed, the quotations at the beginning 

of this chapter highlight only a few of the musical descriptions that led me to seek out more 

precise and insightful observations regarding hardcore’s musical style. 

Following Leonard Meyer’s suggestion, I examined style as “a replication of patterning, 

whether in human behavior or in the artifacts produced by human behavior, that results from a 

series of choices made within some set of constraints” (1989, 3). As hardcore musicians operated 

within a broader genre of rock music, there are many similarities in their basic musical 

languages, including pitch, rhythm and meter, and formal sections. Within hardcore itself, 

however, particular patterns emerge as integral to the style; that is, they reflect a replication of 

patterning that characterizes “hardcore.” I have studied these patterns with regard to guitar riffs, 

drumming, formal strategies, as well as recording attributes. These parameters broadly reflect 

Albin Zak’s view that a recording has three compositional layers: the song, arrangement and 

performance, and the track, which subsumes the other two. While elements of Zak’s “song” 

include syntactical features such as pitch, rhythm and meter, and form, the arrangement, 

performance, and track move to descriptions of sound: how chord progressions, melodies, and 

rhythmic patterns are shaped as they emanate through one’s speakers. Essentially, my study has 

been devoted to a series of evaluations of musical elements, the aim of which was to find 

common features in these musical parameters. While each evaluation provides essential 
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information on hardcore’s musical practices, it is only through their collective whole that one 

begins to address the overall style. 

For instance, the dissertation began with a focus on instrument-specific patterns, as I 

discussed drumming and guitar playing. Although there are certainly “harmonies” present in this 

music, in the traditional sense, the roles that guitarists play are fundamental to hardcore: the 

guitar is not simply an instrument that provides accompaniment. Rather, guitarists present some 

of the most essential musical information that serves to make one song distinct from another, and 

they do this via riffs, which are defined by melodic and rhythmic elements. I related these to 

physical gestures, as patterns of motion along a guitar’s fretboard, including pitch pathways as 

well as their patterns of repetition and change. Although these motions exhibit a particular riff’s 

rhythmic distinctiveness, drum patterns serve to reinforce the rhythmic groupings, as they move 

between providing a song’s basic pulse and punctuating particular accents, all in the creation of 

groove. As riffs are repeated, they serve as the rock upon which form is created; a change from 

one riff to another frequently constitutes an entrance into a new formal section, such as the 

motion from verse to chorus. Repetition plays a larger role as well: verses move to choruses, and 

choruses often return to the verse for another rotation of the basic combination. Of course, these 

elements are only one facet of hardcore’s distinctive sound. It is important to note that riffs are 

presented by guitars that are saturated with various qualities of distortion, and that rhythmic 

groupings such as 3+3+2 are punctuated by the drums, whose timbres play an important role in 

articulating the accents. As hardcore music moved from performance venues to preservation on 

tape, several distinctive practices emerged. For example, there is a concern with realism, which 

is manifested in the combination of directional locations that create the stage setup mix, or the 

cramming of instruments into a small recording space, thereby creating a dense texture. Both of 

these practices suggest that bands sought to provide a context for songs that had a basis in reality, 

perhaps demonstrating an effort to mimic the effects of a live performance space in which 

loudness combines with the environment to create a wash of sound and noise.  

Thus, both primary and secondary parameters play key roles in creating hardcore’s 

sound, which is an overall quality that goes beyond Zak’s “track” and moves to a signification of 

“hardcore”: the essence of the style, which has been characterized by Blush, Waksman, and 

countless band members themselves as reflecting aggression, intensity, energy, brevity, and, 

overall, a grounding in the DIY ethos. These features are also quite salient to my ears; indeed, 
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I’ve always been struck by the sheer physicality of hardcore music. In my study, I have tried to 

address this aspect when possible, as evidenced by my extended discussions of gesture in 

Chapter Two or the “feel” of formal sections in Chapter Three. In Chapter Four I wanted to 

address the elements of recordings that stand out most to me as suggesting aggression, and I 

strove to answer the question, “what makes hardcore recordings so powerful?” Although the 

distorted guitars and screamed vocals play a large part in this, it is their unique combinations 

with the drums and bass that result in the dense, strident textures of many hardcore recordings. 

Throughout my investigations I have also tried to keep my theoretical observations on a level 

specific enough to fulfill the expectations of a music theory dissertation, but also general enough 

that even those with little musical training might benefit from this information. 

 Although I have focused on a brief period in hardcore’s history (1978–1983) and 

primarily on four bands, many of my observations are applicable to hardcore music in general. 

While Black Flag, Bad Brains, Minor Threat, and the Dead Kennedys formed the basis of my 

study, I have examined music from myriad other hardcore bands regarding their use of riffs, 

formal structures, and recording attributes. Thus, the basic methodologies I have presented could 

be extended in future studies in which the focus turns to a larger number of bands, or, perhaps, 

moves outside of my “boundary zone” of hardcore’s early years to examine recent developments. 

As Blush (2010, 16) has stated, after around 1982, hardcore began to crystallize into a singular 

musical style, thereby shedding the diversity that it reflected in the earlier years. Later bands 

feature a more formalized sound, such as those from the New York scene, which emerged 

around 1982.
3
 It would be interesting to study these later bands in order to find out which 

practices were maintained and which were not. In Chapter Three, I offered a brief glimpse of this 

when I observed that, although breakdowns are present in early hardcore, only later would they 

become a standard formal section. Rather than moving to later incarnations of hardcore, another 

research project might return to the original punk rock scenes. As hardcore was an outgrowth of 

punk, it seems natural to examine which musical practices were present in bands such as the 

Ramones, Sex Pistols, and the Damned. 

 However, some aspects of my analytical methodologies could be applied to rock music in 

general. My investigation of riff schemes and recording attributes are the most amenable to such 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

3
 See Blush 2010, 192ff. for a detailed discussion of this particular scene. 
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a study. Hardcore is not the only style to rely on riffs as the primary musical material, and it 

would be interesting to examine earlier riff-based bands such as Black Sabbath and Deep Purple 

in order to determine whether the patterns of repetition and change in hardcore are also present in 

earlier rock. Although my examination of recording attributes was carried out with an eye toward 

describing hardcore’s practices, I believe that the basic methodology—the determination of 

width, depth, and height—is applicable to a wide range of musics, even beyond rock. 

All of this musical information might still be taken one step further in an effort to 

describe more fully the overall aspects of hardcore as a genre; that is, the entire network of 

participants, what Fabian Holt (2007) refers to as “a distinctive cultural web of production, 

circulation, and signification” (2). While characterizations such as aggression, intensity, energy, 

brevity, and DIY permeate the musical features of hardcore, they form only one aspect of the 

genre. Indeed, aggression is not simply signified in the songs, it was enacted at shows as 

audience members slam-danced and moved their bodies to the music with a variety of energetic 

gesticulations. However, these elements often moved beyond concerts and served as a basis for 

everyday life. For example, author Steven Blush appears to have channeled aggression, intensity, 

and energy as he wrote American Hardcore: A Tribal History. In the book’s Foreword, he 

describes his writing process: “It takes a Hardcore mind to write a Hardcore book. I’m talking 

about a spontaneous, rebellious, undisciplined, undocumented movement. I wrote American 

Hardcore in pure HC fashion—with everything I fucking had” (2010, 10).  

In addition to aggression, intensity, and energy, DIY became an ethos that informed 

myriad activities, as most reflect an “impulse toward purification” (Waksman 2009, 264). As 

Waksman states, “Not all leading adherents of hardcore shared the same values or targeted the 

same issues, but virtually all believed that the sound of hardcore, the social networks in which 

they resided, and society at large needed to be purified of certain polluting tendencies” (2009, 

264). In hardcore music, this played a part in the concise forms, basic sets of riff schemes and 

patterns, as well as the recording attributes. However, as discussed by Waksman, DIY 

encompassed many different types of activities, from starting one’s own record label to making 

the choice to pick up an instrument and start a band, “whether or not one had the requisite music 

abilities to do so” (212). Thus, style as a replication of patterning is found on multiple levels; as 

Meyer (1989) has stated, style is not only patterning of human behavior, but also the artifacts 

produced by human behavior. With regard to hardcore, these artifacts are certainly present as 
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recordings—as sounds—but they are also present in the actual physical records that bands 

produced, or in the countless fanzines that participants created and circulated around the various 

hardcore scenes. These aspects form an intersection of musical and broader cultural values that, 

when taken together, serve to define “hardcore” in its fullest sense. The music that hardcore 

participants created formed the basis for such an intersection, as it brought bands and audiences 

together—whether at a live performance or through a stereo in a bedroom. With this dissertation 

I hope to have provided some detailed musical observations that may contribute to an 

understanding of this complex web of musical and cultural features. Indeed, I hope that I have 

been able to describe hardcore’s style, as well as its sounds, both of which have become artifacts: 

archives from which we may construct what it means to “be hardcore.” 
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APPENDIX ONE 

 

BAND DISCOGRAPHIES 

 

Band Record Year Label Format Personnel Songs 

Nervous 

Breakdown 

1979 SST Records Single Vocals: Keith Morris 
Guitar: Greg Ginn 
Bass: Chuck Dukowski 
Drums: Brian Migdol 

1. Nervous Breakdown 
2. Fix Me 
3. I’ve Had It 
4. Wasted 

Jealous Again 

1980 SST Records 12” EP Vocals: Ron Reyes 
Guitar: Greg Ginn 
Bass: Charles Dukowski 
Drums: Robo 

1. Jealous Again 
2. Revenge 
3. White Minority 
4. No Values 
5. You Bet We’ve Got Something Against 

You! 

Six Pack 

1981 SST Records Single Vocals: Dez Cadena 
Guitar: Greg Ginn 
Bass: Chuck Dukowski 
Drums: Robo 

1. Six Pack 
2. I’ve Heard It Before 
3. American Waste 

 

Black Flag 

 

 

Damaged 

1982 SST Records 
and Unicorn 

12” LP Vocals: Henry Rollins 
Guitar: Greg Ginn 
Guitar: Dez Cadena 
Bass: Charles Dukowski 
Drums: Robo 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Rise Above 
2. Spray Paint 
3. Six Pack 
4. What I See 
5. TV Party 
6. Thirsty and Miserable 
7. Police Story 
8. Gimmie Gimmie Gimmie 
9. Depression 
10. Room 13 
11. Damaged II 
12. No More 
13. Padded Cell 
14. Life of Pain 
15. Damaged I 
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Band Record Year Label Format Personnel Songs 

Everything 

Went Black 

1983 SST Records 12” 
Double 

LP 

Vocals:  
Keith Morris (tracks 1–9)  
Ron Reyes (tracks 10–14) 
Dez Cadena (tracks 15–24) 
Guitar: Greg Ginn 
Bass: Chuck Dukowski 
Drums: Brian Migdol, Robo 

*Includes previously unreleased Black Flag 
recordings from 1978–1981. 
1. Gimmie Gimmie Gimmie 
2. I Don’t Care 
3. White Minority 
4. No Values 
5. Revenge 
6. Depression 
7. Clocked In 
8. Police Story 
9. Wasted 
10. Gimmie Gimmie Gimmie 
11. Depression 
12. Police Story 
13. Clocked In 
14. My Rules 
15. Jealous Again 
16. Police Story 
17. Damaged I 
18. Louie Louie 
19. No More 
20. Room 13 
21. Depression 
22. Damaged II 
23. Padded Cell 
24. Gimmie Gimmie Gimmie 
 

 

The First Four 

Years 

1983 SST Records 12” LP Vocals: Dez Cadena (tracks 10, 
14–16) 
Guitar: Greg Ginn, Dez Cadena 
Bass: Chuck Dukowski 
Drums: Brian Migdol, Robo 

*Collection of first three Black Flag releases 
and singles, as well as tracks that appeared 
on other compilations (Cracks in the 

Sidewalk, Chunks). 
10.  Clocked In 
14.  Machine 
15.  Louie Louie 
16.  Damaged I 
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Band Record Year Label Format Personnel Songs 

“Pay to Cum” 

1980 Bad Brains Single Vocals: HR 
Guitar: Dr. Know 
Bass: Darryl Jenifer 
Drums: Earl Hudson 
 

1. Pay to Cum 
2. Stay Close to Me 

Bad Brains 

1982 ROIR  
(Reach Out 

International 
Records) 

Cassette 
only 

--- 1. Sailin’ On 
2. Don’t Need It 
3. Attitude 
4. The Regulator 
5. Banned in D.C. 
6. Jah Calling 
7. Supertouch/Shitfit 
8. Leaving Babylon 
9. Fearless Vampire Killers 
10. I 
11. Big Take Over 
12. Pay to Cum 
13. Right Brigade 
14. I Luv I Jah 
15. Intro 

 

Bad Brains 

 

Rock For Light, 
original mix 

1983 PVC 12” LP --- 1. Coptic Times 
2. Attitude 
3. We Will Not 
4. Sailin’ On 
5. Rally Round Jah Throne 
6. Right Brigade 
7. F.V.K. (Fearless Vampire Killers) 
8. Riot Squad 
9. The Meek 
10. Joshua’s Song 
11. Banned in D.C. 
12. How Low Can a Punk Get? 
13. Big Take Over 
14. I and I Survive 
15. Destroy Babylon 
16. Rock for Light 
17. At the Movies 
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Rock For Light, 
remix 

1991 Caroline 
Records 

CD Vocals: HR 
Guitar: Dr. Know 
Bass: Darryl Jenifer 
Drums: Earl Hudson 

*Remixed by Ric Ocasek and Darryl Jenifer 
in October 1990. 
1. Big Take Over 
2. Attitude 
3. Right Brigade 
4. Joshua’s Song 
5. I and I Survive 
6. Banned in D.C. 
7. Supertouch/Shitfit 
8. Destroy Babylon 
9. F.V.K. (Fearless Vampire Killers) 
10. The Meek 
11. I 
12. Coptic Times 
13. Sailin’ On 
14. Rock for Light 
15. Rally Round Jah Throne 
16. At the Movies 
17. Riot Squad 
18. How Low Can a Punk Get? 
19. We Will Not 
20. Jam 

 

Black Dots 

1996 Caroline 
Records 

CD --- *Demos from 1979 
1. Don’t Need It 
2. At the Atlantis 
3. Pay to Cum 
4. Supertouch/Shitfit 
5. Regulator 
6. You’re a Migraine 
7. Don’t Bother Me 
8. Banned in D.C. 
9. Why’d You Have to Go? 
10. The Man Won’t Annoy Ya 
11. Redbone in the City 
12. Black Dots 
13. How Low Can a Punk Get? 
14. Just Another Damn Song 
15. Attitude 
16. Send You No Flowers 
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 Banned in 

D.C.: Bad 

Brains Greatest 

Riffs 

2003 Caroline 
Records 

CD --- *Compilation, including “Pay to Cum” 
single and some of the original mixes from 
Rock for Light. 

Minor Threat 

1981 Dischord 7” EP Vocals: Ian MacKaye 
Guitar: Lyle Preslar 
Bass: Brian Baker 
Drums: Jeff Nelson 

1. Filler 
2. I Don’t Wanna Hear It 
3. Seeing Red 
4. Straight Edge 
5. Small Man, Big Mouth 
6. Screaming at a Wall 
7. Bottled Violence 
8. Minor Threat 

In My Eyes 

1981 Dischord 7” EP --- 1. In My Eyes 
2. Out of Step (with the world) 
3. Guilty of Being White 
4. Steppin’ Stone 

Flex Your 

Head, 
compilation 

1982 Dischord 
 
 

12” LP --- 10.  Stand Up 
11.  12XU 

Out of Step 

1983 Dischord 12” EP Vocals: Ian MacKaye 
Guitar: Lyle Preslar, Brian 
Baker 
Bass: Steve Hansgen 
Drums: Jeff Nelson 

1. Betray 
2. It Follows 
3. Think Again 
4. Look Back and Laugh 
5. Sob Story 
6. No Reason 
7. Little Friend 
8. Out of Step 
9. Cashing In 

“Salad Days” 

1983 Dischord 7” EP Vocals: Ian MacKaye 
Guitar: Lyle Preslar 
Bass: Brian Baker 
Drums: Jeff Nelson 

1. Salad Days 
2. Stumped 
3. Good Guys (Don’t Wear White) 

 

Minor Threat 

 

 

First Demo 

Tape 

2003 Dischord CD --- *Demos from 1981 
1. Minor Threat 
2. Stand Up 
3. Seeing Red 
4. Bottled Violence 
5. Small Man, Big Mouth 
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 6. Straight Edge 
7. Guilty of Being White 
8. I Don’t Want to Hear It 

“California 
Über Alles” 

1979 Optional 
Music 

7” Vocals: Jello Biafra 
Guitar: East Bay Ray 
Bass: Klaus Flouride 
Drums: Ted 
 

1. California Über Alles 
2. Man With the Dogs 

“Holiday in 
Cambodia” 

1979 Optional 
Music 

7” --- 
 
 

1. Holiday in Cambodia 
2. Police Truck 

Fresh Fruit for 

Rotting 

Vegetables 

1980 IRS, Faulty 
Products 

12” LP ---  1. Kill the Poor 
2. Forward to Death 
3. When Ya Get Drafted 
4. Let’s Lynch the Landlord 
5. Drug Me 
6. Your Emotions 
7. Chemical Warfare 
8. California Über Alles 
9. I Kill Children 
10. Stealing People’s Mail 
11. Funland at the Beach 
12. Ill in the Head 
13. Holiday in Cambodia 
14. Viva Las Vegas 

“Too Drunk to 
Fuck” 

1981 Alternative 
Tentacles 

7” Vocals: Jello Biafra 
Guitar: East Bay Ray 
Bass: Klaus Flouride 
Drums: D.H. Peligro 
 

1. Too Drunk to Fuck 
2. The Prey 

 

Dead 

Kennedys 

In God We 

Trust, Inc. 

1981 Alternative 
Tentacles, 

Faulty 
Products 

12” EP --- 1. Religious Vomit 
2. Moral Majority 
3. Hyperactive Child 
4. Kepone Factory 
5. Dog Bite 
6. Nazi Punks Fuck Off 
7. We’ve Got a Bigger Problem Now 
8. Rawhide 
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Plastic Surgery 

Disasters 

1982 Alternative 
Tentacles 

12” LP --- 1. Government Flu 
2. Terminal Preppie 
3. Trust Your Mechanic 
4. Well Paid Scientist 
5. Buzzbomb 
6. Forest Fire 
7. Halloween 
8. Winnegabo Warrior 
9. Riot Bleed for Me 
10. I Am the Owl 
11. Dead End 
12. Moon Over Marin 

 

Give Me 

Convenience or 

Give Me Death 

1987 Alternative 
Tentacles 

12” LP Vocals: Jello Biafra 
Guitar: East Bay Ray, 6025 
Bass: Klaus Flouride 
Drums: Ted, D.H. Peligro 

*Collection of material not released on the 
band’s studio albums, including the early 
singles and a few live songs. 
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APPENDIX TWO 

 

COPYRIGHT PERMISSION LETTERS 

 

From: Anthony <anthony.counteygmail> 

Subject:  Re: Permission to reprint lyrics (Bad Brains) 

Date: March 15, 2011 9:50:33 AM EDT 

To:  Dave Easley <easleydavegmail> 

Hi Dave, 
 
You have our permission but would request a copy, in any form, of your dissertation when 
finished. For the bands archive. Thanks. 
 
Anthony Countey  
 
Thanks 
 
On Mar 15, 2011, at 9:38 AM, Dave Easley <easleydavegmail> wrote: 
 
Hello! 
 
My name is Dave Easley and I am a PhD student in music at Florida State University.  I'm writing 
to inquire about obtaining permission to include some of Bad Brains' lyrics in my dissertation. 
Specifically, I would like to include the following songs: 
 
We Will Not 
Banned In D.C. 
 
If I am in error in contacting you regarding this, can you direct me to the correct person to 
speak with? Or, if you need more information about my project, please let me know. 
 
Thanks for your help and I look forward to your reply! 
 
Cheers, 
Dave Easley 
PhD candidate in music theory 
Florida State University 

 

 

 



 293 

From: Greg Ginn <ginnsstsuperstore> 

Subject: RE: Permission to reprint lyrics (Black Flag) 

Date: March 15, 2011 10:34:44 AM EDT 

To: Dave Easley <easleydavegmail> 
 
Dave---Yes, you can use them but only in your academic dissertation. 
Thanks, Greg Ginn 
 
-----Original Message----- 
From: Dave Easley [easleydavegmail]  
Sent: Tuesday, March 15, 2011 6:41 AM 
To: GINNSSTSUPERSTORE 
Subject: Permission to reprint lyrics (Black Flag) 
 
Hello! 
 
My name is Dave Easley and I am a PhD student in music at Florida   
State University.  I'm writing to inquire about obtaining permission   
to include some of Black Flag's lyrics in my dissertation.    
Specifically, I would like to include the following songs: 
 
Nervous Breakdown 
Six Pack 
Rise Above 
Revenge 
 
If I am in error in contacting you regarding this, can you direct me   
to the correct person to speak with? Or, if you need more information   
about my project, please let me know. 
 
Thanks for your help and I look forward to your reply! 
 
Cheers, 
Dave Easley 
PhD candidate in music theory 
Florida State University 
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From: Brian/Dischord <lovittdischord> 

Subject: Re: Permission to reprint lyrics (Minor Threat) 

Date: March 16, 2011 12:46:23 PM EDT 

To: Dave Easley <easleydavegmail> 
 
Hello, 
 
That is fine. So the whole dissertation is on Minor Threat lyrics? Have you interviewed Ian at all 
for it? 
 
If you need me to sign off on something official, let me know. 
 
Brian 
 
On Mar 16, 2011, at 11:51 AM, Dave Easley wrote: 
 
Hi, Brian- 
 
Thanks for the quick response to my request! My dissertation is examines Minor Threat's music 
(as well as a few other bands) and the lyrics would be reprinted simply for readers to identify 
which part of a song I am discussing. At its heart, the purpose of my dissertation is to find out 
what is common in Minor Threat's songs (guitar riffs, drum patterns, recording practices, etc.) 
in order to characterize their basic sound as well as how they changed over time.  
 
The dissertation will only be available through Florida State University's library. However, there 
will be no paper form; rather, it will be available as a pdf document, which anyone can 
download, free of charge. 
 
Please let me know if you need more info than this, as I'm quite happy to provide it. Thanks 
again for your prompt response and help! 
 
Cheers, 
Dave 
 
 
On Mar 16, 2011, at 11:37 AM, Brian/Dischord wrote: 
 
Hello, 
 
Thanks for e mailing. Could you send me more information on your dissertation? Also, will this 
just be published at the University library and not for sale?  
 
Brian 
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------ Forwarded Message 
From: Dave Easley <easleydavegmail> 
Date: Tue, 15 Mar 2011 09:41:13 -0400 
To: <dischorddischord> 
Subject: Permission to reprint lyrics (Minor Threat) 
Resent-From: Dischord Records <dischorddischord> 
Resent-To: Brian Lowitt <brianlovitt> 
Resent-Date: Tue, 15 Mar 2011 10:29:11 -0400 
 
Hello! 
 
My name is Dave Easley and I am a PhD student in music at Florida State University.  I'm writing 
to inquire about obtaining permission to include some of Minor Threat's lyrics in my 
dissertation.  Specifically, I would like to include the following songs:  
 
Out of Step (from Out of Step EP) 
Screaming at a Wall 
Stand Up 
Betray 
Straight Edge 
 
 
If I am in error in contacting you regarding this, can you direct me to the correct person to 
speak with? Or, if you need more information about my project, please let me know. 
 
Thanks for your help and I look forward to your reply! 
 
Cheers, 
Dave Easley 
PhD candidate in music theory 
Florida State University 
 
 
------ End of Forwarded Message 
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