N

N

La monstruosité dans la musique de PJ Harvey et Nick:
une dynamique grotesque dans le rock
Catherine Girodet

» To cite this version:

Catherine Girodet. La monstruosité dans la musique de PJ Harvey et Nick : une dynamique grotesque
dans le rock. Littératures. Université Paul Valéry - Montpellier III, 2019. Francais. NNT:
2019MON30064 . tel-02926180

HAL Id: tel-02926180
https://theses.hal.science/tel-02926180
Submitted on 31 Aug 2020

HAL is a multi-disciplinary open access L’archive ouverte pluridisciplinaire HAL, est
archive for the deposit and dissemination of sci- destinée au dépot et a la diffusion de documents
entific research documents, whether they are pub- scientifiques de niveau recherche, publiés ou non,
lished or not. The documents may come from émanant des établissements d’enseignement et de
teaching and research institutions in France or recherche francais ou étrangers, des laboratoires
abroad, or from public or private research centers. publics ou privés.


https://theses.hal.science/tel-02926180
https://hal.archives-ouvertes.fr

Pour obtenir le grade de
Docteur

College
Doctoral

Languedoc-Roussillon

Délivrée par I’Université Paul Valéry Montpellier 111

Préparée au sein de 1’école doctorale 58
Langues, Littératures, Cultures et Civilisations
Et de I’unité de recherche EM.M.A

Etudes Montpelliéraines du Monde Anglophone.

Spécialité : Langues, litteratures et civilisations étrangeres

Monstrosity in the Music
of PJ Harvey and Nick Cave:
the Poetics of the Grotesque in Rock

Présentée par Catherine GIRODET

Sous la direction de
Monsieur le Professeur Claude CHASTAGNER

Soutenue le 6 décembre 2019 devant le jury composé de :

M. Fred BOTTING, Professeur, Kingston University London, Rapporteur
(G.B)

Mme Elsa GRASSY, Maitre de Conférence, Université de Jury
Strasbourg

M. John MULLEN, Professeur, Université de Rouen Rapporteur
Normandie

Mme Claire OMHOVERE, Professeure, Université Paul Jury
Valéry Montpellier 3

M. Claude CHASTAGNER, Professeur, Université Paul Directeur
Valéry Montpellier 3






Acknowledgements

I would first like to thank my supervisor Claude Chastagner for his stimulating and

friendly academic support throughout this research project.

I would also like to extend my warmest thanks to all the members of the jury for

reviewing my dissertation and attending my viva.

Special thanks to Fabienne Moine, Mélanie Grué, and Clémentine Tholas for their
insightful feedback and support, to Tom Noone for the patient proofread, and to my colleague
Antoine Servel for his (cheerful!) formatting support. And many thanks to Mark for making my
London research trips so much homelier and friendlier, and to Pascal for the out-of-hours rock

consultancy.

I would like to acknowledge my UPEC colleagues Elise Gorremans and Donna
Kesselman for supporting my PhD adventure in the workplace and for making my

PhD/Lecturing juggle so much smoother.

My warmest thanks to my friends for their constant support and joyful banter: Sonia,
Gwen, Delphine, Roger, Alex, Tom, Mark, Anne, Silva, Pascal, Jean-Louis, and Patricia. [ am
also most thankful to my parents and family Paulette and Sylvie for always encouraging my

endeavours.

And my biggest thanks to Baljeet for putting up with my PhD enterprise with humour

and grace.

I dedicate this research, and the all the thought and energy poured into it to my brother

Pierre, who has guided me on the path to musical experience and to the funnier side of life.






Résumeé

LA MONSTRUOSITE DANS LA MUSIQUE DE PJ HARVEY ET NICK CAVE :
UNE DYNAMIQUE GROTESQUE DANS LE ROCK.

Les univers sonores des auteurs-compositeurs de rock indépendant PJ Harvey et Nick Cave sont souvent
présentés comme une méme réalité musicale de sensibilité « gothique », hantée par la violence, la folie
et la peur. Par ailleurs, les deux parcours partagent une esthétique de 1’extréme ou se mélent grotesquerie
psychique, corporalité abjecte et transgression au gré d’un mode hyperbolique oscillant entre horreur et
parodie.

En s’appuyant sur les modalités du monstrueux dans les ceuvres des deux artistes, il s’agit de mettre au
jour la stratégie de rupture et de contradiction déployée, ainsi que les mécanismes grotesques qui la sous-
tendent.

En s’appuyant sur les études gothiques anglo-américaines, la critique du grotesque et la récente
recherche anglophone sur la monstruosité (« Monster Theory »), ce travail met en lumiére une écriture
transgressive de I’humain qui passe du mode carnavalesque au mode introspectif, entremélant les plaisirs
troubles du jeu monstrueux et le récit de vie, par le biais d’une spectralité musicale, intertextuelle et
inter-artistique.

MOTS-CLEFS :
Ambivalence — Gothique — Grotesque — Hybridation - Horreur — Humour noir - Monstruosité — Théorie

de la monstruosité - Récit de vie - Transgression - Rock indépendant — Traumatisme - Violence






Abstract

MONSTROSITY IN THE MUSIC OF PJ HARVEY AND NICK CAVE:
THE POETICS OF THE GROTESQUE IN ROCK.

The independent rock singers-songwriters PJ Harvey and Nick Cave have often been critically compared
on account of their Gothic sensitivities and fascination with violence, insanity, and fear. Moreover, the
two musicians share an aesthetics of the extreme intermingling psychic grotesquerie, gross corporality,
and transgression by means of a hyperbolic mode oscillating between horror and parody.

Focusing on the monstruous modalities at work in both bodies of work, this dissertation investigates
Harvey’s and Cave’s strategy of contradiction and disruption and its grotesque mechanisms. Drawing
upon Anglo-American Gothic studies, grotesque criticism, and recent Monster Theory, this research
brings to light a transgressive rendering of human identity ranging from the carnivalesque to
introspective modes, in a songworld alternating the lure of barbaric drama and life writing, and with an
aesthetic of intermusical, intertextual, and inter-artistic spectrality.

KEY WORDS:

Ambivalence — Black humour - Gothic — Grotesque — Hybridisation - Horror — Independent Rock -

Lifewriting - Monstruosity — Monster Theory - Transgression - Trauma - Violence
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STYLING

Gender-neutral language
Whenever the gender of a singular subject is unknown (e.g., performer, singer, writer...), I

use gender neutral pronouns “they/their/them” in reference to them.

Gothic / gothic
“Gothic” is capitalised as noun and in lower case as adjective.

The noun “Gothic” is generally used without a definite article.

Grotesque / grotesque

“Grotesque” is capitalised as noun and in lower case as adjective.
References to Gothic by Fred Botting
By default, I use the 2014 edition, hence the Op.Cit.:

BOTTING. Gothic. Op.Cit.

When referring to the 1996 edition I signal it as follows:
BOTTING. Gothic. 1996. Op.Cit.

Photographs and visual documents

All artwork used for close analysis is included directly in the text.
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GENERAL INTRODUCTION

1. Presentation of the Two Artists’ Songworlds

The singer-songwriters PJ Harvey and Nick Cave have often been critically compared
to each other on the 1990s independent rock music scene, on account of their gothic-romantic
themes and self-representations and of their aesthetics of the extremes. Beyond their temporal
and geographical concurrence on the London scene from the early nineties onward, the two

musicians share a number of key hallmarks in terms of themes, aesthetics, and musical texture.

Theirs is a polymorphous style prone to experimentation and abrupt stylistic shifts: from
dissonant post-punk cacophony, through jaunty rock soundscapes, and to more expansive
sobering pieces. This idiosyncratic musical style is deployed against a similarly mutable cultural
and generic backdrop, whereby Harvey and Cave draw upon various cultural spaces and
traditions to explore the darker side of reality. Most of their early 1990s music is infused with
the barbaric and the monstrous, and features a wealth of unpalatable tales such as the ravings of
barbaric murderers and paranoid misfits, and the violent fantasies of sex-obsessed minds. Both
musicians thus conjure up a world awash with violence and alienation where human beings

forever dwell on the psychic edge.

In dramatising the vicissitudes of subjective formation, the works of Harvey and Cave
foreground a postmodern awareness that the self is not whole and set, but rather is fragmented,
in flux and under constant threat of dissolution both from without, and most terrifyingly, from
within. In their song-worlds, the monstrous threat thus lurks not only in the hostile external
environment, but indeed at the very heart of the human psyche, assaulting the protagonists’
senses and sanity and leaving them torn between their civilised selves and their barbaric
impulses. This inner monster, the underside of consciousness, is evoked in terms of gross
corporeality (extreme physical violence and abject representations), and psychic grotesquerie

(terror, loathing, barbaric impulses, distortion...).

Whilst their songs of monstrosity may be considered aesthetically gothic in their focus
on the barbaric, paranoia and the taboo', they also exhibit grotesque sensitivities in their

propensity for disharmony, exaggeration, and extreme ambivalence?. In particular, they

! PUNTER, David. The Literature of Terror, a History of Gothic Fictions from 1765 to the Present Day. London
and New York: Longman, 1980.
2 THOMSON, Philip. The Grotesque. London: Methuen and co Ltd, 1972.
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incorporate extreme forms of incongruity in the treatment of horror (e.g., the co-presence of the
comic and the terrifying) and the conflation of perceived incompatibles (e.g., human/animal,
male/female). Overall, their monstrous songs make for an unpredictable listen, alternately
soliciting the audience with their escapist drama and playfulness and rebuffing them through

violence and disgust.

We are going to probe the grounds for a joint study on Harvey and Cave, and survey

their marginality on the rock scene and their artistic interactions.

1.1. Two Mavericks on the UK Independent Rock Scene

Firstly, in order to locate Harvey and Cave on the British spectrum, we are going to take
a cursory glance at the musical landscape of the 1990s independent rock scene. Secondly, we

will stake out their interplay with the independent rock scene in general.

Harvey and Cave are widely perceived as unclassifiable mavericks on the UK
independent rock scene. Although both musicians are sonically grounded in rock music in terms
of instrumentation (guitar, bass, drums) and sonic structure (chorus and verse), their shared
tendency to experiment across genres and cultures sets them apart from the collective semantics
of Independent British Rock. When their career paths crossed in London in the early nineties,
the UK indie rock scene was heavily influenced by Cool Britannia, a 1990s cultural movement
in pop rock and contemporary art that celebrated British popular culture heritage, and influenced
fashion and cinema. Cool Britannia found its conduit in Britpop, a British pop and rock
movement that exalted Britishness through regional topics, sensitivities, and musical lineage.
Such Britpop figureheads as Suede, Blur, Oasis, and Pulp put British 1960s and 1970s pop and
rock aesthetic back in the frame. Britpop’s emphasis on British musical heritage and identity
made it a mono-cultural phenomenon with little or no space for such stylistic and cultural
hybrids as Cave and Harvey. The only feature that Harvey and Cave shared with British rock
was not so much a sonic style as a propensity for literate music (especially Cave), stylisation,

and irony, which may relate their music to the British art-rock of the seventies.

However, in terms of sonic and lyrical texture, Harvey’s and Cave’s early nineties
productions had nothing in common with whatever else was happening in British Indie rock at

the time: Harvey’s debut albums Dry (1992) and Rid of Me (1993) had more to do with
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American grunge’s lo-fi and “ugly” aesthetic of distortion, while Cave’s Good Son (1990) and
Henry’s Dream (1992) were dark rock ballad albums with explicitly North American narratives
and blues-rock inflections. Their resort to American hybridisation sets their aesthetics apart
from early nineties’ British Independent rock (i.e., the prominent Britpop trend), with its focus
on defiant and undiluted Englishness. In running against the grain of the early nineties Zeitgeist,

they thus stood out as maverick musicians at the periphery of British indie rock.

At the other end of the UK rock spectrum were the direct offshoots of the nineties’ rave
culture: Trip-Hop (e.g., Portishead, Massive Attack, Tricky), and electronic dance music or
EDM (e.g., The Chemical Brothers, FatBoy Slim, Prodigy, Drum’n’Bass...). The rest of the
indie set of hip-hop, electronic music, and dance music was closely related to the drug-fuelled
club-scene of the time, and encompassed “trippy” soundscapes with loops of either deep slow
beats (e.g., Trip-Hop) or fast techno beats (e.g., Drum’n’Bass, Big Beat). This rave-inspired
music was part of a youth subculture that originated mainly from London, Bristol and

Manchester, which made it a parochial British phenomenon.

Cave’s and Harvey’s reliance on cultural and musical hybridisation positions them
closer to the UK Dance music scene of the time, which exhibited “a pro-hybridity rhetoric”.?
By purposely melding together Indian, Western, and African tunes, such ethnic electronica
groups as Asian Dub Foundation, Transglobal Underground, and Indie Rock band Cornershop
set a potent World Fusion musical counter-current to the parochial Brit-rock mainstream.
However, it is noteworthy that Harvey’s and Cave’s hybridisation is not so much politically as
aesthetically motivated; rather, its idiosyncratic use may be ascribed to artistic license rather

than identity politics.

1.2.  Polymorphism and Ruptural Style

Moreover, Harvey and Cave are not only marginally positioned on the British nineties
independent scene, but also on the independent rock scene in general: due to their essential
polymorphism, the two productions elude musical categorisation. The broad-ranging label
“independent rock™ fails to capture the stark variations at work in the two bodies of work: the

extreme stylistic mutability and the all-abiding cultural and generic cross-fertility underlying

3 REYNOLDS, Simon. Bring the Noise: 20 Years of Writing About Hip Rock and Hip-Hop. London: Faber and
Faber, 2007. 275.
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them. A cursory glance at both productions testifies to the sheer breadth of their stylistic

spectrum.

Over the course of her twenty-six-year career, Harvey has made a habit of baffling both
rock conventions and her public’s expectations by constantly reshuffling her musical texture.
Her music jump-cuts from the shrill strings and grunge-inflected sonic of her 1992-1993 debut
albums to an expansive blues pastoral with To Bring You My Love (1995), slick FM Rock in
2000, and onward to a distinctive blend of rock, pop and folk music (Let England Shake [2011]
and Hope Six Demolition Project [2016]). Her instrumentation itself is prone to abrupt changes,
as over time she has replaced or counterpointed her emblematic guitar with a piano (White
Chalk, 2007), an autoharp (Let England Shake, 2011), and a saxophone (Hope Six Demolition
Project, 2016).

Cave exhibits a similar experimental disposition, his career spanning raucous post-punk
cacophony (the early 1980s Birthday Party), a more cohesive blues-rock balladic style (1984-
1996), a foray into hymnal style from 1997 to 2001, and free-style ambient ruminations from
2013 onward (Push the Sky Away [2013] and Skeleton Tree [2016]). Like Harvey, he has also
challenged the rock canon by producing a piano-led “hymnal” diptych (The Boatman’s Call,
1997, and No More Shall We Part, 2001) in the middle of an otherwise blues-rock songbook.
Cave not only resorts to musical hybridisation, but also generic hybridisation, as he overtly
experimented with Southern Gothic literature by writing a novel (4And the Ass Saw the Angel,
1989) much in the same vein and aesthetic as his musical production of the time. Cave also
writes poetry, and has consistently affirmed his main focus on the lyrical craft, which
foregrounds an intersection between his music and literature, and by extension, interrogates the

interplay between Independent Rock and literature.

Through their forays into intermusicality and intertextuality, Harvey and Cave challenge
the boundaries of the rock canon, and stretch the semantics of the term “Independent Rock™.
Their fluid creativity beckons beyond the confines of rock, and weaves outwardly disparate (or

even incompatible) borrowings from other genres into the fabric of their repertoire.

Moreover, they are essentially not in line with other existing aesthetic clusters within
rock repertoire (e.g., Industrial Gothic, Brit-rock...) with their set collective semantics and

practices. Indeed, whereas independent rock is based on the notion of difference* that delineates

4 GROSSBERG Lawrence, “Is there rock after punk?” On Record: Rock, Pop, and the Written Word. Ed. Simon
FRITH, and Andrew GOODWIN. London and New York: Routledge, 1990. 111-124.
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a collective identity against other existing trends, Harvey and Cave operate apart from other
existing indie rock hubs, and within a fluid aesthetic framework. The two productions thus fall
out at the seams of independent rock, being altogether too polymorphous to be contained within

its boundaries.

1.3. Professional and Personal Crossroads

Unsurprisingly, the two gothic-ish mavericks’ musical and personal paths have crossed
over the years. In 1995, Harvey and Cave collaborated in a duet for Cave’s album Murder
Ballads: “Henry Lee”. The song is a Romantic murder ballad, casting them as two lovers caught
in murderous embrace, at the end of which Harvey kills Cave for spurning her for another girl.
Real life met fiction, as the two singers fell in love during the shoot and went on to have a much-
publicised affair. Their whirlwind relationship fuelled extensive coverage in the music press,
and contributed to further bind the two songworlds and musicians together, thereby creating a
sort of mythology around the pair of dark lovers. Their relationship crashed after a year, and
inspired Cave to write an album about his heartbreak, The Boatman’s Call (1997), that included
several songs about Harvey. As a barely concealed fictionalisation of their relationship, the
album has mythologised the couple, and incidentally fused them in rock’s public consciousness.
Since then, they have not performed together, except for a one-off impromptu duet during one

of Cave’s book-reading event in 2009.°

However, they have continued to intersect indirectly, through key collaborators: Mick
Harvey and Flood. Mick Harvey, a founding member of Cave’s Bad Seeds, played with them
for twenty-five years and he has also played and produced for Harvey since 1995. Similarly,
Flood mixed and produced six Cave and the Bad Seeds albums from 1984 until 1996 and has
been regularly producing and co-producing for Harvey since 1995. These significant musical
overlaps reflect deep-seated musical affinities between the two musicians, whilst establishing

an overt musical thread between their respective bodies of work.

More recently, songs of theirs were used for the soundtrack of the BBC TV hit series

Peaky Blinders (2013-present). Cave’s blues noir track “Red Right Hand” is the series theme

5 On 11™ October 2009, at the Palace Theatre (London), Cave launched his black comedy novel The Death of
Bunny Munro, with a show entitled “An Evening with Nick Cave” which contained book-readings and musical
pieces. Harvey was spotted in the theatre and persuaded by the crowd to join Cave onstage and sing “Henry Lee”
with him.
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tune, and other tracks are used as soundtrack, whilst Harvey’s music constitutes the main bulk
of season 2’s soundtrack. In 2014, Harvey sang a cover version of “Red Right Hand” for the
series. The co-presence of Harvey and Cave on the series’ soundtrack takes their musical
kinship away from the confidentiality of rock and into the wider arena of popular culture,

thereby consecrating their artistic affinities.

2. Individual Hallmarks

2.1. Nick Cave

Australian singer-songwriter Cave began his musical career on Melbourne’s postpunk
rock scene in the late seventies, more than fifteen years before Harvey’s ground-breaking debut
on the British independent rock scene in 1992. Cave’s forty-year artistic career has been
remarkably prolific and broad-ranging, encompassing twenty-two studio albums, four live
albums, two novels, three poetry books, and a wealth of side-projects including writing film

scores, screenplays and co-directing films, as well as the occasional acting part.

Cave’s music is underpinned by an abiding fascination with the darker end of the lyrical
spectrum, which has earned him the trite nickname of “the Prince of Darkness” in the popular
music press. The Cavian songworld is indeed a dark underworld haunted by the motifs of
violence, the barbaric and the taboo, and peopled by a gallery of deranged denizens. Whether
evoked in songs, films, poetry or music soundtracks, the Cavian world lies on the outer reaches

of normality, where rationality collapses before corporeal violence and psychic grotesquerie.

The Band behind the Man: Cave the Frontman and Conductor

While Cave has gone though a number of solo and duo side-projects over the years, his
main creative trajectory is overwhelmingly intertwined with his bands: from his early post-punk
bands The Boys Next Door and The Birthday Party (from the mid-seventies to 1983), to his
band of thirty-three years: The Bad Seeds (from 1984 until the present day). Cave’s songwriting
and musical artistry have thus come to fruition in symbiotic interaction with his bands, and
through a succession of potent creative synergies with key band-mates. More recently, for the
2017 release of a twenty-year compilation of the Bad Seeds work, Cave has repeatedly stated

that his creative collaborations have been critical to his success and ability to progress
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musically. These creative collaborations have included Australian guitarist Mick Harvey (1973-
2009), avant-garde Berlin guitarist and vocalist Blixa Bargeld (1983-2003), and lately

Australian multi-instrumentalist Warren Ellis (from 1995 to the present day).

The Bad Seeds have consistently relied upon a dynamic of novelty and change both in
terms of style and band-mates, and Cave himself has relied on this band’s dynamic for creative
impetus and stylistic renewal. Therefore, Cave’s craft should be construed in relation to his
band, and perhaps, the very name “Nick Cave and The Bad Seeds’ may be misleading in that it
signals two separate entities: the lead singer as the mover and shaker and his support band. And
yet, they may be more intermingled than their name suggests, since Cave’s success and
longevity probably owe as much to his artistic vision and charisma as to the band’s ability to

bring him fresh musical impetus.

Although Cave feeds off The Bad Seeds creatively, Cavian band politics have
consistently remained his own prerogative: having formed the band, he retains creative
authority over them. He very much steers his band’s musical trajectories, reviewing their
creative moves and bringing specific band members to the creative helm, as has lately been the
case with genius experimentalist Warren Ellis, who has become the creative driving-force
behind The Bad Seeds since Mick Harvey’s departure in 2009. As well as a lyricist and leader
of his band, Cave is also their face and the embodiment of their music: he is the front-man
whose performances exude the raw life force and the dark radiance of transgression, violence,

and black humour present in their music.

Although The Bad Seeds have been mutable in style and have undergone some turnover
over the years, they nonetheless present some fixed hallmarks: Cave’s volcanic stage presence
and frontmanship, and a lyrical focus on transgression, violence and the Anglo-American

cultural space.

The Art of Songwriting: Cave the Literary Musician

Within the economy of the Bad Seeds, lyric-writing has been Cave’s sole prerogative,
and he has thus shaped the lyrical scopes of the songs, leaving his band-mates in charge of
setting the lyrics to music. In this respect, the Bad Seeds can indeed be considered as “the

vehicle for Nick to hang his words on”.® This particular modus operandi implies that the Cavian

¢ ELLIS, WARREN. “Lovely Creatures Grow from Seeds”. Rae, Harvey. The West Australian, 5 May 2017.
<https://thewest.com.au/entertainment/music/lovely-creatures-grow-from-seeds-ng-b88461437z>
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song primarily hinges on a narrative songtext, which gets subsequently fleshed out into a song
through musical composition. This process is revealing of Cave’s core artistry: his is first and
foremost the lyrical craft, above and before music. That is how the band operates, and also how
Cave constructs himself narratively, as he has consistently claimed his hybridity as a literary
musician, repeatedly affirming in interviews his interest in the literary craft, and reiterating his
literary filiations (with Southern Gothic authors, English Romantic poets, and Spanish poet

Federico Garcia Lorca).

Moreover, Cave’s ambitions as a literary musician and his interactions with existing
literary genres are not confined to songwriting but also surface in his various literary
endeavours: his poetry collections King Ink, King Ink Il and The Sick Bag, and his novels And
the Ass saw the Angel (1989) and The Death of Bunny Munro (2009).

Cave’s versatile songwriting has resulted in a rich lyrical tapestry that owes as much to
his experimenting not only with existing musical traditions (the American Murder Ballads, the
blues, laments and Anglican hymns), but also with the literary reservoir (the American Southern
Gothic, tall tale frontier storytelling, English Romanticism, poetry, and the Spanish duende).
The breadth of his lyrical repertoire extends far beyond the generic boundaries of independent
rock, pointing to a liminal space where not only do various geographies and cultural spaces

conflate, but popular music gets hybridised with literature.

In drawing upon the Anglo-American cultural and literary pools, Cave creates an
idiosyncratic and polymorphous musical space haunted by the ghosts of other texts and times.
Encapsulating this intrinsic “spectrality” of his music,” his seminal album Murder Ballads
(1996) contains twelve murder narratives in the style of the traditional American murder ballad.
A number of songs were explicitly borrowed from the American folklore, but most of them
were composed by Cave. The album conjures up a cohesive songscape imbued with American
culture and history, and conveyed not only through explicit American anchoring (American

names, places, and objects), but also through literary borrowings and experimentation.

7 “Spectrality”: term used by UK academic Isabella Van Elferen in reference to Cave’s music. Van Elferen posits
that like Gothic music in general, Cave’s music is haunted by the ghosts of other texts, cultural spaces, and times.
VAN ELFEREN, Isabella. “Nick Cave and Gothic: Ghost Stories, Fucked Organs, Spectral Liturgy.” The Art of
Nick Cave. Ed. John BAKER. Bristol and Chicago: Intellect, 2013. 175-188.
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His novel And the Ass Saw the Angel (1989) is replete with Southern Gothic literary
overtones: set in a Deep South backwood community with its gallery of borderline lunatics and
barbaric freaks, the novel acts as a literary extension to Cave’s songworld of the time. Just like
his novel, Cave’s 1984-1996 albums feature an array of Deep South denizens. In their focus on
psychic grotesquerie and gross corporeality, the novel and its contemporaneous songworld
could seamlessly stream into the lineage of William Faulkner, Flannery O’Connor, Carson Mc

Cullers or Erskine Caldwell.

Therefore, literary filiation is not only part of Cave’s self-narrative, but it also filters into
the fabric of his songs through literary experimentation. This peculiar blurring of generic
boundaries testifies to the profound hybridity of Cave’s music, hence the Cavian song should
be not approached as a mere musical object, but rather as a trans-generic object, a hybrid

melding together of literature and popular music.

Cave the Trans-generic Hybrid

Finally, novel-writing is not the only source of hybridisation in Cave’s songwriting,
poetry is also a potent source of literary inspiration. The album Boatman’s Call (1997) breaks
away from the previous American Appalachia and Deep South repertoire to leap into an intimate
love song mode with a stripped piano aesthetic tinged with Anglican hymns and English
Romanticism. Cave effects overt generic transfers, as strands of John Milton’s Paradise Lost
morph into an iconic Cave song (“Red Right Hand”, 1994), the image of Millais’s tragic Ophelia
haunts the lascivious murder love-ballad “The Wild Rose” in 1996, and Coleridge’s poetic
intensity becomes a Cavian song of longing with the “Lime Tree Arbour” in 1997. Speaking to
the breadth of Cave’s songwriting craft and musical spectrum, these stark stylistic shifts and
bold reinventions also bear testament to the uncompromisingly jump-cut nature of his aesthetic

moves and literary experimentations.

Cave also drew explicit attention to his poetic skills in two BBC lectures about his love
songs and their literary filiations (“The Flesh Made Word” [1996] and “The Secret Life of the
Love Song” [1998]). Whilst providing a valuable insight into the inner workings of the Cavian
love song, the lectures also signifiy Cave’s willingness to establish an overt literary filiation for
his songwriting, whilst affirming his own status as a literary musician. Moreover, the fact that
his lyrics are published alongside his own poetry in King Ink (1988) and King Ink II (1997)

further blurs the boundaries between songwriting and literature, and clearly sets his music
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beyond the confines of independent rock, in a hybrid space where popular music and literature
merge. Cave’s keen awareness and constant honing of his lyrical craft point to his kinship with
the musical poets Bob Dylan and Leonard Cohen, who similarly use the songtext as a field for
literary experimentation. Cave thus presents himself not only a trans-cultural hybrid, but also

as a trans-generic hybrid, a literary creature operating through the medium of independent rock.

2.2. PJ Harvey’s Extreme Mutability

Born in rural Dorset (UK) in 1969, Polly Jean Harvey’s music career started out in her
late teens as part of the Bristol band Automatic Dlamini (from 1988 to 1991), before she went
on to form the PJ Harvey band with two former band-mates in 1991. Over the twenty-six years
of her career, she has been a maverick on the British independent rock scene. In 1991, the
singer-songwriter and guitarist burst onto the British independent rock scene in a whirl of
hacking guitar riffs, shrill vocals and strings. Twenty-one-year-old Harvey compelled the
attention of musical talent-spotter and trend-setter John Peel®. Her live performance on Peel’s
BBC radio 1 programme, the Peel Session, in 1991, consecrated her as a new indie voice to be
reckoned with, and propelled her into public consciousness ahead of her first album release.
She went on to gatecrash the independent scene with a raw diptych about romantic fairy-tales
gone sour: Dry (1992), and Rid of Me (1993). Since then, she has released a further ten albums,
and received a host of industry accolades: eight Brit Awards nominations, seven Grammy
Award nominations and two Mercury Prize nominations (in 2001 and 2011). Notably, Harvey
is the only artist ever to have received two Mercury Prizes, which is testament to the extent of
her critical acclaim. She also received prizes from the music press: the Rolling Stone magazine
awarded her 1992’s “Best New Artist and Best Singer Songwriter” and 1995's “Artist of the
Year”; three of her albums made it onto the Rolling Stone’s “500 Greatest Albums of All
Time” list. In 2011, she was awarded for “Outstanding Contribution To Music” at the NME

8 John Peel was an English disc jockey, radio-presenter, record-producer and journalist, who was widely regarded
as an authority in independent rock music. From 1967 to 2004, he curated The Peel Session on BBC Radiol, where
a band or artist would play four songs live in the BBC studio. The Peel sessions provided a platform for previously
unsigned bands to gain national exposure and break record-deals. Peel championed such prominent bands as the
Undertones, Pink Floyd, David Bowie, Led Zeppelin, the Cure, the White Stripes, and many others. Harvey first
performed on The Peel Session in October 1991, prior to her first album release. In 2006, Harvey released a tribute
album, The Peel Sessions 1991-2004, compiling her various performances on the show (in 1991, 1993, 2000, and
2004).
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Awards. Finally, by an odd twist of fate for an artist exhibiting countercultural sensitivities, in
June 2013, she was awarded the highest official title, an MBE (Member Of The Most Excellent

Order Of The British Empire) for services to music.

Harvey’s repertoire ranges from her grunge-inflected début (Dry, 1992, and Rid of Me,
1993), through a “gothic blues” epic (7o Bring You my Love, 1995), an electronic-inspired
endeavour (s this Desire? 1998), a foray into mainstream slick FM rock (Stories from the City,
Stories from the Sea, 2000), a stripped piano-led piece of English Victoriana (White Chalk,
2007), and a dark English-folk infused war album (Let England Shake, 2011). She thus operates
through abrupt stylistic shifts, heralding a distinctive soundscape and persona with each new

album.

Career Collaborations

In terms of career collaborations, Harvey is more of a lone wolf than Cave. She started
out as a band for the first two albums, and then went on to become a solo act, even though like
Cave, she has surrounded herself with long-term musical collaborators. John Parish has
regularly produced and played guitar with her since the late eighties, Flood has produced and
co-produced Harvey’s albums since 1995, and Mick Harvey has played with and produced
Harvey since 1995. The reasons behind her shift from a band to a solo formation are not
immediately clear, but it effectively freed her from collaborative constraints and enabled her to
retain complete creative control over her music. Moreover, the solo configuration creates an
optimal bond between her persona and her music, since the work is explicitly framed as hers
alone rather than the fruit of creative collaboration. And indeed, her extreme personal
makeovers from one album to the next invite an identification of her music with her self-
representations. It is noteworthy that Harvey’s mutability not only affects the musical texture
of her songscape, but also her self-representations, as she does not present a set persona to her

audience, but myriad personae to match the texture of each album.

The Elusive Persona

Contrary to Cave’s stable signature persona (dressed in a tight-fitted three-piece suit and
with his jet-black hair in a bob), Harvey drastically changes corporeal style with each album:
from the stick-thin desexualised persona of Dry (1992) and Rid of Me (1993), through the
outrageous diva in drag of To Bring You my Love (1995), the urban chick of Stories from the
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City, Stories from the Sea (2000), to the straitlaced Victoriana of White Chalk (2007), and the
feather headpiece-clad eccentric of Let England Shake (2011).

In using her body as a blank canvas, she turns it into both a visual signifier for the album,
and a prop that weaves her persona into the aesthetic of the album. Whereas Cave’s signature
persona positions him as a conventional narrator occasionally impersonating his characters,
Harvey’s shifting personae position her as a carnal tabula rasa that moulds itself around each
album. Her status is thus double: as a singer, she is the narrator of her songs, but as a corporeal
impersonator of her albums she dissolves into the album’s character gallery. Therefore, contrary
to Cave’s, her persona does not provide a stable thread through a shifting aesthetic, but rather it
mirrors the core plasticity and transience of her work, it is ruptural style, and destabilises

because it deprives the listener-spectator of a steady persona to rely on.

Further contributing to the overall elusiveness of her persona is Harvey’s reluctance to
disclose anything about her personal life. In interviews, she consistently declines to discuss her
personal life, and sticks to her artistic intents and work process. Whereas Cave constructs his
persona narratively, Harvey establishes no connection between her personal life and her work,
hence her minimal self-mythology: she does not frame herself, rather she blurs her outlines, and

projects her albums into her personae.

3. Literature Review

3.1. Rock and Popular Criticism

Firstly, a few preliminary remarks regarding the critical literature on rock musicians in
general, and of Harvey and Cave in particular. Because rock music belongs to popular culture,
its historiography and criticism mostly originate from non-academic writers, such as rock
journalists and fans. Other than album and concert reviews, this non-academic repertory tends
to focus on the personal lives of popular musicians, witness the wealth of biographical histories
purporting to shed new light on rock musicians’ subjectivity. Whilst non-academic writings are
valuable tools to appraise a rock artist’s reception within the rock apparatus, it is very informed
by the collective rock rhetoric with its focus on rebellion, authenticity, freedom, and hedonism.
Therefore, such writings tend to over-dramatise and mythologise rock artists in order to suit the
requirements of the rock canon, and present a marketable picture of the artist. Because this rock-

oriented interpretation of the artists” works and lives favours insider’s decoding and encoding
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over the intellectual distance of scientific enquiry, it is to be taken with caution when used as

part of an academic argument.

In this respect, it is noteworthy that the non-academic representations of Harvey and
Cave appear to be accordingly slanted by the rock rhetoric. Whilst the two musicians dwell in
a similar aesthetic end of the rock spectrum, their darkly countercultural sensitivities and
torments are subjected to very different interpretations. Early nineties’ press coverage thus
pathologised Harvey, alleging she suffered a string of mental health issues (i.e. eating disorders
and nervous breakdowns), as evidenced in the many qualifiers stressing her supposed fragility
and vulnerability: “Little Polly was in a bad way”,’ “the virgin from the sticks...with a
boyfriend problem”.!® By framing Harvey as a helpless girl overcome by her emotional turmoil,
the popular rock press defused her subversive potential as a female rock performer daring to
defy the conventions of female musicianship. Harvey’s violent depiction of feminine sexuality
and identity formation confronted the prevalent rock rhetoric that presented (heterosexual)
sexuality as a hedonistic pursuit, and female sexuality as conveniently compliant. Her counter-
narratives on the angst and pitfalls of female desire - and lack thereof — subverted not only
societal norms (which is in line with rock’s rebellion and transgression), but also rock’s

discourse itself. And that was hitting perhaps too close to home, hence the “defusing” response

of part of the press.

Meanwhile Cave was advantageously cast as a raging tormented Romantic (hence his
nickname “the Prince of Darkness”); by contrast to Harvey’s supposed ill-health, Cave’s well-
documented heroin-addiction is depicted as a heroic part of his dark Romantic persona rather

than an affliction bearing down on him.

This obvious discrepancy in media coverage should interrogate the academic reader, as
it points to a gender-biased interpretation of dark musicality. This is where academic criticism
should probe the rock discourse for a potential gender-bias, and examine how that prevalent

discourse may compel different personal strategies for Cave and Harvey.

9 KESSLER, Ted. “Thin White Kook.” NME, 28 Jan. 1995: 33. Qtd. in LEONARD, Marion. Gender in the Music
Industry: Rock, Discourse, and Girl Power. Aldershot, UK and Burlington, US: Ashgate, 2007. 74.

19 BILLEN, Andrew. “The Billen Interview.” The Observer, 8 Oct. 1995. 8. Qtd. in LEONARD. Gender in the
Music Industry: Rock, Discourse, and Girl Power. Op. Cit., 74.
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3.2. Existing Academic Criticism on Harvey and Cave

Taking a cursory glance at the existing academic criticism on Harvey and Cave, it is
worth examining the peculiarities and discrepancies in coverage. Firstly, although Harvey and
Cave dwell in the same gothic-ish end of the independent rock music spectrum, and in spite of
their overt musical and aesthetic similarities, the two musicians have hardly come under
combined academic scrutiny. And yet, since they share an aesthetic and a following, a
comparative approach seems particularly appropriate in order to interrogate their underlying
mechanisms, performance strategies, and marginality. In particular, focusing on the interplay
between both bodies of work enables a double gaze whereby they shed light on each other
structurally and aesthetically. The conjoined study also enables a probe into the peculiar musical

space they delineate, and its place on the independent rock spectrum.

The one and only comparative study of Harvey’s and Cave’s works, J.R.C. Cousland’s
“God, the Bad, the Ugly: the Vita Negativa of Nick Cave and P.J. Harvey” (2005) stems from
a religious studies perspective, and provides an insight into the emergence of spiritual

transcendence by means of grotesque operations in their works.!!

Elsewhere on the critical field, there is a blatant discrepancy in the breadth of academic
criticism Cave and Harvey have attracted individually, despite their similar level of popular
acclaim. Whereas over the past ten years, there has been extensive academic criticism on Cave’s
works, originating from various research fields (cultural studies, Gothic studies, literary studies,
religious studies, and film studies); Harvey’s work has attracted very limited academic interest,

and mostly from feminist theorists.

Academic criticism has widely focused on Harvey’s early works (Judith Peraino,'? Lori

Burns and M¢lisse Lafrance,!> Mark Mazullo,'"* Simon Reynolds & Joy Press,'> Sheila

' COUSLAND, J.R.C. “God, the Bad, the Ugly: The Vita Negativa of Nick Cave and P.J. Harvey.” Call me the
Seeker: Listening to Religion in Popular Music. Ed. GILMOUR, Mickael. London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2005.
129-157.

12 PERAINO, Judith. “Harvey’s “Man-Size Sextet” and the Inaccessible, Inescapable Gender”, Women & Music 2
(1998): 47-63.

13 BURNS, Lori, and LAFRANCE, Mélisse. Disruptive Divas: Feminism, Identity and Popular Music. New York:
Routledge, 2002.

14 MAZULLO, Mark, “Revisiting PJ Harvey’s ‘Dry’ and the drowned Virgin-Whore”, Popular Music 20.3 (2001):
431-447.

15 REYNOLDS, Simon, and Joy PRESS. The Sex Revolts: Gender, Rebellion, and Rock’n’Roll. Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1995.
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Whiteley!®), with a marked gender studies and feminist approach to both her music and her
persona. Most critics tend to contextualise her work strictly within the spectrum of female rock
(female contemporaries and rock lineage), with a focus on female representations. This marked
feminist interest reflects a key preoccupation of Harvey’s early works (from 1992 to 1998): the
quest for self-affirmation and her difficulty in coming into her own subjective and corporeal
identity within a predominantly masculinist rock tradition. Whilst a valuable tool to appraise
Harvey’s early female characterisation and performance of gender, this prevalent feminist
reading seems to unduly bind Harvey’s works to a restricted feminist meaning, thereby

typecasting her in a “women in rock” minority niche.

So far, Abigail Gardner (2015) is the only academic to have pointed out the
inconsistencies of the existing popular music feminist criticism of Harvey.!” Gardner argues
that popular music feminist theorists have failed to embrace the originality of Harvey’s work as
an “eccentric intellectual”, as they entrap their interpretation of her work in a “theoretical
feedback loop”.'® Gardner’s approach to Harvey as an archivist of the self and nation is
particularly illuminating in that it takes into account Harvey’s peculiar interplay with both the
British and North American musical, visual, and lyrical heritages. Gardner shifts the critical

goalposts away from the binary prism of the disruptive feminine, and onto a broader inter-

disciplinary line of interpretation.

It is noteworthy that Reynolds and Press’s as well as Peraino’s criticisms open onto
wider interpretive fields too, as they suggest disruptive strategies at work in Harvey’s songs, as
well as a playful and performative approach to identity as a provisional guise.'” Peraino’s
argument that Harvey wages a “civil war” in every song, where sonic dynamics are built upon
a pattern of attraction and repulsion, and upon a tension between order and chaos,?® echoes the
notion of “carnal insurrection” identified by Reynolds and Press, and points to the disruptive

grotesque mechanisms which, I will argue, she shares with Cave.

By contrast, Cave’s work has attracted extensive trans-disciplinary criticism, spirituality

and literature being major focal points in recent criticism, much in keeping with their prevalence

16 WHITELEY, Sheila, “Authenticity, Truthfulness, and Community: Tori Amos, Courtney Love, PJ Harvey, and
Bjork.” Women and Popular Music: Sexuality, Identity and Subjectivity. London and New York: Routledge, 2000.
196-213.

7 GARDNER, Abigail. P] Harvey and Music Video Performance. Farnham (UK) and Burlington (US): Ashgate,
2015.

18 Ibid., 2.

19 REYNOLDS and PRESS. The Sex Revolts: Gender, Rebellion, and Rock’n’Roll. Op. Cit.

20 PERAINO. “Harvey’s “Man-Size Sextet” and the Inaccessible, Inescapable Gender”. Op. Cit., 2.
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in his post-1996 work. His relations to Christian spirituality and literature have come under
close academic scrutiny, notably his fusion of the profane and the sacred, and the transgressive
streak of his spirituality (JRC. Cousland,?! Roland Boer,?? Fred Botting?®). But it is perhaps the
more recent criticism of the Cavian foray into the Romantic tradition and the sublime that
affords new critical potentialities. As demonstrated by Fred Botting and Steven Barfield,?* the
Cavian music presents overt Romantic sensibilities in its embrace of sadness as a conduit to
wonder, and darkness as a conduit to light. Namely, access to transcendence is granted through

a play of oppositions: the moment of grace occurs within the cracks of apocalyptic mayhem.?’

This paradoxical dynamic brings to mind Cousland’s Via Negativa, a concept that he
applies to both Cave’s and Harvey’s works and which designates a core grotesque anti-
aesthetics whereby black humour, ugliness and violence paradoxically lead to transcendence
and beauty. This definition of Cavian poetics resonates with Emma Mc Evoy’s contention that
Cave has brought a new aesthetics to the Gothic, “re-hashed Romanticism”, with at its core a
“post-modern sublime reaching for passion” which is paradoxically achieved through “irony,

posturing and pastiche”.?®

Building upon Cousland’s argument, it can be inferred that Harvey and Cave share a
grotesque anti-aesthetic which enables radical stylistic of rupture and renewal, and sustains the

progression of both songworlds from one aesthetic to another.

Branching out from existing criticism on the two artists, this research will draw upon a
combination of four theoretical frameworks: Popular Music, Gothic, Grotesque, and Monster

Theory.

2l COUSLAND, J.R.C. “God, the Bad, the Ugly: the Vita Negativa of Nick Cave and P.J. Harvey.” Op. Cit., 129-
157.

22 BOER, Roland. Nick Cave: A Study of Love, Death and Apocalypse. Sheffield (UK) and Bristol (CT): Equinox
Publishing, 2013.

23 BOTTING, Fred. “From “Cute Cunts” to “No Pussy”: Sexuality, Sovereignty, and the Sacred.” The Art of Nick
Cave. Ed. John H. Baker. Bristol and Chicago: Intellect, 2013. 263-276.

24 BARFIELD, Steven. ““The time of our Great Undoing’: Love, Madness, Catastrophe and the Secret Afterlife of
the Love Songs”, The Art of Nick Cave. Ed. John BAKER. Bristol and Chicago: Intellect, 2013. 241-259.

% Ibid.

26 Mc EVOY, Emma. ““Now who will be witness When you’re all too healed to see?’: The Sad Demise of Nick
Cave” Gothic Studies 9:1 (2007): 79-88.
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4. Theoretical Framework and Research Premises

4.1. Popular Music

Popular music theory is essential to understanding the apparatus informing rock songs.
As objects melding together music and lyrics in performance, their interpretation is subject to
multiple strands of decoding, not only of the lyrical and musical content, but also of their

communication context.

Originating from Great Britain, the academic field of Cultural Studies has sought to
theorise culture in relation to social groups and sub-cultures in particular (e.g., Stuart Hall,
Richard Hoggart, Raymond Williams, and Edward Thompson). They purported to analyse
popular culture as resistance to societal hegemony, and inspired the Birmingham School (1964-

1980) and the creation of the CCCS (Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies) in 1964.

The field ramified into popular music theory, heralding a radically new approach to rock
music as a sociological object from the 1970’s onward. Rock music thus goes from being
considered as a leisure pursuit, to being studied as a subcultural musical object, with such
theorists as Dick Hebdige, Paul Willis, and Phil Cohen. The latter three move on from Marxist
reading of popular music in relation to social determinism. Hebdige thus conceptualises popular
music as signifying practices to decipher. Building his argument on the notions of bricolage (of
signifiers) and homology, he argues that subcultures are only outwardly contradictory whilst
actually sharing an inner coherence.?’” However, the downside of these theories is that they tend
to focus on spectacularly deviant subcultures, at the expense of more ordinary musical strands.
In particular, they use an undifferentiated approach to music, fashion, styles, and collective

behaviours.

British socio-musicologist Simon Frith articulates the meaning of rock not as a symbol
but as an activity, not as a leisure pursuit but as an integral part of daily life.?® In the process,
he bypasses the hitherto the restrictive interpretation of rock as a teenage practice, and the

subcultural reading of rock as symbolic of a style.

27 HEBDIGE, Dick. Subculture: The Meaning of Style. London: Routledge, 1979.
28 FRITH, Simon. Sound Effects: Youth, Leisure, And the Politics of Rock’'n’roll. New York: Pantheon books,
1981.
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For the purpose of this thesis, it is Frith’s seminal work Performing Rites: On the Value
of Popular Music® that will provide a yardstick to appraise Harvey’s and Cave’s songs by. In
his study of the inner mechanisms of rock music, Frith posits that as an embodied medium, rock
music is intrinsically reliant upon inter-subjectivity and inter-corporeality. His contention that
the meaning of popular songs lies not in their lyrical or musical content but in their performance
foregrounds the threefold structure of a song’s dynamic. His conception of listening as an act
of communication and performance thus emphasises the context of the song, and the co-
implication of the audience and the performer. In his view, the songs are primarily expressive
of the interaction between the performer and their listeners; therefore, the event of the song is a
confluence of production and reception, a constant flow between the performers and their

audiences.

Drawing upon Frith’s theory, I contend that listening to Harvey’s and Cave’s monstrous
songs is a co-enactment of monstrosity, and therefore, the performers and their audiences
engage in role-playing. Listening to monstrous songs thus entails experimenting with scripts,
therefore it is not only about visualising monstrosity, but primarily about experiencing it either

as a victim or a co-perpetrator.

French post-structuralist Roland Barthes’s notion of the “Grain of the Voice™? is also
particularly illuminating in that it posits an unmediated corporeal bond between the singer and
their audience, and conceives of music as an aesthetic of pleasure. This view concurs with the
general theoretical consensus that rock music is based on the pleasure principle (e.g., Lawrence
Grossberg?! and Simon Frith), and also reflects a very perceptible pleasure game at work in
Harvey’s and Cave’s songs of monstrosity. Hence, Barthesian theory will be used as a

conceptual tool, notably the pleasure of text.3?

As part of this research, the translation of monstrosity into music is essential and requires
close analysis. Indeed, both corpuses contain numerous instances of sonic aggression, and

therefore compel a theoretical framework on the issue.

29 FRITH, Simon. Performing Rites: On the Value of Popular Music. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press,
1996.

30 BARTHES, Roland. “The Grain of the Voice.” Image, Music, Text. Trans. & ed. Stephen Heath. London:
Fontana Press, 1997. 179-189.

31 GROSSBERG, Lawrence. “Is There a Fan in the House: the Affective Sensibility of Fandom.” The Adoring
Audience: Fan Culture and Popular Media. Ed. Lisa LEWIS. London: Routledge, 1992.

32 BARTHES, Roland. The Pleasure of Text. Trans. Richard Miller. London: Cape, 1976.
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Sacrificial theories of music shed light on the mechanisms of sonic monstrosity, based
on the notion of noise as transgression and violence. In particular, Jacques Attali’s sacrificial

reading of music*

as ritual sacrifice thus draws a parallel between ritual sacrifice and music.
Contending that noise is violence in that it disturbs, disconnects, and kills, Attali posits that
music is a simulacrum of murder. Building upon this statement, he goes on to argue that, as a
channelisation of noise, music itself is a simulacrum of sacrifice, and therefore a sublimation of
violence. This intrinsic sacrificial dimension of music resonates with Harvey’s and Cave’s

sonic, especially as it combines with murderous songtexts.

Paul Hegarty** provides further valuable conceptual tools to analyse Harvey’s and
Cave’s sonic assaults. In his study of noise music, he theorises that noise should be construed
as transgression, insofar as noise is negativity and only exists in relation to non-noise. This
transgression extends to the interplay between the performer and the audience, which is made
essentially sado-masochistic by a consensual experience of violence. He posits that sonic
violence paradoxically binds the performer and their audience in subjective dissolution and
ecstasy. Hegarty’s conception of a sado-masochistic bond born out of sensory aggression is
applicable to Cave and Harvey, as their songs of monstrosity rely on similar patterns of sensory

overload.

The academic field of popular music studies has been mostly probed from a cultural
studies perspective, and therefore in sociological terms. Because this thesis primarily aims to
analyse a musical corpus in aesthetic terms, there are limits to the theoretical benefits that a
cultural studies approach may bring. Whilst providing a valuable theoretical framework to
decode the semantics of rock music as a medium and a cultural practice, it does not enable a
comprehensive probe into the complex dynamic at play in Harvey’s and Cave’s works.
Moreover, because both bodies of work rely on hybridisation and