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Abstract

This article discusses how and why disorientation is used as an aesthetic strategy in breakdown
sections of festival-house tracks and performances. Breakdowns in electronic dance music (EDM)
have many sound layers removed from the mix. For house music at EDM festivals, this usually
includes drums, therefore in many breakdowns it is easy for listeners to lose their metric entrain-
ment. Breakdowns also often introduce a new sound layer, use metrical dissonance, and feature
prominent ‘effects’. Through analyses and interviews, the article argues that festival-house break-
downs can be disorienting both physically and psychologically, but that this fulfils multiple purposes
for performers, such as providing contrast that makes musical climaxes more exciting and allowing an
opportunity for dancers to physically rest. Breakdowns also encourage visual interaction between per-
formers and dancers and allow performers to communicate a narrative. The analyses in the article
make interpretations about the meaning of tracks as communicated primarily in breakdown sections.

Introduction

Imagine. You are on the dance floor, working up a sweat while moving your hands and feet.
Your mind and body are in sync with the beat, and you are feeling the rhythmic grooves over
and over. Suddenly, the beat stops. Only a bass line remains, and without the drums it is
harder to make sense of the rhythm. Soon the sound becomes distorted, and new rhythms
are added. It feels like new sounds are surrounding you. Your body stops dancing as your
mind tries to comprehend the new aural information.

This is a common experience when listening to electronic dance music (EDM), and especially
house music, which is one of the broadest and most popular genres heard at EDM festivals."
Moments of disorientation are important counterpoints to the usual repetition that dancers
experience. Repetition as an ‘aesthetic strategy’ is desired most of the time in EDM,” with mech-
anistic drum patterns and other rhythmic grooves clearly establishing metre and listeners

Email: smith.15851@osu.edu
1 The term ‘electronic dance music’ and especially the abbreviation EDM have complicated meanings because of differ-
ent cultural contexts. However, they are still commonly used as umbrella terms in the sense I mean here. See Anita Jéri,
‘The Meanings of “Electronic Dance Music” and “EDM”, in The Evolution of Electronic Dance Music, ed. Ewa
Mazierska, Tony Rigg, and Les Gillon (New York: Bloomsbury, 2021).
2 Mark J. Butler, Playing with Something That Runs: Technology, Improvisation, and Composition in D] and Laptop
Performance (New York: Oxford University Press, 2014), 186-87.
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Example 1 Transcription of the start of the breakdown (4:00) in ‘Everything Before’ by deadmau5 (2007).

entraining to it. In most house tracks and performances, however, there are sections when the
repetition is broken and significant changes occur.

For example, on the track ‘Everything Before’ from the album Everything is Complicated by
deadmaub5 (aka Joel Zimmerman), the drums and other percussion sounds suddenly stop at
4:00, leaving only low-pitched loops in the texture (see Example 1).” Some of these sound lay-
ers are carried over from the previous section, but others are new or transformed. At first it is
easy for dancers to maintain a clear sense of metre, despite some syncopation and the absence
of the drums. However, with each subsequent two-bar repetition, the echo effect creates more
and more different rhythms using the upper two notes (Fff and C). The composite rhythm of
the synth part soon becomes constant semiquavers. Then more layers are added, creating
more metrical dissonance and confusion. Some fade in and crescendo, and one enters (at
4:15, about halfway through this section) with a sharp timbre on an offbeat, articulating a
three-semiquaver pulse that is dissonant with the beat.

The right and left speakers are also used differently for the synth layer in Example 1, as is
evidenced by listening to the section with only one speaker or the other. The right speaker
mostly projects quavers throughout, although the timbre seems to change so that the attack
gets more muddled. In the left speaker, more complicated cross-rhythms are introduced, in
addition to the initial rhythm.*

By the end of the section, it is difficult to mentally retain which one (if any) of the many
sound layers is articulating the initial pattern, and in my own experience it is easy to lose the
beat. This is also partially because the layer called bass 1 in Example 1 — which had helped
retain some sense of hypermetre and where the downbeats are by repeating its motive

3 Example 1 is a transcription made by the author. It is of an excerpt in ‘Everything Before’ by deadmau5, from the
album Everything is Complicated (2007) (see the Discography).

4 There are some intermittent cross-rhythms in the right speaker too.
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every two bars — does not repeat for the last two bars in the section. Therefore, at the end of the
section (4:23-4:30) four bars of metrically dissonant sounds in the synth layer predominate
and overwhelm the texture.

A continuous noise sweep at the end provides a sense of anacrusis to the next section, but
this cue is hard to interpret without clear rhythmic pulses.” When the next section starts, the
re-introduction of the drums engenders a sense of relief. This example from ‘Everything
Before’ demonstrates an important part of house-music aesthetics: disorientation followed
by clarification.’

Disorientation as an aesthetic strategy is most commonly used in one particular sec-
tional type within a house track or performance: the breakdown. This article discusses
how and why disorientation is used in breakdown sections of house tracks and perfor-
mances, from the perspective of both producers and dancers. Through my analyses of
several pieces and performances by contemporary house artists, and interviews with
producers of various EDM genres, I show how the techniques used in breakdown sec-
tions play an important role in the understanding of musical narratives for this
repertoire.

I have chosen to focus on artists primarily known in the ‘festival-house” scene rather than
‘underground’ house artists because I am interested in how these musical techniques are
employed when performing for large audiences and because I have significant experience
attending festival concerts that can help reveal tendencies in these performances. House
music started as a localized scene in Chicago, led by queer African-American DJs such as
Frankie Knuckles, and there are still many local house scenes that are thriving facets of
queer nightlife.” However, over the last decade or so, there has been worldwide growth in
the EDM-festival scene, which often features superstar artists playing house music.® Some
people say this type of music is not real ‘house’ because of its mainstream, commercialized
settings, but popular terms associated with EDM festivals include ‘progressive house’, ‘electro
house’, and ‘big-room house’.’

5 A noise sweep is a filter sweep applied to noise. Asaf Peres, ‘The Sonic Dimension as Dramatic Driver in 21st-Century
Pop Music’ (PhD diss., University of Michigan, 2016), 44.

6 Similar strategies are used in the lesser-known track ‘Everything After’, released with ‘Everything Before’ on the B-side
of the EP Everything is Complicated (2007). In ‘Everything After’ the most noticeable instance of disorientation as an
aesthetic strategy is in the lead-up to 3:30. It becomes easy for listeners to entrain to a triple-metre pattern and lose the
previous quadruple-metre beat.

7 Luis Manuel Garcia-Mispireta, ‘Whose Refuge, This House? The Estrangement of Queers of Color in Electronic Dance
Music’, in The Oxford Handbook of Music and Queerness, ed. Fred Everett Maus and Sheila Whiteley (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2018); Micah E. Salkind, Do You Remember House? Chicago’s Queer of Color Undergrounds
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2019).

8 Ewa Mazierska, Tony Rigg, and Les Gillon, eds., The Evolution of Electronic Dance Music (Bloomsbury, 2021), 11-16;
Graham St John, ed., Weekend Societies: Electronic Dance Music Festivals and Event-Cultures (New York: Bloomsbury,
2017).

9 Garcia-Mispireta, ‘Whose Refuge, This House?’, 45; Simon Reynolds, Energy Flash: A Journey through Rave Music and
Dance Culture, new and rev. edn (London: Faber & Faber, 2013), ch. 25.
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Breakdowns and EDM genres

This section contextualizes the meaning of the term ‘breakdown’ in EDM generally, focusing
particularly on the formal structures of festival-house music and comparing them with other
EDM styles or scenes. As a starting point, it is important to understand that breakdowns are
different than ‘breaks’. The latter term has a long history within African-American musical
traditions, but is often associated with solo drum sections of funk tracks.'” In the 1970s,
drum breaks were sampled by early hip-hop artists to create ‘breakbeats’ that were often
used for ‘breakdancing’.!' Later, breakbeats were sped up by many EDM producers and
they became the foundation for some EDM genres such as hardcore, jungle, drum & bass,
and big beat.'” The EDM ‘breakdown’ is also distinct from ‘breakdowns’ in other popular
music genres such as metal, punk, and bluegrass.13

In EDM, breakdowns are defined by their thin texture and relatively quiet volume. Most
tracks have one or two breakdowns that are generally in the middle area, just before buildups
and then climactic drops. Producer Rick Snoman says that breakdowns are defined by ‘remov-
ing most of the instrumentation from the mix’."* There are many ways to do this, and different
emphases in breakdown sections are one of the many factors involved in genre distinctions
within the EDM umbrella.'

One important consideration is how much of the drumbeat remains in the breakdown.
Some EDM genres usually keep the drums in, such as drum ’n’ bass and dubstep, which
fall within the category of ‘bass music’. Producer Tyler Marenyi (aka NGHTMRE) works
primarily in these genres, and he told me that breakdowns have less drums or quieter
drums, as opposed to climactic sections when ‘the drums are my loudest element’.'®
Trance, on the other hand, is known for long breakdown sections when drums are completely
absent, as producer Db Mokk told me."” House music provides an interesting case study
because the presence of drums in house breakdowns is more variable. The kick
drum (which is the primary marker of house’s four-on-the-floor beat) is often removed or

10 Mark J. Butler, Unlocking the Groove: Rhythm, Meter, and Musical Design in Electronic Dance Music (Bloomington,
IN: Indiana University Press, 2006), 78; Justin Williams, ‘Historicizing the Breakbeat: Hip-Hop’s Origins and
Authenticity’, Lied und Populire Kultur/Song and Popular Culture 56 (2011), 137-8.

11 Williams, ‘Historicizing the Breakbeat’, 137-8.

12 Butler, Unlocking the Groove, 78.

13 Steven Gamble, ‘Breaking Down the Breakdown in Twenty-First-Century Metal’, Metal Music Studies 5/3 (2019); Jose
M. Garza Jr., “Transcending Time (Feels): Riff Types, Timekeeping Cymbals, and Time Feels in Contemporary Metal
Music’, Music Theory Online 27/1 (2021), para. 12; Joti Rockwell, ‘Banjo Transformations and Bluegrass Rhythm’,
Journal of Music Theory 53/1 (2009), n.17.

14 Rick Snoman, Dance Music Manual, 4th edn (New York: Routledge, 2019), 332.

15 For an overview of EDM genres and their general characteristics, see Nick Wiltsher, ‘The Aesthetics of Electronic
Dance Music, Part I: History, Genre, Scenes, Identity, Blackness’, Philosophy Compass 11/8 (2016).

16 Tyler Marenyi, interview by author, 21 October 2022, private recording. Interviewees mentioned in this article were
informed of the author’s research purposes and consented to academic use of their statements without dissemination
of the full interview recordings or transcripts.

17 Db Mokk, interview by author, 1 October 2022, private email exchange. Also see Butler, Unlocking the Groove, 92.
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‘withheld’,"® but sometimes, as producer Joe Smooth told me, the kick is one of the only ele-
ments left in, and it is just ‘EQ’ed a little lighter’."” Other times, all or almost all of the drums
are absent in house breakdowns, reminiscent of trance.

Another consideration is what comes to the fore in the mix during breakdowns. For bass
music, Marenyi says breakdowns are a time to highlight something that has previously taken
more of a ‘back seat’ such as a vocal line or any melody.”’ In house and trance music, break-
downs often introduce a new and unique sound layer, which stands out in the thin texture
and is usually foregrounded in the mix.”' Sometimes it is a new melody that will be a counter-
melody in the next main section with all the primary sound layers of the track.

In most types of house music, breakdowns are also known for their high concentration of
electronic ‘effects’” such as filtering and echo/delay, which is different from other genres that
use effects prominently throughout. Producer Man Parrish described breakdowns as the
‘producer’s playground’: ‘Now the effects come in, now you’re going down that rabbit hole,
now the aliens come down with a spaceship and you have all those star fields and special
effects.”?

that feature continuous movement as opposed to discrete movement), which can fulfil musi-

Many of these effects can be considered ‘continuous processes’ (musical gestures

cal roles of ornamentation, orientation, or disorientation.>®

For dancers, the aesthetic effects of breakdowns differ depending on the genre and the live
setting. In bass-heavy EDM, breakdowns provide brief moments of ‘easy listening’ for danc-
ers, when the sub-bass frequencies are temporarily lifted off in a way that can be felt physi-
cally.** Long trance breakdowns allow dancers to settle in to the new ‘dreamy’ elements
such as harmonic progressions and to get comfortable with the lack of drums.** In house
breakdowns, electronic effects often combine with highly syncopated or metrically dissonant
riffs, and when the kick drum is absent, this can disorient dancers from the primary beat of
the track. Joe Smooth told me some dancers move significantly less during breakdowns, while
others try and keep moving to the previously established beat: ‘Sometimes it drops out and
you're like OK what? Where am I? What’s going on? Then you can take pictures or check
your email. But then when the snare rolls and stuff come back in, the rhythm comes back

>26

in, [and] it brings you back into the build.”*” This description implies that for dancers the dis-

orientation in breakdown sections can be physical and/or psychological, which correlates
with the results from an empirical study on the body movements and cognitive perceptions

18 Butler, Unlocking the Groove, 91-2; Snoman, Dance Music Manual, 4th edn, 331; Ragnhild Solberg, ““Waiting for the
Bass to Drop”: Correlations between Intense Emotional Experiences and Production Techniques in Build-Up and
Drop Sections of Electronic Dance Music’, Dancecult: Journal of Electronic Dance Music Culture 6/1 (2014), 67.

19 Smooth, interview by author, 30 September 2022, private recording.

20 Marenyi, interview by author.

21 Butler, Unlocking the Groove, 221-3.

22 Man Parrish, interview by author, 29 September 2022, private recording.

23 Jeremy W. Smith, ‘The Functions of Continuous Processes in Contemporary Electronic Dance Music’, Music Theory
Online 27/2 (2021).

24 Marenyi, interview by author.

25 Mokk, interview by author.

26 Smooth, interview by author.
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of dancers during a simulated house-club environment.”” Dancers also influence each other.
Different festivals, scenes, and crowds each have their own cultural histories and expectations
for how to react to breakdowns.

From the performer’s or producer’s perspective, having an aesthetic of disorientation in the
middle of a track can serve multiple purposes, such as providing contrast that makes upcom-
ing musical climaxes more exciting and allowing an opportunity for dancers to physically rest.
As subsequent analyses show, it also encourages visual interaction between the performer and
the dancers and allows the performer to communicate a narrative with the audience through
musical or lyrical meaning. This is similar to how middle sections of many pop and rock
songs have an aesthetic of intimacy.”®

Most of the analyses in this article are of published tracks as fixed ‘texts’, as opposed to live
performances.” This is not ideal given the claims I make about the effects of disorientation in
live settings. However, most festival EDM performances keep the formal structure of tracks
recognizable from their published versions and only include small tweaks or embellishments
to imbue the performance with a sense of liveness.” This is a significant change in perfor-
mance practice compared with that from the early decades of EDM and has to do with the
increased commercialization of EDM.”" It is also important to keep in mind that many people
listen to EDM in non-live contexts too; for example, while cooking at home, walking on the
streets, or working out at the gym.

Before proceeding with analytical case studies of breakdowns, it is important to clarify that
not all moments of aesthetic disorientation occur in breakdown sections. Some occur in other
sections such as the intro or outro.’® However, I argue that all breakdown sections in house
music are disorienting for dancers to at least some degree. Some are much more disorienting
than others though, particularly metrically. In the uncommon scenario when breakdown sec-
tions only feature the kick drum or a simple drum pattern, listeners can easily maintain metric
entrainment, but may be disoriented through the absence of melodic or rhythmic grooves
they were used to. Some breakdown sections remove many sound layers and have a significant
decrease in volume, while others feature just a small decrease in volume or the number of lay-
ers. Therefore, it is useful to think of a continuum for the degree of disorientation in break-
down sections.

A final important clarification is that the breakdown does not always have a clear ending
point. Usually, there is a clearly marked buildup section following the breakdown, with the
buildup then leading to the drop. Some scholars use the term ‘break routine’ to refer to

27 Ragnhild Solberg and Alexander Refsum Jensenius, ‘Pleasurable and Intersubjectively Embodied Experiences of
Electronic Dance Music’, Empirical Musicology Review 11/3-4 (2016).

28 David Falterman, ‘Middles as Sites of Intimacy in Rock and Pop Music’, paper presented at the South Central Society
for Music Theory conference, Memphis, Tennessee, USA, April 2022.

29 1 follow Mark Butler’s division of EDM music into works, texts, and performances. Butler, Playing with Something
That Runs, ch. 1.

30 John Gunders, ‘Electronic Dance Music, the Rock Myth, and Authenticity’, Perfect Beat 13/2 (2012): 150-2; Mazierska
et al,, The Evolution of Electronic Dance Music, 11.

31 Butler, Unlocking the Groove, 177-8; Mazierska et al., The Evolution of Electronic Dance Music, 11.

32 See Smith, ‘The Functions of Continuous Processes in Contemporary Electronic Dance Music’, Example 16.
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this tripartite schema that is particularly associated with festival EDM.** Buildup sections are
characterized by an increase in sonic intensity typically created through the gradual addition
of sound layers, filter sweeps, crescendos, and ascending pitch gestures known as risers.>*
Sometimes, however, the breakdown leads fluidly into a buildup, so that only one formal sec-
tion is perceived, similar to a bridge section in a standard pop/rock song form. In such cases,
the term ‘breakdown-buildup’ is preferred, and some scholars only use the term ‘breakdown’
for the section encompassing both.”” It is rarer for breakdown sections to not have a clear
starting point, at least in house music. Other genres such as techno are more subtle or ambig-
uous in terms of formal sections, featuring less obvious buildups and drops.>®

The remainder of this article examines tracks by three different artists (Chunda Munki,
Cassy, and Walker & Royce) before concluding with more discussion about various roles
of breakdown sections in festival-house performances. The tracks chosen for analysis are
case studies that exemplify the techniques and creative philosophy outlined in this section.

‘Interferance’ by Chunda Munki (2017)

One track that has an aesthetic of disorientation in its breakdown sections is ‘Interferance’
(sic) by the South African artist Chunda Munki (aka Blayze Saunders). As a self-proclaimed
autodidact, Saunders learned techniques for making electronic music from a young age.”’
Now his bio pages proudly declare him as a house artist that tours internationally and per-
forms at many festivals.”® He has three LP albums released to date: Just Woke Up (2022),
Strange Things (2019), and Interference (2017). The latter album features ‘Interferance’,
which will be discussed here. A form chart of the track is shown in Table 1, using the term
‘core’ instead of ‘drop’ for the climactic sections.”” This track is unusual in that it has three

33 Solberg and Jensenius, ‘Pleasurable and Intersubjectively Embodied Experiences of Electronic Dance Music’, 302.

34 These techniques are some of several specific ascending gestures commonly used in ‘euphoric rave’ music. Clinton
McCallum, ‘Falling Up: Ascent in Electronic Dance Music’, Journal of Popular Music Studies 33/2 (2021), 99. They
are also used in ‘EDM-inspired Top-40 pop’ as part of what Robin James calls soars. Robin James, Resilience ¢
Melancholy: Pop Music, Feminism, Neoliberalism (Winchester: John Hunt Publishing, 2015), ch. 1.

35 Dave Collins and Michael Dunn, ‘Golden Section Proportionality in the Music of DZihan and Kamien’, Dancecult:
Journal of Electronic Dance Music Culture 13/1 (2021), 105-6.

36 Butler, Unlocking the Groove, 226-8.

37 Chunda Munki, SoundCloud, https:/soundcloud.com/chunda_munki; Lesego Maja, ‘D] Chunda Munki Talks about
His Success: “T've Ticked off Almost Everything That Needs to Be Done Locally”™, News24.com, 20 December 2019,
www.news24.com/you/Celebs/dj-chunda-munki-talks-about-his-success-ive-ticked-off-almost-everything-that-needs-
to-be-done-locally-20191218.

38 Chunda Munki, ‘About Chunda Munki, Flipside Management, www.flipsidemanagement.co.za/artists/
chundamunki/; Chunda Munki, SoundCloud.

39 Inthisarticle I use the term ‘core’ in favour of ‘drop’ to describe the formal sections that have high intensity and contain
most or all of the sound elements in a track. See Butler, Unlocking the Groove, 223. This is because the term ‘drop’
traditionally has a more specific meaning in EDM discourse, referring to the instantaneous and climactic moment
that low frequencies (such as the kick drum) return, usually when a core section starts. For example, see how the
term ‘drop’ is used in Snoman, Dance Music Manual, 4th edn, 294. In ‘Interferance’, there are four cores but only
three buildup sections in my analysis because the first core is preceded by the intro, which does not have the same

increase in energy as a typical buildup.
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Table 1 Form chart of ‘Interferance’ by Chunda Munki (2017)

Time
stamp

Section

Subsection

Sound layers

0:00

0:16

0:31

0:47

1:03

1:46

1:50

2:21

2:37

2:53

3:09

3:24

3:41
3:56

Intro

Core (Drop) 1

Breakdown 1

Buildup 1

Core 2

Breakdown 2

Buildup 2

Core 3

Breakdown 3

Intro part 1

Intro part 2
Intro part 3

Buildup 1 part 1

Break (two bars)
Core 2 part 1
Core 2 part 2
Intro/riser; fake

buildup

Main part,
improvised solo

Core 3 part 1

Core 3 part 2

Instrumental hook. Light drums and
hi-hat. Synth crescendo as anacrustic
cue to next section, every eight bars.

Vocal hook and kick drum added.

Bass added. Synth crescendo now every
four bars.

High pedal added. Synth glissandi
added. (All main elements in.)

Mobile-phone interference sound
added, decelerating. Bass and drums
drop out.

Interference rhythm starts (isolated).
Crescendo and noise sweep (riser),
with distortion.

Silence, then pulsing synth crescendo,
then vocal cue ‘hello?

Drums and bass back in. Interference
rhythm.

Instrumental hook and vocal hook back
in.

No drums. Riser and filter sweep from
buildup 2, but now they do not work as
expected. Distorted bass glissandi.
Heavy reverb in vocal hook.

Kick drum comes back in but sometimes
missing. Many distorted sound effects
and fragments of previous sounds.
Heavy emphasis on distorted bass
glissandi.

Kick and hi-hat back as normal. No big
riser, but there is a cue of the
interference sound effect (no vocal
cue).

Return to normal. Synths come back in,
including instrumental hook.

High pedal returns.

Drums and bass drop out. Just vocal
speech, instrumental hook, and high
pedal.

(Continued)
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Table 1 Continued.

Time

stamp Section Subsection Sound layers

4:27 Buildup 3 Same as buildup 2 (1:18), including the
two-bar break.

4:59 Core 4 Core 4 part 1 Repeat of core 2, with both of its
subsections.

5:30 Core 4 part 2 Instrumental hook and vocal hook back
in.

5:46 Outro Fake buildup Same as 2:37. Sounds like a continuation.

6:02 Real outro Just drums and bass. Ends with isolated

interference sound effect!

Note: Bold font indicates the initial appearance of a sound layer.

breakdown sections, instead of the usual one or two, and each of them is significantly different
from the others.

A transcription of breakdown 1 is shown in Example 2. This section uses many of the pre-
viously mentioned techniques of disorientation. For instance, although the sound layers I
labelled as instrumental hook, high pedal, and synth glissandi continue their patterns from
the previous section, the drums and bass are removed. Without the drums explicitly present-
ing each beat, the metre is less obvious. Though the pitched layers do clearly maintain hyper-
metre, they do not clearly articulate the tactus pulse. Instead, the beat is only suggested
through continuous volume changes (with the tremolo effect) in the high pedal point.
Other continuous processes are heard in the lower synth’s glissandi. This is significant
because continuous processes are inherently unstable, with constant change, and they con-
tribute to an overall sense of instability in this breakdown section.

Additionally, this section introduces a new, distinctive sound that I interpret as represen-
tative of mobile-phone interference. This interpretation is partially informed by the lyrical
narrative in breakdown 3 and partially informed by my identification of the sound as a com-
mon one in internet sound banks, listed as a mobile-phone interference sound effect.* When
this sound is first introduced in breakdown 1, it quickly decelerates, with its articulations
becoming farther and farther apart as shown above the staff in Example 2.*' It is as if the
sound is ‘breaking up’. This process and the distinctive, new timbre associated with it, help
disorient dancers from the metre. Even if listeners use ‘virtual reference structures’ to inter-
nally maintain a sense of the beat,*” it is hard to keep track of the rhythm in the interference
sound because of the increasing space between notes. After eight bars of deceleration, the

40 No comments have been found from Chunda Munki on the meaning of this sound or the song in general.

41 Examples 2, 3, and 4 are transcriptions made by the author. They are transcriptions of excerpts in ‘Interferance’ by
Chunda Munki, from the album Interference (see the Discography).

42 Anne Danielsen, ed., Musical Rhythm in the Age of Digital Reproduction (Farnham, Surrey: Ashgate, 2010), 4.
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Breakdown 1 (1:03)
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Example 2 Transcription of breakdown 1 in ‘Interferance’ by Chunda Munki (2017).

sound re-establishes itself at the start of the following buildup section with what will become
its characteristic rhythmic pattern in the track (‘interference rhythm’ in Table 1).

After a clear buildup and drop sequence, breakdown 2 starts at 2:37. This breakdown sec-
tion is unusual in that there is not a prolonged lull in sonic intensity. However, there are some
other signifiers of breakdown sections here. The drums drop out entirely for the first eight
bars (first subsection), while the vocal and instrumental hooks continue. A new timbre is
introduced, which is a harsh, distorted bass that slides up an octave every two bars.
Additionally, there is a riser, which sounds like the revving up of an engine, and this leads
into a high hissing sound. The riser signifies a buildup section, especially since it has been
heard before at 1:36 during buildup 1. On the other hand, the absent drums and new timbre
signify a breakdown section, so there are conflicting musical messages here.

The reason why I have decided to label this section breakdown 2, despite the mixed mes-
sages, is that the aesthetic of disorientation continues in the second subsection, starting at
2:53, which is the main part of breakdown 2. A transcription of this subsection is shown in
Example 3. Now, instead of a lack of sonic intensity and unclear metric pulses, the disorien-
tation is primarily caused by unpredictability, in what sounds like an improvised DJ solo, as if
Chunda Munki were ‘playing around’ during a live performance. Although the drums do
return here, they are sometimes missing, such as on the expected downbeat at 2:53 (see
Example 3). The late drum entrance probably puts many dancers out of step in live situations.
Drums are also absent for entire bars at 2:55 and 3:07 (bb. 2 and 8 in Example 3). There is
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Breakdown 2 subsection 2 (2:53)
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Example 3 Transcription of the main part of breakdown 2 (starting at 2:53) in ‘Interferance’ by Chunda
Munki (2017).

emphasis on the loud, ‘distorted bass’, and the syncopation in the ‘fat bass’ conflicts with the
metric pulse. Both bass sounds have short fragmented lines that contribute to the improvisa-
tory feel.

Next comes another buildup section leading into core 3, although it is not as clear or obvi-
ous as the buildup leading into core 2. The third drop is not as intense as the second and
fourth ones because its preceding buildup section has no significant riser and therefore less
tension. The fourth and final drop is the climax of the track though, and it comes after the
most obviously disorienting breakdown in the piece.

Breakdown 1 featured the new mobile-phone interference sound, then breakdown 2 fea-
tured two bass sounds, and breakdown 3 features a speaking voice. The sound of this voice
has been heard before, but now it is foregrounded in a stripped-down texture. As shown in
Example 4, there are only three perceived sound layers: the instrumental hook, the high
pedal, and the vocal part, which has the echo effect applied to it.

Previously, the only vocal words spoken in the track were ‘just something I got’, with a
repeated rhythm. This is the vocal hook that is by now familiar to listeners, and it was
used effectively as a cue to the second drop. In this final breakdown section, however, the
speaking voice puts the words ‘just something I got’ into a larger context, providing a narrative
that is central to the hermeneutics of the piece. The one-sided speech is presumably from a
phone call when one person ‘breaks up’ with a romantic partner.

https://doi.org/10.1017/51478572223000087 Published online by Cambridge University Press


https://doi.org/10.1017/S1478572223000087

432| Smith Breakdowns and the Aesthetic of Disorientation in Festival-House Music

Breakdown 3 (3:56)
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Example 4 Transcription of the first part of breakdown 3 in ‘Interferance’ by Chunda Munki (2017).

There are both musical and narrative associations between breakdown 1 and breakdown
3. In both sections, the foregrounded sound layer is accompanied by the instrumental
hook and the high pedal point with tremolo effect. Narratively, the interference sound itself
breaks up in breakdown 1, and the relationship breaks up (through vocal speech) in break-
down 3. The interference sound effect being used for a repetitive ‘interference rhythm’
throughout much of the track could be interpreted as sonic interference in most of the cou-
ple’s communications. This would allow the partner who is being broken up with to remain in
denial. It would also mean that the deceleration of the interference sound in breakdown 1 sig-
nals clearer phone reception and an impending forced confrontation with the troubles of the
relationship. The relationship troubles are only fully clear in breakdown 3, when there is no
interference sound.

This track demonstrates that breakdown sections are times within the structure of an EDM
track or performance that can be useful for performers in communicating meaning to the
audience. The usual lack of drums and other instruments associated with high-energy levels
disorients listeners from a focus on the beat and their bodies. In this case, that allows Chunda
Munki to present a story that gives emotional meaning to the piece. However, other musicians
can take tracks and remix them to create different narratives.

For example, the remix of ‘Interferance’ by Brazilian DJ Rrotik (released by Chunda Munki
on the 2017 album Interference: The Remixes) makes much less use of the interference sound
effect. It does feature the vocal speech about breaking up the relationship, but only the first
part of it is heard during the short breakdown section. The second half of the speech is harder
to hear because other sounds crescendo as part of a buildup section. These other sounds even-
tually overtake the voice, which is muffled and fragmented as it says the crucial words: ‘T love
him.” This is followed by a break with a descending chromatic scale and an ascending wind-
whistle sound, before the cue word ‘goodbye’ and the final drop.** One interpretation of this
remix would be that the words of the vocal speech are not clearly understood because they are
drowned out by other thoughts of the person receiving them. In this version, it seems as if the
cause of interference in the couple’s communications is not mobile-phone coverage, but the
mental state of the one receiving the speech.

43 For more on the use of the terms ‘break’ and ‘cue’ in the context of a buildup section, see Smith, ‘The Functions of

Continuous Processes in Contemporary Electronic Dance Music’, para. 3.11.
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Breakdowns in one of Chunda Munki’s live performances

So far this article has focused on the aesthetic of disorientation in published EDM tracks.
However, the aesthetic of disorientation in breakdown sections is an important part of live
performances too, perhaps even more acutely than on polished tracks. One good example
is Chunda Munki’s live performance at the 2019 ‘Get Real’ festival in Cape Town, South
Africa.**

During a performance of the track ‘Vibrate’ by Morelia (feat. DANI), Chunda Munki
breaks the track down to nothing but a two-word speech sample (‘make you’ from ‘gonna
make you vibrate’) and repeats this over and over. At first the sample fits within the prevailing
metre of the track, since the rhythm is two beat divisions (quavers) that stay within the tempo.
The disorientation level is relatively low, even though there are no other sound layers such as
drums that can help dancers keep a beat. Soon Chunda Munki accelerates the sample. The
pronunciation of the words seems to change, then the words become indistinguishable,
and eventually the sound transforms into an ascending pitch. This gradual acceleration
takes place from 0:15 to 0:41 in the linked video of the performance. It creates an aesthetic
of tension since it is not clear when the regular elements of the track will come back, and
there is disorientation since there are no reference structures that maintain the metre or
the tonal centre. Chunda Munki then holds the audience in a heightened state of tension
by playing with the transformed sample sound, soon decelerating it and then finally adding
the finishing word ‘vibrate” before adding the track’s bass line, then drums back into the mix.

The body language of the audience, and of Chunda Munki himself, shows the importance
of this section that provides a break from the typical dance beats. At 0:19, Chunda Munki is
shown mimicking the music with his body language and looking out towards the audience. In
festival settings, breakdown sections provide a good chance for a performer to communicate
with their audience, since audience members generally notice that the beat is unclear or has
been taken away, and one thing they can do is look up to the stage. In this portion of the per-
formance some audience members are shown not moving, while others try to keep up with the
musical acceleration in their body movements. When the acceleration stops, there is not much
movement among audience members. They have been disoriented from the metre and other reg-
ular elements of the track. When the bass comes back (at 0:52), and especially when the drums
re-enter and the beat becomes clear again (at 0:56), there is much more body movement. The
dancers appreciate the clear beat and bass line returning, and the aesthetic of disorientation in
the breakdown section plays an important role in this musical process of tension and release.

Throughout the performance, Chunda Munki does similar musical moves in breakdown
sections, with absent drums and continuous processes in pitch, rhythm, volume, and/or tim-
bre, creating an aesthetic of disorientation. For example, at 16:44 the drums drop out, then
there are continuous changes in pitch and timbre before a drop at 17:15. In this case, the
breakdown section of the performance is also a transition between recognizable tracks.
Another breakdown section soon follows at 18:01. This one features many more continuous

44 My analytical observations in this section come from a video of part of this performance. ‘Chunda Munki Live from
Get Real’, YouTube, 11 February 2019, www.youtube.com/watch?v=uGrVZjlM2PU.
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changes, before a few seconds of silence, then a brass cue, then a drop at 18:55. Chunda Munki
is seen communicating with the audience during the cue and at the drop, demonstrating how
to dance.

The video analysed in this section demonstrates the role of breakdown sections for at least
one live performance at an EDM festival. It also provides an indication of the aesthetics of
breakdown sections generally, even if they are more frequent and obvious in this performance
than many others.*’

‘Move’ by Cassy (2016)

For another analytical case study, this section discusses the track ‘Move’ by Cassy (aka
Catherine Britton). She is a British-born, Austrian-raised performer who has held residencies
at prestigious clubs throughout Europe.*® Although she is more associated with the under-
ground club scene than the mainstream festival circuit, she does perform at festivals t00.*”
Her original music is known for blending elements of house and techno, as well as incorpo-
rating rhythms and timbres from jazz or funk music. Therefore, much of her music can be
described as ‘tech house’ or ‘deep house’.*® As a child in Austria, she was exposed to a
wide variety of music from a young age, and she has cited interactions with jazz musicians
as being highly influential to her musical style.*” Today she is still performing and touring,
while also being a proud mother and managing the label she founded, Kwench Records.”
Given Cassy’s musical style of fusion, it is noteworthy that the label focuses on collaborations
and that it was created by Cassy ‘to blur the lines between commercial and underground,
house and techno, fun and top-notch quality’.”!

Cassy has released three main albums featuring her music so far: Donna (2016), Cbm 1, and
Cbm 2 (both released in 2021). Many of their tracks do not have clearly demarcated breakdown
sections, but one track that does is ‘Move’ from Donna. This first album of Cassy’s was
produced alongside King Britt, who is well known for his work in trip hop. The album mostly
consists of tracks that are house, techno, or somewhere in between, but many lack the clear
breakdown—buildup—drop sequences that characterize festival types of house and trance
music.”” There are also some tracks that are slower and more ambient, as well as some that

45 Itis also interesting that this performance tends to feature short buildup sections after the breakdowns, or unclear sec-
tional marking points between a breakdown and a buildup. This is primarily a stylistic choice that varies widely with
different subgenres and individual artist preferences.

46 Cassy, ‘Biography’, Resident Advisor, https://ra.co/dj/cassy/biography.

47 Cassy, ‘Past Events’, Resident Advisor, https://ra.co/dj/cassy/past-events.

48 Deep house is characterized by its combination of house tempos and electronic beats with traditional sounds of funk,
soul, or jazz music. Smooth, interview by author.

49 Cassy, ‘Biography’; Cassy, ‘About’, Metropole, https://metropole-talent.com/blog/show-item/cassy/.

50 Lauren Krieger, ‘Unquenchable: Cassy, the 5 Mag Interview’, 5 Magazine (blog), 23 August 2018, https:/5mag.net/
features/cassy-5-mag-interview/.

51 Cassy, Biography’.

52 Butler, Unlocking the Groove, 226. Many tracks on Donna instead feature one slow, gradual buildup, then a clear
decrease in energy only for the outro. The more typical structure of an EDM track includes multiple buildups and cli-

maxes, with one or two breakdowns in between (after climaxes).
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are best described as Latin jazz with an electronic twist. It is noteworthy that Cassy’s singing
voice is prominent in most of the tracks. She has said that the album is about emotions and
relationships and that most men she knows in the EDM world would shy away from such
open emotional expression.”> One track on the album that exemplifies this is her cover of
Prince’s ‘Strange Relationship’.

The track that will be analysed here is ‘Move’, which is in the genre of deep house and fea-
tures a strongly disorienting breakdown section. A form chart for the track is shown in
Table 2. Although the formal structure of the track is fairly clear, some aspects of it are
less obvious than they would typically be in most festival-house tracks. Specifically, the
drops at the beginnings of the core sections have less intense climaxes. Another thing that
makes this track different from most festival EDM is how frequent the subtle textural changes
are, particularly in core 1.

As shown in Table 2, the breakdown section starts with a thin texture of only a high string
pedal and a synthesized voice. Although both have been heard previously in the track, this is
the first time that they are isolated and sounded prominently. At this point, the removal of
now familiar elements (such as the bass line, syncopated synth, and ‘T like to move’ riff) creates
a sense of instability.

The complete absence of the drums, combined with a static string note and unclear artic-
ulation in the voice, make any sense of rhythm and metre hard to discern in the first part of
the breakdown. This likely causes dancers to stop moving their bodies when listening, since
there are no metrical or hypermetrical cues given. The situation is like the one Joe Smooth
described to me (mentioned earlier) when people can stop and take pictures or check their
messages.

Additionally, the string pedal and synthesized voice do not create clear tonal stability. The
voice loop has unclear rhythm and continuous pitch movements, sliding between members of
a second-inversion tonic triad (in the key of Dff or Eb minor). Meanwhile, the string pedal
holds scale degree 5. Although the constant presence of one note is stable, the use of scale
degree 5 produces a sense of openness compared with scale degree 1.

The second part of the breakdown (4:13-4:35) introduces a new element not previously heard
in the track. As discussed earlier, this is a common technique in house breakdown sections, and
the unfamiliarity of the sound layer helps contribute to the aesthetic of disorientation crucial to
this part of the track’s structure. In this case, the newly introduced sound layer is a four-bar
pattern of ‘open fifths’. Both the rhythm and the timbre of this sound layer are new to the
track, although the timbre is seemingly a mellower version of the ‘syncopated synth’ sound.

When the open-fifths loop first comes in it reintroduces some metrical stability to the track,
in the absence of drums. This is shown in Example 5, which demonstrates the rhythm of the
open-fifths loop as it will likely be perceived.”* It sounds like quavers on the downbeat of each

53 Emilija Kucyte, ‘Interview: Cassy — The Donna of Techno’, Deep House Amsterdam (blog), 2016, www.deephouse
amsterdam.com/interview-cassy-dances-donna/.
54 Examples 5 and 6 are transcriptions made by the author. They are transcriptions of excerpts in ‘Move’ by Cassy, from

the album Donna (see the Discography).
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Table 2 Form chart for ‘Move’ by Cassy (2016)

Time

stamp  Section Subsection Sound layers

0:00 Intro Intro part 1 Just kick drum and off-beat drum.

0:15 Intro part 2 Synthesized voice enters, then ‘Wa-wa’
voice at 0:20.
Kick Drum drops out at 0:23.

0:31 Buildup 1 Kick Drum back in. Synthesized voice and
‘Wa-wa’ continue. ‘I like to move’ enters
(quietly) at 0:38.

1:02 Break Kick Drum drops out (on beat 3).
‘Wa-wa’ fades out, then only
I like to move’ for the anacrustic cue.

1:09 Core (Drop) Core 1 part 1 Bass line enters. Drums re-enter, now with

1 hi-hat.

Synthesized voice is abbreviated. ‘I like to
move’ is soft.
‘Wa-wa’ is out.

1:34 Synthesized voice full version, then
abbreviated at 1:59.

2:14 Kick drum drops out for eight bars.

2:30 Kick drum back in. T like to move’
continues (quietly).

2:55 Core 1 part 2. Syncopated synth fades in.

3:14 T like to move” and synthesized voice both
drop out.

3:35 Synthesized voice full version again.
Kick drum drops out.
Off-beat drum is prominent
(displacement dissonance).
High string pedal fades in gradually.

3:50 Bass drops out.

4:05 Breakdown Breakdown part 1 Just high string pedal and synthesized voice
(full version).

4:13 Breakdown part 2 Open fifths enter, seemingly on the beat.

4:36 Buildup 2 Buildup 2 part 1 Kick drum re-enters with hi-hat. No
off-beat drum.

4:52 Buildup 2 part 2 Syncopated synth comes back.
Off-beat drums re-enter at 4:59.

5:07 Core 2 Bass re-enters.
T like to move’ re-enters (quietly).

5:38 Outro Outro part 1 Syncopated synth drops out.

High string pedal drops out at 5:45.
(Continued)
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Table 2 Continued.

Time

stamp  Section Subsection Sound layers

5:53 Outro part 2 Open fifths drop out.

Bass drops out at 6:01.

Kick drum drops out at 6:24.

Hi-hat drops out at 6:32.

Just left with ‘T like to move’ at the end.

Note: Bold font indicates the initial appearance of a sound layer.

=125 :
4:13, as perceived Repeat twice
Reverb - (12 bars total)
. 7 T t; I il |
Open Fifths —= H——— | g — H

Example5 The perceived metre of the ‘open fifths’ element when it first comes in at 4:13 (the second part of
the breakdown) in ‘Move’ by Cassy (2016).

bar. Even though reverb makes the notes last longer than is written here, the articulation and
rhythm are still clear, and this generates a clear metre for listeners.

However, when the kick drum and hi-hat finally re-enter the texture at 4:36, this metric
interpretation of the open-fifths loop is revealed to be false. Or, to put it another way, the met-
ric interpretation of the open fifths changes at 4:36, from the way it is written in Example 5 to
the way it is written in Example 6. This is an instance of what Mark Butler calls ‘turning the
beat around” and it is only possible here because of how the breakdown section worked.
Specifically, the metric switch could only be accomplished because the two other elements
in the breakdown (the high string pedal and synthesized voice) were not metrically stable
enough to keep the beat from the first core going.

If one were to have a metronome on during core 1 and into the breakdown, the open fifths
would sound syncopated, as they are written in Example 6. In other words, they are likely writ-
ten as syncopated in the composer’s DAW file, but only interpreted as syncopated by listeners
when the kick drum comes back at the start of buildup 2. This means that the breakdown sec-
tion disorients listeners from the ‘true’ or prevailing metre of the piece.

As the track continues, the open-fifths loop stays as one of the more prominent elements in
the mix. This is typical for new elements that were introduced in breakdown sections, espe-
cially in house music. The now-clear syncopated nature of the open fifths contributes to the
deep-house groove as it combines with other syncopated elements such as the hi-hat, synco-
pated synth, and bass line. These syncopated sounds work well in counterpoint with the kick

55 Mark]. Butler, ‘Turning the Beat Around: Reinterpretation, Metrical Dissonance, and Asymmetry in Electronic Dance
Music’, Music Theory Online 7 (2001), www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.01.7.6/mto.01.7.6.butler.html.
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Example 6 The ‘open fifths” element and drums at the start of buildup 2 (4:36) in ‘Move’ by Cassy (2016).
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drum and with the T like to move’ riff that has a simple rhythm, emphasizing beats one and
three.

Even though ‘Move’ is not a typical festival-house track, the breakdown plays a crucial role
in the aesthetic experience of the piece. It disorients listeners from what they have heard pre-
viously and encourages dancers to physically rest. The newly introduced open-fifths loop
gives listeners something else to focus on, and in the context of a thin texture with some unsta-
ble elements, disorients them from the prevailing metre of the piece. When the open fifths
later fit into their ‘proper place’ within a fuller texture, they can be appreciated more fully
as part of the track’s groove.

‘Need2Freek’ by Walker & Royce (2020)

For a final primary case study, this section analyses another track that has a clear aesthetic of
disorientation in its breakdown: ‘Need2Freek’ by Walker & Royce. They are an American duo
(Samuel Walker and Gavin Royce) currently based out of Los Angeles.”® They are known for
their deep-house music, but ‘Need2Freek’ is a tech-house track, released as a single in
December 2020. As with ‘Interferance’ by Chunda Munki, the breakdown section is impor-
tant to the narrative meaning of the piece. In this case, my interpretation is that the speaking
voices represent android characters that dance incessantly and (as the title says) ‘need to
freak’.

The word ‘freak’ has several different meanings and connotations. It can be used as a noun
to mean something or someone unusual and strange, usually with a negative connotation. As
a verb, it can be used to indicate someone being scared, shocked, or losing control of them-
selves, as in ‘Tm freaking out.” It could also mean having sex, doing drugs, hallucinating, or
dancing, in ways that are wild and associated with losing control. According to the OED, the

56 ‘Walker & Royce’, SoundCloud, https:/soundcloud.com/walker-and-royce.
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ALKER & ROYCE
NEED2FREEK

Figure 1 (Colour online) Cover art for the single ‘Need2Freek’ by Walker & Royce (2020).

phrase ‘get your freak on’ could mean engaging in sexual activity or dancing, but in both cases
in a way that is uninhibited.”” One particular song that has helped establish a connection
between the word ‘freak’ and dancing is ‘Le Freak’ by Chic (1978). It is noteworthy that
when ‘Need2Freek’ was released in late 2020, the COVID-19 pandemic made many social
activities difficult and risky, which could be why the song expresses such strong desire.
This same desire to move more freely during the pandemic was expressed by Beyoncé regard-
ing the making of her album Renaissance (2022), which is a tribute to early Chicago house
music and its importance in Black and Queer culture.*®

The cover art for ‘Need2Freek’ (Figure 1) shows a group of humanoid characters that have
been mutated or deformed in a variety of ways, chasing one more normal-looking human.
Presumably the group of mutants are ‘freaks’ and perhaps they are chasing down the

57 ‘Freak, n.1’, OED Online, www.oed.com/view/Entry/74344.
58 Carrie Battan, ‘Beyoncé’s “Renaissance” Shocks Some Life Into a Culture Gone Inert’, New Yorker, 3 August 2022,
www.newyorker.com/magazine/2022/08/15/beyonces-renaissance-shocks-some-life-into-a-culture-gone-inert.
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human to get them to dance. In addition to the cover art, the musical structure of the break-
down section and its aesthetic of disorientation lead me to an interpretation of the track that
includes android or cyborg characters.

A form chart for the track is shown in Table 3. It has three cores, each preceded by anacrus-
tic filter sweeps and drum fills. There are only thirty seconds before the first core section
starts, and fifteen seconds between the end of core 1 and the beginning of core 2, but there
is a full minute between the end of core 2 and the beginning of core 3. This minute includes
a two-part breakdown section as well as a buildup.

The first part of the breakdown participates in an aesthetic of disorientation in two ways.
First, multiple sound layers that have been important throughout the track so far drop out for
the first time. These include the kick drum, bass line, and synth chords. Second, this break-
down does not introduce any new distinct sound layers, but rather it transforms ones previ-
ously heard in the track. Specifically in this first part of the breakdown, the vocal 2 speech
sample is highlighted and transformed.

My interpretation of the vocal 2 layer is that it represents something that is not human
(either an android or a cyborg). Just before and during core 2 it says: ‘T will never stop dancing,
never, ‘cause I come from the other side’. In the first part of the breakdown section, it has a
different rhythm from its previous renditions; now the words ‘I will never’ are slower and
more quantized. Also, on the word ‘stop’ it accelerates for the first time, to a speed that is
beyond the capabilities of a human voice. This can be seen in the spectrogram in Figure 2.
By the end of the acceleration, the voice sounds like a mere (non-human) instrument.

The glitch sound effects throughout much of this track and particularly the breakdown also
contribute to an aesthetic of mechanization. They seem as if they were randomly generated by
a computer. Furthermore, in the first part of the breakdown there is a sharp riser sound that
was probably generated with a sawtooth wave. Like the other elements in this subsection, it
has a timbre that is associated with robotics and computers.

The second part of the breakdown continues to have clear metre and hypermetre, but it
starts with a very thin texture, only featuring vocals and synth chords. Again, a vocal 2 sample
that was previously heard returns, but in a transformed way. This time it features the words ‘In
my flat. In my class. With my friend. Around the world.” The vocal speech sample is now two
octaves lower than it was originally, and it has a distorted, seemingly unnatural timbre. These
changes, combined with the sudden texture change, contribute to a disorienting aesthetic.

As the second part of the breakdown section continues, the vocal hook of the piece (‘I need
to freak’) fades in, along with snare-claps on the backbeats.”® In the second half of this sub-
section, the instrumental sounds also play a part in the aesthetic of disorientation with their
continuous, unpredictable changes in pitch and timbre. The pitch and timbre changes are
subtle, like variations in tuning, and were probably controlled with a wheel, knob, or slider.
They occur during dissonant chords that are held for several beats at a time. The instability of
the continuous processes and the dissonance in the harmonies both contribute to the

59 Snare-claps are a combination of both snare-drum hits and clapping sounds that are often used on backbeats in con-

temporary pop tracks.
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Table 3 Form chart for ‘Need2Freek’ by Walker & Royce (2020)

Time
stamp

Section

Subsection

Sound layers

0:00

0:15

0:30

0:45

1:16

1:31

2:03
2:32

2:47

3:18

3:33

3:48

4:04

4:19

Intro

Core (Drop)
1

Buildup 1

Core 2

Breakdown

Buildup 2

Core 3

Outro

Intro part 1
Intro part 2

Core 1 part 1

Core 1 part 2

Core 2 part 1

Core 2 part 2
Breakdown
part 1

Breakdown
part 2

Core 3 part 1
Core 3 part 2

Core 3 part 3

Vocal 1 (hook, T need to freak’). Synth chords.
Drums fade in (kick and hi-hat).

Vocal 2 (‘In my flat’) enters. Ascending noise
sweep, then drum fill as cue.

Vocal 3 (off-beat exclamation) enters. Vocals 1 and
2 absent, except vocal 2 ‘T will never stop’ at the
end.

Vocal 1 returns. Synth chords change timbre.
Glitch sound effects added.

Vocal 2 (‘In my flat’) doubled. Syncopated synth
added. Ascending noise sweep. Snare roll. Break,
then ‘T will never stop dancing’ and drum fill as
cue.

Vocal 2 sporadic (‘never’). Thick synth chords.
Vocal 1 absent. Vocal 3 in background. More
glitch sound effects.

No vocals! Synth chords. Syncopated bass.

Vocal 2 (‘T will never stop’) now manipulated. More
robotic glitch sounds and saw riser. Kick drum
absent (just hi-hat off beats). Synth chords
absent.

Vocal 2 (‘In my flat’) lower, distorted. Vocal 1 fades
in with snare-claps. 3:03 synth chords
manipulated.

Synth chords held and manipulated. Vocal 2
(‘around the world’) repeated and echoed. Vocal 1
absent. Filter sweep and crescendo, then break
and cue.

Kick drum, vocal 1, vocal 3 all return, and synth
chords resume progression.

Vocal 2 (‘In my flat’) and syncopated synth return.
Synth chords lower.

Vocal 2 sporadic. Thick synth chords. Vocal 1 and 3
absent. More glitch sound effects.

Kick drum absent. Vocal 2 sporadic. Thick synth
chords fade out.

Note: Bold font indicates the initial appearance of a sound layer.
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Figure 2 (Colour online) Spectrogram of the first part of the breakdown (2:32-2:47) in ‘Need2Freek’ by
Walker & Royce (2020). The acceleration in vocal 2 is shown by the low white lines getting closer and closer
together during 2:34-2:39 and 2:42-2:47.

disorienting aesthetic. At 3:18, the track subtly slips into a buildup section, which leads into
the final drop.

Throughout this track there is tension between human and non-human representations of
the voices, specifically the vocal 2 sound layer that represents a speaking character. On the one
hand, we can relate to the voice talking about dancing ‘In my flat, in my class, with my friend,
around the world.” On the other hand, the voice sounds very robotic, and it declares ‘T will
never stop dancing, ’cause I come from the other side’. Acceleration communicates that
this character can move incessantly and it has no need to breathe. Additionally, the vocal 1
part repeats its pattern many times throughout the track, simply stating ‘I need to freak.’
These techniques play into the multiple meanings of the word “freak’ and a common trope
of androids wanting or needing to have sex incessantly.

Even though there is tension between human and machine ideas throughout the track, it is
the breakdown section that presents narrative meanings and extra-musical associations most
clearly. As we have seen, this is a common feature of breakdown sections in festival-house
music. The music video for this track also imbues the breakdown section with special mean-
ing.*” The entire video uses images and colours associated with psychedelic hallucinations,
but the breakdown section (2:03-2:49 in the video) has visuals that are particularly disorient-
ing. In the first part of the breakdown (2:03-2:18), a collage of images comes at the viewer,
including hands that reach out as if to say stop, despite the lyrics saying ‘I will never stop.’
The acceleration in the voice part on ‘stop’ is paralleled by a sharp increase in visual changes
before the screen cuts to plain black at 2:19. For the second part of the breakdown at 2:21, the
characters on screen resume their dancing but the visuals are less busy than they were before
in the track, reflecting the thin texture of the music.

To further emphasize how the breakdown section is associated with disorientation from the
prevailing dance beat of the piece, it is interesting to consider the body language of Royce in a
live performance of ‘Need2Freek’.°" This performance was at the end of a short set for a virtual

60 ‘Walker & Royce — Need2Freek [DIRTYBIRD] (Official Video)’, YouTube, 10 December 2020, www.youtube.com/
watch?app=desktop&v=BM7VeA8QwW4.

61 ‘Walker & Royce for Escape Halloween Virtual Rave-A-Thon (October 31, 2020)’, YouTube, 3 November 2020, www.
youtube.com/watch?app=desktop&v=50m6b8k23GIL.
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‘rave-a-thon’ on 31 October 2020 (just over a month before the track was officially released).
It was part of a Halloween-themed event that featured a virtual audience because of the pan-
demic. There are other performers on stage, but no in-person audience that is reacting spon-
taneously to the music.*?

The track starts around 34:53 in the video of the entire set, and the breakdown begins at
38:26. The breakdown is longer in this live version. Specifically, the first subsection is twice
as long as it is in the official track, and it features more manipulative ‘tweaks’ to the sounds
such as a clear use of the echo effect. It starts with the kick drum remaining in the texture, but
there is still a drop-off in energy because the higher drums cut out, and the texture only fea-
tures the kick drum with vocal 2. At first Royce continues moving to the beat of the kick drum,
but then his body moves with the metrical dissonance of the voice on the repeated word ‘stop’,
and finally his body stops moving to any kind of beat. This visually shows how the breakdown
disorients listeners from the metre of the track. Royce also stops moving to the beat when he
alters the sounds with effects processors and adds glitch sound effects (38:47-38:57).

At the start of the second subsection of the breakdown (38:57), Royce puts his hands out to
the side, palms down, indicating the sudden change in texture that leaves only the synth
chords in the mix. His hands move with the rhythm of the synth chords. In the last part of
the breakdown (39:27), the kick drum is still out of the texture, but the snare-claps have
returned on the backbeats, and Royce is once again moving to the clear beat, in anticipation
for the final drop at 39:58. The body movements of dancers in a live audience would presum-
ably be similar to his movements in this performance, especially since, as previously dis-
cussed, dancers often look up to the stage when the beat stops in breakdown sections.

Conclusion

This article has discussed several examples of breakdown sections in contemporary house
tracks often used at EDM festivals, noting how they have an aesthetic of disorientation that
contrasts with the growth in buildup sections and the repetition in core sections. Common
techniques used in breakdown sections are the removal of the kick drum and perhaps all
clear references to the beat, the introduction of a new element in the track or new sound
effects, the use of metrical dissonance, a lack of clearly articulated notes, and the use of con-
tinuous processes such as glissandi. This concluding section of the article will further discuss
why producers and performers might use these techniques to create an aesthetic of disorien-
tation in breakdowns, and what purposes they serve from the perspective of performers as well
as dancers.

Earlier in the article it was said that the disorientation in breakdown sections can be both
physical and psychological for dancers. This means that the changes in a breakdown section
can make dancers ‘Tlose their place’ in terms of their psychological perception of the metre and
their bodily representation of or connection with the metre. In breakdown sections, often the
metre is unclear or less clear than it previously was, and in live situations this can cause

62 Unfortunately, I could not find a video of a live performance of ‘Need2Freek’ that had an in-person audience, and I

have not attended an event with a live performance of it.
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listeners to stop dancing or dance in different ways that are usually less energetic, as described
by the producers I interviewed. When the rhythm and metre are unclear and there are new or
transformed sounds to focus on, it is hard for dancers to physically engage with the music.
Also, there are often unstable continuous processes that can create a sense of confusion for
dancers.

The breakdown provides a natural point of rest for tired bodies and allows them to rejuve-
nate before moving more fervently in buildup and core sections. Throughout a long set, these
points of rest can help people maintain stamina so they can stay out for an entire night. Tyler
Marenyi told me he thinks about this when designing concert sets, and for sets that are longer
than an hour he consciously adds more breakdown sections.®” If someone were in need of a
prolonged break, a breakdown section would be a clear time when they could leave and do
something else. For those that stay on the dance floor, breakdowns also allow opportunities
for social interaction with other dancers, who often communicate with body language.

Musically, one purpose of breakdown sections is to provide a necessary contrast with other
sections that precede and follow them when the energy level of the track is high. Producers
Armin van Buuren and Rick Snoman have both described experiencing EDM as like riding
emotional waves, and the lull in energy during breakdown sections as an important part of
that.°* Empirical studies such as the one by Solberg and Jensenius mentioned earlier show
that dancers experience EDM with psychological ups-and-downs, finding more pleasure in
buildup-drop sequences, and responding with more body movement during those sections,
as opposed to breakdowns.®> Emotional waves happen when listening to festival EDM in par-
ticular not only because of the intense climaxes but also because of the disorienting, low-
energy parts that precede them. The joys of stability, of being firmly grounded, and of
being synchronized with the beat and with other bodies are amplified after moments of dis-
orientation, tension, and instability.

One track that is uniquely well suited to discussing the purposes of breakdown sections is
“This is the Hook’ by BSOD, released as a promo single in 2006 and later on deadmau5’s
album At Play (2008).%° This self-referential track has lyrics that narrate the different formal
sections and musical components of the track by describing them as they happen. The first
breakdown has the following lyrics: ‘Now it is time for the breakdown. The breakdown allows
the track to breathe and break the repetition. Let’s filter the hi-hat. Let’s filter the chords. Let’s
filter the bass. I like the filters. I like the grooves, but I digress.’

As the lyrics state, the breakdown provides a necessary contrast from the other sections,
allowing the track to ‘breathe’ and have some time with less intensity, so that the high energy
of the core sections can be appreciated more.

63 Marenyi, interview by author.

64 MasterClass, ‘Armin van Buuren Teaches Dance Music’, 2018, www.masterclass.com/classes/armin-van-buuren-
teaches-dance-music; Rick Snoman, Dance Music Manual, 2nd edn (Amsterdam: Focal Press, 2009), 269.

65 Solberg and Jensenius, ‘Pleasurable and Intersubjectively Embodied Experiences of Electronic Dance Music’.

66 BSOD is a duo of Joel Zimmerman (aka deadmau5) and Steve Duda. It was formed in 2005 and has released music

sporadically ever since.
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The second breakdown of “This is the Hook’ references another purpose of breakdown sec-
tions, from the perspective of a performer. As Mark Butler has noted, in live settings break-
downs encourage interaction between the performer and the dancers.®” The lyrics describing
the second breakdown of “This is the Hook’ from the DJ’s point of view say: ‘Now for the quiet
part. Let’s break it down to a kick drum. Now you should notice the dance floor is reacting.
Look up from your decks. Look at the audience. It is important to show that you are alive.*®

When an EDM festival audience is disoriented from the primary beat and/or grooves of a
track, they can look up at the stage, focusing on something other than their own bodies. This
also means that if there is a message or theme that the performer wants to communicate, the
breakdown is a good time to do it. For example, the way in which the words were spoken in the
breakdown sections of ‘Interferance’ and ‘Need2Freek’ is crucial to the hermeneutics of those
pieces. In this respect the disorientation is a tool, since it can stop dancers from moving and
break their entrainment, inviting them to think about what has changed in the music. Often,
climactic drops are preceded by ‘one-liners’ as cues that communicate the primary meaning of
a track, but sometimes more explanation of the one-liner is given in breakdown sections. If an
EDM piece has lyrics, it is likely they will be mostly heard in the breakdown section(s), so as
not to distract from the beat and instrumental grooves in other sections. Even in “This is the
Hook’, most of the lyrics are in the breakdown sections and the other sections only have short,
repeated lines.

Further study of breakdowns and the techniques they frequently use would be valuable for
exploring how an aesthetic of disorientation is communicated, and to what degree it is, in var-
ious tracks and performances. It would also be useful to do further comparisons between
breakdown sections in different EDM genres, such as dubstep or drum & bass, and to
study how breakdowns have evolved over time in more detail. Further research on the reac-
tions of dancers to breakdown sections in different settings would be another useful way to
continue the discourse on this topic.

This article has discussed some aspects of how and why disorientation is used as an aes-
thetic strategy in breakdown sections of festival-house tracks and performances. Through
my analysis of interviews and musical examples, I hope to have shown that breakdown sec-
tions, and their aesthetic of disorientation, are crucially important to the experience of this
repertoire.
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