Listening Guide 23.1

“Smells Like Teen Spirit” 4 beats per measure
Elapsed Time       Form

Event Description


0:00
Intro
Electric guitar alone (4 measures)


0:08
Intro
Drums and distorted electric guitar enter (4 measures)


0:18
Intro
Band gets softer, bass plays intro riff with sporadic guitar (4 measures)


0:26
Verse 1
Cobain enters with soft, airy, but intense, vocal (8 measures)


0:42
Verse 1
Vocals sing a two-note riff; band begins driving rhythm harder toward the chorus (8 measures)


0:59
Chorus 1
Cobain’s voice becomes more screamlike, loud, distorted guitar reenters on main riff heard on intro and verse; the two-bar melody repeated six times (12 measures)

1:23
Chorus 1
A short figure played by distorted guitar, bass, and drums, answered with a  bent note by solo nondistorted guitar (4 measures)

1:31
Interlude
Band gets softer leading into second verse, similar to 0:08 time line above (4 measures)

1:39
Verse 2
See :26 time-line description (8 measures)

1:55
Verse 2
See :42 time-line description (8 measures)

2:12
Chorus 2
See :59 time-line description (12 measures)

2:36
Chorus 2
See 1:23 time-line description (4 measures)

2:44
Verse
Guitar solo based on both parts of verse melody, modified to half the length  (8 measures)

3:00
Interlude
Solo guitar holds out his last note while the band gets softer (4 measures)

3:09
Verse 3
Cobain’s voice is more strained (8 measures)

3:25
Verse 3
See :42 time-line description (8 measures)

3:41
Chorus 3
See :59 time-line description (12 measures)

4:05
Chorus 3
Last of chorus melody is repeated 8 times; on the ninth time a final note is held out (9 measures)

4:33
End

Analysis of “Smells Like Teen Spirit” 
(Nevermind, CD format, DGC 24425)

“Smells Like Teen Spirit” is arguably the most influential early recording in the Northwest style popularly known as grunge. Combined with Nirvana’s music video, the imagery of the outsider and his dark, cynical view of the world connected with the youth of that generation. Cobain’s lyric has no particular story line or theme, but the disparate phrases of text are unified by their brooding imagery of alienation, self-loathing, and disdain for those who love attention and popularity.

The presentation is raw, simple, and direct by design, reflecting the desire of Nirvana and like-minded groups to present a music long on power and short on high production. Nevertheless, Cobain complained that he thought the album, in the hands of the major-label producers, was too commercial.

Even with just a trio of instruments and a solo singer, the band achieves a wide range of volume and textures. The opening guitar riff sets the mood of isolation and intensity. Cobain’s voice on the verses has an airy, meditative quality, very lonely in character. In the second half of each verse the band builds methodically to the chorus. On the chorus the group explodes into a rage, with Cobain kicking into a virtual scream.

The second verse/chorus cycle is virtually identical to the first. A guitar solo is then played over a half-length version of the verse. When Cobain comes back for the third verse, he has rightly intensified the softer vocal style of the first two verses to help the overall performance grow and evolve. After the third chorus, Cobain keeps repeating his last phrase in an emotional climax that is ended by a power chord in the guitar.

