Listening Guide 23.2

“Terrible Lie” 4 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Intro
Electronic “gunshots” echo; drums lead into verse (4 measures)


0:11
Verse 1
Vocal alternates with two-note guitar riff; vocal is restrained, getting louder just before the chorus (8 measures)


0:32
Chorus 1
Vocal has screaming, group sound; soaring long notes layered over ostinato (8 measures)


0:54
Verse 2
Similar to Verse 1 but with added repeated note on right channel; intermittent whisperlike sounds in the background (8 measures)

1:16
Chorus 2
See :11 time-line description (8 measures)

1:38
Interlude
Begins with drum riffs and whispering voice; builds to screams with added synthesizer textures (16 measures)

2:21
Verse 3
Similar sound to first two verses; Reznor alters the melody quite a bit (8 measures)

2:43
Chorus 3
Vocal alternates with two-note guitar riff; vocal is restrained, getting louder just before the chorus (8 measures)

3:06
Chorus 4
Another vocal layer added over the regular vocal riff (8 measures)

3:27
Chorus 5
Distorted synthesizer riff played over chorus riff; whispered vocal in background (8 measures)

3:48
Chorus 6
Synthesizer riff continues, vocal in conversational voice layered over whispered voice (8 measures)

4:10
Chorus 7
Continuation of Chorus 6 sounds (8 measures)

4:31
Ending
Beat suddenly stops, leaving a synthesizer hanging over; sound fades out

4:37
End


Analysis of “Terrible Lie” (Pretty Hate Machine, CD format, 
TVT 2610–2)

The album Pretty Hate Machine was frugally produced in a Cleveland studio, almost entirely done by Trent Reznor, with Richard Patrick on guitar. Due in part to the industrial style of the music, and probably for reasons of limited finances as well, the music is generated mostly by synthesizers and drum machines. The guitar is used sparingly and mostly for texture rather than as a rhythmic tool or dominant solo instrument. This album was virtually ignored upon its release in 1989 and met with hostile critical response. However, it garnished a cult following among fans because of its unique presentation of industrial-style rock. Instead of relentless mechanical repetition, Reznor’s music used memorable riffs and verse/chorus song structures, even softer balladlike songs. Reznor also tapped into the Generation X aesthetic in his lyrics and vocal style. His songs are filled with angst and betrayal, obsession and disillusionment, expressing mistrust of lovers, religion, and society.

“Terrible Lie” uses a lot of gated sounds, an electronic effect whereby the sound of a natural instrument in a natural space—for instance, a snare drum in a large room with a long reverberation time—is chopped off artificially before it has a chance to fully decay to silence. The song opens with electronic drum sounds, sharp snare drum–based sounds processed to sound like gunshots or pile drivers. They bounce back and forth stereophonically, adding to the artificial, mechanized sound of the music.

For the verses Reznor uses a vocal sound of constrained rage, which is always unleashed just before going into the chorus. It is as if with each verse/chorus cycle he makes himself mad all over again. The verse has a sparse background, defined mostly by the distorted guitar and drums playing a sharp two-note figure alternating with the vocal.

The choruses are fuller in texture, with a constant drum groove, long, rich notes from the synthesizers both in the low and high range, and with Reznor using his more screaming vocal style.

After the first two verse/chorus cycles Reznor’s interlude creates a long, methodical buildup, beginning with just the drums, adding whispers, then moderately intoned vocals, and more synthesizer sounds. These additions come in four-measure intervals.

Like in any good song, the third verse is more intense than the first two, made possible by Reznor’s twisting of the verse’s melody. The third verse is followed by a succession of four choruses, each one adding layers of vocal and synthesizer textures. At the song’s end a sharp chord is struck, leaving a soft, sustaining synthesizer chord to linger and die away.

