Listening Guide 18.1

“White Rabbit” 4 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Intro
Bass, snare drum, electric guitar fill (12 measures)


0:28
Verse 1
Vocal with Spanish march feel (12 measures)


0:57
Verse 2
Vocal (12 measures)

1:28
Chorus P1
Vocal with folk-rock feel (8 measures)

1:44
Chorus P2
Vocal with Spanish march feel (12 measures)

2:12
Coda
Vocal with eighth-note figure (9 measures)

2:35
End
Analysis of “White Rabbit” (The Worst of Jefferson Airplane, 
RCA LSP-4459)

“White Rabbit” is from Jefferson Airplane’s 1967 album Surrealistic Pillow, the first recording from the San Francisco scene to gain national attention. On this album the group’s sound had matured around Grace Slick’s penetrating vocal style. Their song topics addressed intimate romantic love and broader universal love; but true to the culture of the times, they also addressed the drug experience.

Reference to drugs was not unprecedented in literature and the arts. In the nineteenth century, opium and opium-based pharmaceuticals were the prominent drugs. Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s famous fictional detective Sherlock Holmes was an opium user. The famous French composer Hector Berlioz based his Symphonie Fantastique on an opium drug experience. Lewis Carroll’s story Alice’s Adventures in Wonderland was a metaphor for a drug experience, though its popularity as a children’s story has played this down. Jefferson Airplane, on the other hand, played the drug reference to the hilt in “White Rabbit.”

The electric bass begins this song with a two-note pattern; it seems to imitate timpani drums in an orchestra. In the third measure the snare drum enters with a military style rhythmic pattern, and the bass notes move up a half step. This half-step bass motion (1 to flat-2) is common in Spanish folk music, and “White Rabbit” does take on the character of a Spanish march. The electric guitar enters with a brief melody to finish out the introduction.

Grace Slick enters with the first verse; it is easy to hear the strength and assertiveness in her voice, although, at this point, she is singing in a soft and spellbinding manner. Her voice becomes more commanding over the course 
of the two verses, as she points out Alice’s constantly altered state after ingesting one thing or another and questions what is in the caterpillar’s water pipe. As the song’s chorus begins, the band breaks away from the Spanish march feel and goes into a folk-rock beat. When Slick sings the recurring line “go ask Alice,” the march beat is resumed. The group’s intensity builds over the next 12 measures as Slick vividly describes Alice’s strange world. The final push of the song is signaled by an electric guitar chord played in persistent eighth notes, supported by a similar rhythmic pattern in the drums. A crashing chord concludes the performance, a dramatic climax to a song of fearsome majesty.

