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This week we review the amazing newly discovered connections between the experimental rock band
Radiohead and traditional Flamenco music!

A new discovery has shown that the
British experimental rock band Radiohead
shares significant musical links with
traditional Flamenco music!  Music
Insider’s reporter Eva Schulz went to find

out more...

Being a huge fan of Radiohead’s music, |
am always curious to investigate the links
that the band has unconsciously formed
with other musical cultures. Flamenco and
Radiohead, while seeming to be from
completely different ends of the musical
spectrum, share many musical features,
including the use of polyrhythm, chords
moving by step, a flat second scale degree
and the majorization of the tonic within!
the Phrygian mode. Ok | [cl's =e

e

Link 1: Polyrhythm

Polyrhythm is prominent in many of
Radiohead’s songs, as well as featuring in_
many traditional Flamenco cantes’.’
Polyrhythm is particularly evident in the
song Weird Fishes/Arpeggi, from the
album In Rainbows.

The song’s primary polyrhythmic feature

Who are Radiohead?
e ABritish experimental rock band founded in
1992

e Consists of Thom Yorke, Jonny Greenwood,
Colin Greenwood, Phil Selway and Ed
O’Brien

°  Completely changed their style in 1997 with
the release of OK Computer — a reaction
against their previous rock albums, this
contrasting album featured mainly
influences from electronic music

®  Since then, their music has become
increasingly experimental in terms of
rhythm, metre and instrumentation
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\
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What is Flamenco?

*  Developed from a mixture of Byzantine,
Arab, Jewish, Gypsy and indigenous cultures
in a region of Spain called Andalusia

e Cante (singing), toque (guitar playing), baile
(dance) and palmas (handclaps) are all
integral parts of Flamenco

e Was originally a musical outlet of the poor
and oppressed

° Handed down by oral tradition

e Comprises of hundreds of different styles
e.g. bulerias, sequiriyas, alegrias

/ Yo d
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is the use of a one-bar rhythmic ostinato

played on drums,

Figl o _ superimposed
R L N R

oum s B R e e e e e et et o over  several

— — - — conflicting

Drum Ostinato - accents placed regularly on every beat ostinatos played

TP > > = = 3 3 53 < on electric guitar,
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Guitar Ostinato 1 - accents break arpeggio into groups of 3 quavers : F'gl!fg - 1 EaCh

ostinato consists

o S T . I S S— . S ) S different
Electric Guitar 2 e e P e

3 : number of beats

Guitar Ostinato 2 - accents placed in irregular groupings of 2 and 3 quavers and accents,

! Lola Fernandez, Flamenco Music Theory: Rhythm,
Harmony, Melody, Form (Madrid: Acordes
Concert, 2004), p. 35.

creating a multi-layered polyrhythmic
effect. The drum ostinato is in 4/4 time,
creating the basis for the polyrhythm.
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The first guitar ostinato playing a three-
quaver crossrhythm is introduced after a
five-bar introduction by the drum kit, and
conflicting accents between the two
ostinatos create confusion and obscure

Music Insider 5/12

large portion of the song, the accents of
both ostinatos will coincide every five
bars, briefly creating a moment of respite
fronﬂmn L & A

the beat. The Fig. 2
) —_ o S = e B S e W SR .. 9 . . P |
simple o Drum set IS e e e A e e e L)
! ; : e B R S R S S 2 e S S SR S S e e E |
ostinato
consists of an
[ . ba 'Il ba 'll i ba | o A j'l
8 accented Hiass Galiar 2PEE+*I = " P |
\:; th ree-q uaver Excerpt from These Are My Twisted Words showing five-crotchet bass ostinato
~— descending
o= i The chord changes
3 arpegg!o. & i Polyrhythm is also used to a great extent
approximately every four bars, however it . . .
) ' in Flamenco music. The non-standard time
— does not fit exactly into a four bar phrase, . ' : :
< the chord ch st bef h 4 signatures create much of the rhythmic
S S? the cbor ¢ a:ges e eori tﬂe e.n complexity, and the conflicting accents
_ ° b'e .tar;hcrtea? lngl a sense Od _Oatt'::g between the guitar, handclaps and foot
iy amblgurty tha ”'S ANO ExpresEd I e stamps of  the dancers heighten the
=~ lyrics, such as “Turn me on to phantom/I
. . : momentum. One of the many forms and
'~ follow to the edge”, and-emphasised at
) . genres of Flamenco that prominently
Y the point in the song where the P lwrhvthm is the bulerd ]
2 ] tos and the guitars are left eatures polyrhythm is the buleria. It uses
perc.ussmn.s P ) g ) a 12-beat rhythmic cycle, with accents
“ playing their ambiguous ostinatos on their
own. > >
. 8. dd TN
The second arpeggiated guitar ostinato to Handolaps [ #-g - A !
be introduced is more irregular. The hld el b a
arpeggio is broken into irregular groups of . = | T A
pege gular group pweers ||y ¢ JT3 ST JTIITS
two and three quavers. This ostinato only foot stamps
uses the notes D, E and G, while the Fig. 3: Conflicting accents between handclaps and
chords of the first ostinato continually foot stamping create polyrhythm
change every four bars, creating falling on beats 1, 4, 6, 8 and 10, causing it
to
- Irregular groupings of two and three quavers in handclaps (represented by the brackcts)
g
] L | =
Handg;]aps I lg J oo ] j J jjj i o j o cos J n J=ﬁJ oﬁ J o
3333 333 —3—y—3— 33 3383
fogiﬁ; ||¥ 7 'Z' j 133100153) mo 7.-.;.53]35:-"4%5“5]53ji
Semiquaver triplets in dancers create polyrhythm against the handclaps — ¥

dissonances and harmonic conflict.

A similar technique is also used in These
Are My Twisted Words. Here, a bass
ostinato consisting of five crotchet beats
is superimposed over a drum ostinato in
4/4 time, thereby creating conflicting
accents and tension, as shown in Figure 2.
As the bass ostinato stays consistent for a

\N
WO
|

alternate between 6/8 and 3/4 time’.

These accents are sometimes shared
between instruments, and the
superimposition of conflicting accents can
create interesting polyrhythms between

. Fernandez, Flamenco Music Theory: Rhythm,
Harmony, Melody, Form, pp. 43-45.
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instruments and dancers, such as the
three against two rhythm in Figure 3.

A similar type of polyrhythm occurs in the
piece Buleria by El Torombo in Figure 4.
The conflicting accents of the handclaps
and the footstamping create an exciting
polyrhythmic effect, as groups of twoand
three quavers conflict.

Link 2: Chords Moving by Step
Both Radiohead and Flamenco music
make use of chord progressions with roots

Music Insider 5/12

Spinning Plates and Pyramid Song, both
from the album Amnesiac, as well as in
Weird Fishes/Arpeggi and These Are My
Twisted Words.

Like Spinning Plates is in G# Phrygian
mode. Interestingly, the song’s first
arpeggiated chord, played on piano, is the
triad built up from bll. The chordal
arpeggios then move to chord iv before
moving to chord | in only the fifth bar. This
chord progression is shown in Figure 6.

that move by step. In Radiohead’s

(]

O

(%) =

o

Pyramid Song, from the album

o
©

-0

Amnesiac, the chord progression
begins on F# major, ascending a

b3 4 5 56 »7 1

Fig. 5: Modern Phrygian mode on E

semitone to Gmajor7 and then to
Amajor6, before descending back down
by step to F# major.

A similar progression features in the

The bll is also often used to precede a
descending movement to the tonic,
ending a phrase or chord progression in a
cadential ways. Incidentally, Renaissance
pieces in the Phrygian mode use the flat

flamenco song Rosa Maria, sung by
Camarén. The chords
frequently move by Fig. 6 Chord 511 - A major

Chord iv - C# minor

tones, such as in the

[
P
repeating progression éﬂ# 1 ;
Dm->C>Bb. In the | Piano ‘
refrain of the song, the RN D,f

chords also move by
semitone between Bb
major and A major. The
stepwise movement is
- another strong link that

: :
éﬁﬂg" 1
Pno. )

- t
-

Flamenco shares with

9:‘3##3—05 ,

Radiohead!

= === rie—
Chord I - G2 major -
| ) " oy H

. . — . ——
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Chord progression as uscd in Like Spinning Plates

)
D)

Link 3: Use of a Flat
Second Scale Degree and Major Tonic
Chord Within the Phrygian Mode
This amazing link between Radiohead and
Flamenco is related to the modes that
each musical culture uses. Both
Radiohead and Flamenco make use of the
Phrygian mode (Figure 5).

The defining interval of this mode is the b
2* which is used in Radiohead’s Like

3 Fernandez, Flamenco Music Theory: Rhythm,
Harmony, Melody, Form, p. 45.

second to tonic movement as a type of
plagal cadence.

* peter Van Der Merwe, Roots of the Classical: The
Popular Origins of Western Music (Oxford: Oxford
UP, 2004), p. 190.

® Kris Shaffer, ‘A Delicate Balance’: Music Theory,
New Musicology, and the Analysis of Sound in
Radiohead’s ‘Like Spinning Plates’ [on-line],
available from
http://tieba.baidu.com/f?kz=518408119; Internet;
accessed on 21 June 2012.
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The »bll is also used in the piano
accompaniment of Pyramid Song. The
song’s tonality is ambiguous, sometimes

Music Insider 5/12

The use of the b2 is also demonstrated in
Rosa Maria, which uses the Phrygian
mode beginning on A, and the flat second

Piano

Pno.

Fig' 7 Unexpected move
from tonic to 52
triad with added 7th
I
é‘ggz == = = ==
PO | = T 1 FE A ==t
R ;L
i :
LT =
D ﬁ s ’ ’ “ l" I’ ’2 ’
U= = =1 :iw

Chord progression as used in Pyramid Song

’I.i

52 suspension is used
to restart the chord
pmgxcs&ion

is often used as the climax of
phrases, such as in the phrase
below. The melody moves in
.| ascending steps to the upper tonic

5 || andto the b2, acting as an upper

we

%

auxiliary note to the tonic. In this
way, the 2 becomes the highest
note and the climax of the phrase.
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Flattened sc{‘ond
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seeming to be tonal and at other times
clearly using the Phrygian mode. The
piano  accompaniment  unexpectedly
moves from | to bll with an added major
seventh in the beginning of the song,
which acts as a pedal note. This b2 is also
used as a b9-8 suspension that leads from
the end of one chord progression to the
beginning of another, before resolving to
1. 7
However, Pyramid Song’s melody does
not use the bi; rather, the second scale
degree remains major and uses the G#, as
we would expect. When the G# in the
melody and the Gt in the accompaniment
coincide, this creates a false relation and
increases the tension further. < w0t

The use of the b2 in both Like Splnhlng -

Plates and in Pyramid Song increases the
tension and complexity of Radiohead’s
music exponentially. It also shows how
their music is part of the culture of
experimental rock music, as its purpose is
to disorientate the listener in an
innovative way.6

® N.B. Although Phrygian mode is used in several of
Radiohead’s songs, the flattened second scale
degree is mainly a product of Radiohead’s
prominent use of descending semitones in

melodies. Many of their songs include ab6-5,ab

Voice @b"

- si ten £0 com-pa - = 0o

Excerpt from Rosa Maria

==

The b2 resolving to the tonic is also often
used to end a phrase. In this example of
Rosa Maria, the melody descends from
the third down to the lower tonic,

“essentially using the b2 as a passing note

to the tonic, as we can see in Figure 9.

The flat second descending
to the tonic is used to end

the phrase [——l

sie-ras qué fe-liz se-ri -

Excerpt from Rosa Maria

Another fascinating aspect of the use of
Phrygian mode in Flamenco and
Radiohead is: why is the tonic triad

‘majorized in both cultures? This occurs

2 —1ora 4-maj. 3 motion, and this is not always
aresult of the use of a particular mode.

Flamenco music, just like Radiohead, does not use
the Phrygian mode exclusively, as there are so
many different styles and genres of Flamenco.
However, Phrygian mode is said to be the most
widely used mode throughout all genres of
Flamenco. Fernandez, Flamenco Music Theory:
Rhythm, Harmony, Melody, Form, p. 61.
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even though the third scale degree is not
sharpened when the triad begins on the
third scale degree’, shown by the
harmonisation of the Phrygian mode
below.

Music Insider 5/12

The Question Remains: Why?

In Radiohead’s music, polyrhythm and
conflicting accents are used in order to
obscure the beat and create a
simultaneously hypnotic and tense mood,
as well as supporting the ambiguity that is

\u\\ =8

reflected in their lyrics, such as “I get

Harmonised Phrygian mode on E with corresponding triad

eaten by the worms/And weird fishes”,

Radiohead’s Like Spinning Plates exhibits
this feature beautifully. The song is in G#
Phrygian mode, with the third of the tonic
triad of G# being sharpened making the
chord G# major instead of the expected
minor, as shown in Figure 11.

an obscure line that is central to the
song Weird Fishes/Arpeggi. The use of the
»2 creates an ambiguity of tonality and
replaces predictable harmonic
movements,  resulting in  musical
innovation that, while not being unheard
of, places Radiohead in the culture of
experimental rock music,

Piano

Pno.

. 2R b as their openness to
@%&?I:*—" i ————F—F——J—1—1 | eclectic influences leads
i il ~ them +to discover new
= *vﬁ%’éz tricks. Since 1997’s OK

Chord 1‘- Gt major, 1;1 which the third of the chord is sharpencd | COMPUTE, th.ey have

) P Bi instead of the expected B l combined rock, jazz, dance,
S e e | classical, electronic, avant-
SEEES e = -’"'*~*4T3;}*‘4F74“f garde  and Krautrock
influences to create their

ﬁ I‘j’i_" ?g ’4\% %‘ﬁi,é’% own style — Yorke told
Chord progression aslused m-LtkeSpmmngPlares (Live Version) 1 Rolling Stone recently that

This also occurs in Camarén’s Rosa Maria,
which uses the A Phrygian‘ mode. The
third of the tonic chord of A is sharpened,
making chord | major instead of minor,
which would be expected in terms of the
scale. However, in chord lll, the C is not
sharpened to become CH#, but rather
remains as the minor 3.

This aspect of Flamenco music is very
interesting, as it is characterlstlc for the
melody to sharpen the 3 to create the
Flamenco mode. The 3 of the mode is
sharpened in ascending phrases and
flattened in  descending
regardless of whether the accompaniment
does this or not.

” Fernandez, Flamenco Music Theory: Rhythm,
Harmony, Melody, Form, p. 77.

phrases,.

they “find it difficult to think of the path
we’ve chosen as ‘rock music’.

Flamenco, however, being a folk music
culture, uses elements like polyrhythm
and Phrygian mode as a traditional
convention. These elements are not as
innovative to Flamenco musicians as they
often seem to be to Western ears; they
are simply a way of expressing the passion
and emotion that Flamenco music is so
renowned for. The elements are
fundamentally engrained in the Flamenco
tradition and are passed down through
the generations. Flamenco music exists in
order to be performed, whereas
Radiohead’s music is created to be
listened to, meaning that the innate
purpose of the two cultures is inherently
different, which is, of course, reflected in
the music itself.
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