progression of i-III-VII-IV, which in both songs, is in the key of F minor. In
“Boulevard,” it is played initially by a strumming acoustic guitar, but in “Last Night On
Earth,” it is at a slower tempo and played by strings. It is also harmonically more
complex, with anticipations, passing tones, suspensions, and appoggiaturas.

Figure 3: “Boulevard of Broken Dreams and “Last Night on Earth” Opening Measures
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"Boulevard of Broken Dreams" opening measures (reduced from score)

Nevertheless, the dramatic action of the two scenes is quite different. In its initial
appearance in “Boulevard,” Johnny is walking alone in the streets of the city, and he sees
Whatsername for the first time in an open window. He has not met her, so she is still an
idealized women viewed at a distance. “Last Night On Earth” begins as a love duet
between Whatsername and Johnny’s alter-ego, St. Jimmy. The situation has become more
real. Whatsername is no longer an ideal viewed from afar; she has become humanized.

Ironically, Whatsername is not singing with Johnny himself but with St. Jimmy, Johnny’s
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internal devil, which is indicative of Johnny’s intentions with Whatsername and a
foreshadowing of their eventual break-up.

The second musical motive that serves as a symbol connects “Holiday” with “21
Guns.” Like the first motive, it is primarily a set of chord changes, i-VI-III-VII (Figure
4). In “Holiday,” it appears in F minor, but in “21 Guns,” it is in G minor. Although the
tempi of the songs are quite different, the connection between the two is made more
audible by a similar voicing in both instances. The chords are in root position, and the top
voice moves in a pattern of scale degrees 3-1-5-2.

Figure 4: “Holiday” and “21 Guns” Motives
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"21 Guns" Motive (transcribed from recording)
In the context of the narrative, these two songs book-end the storyline. “Holiday” is the
song in which the trio of friends expresses their frustration with suburbia but pledge to
make a new beginning in the city. Despite their disillusionment, they are hopeful. On the

other hand, “21 Guns” is the climax of the story, when their dreams seem to start falling
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apart. Like the other motive, this one points out the differences between the ideal and
reality and the irony that a change of scene does not necessarily lead to a positive change
in circumstances.

There are also several instances of recurring sung melodies. In American Idiot,
they serve mainly to tie elements of the storyline together. For example, at the end of
“Boulevard of Broken Dreams,” Tunny interjects lyrics from “City of the Damned,” part
two of “Jesus of Suburbia.” In this case, the melody begins the same but then diverges
(Figure 5). The rhythm is a diminution of the original.

Figure 5: “City of the Damned” Melody
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"City of the Damned" melody in "Boulevard of Broken Dreams"

Narratively, this recurrence reminds the audience that while Johnny is wandering the
streets of the city discovering his love interest, Tunny is back at their apartment realizing

that the city was not the panacea he was expecting. He is half asleep watching television,
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and the show is able to move smoothly to the next scene, in which Tunny visualizes a
military recruiting commercial come-to-life in “Favorite Son.”

The next melodic recurrence is found in “Last of the American Girls/She’s a
Rebel.” As discussed in the previous section on modified songs, this mash-up goes
through a series of modulations culminating in A major (Figure 6). It marks not only the
return of St. Jimmy’s melody from his song (“St. Jimmy), but also the return of the key as
well.

Figure 6: “St. Jimmy” Melody
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St. Jimmy: My name is Jim-my and you bet-ter not wear it out. Su-i-cide com-man-do that your ma-ma talked a - bout.

"St. Jimmy" melody in "Last of the American Girls/She's a Rebel"”

This symbol of the infectious nature of St. Jimmy’s personality also serves as a transition
to the next song, sung between him and Whatsername.Whatsername’s motive returns at
the beginning of the next song, “Last Night on Earth,” as discussed above.

In “Know Your Enemy” a melody from “Jesus of Suburbia” emerges (Figure 7).
At first, it is sung by St. Jimmy with different lyrics. In this context, it is not very
noticeable. Not until Will enters in with the melody and original lyrics does it become
apparent where the melody comes from. In the next iteration, it is sung in canon, St.
Jimmy singing his lyrics, and Will and Johnny singing their original lyrics from “Jesus of

Suburbia.”
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Figure 7: “Jesus of Suburbia” Melody
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"Jesus of Suburbia" melody in "Know Your Enemy"

In the context of the story, both Will and Johnny are at their low points. Will is sitting on
his couch at home taking hits from a bong, and Johnny is shooting up in his apartment in
the city. Neither seems to be aware of their destructive habits. The return of this melody
serves to bring Will, who is seated at the couch, occasionally snacking, taking a beer
from the cooler at his side, or smoking pot for nearly the entire show, into the narrative. It
also highlights the parallels between his life and Johnny’s, even though they appear to be
different. Lastly, it calls into question whether Will or Johnny have made any progress or
improvements to their lives since they sang the melody at the beginning of the show or if

they are still stuck in the same cycle of frustration and disillusionment.
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characteristics, but three in particular contain clear stylistic allusions outside of punk. Part
one of the song, also titled “Jesus of Suburbia” contains one of the most iconic rock-and-
roll chord progressions, [-vi-IV-V (Figure 12). While this is surely not the first use of this
progression in punk, it is uncommon. Ever since their 2000 album, Warning, Green Day

9589 In

had been experimenting with musical ideas that “strayed from the usual template.
light of this, it would not be a stretch to see this chord progression as a similar
experimentation. Besides, the rate at which the progression occurs is much slower than it
would be in a traditional punk treatment. There are a few characteristics in this part that
make the progression less easily detected. Each chord lasts for two measures. The first
measure contains a guitar riff (dotted quarter note, dotted quarter note, quarter note). In
the second measure, the guitar drops out, and we hear an unaccompanied vocal statement.
The overall effect separates and prolongs each chord to a point that makes the
progression less evident. For example, in other songs that use this progression, such as
“Earth Angel” and “Blue Moon,” the chords change at twice and four times the speed,
respectively, and there is no break in the accompaniment. In this section, it is not until the
fifth measure that a continuous accompaniment begins. This lasts through the IV and V

chords, and then the whole process repeats.

Figure 12: “Jesus of Suburbia” Opening Measures

"Jesus of Suburbia" Opening

The drums during chords IV and V (measures five through eight) have a typical rock

% Myers, The New Punk Explosion, 162.
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backbeat except that the eighth notes occurring on beat 2 are slightly swung. On top of
that texture is backing vocals on “ooh” that are held out for two measures each. These
characteristics combine to create an overall impression of surf rock. Rob Sheffield, in his
Rolling Stone article, also notices the influence of the Beach Boys in “Jesus of Suburbia.”
Additionally, in the documentary Broadway Idiot, Tom Kitt identifies the Beach Boys as
being an influence on his arrangements in American Idiot.”’ This stylistic reference seems
to be in direct opposition to the sentiment of the lyrics, which give a pessimistic view on
youth in suburbia:

I’m the son of rage and love,

The Jesus of Suburbia.

The Bible of none of the above

On a steady diet of

Soda pop and Ritalin.

No one ever died for my

Sins in hell S’far as I can tell

‘Least the ones I’ve gotten away with.
On the other hand, perhaps the meaning is more direct than ironic. Could this part of the
song exemplify the deterioration of surf culture into suburban depravity? Either way, the
incongruity between the lyrics and the musical style suggest a reality that is different
from what it appears to be.

In part two, “City of the Damned,” the character changes considerably. Besides

the slightly slower tempo, piano is introduced into the guitar, bass, and drums mix. The

bass plays a descending line of D’-C-B°-A"-G", each note lasting two beats. With the

piano mainly emphasizing every half note with a chord, the song suddenly seems to

% Doug Hamilton, director, Broadway Idiot, iTunes download, produced by Ira Pittelman
(Santa Monica, CA: FilmBuff, 2013).

44



sound more like Meatloaf’s “Bat out of Hell.” Meatloaf’s narrative song style would fit
well into a “rock-opera.” Perhaps even more convincing are the similarities in sound and
chord progression to “All the Young Dudes,” written by David Bowie and recorded by
Mott the Hoople. Like “City of the Damned,” “All the Young Dudes” utilizes a
descending bass line of scale degrees 8-7-6-5, but in a different key. In fact, Green Day
even uses a similar thyming scheme in its lyrics. Compare

At the center of the Earth in a parking lot,
Of the 7-Eleven where I was taught.

with

Well Billy rapped all night about his suicide,

How he kick it in the head when he was twenty-five.
The first example is from “City,” the second from “Young Dudes.” Both sets of lyrics
occur over the course of the same descending bass pattern. Unlike part I of the song, the
style and lyrics are much more aligned. Also, the main themes of both “City of the
Damned” and “All the Young Dudes” are quite similar, mainly addressing disaffected
youth. Because of the influence of Mott the Hoople’s song on generations of American
youth, it is easy to see how it could enter the subconscious of a younger band and be
reconstituted in a different form. In another Rolling Stone article, Rob Sheffield finds a
direct connection between “All the Young Dudes” and “21* Century Breakdown” from
Green Day’s 2009 album of the same name.”’ While this does not directly link “City of

the Damned” to “Young Dudes,” based on the connection found by Sheffield, it is safe to

I Rob Sheffield, "How to follow American Idiot: With an Even Bigger, Three-act Epic,"
Rolling Stone no. 1078 (May 14, 2009), 63.
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assume knowledge of Mott the Hoople on the part of Green Day. In this section, the
lyrics and style seem more congruent, which distinguishes it from the previous one.

Part three is decidedly more punk than any of the other sections, but part four,
“Dearly Beloved,” takes the listener to Motown and Phil Spector’s “Wall of Sound.” The
tempo of this section is the quickest so far, with a lively backbeat from the drums. The
backing vocal “oohs” reenter but have more motion and melodic contour than heard in
“Jesus of Suburbia.” The icing on the cake is the punctuation, on certain downbeats, by
single glockenspiel notes. Like part two, the stylistic allusions are more in line with the
lyrics. The words in this section are more personal and intimate. Even the beginning line,
“Dearly beloved are you listening?” recalls a church setting— a further coincidence of the
lyrics with a gospel-like Motown feel. Journalists like Matt Hendrickson, in his Rolling
Stone article from February 2005, have also noticed the influence of Motown soul in
American Idiot.”* Of course another song from the show, “She’s a Rebel,” is a tongue-in-
cheek reference to the Motown group The Crystal’s 1962 hit, “He’s a Rebel.” Even going
further back in punk “genealogy,” Motown has been seen as an influence on earlier punk
bands like the Clash and the Ramones.”® Green Day is clearly connecting with its roots in
this pastiche.

“Tales of Another Broken Home,” the final part of the song, makes another
stylistic departure. While it is more difficult to locate this part within a specific style, it

takes on a stadium rock feel. Some, like journalist Rob Sheffield have noticed a

°2 Matt Hendrickson, "Green Day," Rolling Stone no. 968 (February 24, 2005), 40-44.
%3 Matt Diehl, My So-Called Punk: Green Day, Fall Out Boy, the Distillers, Bad
Religion: How Neo-Punk Stage-Dived into the Mainstream (New York: St. Martin’s
Press, 2007), 200-201.
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Springsteen-style influence.” Green Day bassist Mike Dirnt, who probably wrote this
part, said that his one goal was to make it as grandiose as possible.”” The guitars and
drums are much more active, their parts being based around a repeating pattern of four
dotted eighth notes followed by two eighth notes. The texture is denser as well. The
guitar sound is not as clean as the previous four parts, probably with added distortion and
reverb, and there is far more use of crash cymbeals in the drum part. This is also the first
time we hear note against note harmonization of the vocal line and a near blasphemy in
punk music, a guitar solo. Eventually, everything drops out except for voice and piano,
which allows for a crescendo to a big finish. In this section, it is much more difficult to
say whether or not there is an oppositional pull between the style and lyrics. The overall
sound is not one of tension. The point of view of the singer remains first person, if
slightly less intimate than in “Dearly Beloved.” But this is also the high point of the
narrative, when Jesus of Suburbia, or Johnny, in the Broadway adaptation, decides to get
out of the suburbs. Perhaps it calls for a style slightly more epic than traditional punk.
With all of the stylistic differences between each part of “Jesus of Suburbia” it
might be difficult to make sense of the song. At times, the music seems to suit the lyrics,
at others, maybe not so much. What does that mean if anything? Each listener will have
his/her own experience, but what can be said is that Green Day uses these style changes
to great effect. The alternation between sections in which the lyrics and musical style are
incongruous and sections in which they are congruous does two things. First it highlights

the sections in which the singer is giving a direct narration, such as in section II. Second,

%% Sheffield, “Berkeley Calling,” 186.
% Gillian G. Gaar, Green Day: Rebels with a Cause (New York: Music Sales
Corporation, 2007), 220.
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it indicates when the singer is being more sarcastic, as in section I. Without these stylistic
references and their juxtaposition with the lyrics, the meaning of the song would be
different and it would have less narrative momentum.

Another song that uses stylistic allusion to great effect is “Last of the American
Girls/She’s a Rebel.” The song opens with a string quartet accompaniment playing
staccato quarter notes. The vocals have a three eighth note pick-up into the first measure.
During pauses in the vocal melody in the third and fourth measures, seventh and eighth
measures, and eleventh and twelfth measures, the outside string voices fill in with eighth
note lines that are more legato. The combination of the staccato quarter notes and the
longer lines interacting with the vocal melody strongly evoke the well-known and
landmark Beatles song "Eleanor Rigby." The peculiarity of this allusion is that the lyrics
of “Last of the American Girls” seem incongruous with those of "Eleanor Rigby." On one
hand is the extolling of virtues of the ideal girlfriend, on the other, a description of lonely,
unfortunate souls. It is not until the interjection of the “She’s a Rebel” melody that the
allusion is understood. When it enters in measure fifteen, the strings drop out and we hear
it sung over nothing but a fast drum beat. The strings come back in two measures later
accompanying the “Last of the American Girls” vocal melody. This alternation continues
until “She’s a Rebel” finally takes over. It turns out that the purpose of the allusion to
"Eleanor Rigby" is to evoke a more art/progressive style of rock, which in turn serves as
a contrast to the more punk sounding “She’s a Rebel.” In some sense, "Eleanor Rigby" is
the epitome of art rock, as it was one of the first rock songs to use strings and to deal with
a somber subject. As one would expect in a struggle between art/progressive rock and

punk rock, the rebellious punk wins; in this case, quite literally.
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One more example deserves attention. The multi-part “Homecoming” near the
end of the show resolves many of the conflicts brewing over the course of the narrative.
In order to be effective as a finale, it must have a certain level of grandiosity to it. One
way “Homecoming” does this is by evoking other grandiose rock narratives. In part two,
“East 12" Street,” Johnny has taken a desk job but desperately wants to leave and go
back to Jingletown. Near the end of this section, there is a series of two measures phrases.
The first measure of each phrase contains only a strumming acoustic guitar. The second
measure is the full ensemble singing in harmony, with the accompaniment, including the
drums playing the exact rhythm of the vocal line. Each of these second measures also
contains a completely resolving chord progression of I-V-IV-V-I. The alternation that
occurs in this series of phrases is very reminiscent of the middle section of Queen’s
“Bohemian Rhapsody.” This section begins with a piano accompaniment of the words “I
see a little silhouette-o of a man.” Each phrase by the vocalist and piano is answered by a
Greek-chorus-like response, in harmony, with the entire accompaniment following the
rhythm of the chorus. While the example in “East 12™ Street” has a solo acoustic guitar
with no vocals over it rather than a single voice over a piano accompaniment, the effect is
the same and the allusion quite obvious. In addition, the protagonists of both songs are
feeling a sense of entrapment trying to find a way of escaping. Nevertheless, the primary
effect of the allusion, by evoking Queen and “Bohemian Rhapsody,” is to call on listeners
to hear “Homecoming” the way they might hear “Bohemian Rhapsody.”

Characters Defined by Musical Style

This is one other technique that Jessica Sternfeld mentions as helping to create

layers of meaning in Jesus Christ Superstar. In American Idiot, it is not employed
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frequently. However, it does apply to one character in the show, St. Jimmy. St. Jimmy is
punk. This is not only clear from his entrance song, which begins in a fast punk-rock
style, but also in his appearance. From St. Jimmy’s eyeliner and hair to the leather,
chains, and metal studs that adorn him, the audience is not in doubt about what he
represents. While St. Jimmy does not always sing in a punk-rock style, we do see, for
example, in “Last of the American Girls/She’s a Rebel” that he sometimes interjects his
melody and takes over other songs. In another one of his songs “Know Your Enemy,” the
entire cast is dressed in black hooded sweatshirts with the hoods pulled up, further
associating St. Jimmy with punk. In some ways, only having one character associated
with a particular style or genre is more effective; it highlights not only the significance of
punk to the show but also the significance of St. Jimmy’s character: he represents rage,
one side of the struggle on the entire show is built.

Of course, no stylistic references would be relatable without proper context. The
historical and cultural milieu of American Idiot is fundamental to the understanding of its
music, narrative arc, and cultural critique. Chapter three aims to discuss these

components as they relate to issues prevalent in American culture of the recent past.
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CHAPTER 3
REVIEWS: CULTURAL CONTEXT AND CONNECTIONS

American Idiot's greatest significance is its rich depiction of the experience of a
generation of Americans. It is a show that will continue to be relevant both for its larger
themes as well as its specific portrayals of its era. In order to support this claim, it is
important to review the issues surrounding this period of time—one perhaps unusually
fraught both politically and socially. American Idiot also addresses important cultural
issues: the travails of youth culture is its primary preoccupation, but the failings of
suburbia and suburban culture are also important elements of its critique. Lastly, in the
context of the history of musical styles and genres, American Idiot, because of Green
Day’s history and connection to punk music and subculture, reveals important features of
punk's ongoing development.

The first decade of the twenty-first century was eventful for the world but
especially the United States. Almost from the very beginning, there was political
controversy. The presidential election of 2000 was only the fourth in the history of the
United States in which the candidate with the fewer number of popular votes won the
election. Furthermore, a controversy over voter ballots and a recount in Florida marred
the final results. Because the Supreme Court ordered the recount to stop and allowed the
vote certification by the Florida secretary of state to stand, its decision effectively handed
the victory to George W. Bush.

The terrorist attacks on the United States on September 11, 2001 forever changed
the country. The aftermath, particularly Bush’s policies going forward, were highly

contentious. Under his presidency the United States started two costly wars, one in
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Afghanistan and one in Iraq. This was in addition to the so-called “global war on terror.”
The country also saw the passage of the “Patriot Act,” and the institution of other extreme
policies of surveillance, covert counter-terrorism operations, unlawful detention, and
torture. Bush was criticized for his handling of the war in Iraq and for the deception
surrounding the initial reasoning for the invasion. Terms and names such as preemptive
war, weapons of mass destruction, Osama Bin Laden, Taliban, “Mission Accomplished,”
Abu Ghraib prison, waterboarding, enemy combatant, Valerie Plame, and Guantanamo
became known to nearly every American.

George W. Bush was also criticized for his handling of the economy, instituting
two major tax cuts and presiding over a great recession in which the housing market
collapsed over the mishandling of sub-prime mortgages. Social policies promoted by the
Bush White House included a Constitutional Amendment banning same-sex marriage and
a 2006 veto of a bill to allow Federal funding for stem cell research. In 2005, Hurricane
Katrina brought to light problems in the way the Federal government responded to
natural disasters. As a result, the issues of race and poverty in American made it to the
front pages, prompting Kanye West to declare on national television that “George Bush
doesn’t care about black people.””® Hurricane Katrina and other disasters such as the
2004 earthquake and tsunami in the Pacific brought some urgency to the issues of climate
change.

The early twenty-first century was also marked by ever increasing media

saturation in everyday life. For example, the popularity of reality television took off in

% «Bysh Doesn’t Care about Black People,” available from
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zIUzLpO1kxI; Internet, accessed 10 March 2014.
West stated this during a televised Red Cross fundraising event shortly after Hurricane
Katrina.
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the first few years of the new millennium. One of the most well-known shows was
MTV’s The Real World, which first began in 1992, but it was not until later that
programs like Survivor and American Idol topped television ratings and became markers
of popular culture in the new millennium. In 1999, the first Blackberry smartphone was
released, and two years later, the first iPod was introduced. It was not long before white
earbuds became ubiquitous in everyday life. Information could be instantaneously shared
and discussed. No subject was off-limits. Social media websites like Facebook and
MySpace also took off during this time. A new culture was created— new terms like

99 ¢

“googling,” “tweeting,” and “selfie;” emoticons; and texting abbreviations like LOL and
OMG.

This was the condition of the country at the turn of the twenty-first century. For
those who did not live through it, it might be difficult to imagine a time before such
issues were part of everyday life. This is what American Idiot attempts to convey in its
story, music, and tone. In the opening scene, “American Idiot,” the audience is inundated
with short video and sound clips shown on television screens mounted around the set. In
addition to news footage covering George W. Bush, Dick Cheney, North Korea, natural
disasters, HIV, and Haliburton, the audience sees clips of American Idol, South Park,
Family Guy, Justin Timberlake, Dr. Phil, and Madonna and Britney Spears kissing at the
2003 MTV Video Music Awards.

The show quickly moves to “Jesus of Suburbia” to address another main narrative
theme, the decline of suburbia and the myth of the suburban ideal. It turns out that the

post-war ideal of suburbia no longer exists, or perhaps never did. Billie Joe Armstrong

and Mike Dirnt did not need any sociological study to tell them this; they experienced it
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for themselves. Regarding suburbanites in California’s East Bay, Dirnt observes, “They
just sit around and they’d rather work shitty nine-to-five jobs and waste out instead of
actually getting out there and doing what they would rather be doing. Their only
limitation is that they’re in this suburban subculture.”’ This disdain for suburbia,
combined with the possibility of “getting out,” is exactly the sentiment in the opening of
the show, an exemplary depiction of the rage versus love theme.

Social scientists like M.P. Baumgartner and Donna Gaines have described the
problems in their observations of suburban life at the turn of the twenty-first century.”®
According to Baumgartner, suburbia tends to engage in what she calls moral minimalism,
an aversion to confrontation and conflict.”” Suburbs tend to have high transiency rates
because of a dependence upon jobs.'® In other words, families move to and from suburbs
mainly to be close to where the jobs are. Social institutions within suburbs, despite
creating connections, generally mediate and restrict shared experiences rather than
encourage close and unrestricted relationships.'®! Therefore, ties within a community are
relatively weak. Families are unlikely to intervene in the affairs of their neighbors or
others in the community unless it has a direct effect on them. Because of this, suburban
communities tolerate a surprising amount of disturbing behavior among friends, and

. g J 102 . . .. . .
neighbors, and even within families.'”> Gaines describes a similar avoidance of major

°7 Gillian G. Gaar, Green Day: Rebels with a Cause (New York: Music Sales
Corporation, 2007), 9.

% See M.P. Baumgartner’s The Moral Order of a Suburb and Donna Gaines’s Teenage
Wasteland.

% M.P. Baumgartner, The Moral Order of a Suburb (New York and Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1988), 10.

"% bid., 9.

! Ibid.

"% Ibid., 11.
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conflict in Bergenfield, NJ. That community set up a Juvenile Conference Committee to
handle minor juvenile infractions and avoid drawing too much attention to the
problem.'®?

Within families, moral minimalism places excessive pressure on children.
Conlflicts tend to manifest themselves by “dramatized displeasure” with each other and by
displays of emotional distress.'™ In young people, the avenues for dramatization often

include drug use, promiscuity, petty crime and failure in school.'®

According to
Baumgartner, the ultimate display of conflict within suburban families is avoidance,
which sometimes results in physical separation or divorce.'*® Along similar lines of
avoidance, Gaines notes the tendency of parents to blame domestic discontent on
problems outside the home.'"’

In American Idiot, “Too Much Too Soon” depicts the kind of moral minimalism
Baumgartner describes. Up to this point in the show, Heather and Will exhibit avoidance
of the major tension between them, the responsibility of caring for their child. The song
ends in the “ultimate display of conflict,” their separation. Furthermore, the dramatic
action cleverly emphasizes Heather and Will’s avoidance by using other characters, the

personifications of their subconscious thoughts, to engage in the argument rather than

doing it themselves.

' Donna Gaines, Teenage Wasteland (New York: Pantheon Books, 1991), 44.
1% Baumgartner, 30-31.

"% Tbid., 33.

106 Baumgartner, 36.

"7 Gaines, 207.
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Also in suburbs, the absence of an underclass of poor, racial minorities, and
homeless people result in a greater emphasis and spotlight on youth.'® The combination
of fewer recreational and social opportunities for youth and the spotlight on them,
exaggerates incidents of delinquency and loitering. In fact, Gaines notes that “the
convenience stores of America are the focal point of suburban street culture. Among
them, 7-Eleven reigns supreme.” ' Activities of youth that would be overlooked or
unseen in an urban setting are under the microscope in suburbia. An undue amount of
pressure is exerted on youth in the public arena, while in the home, familial conflicts tend
to manifest themselves more in the children, whether it is exhibited through delinquent
behavior or mental health problems like depression and obsessive compulsive disorders.

In American Idiot, the suburban life of Johnny, Will, and Tunny is stifling. In
addition to their tumultuous family lives, the audience sees that there are few
opportunities for them, except to hang out at the local 7-Eleven store or get high. Will is
the ultimate embodiment of the slacker, stoner youth, or for the purposes of this
discussion, the “rage” (disillusionment and frustration). His character spends nearly the
entire show seated on a couch downstage right, occasionally snacking, drink a beer, or
taking bong hits. Although not entirely autobiographical, such anomistic dilemmas are
also found in the personal backgrounds of the three band members, discussed in chapter
one. For that matter, it is even evident in their name, Green Day, supposedly a term used
for a day spent getting high on marijuana. They have infused their music with their
personal stories, which, in the context of American Idiot, represent universal stories of

youth growing up in America. Yet, despite the “rage” evident in the characters, Will,

108 Baumgartner, 110.
'% Gaines, 46.
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Johnny, and Tunny exhibit a sense of hope, as expressed by their drive to leave the
suburbs and pursue their own dreams.

Much has been written about youth culture, both in a theoretical sense and in
qualitative studies. (Philosophy and statistics both have merits and should exist alongside
each other.) Wayne S. Wooden and Randy Blazak, in their book Renegade Kids,
Suburban Outlaws: From Youth Culture to Delinquency, discuss four theoretical
approaches to studying youth: American delinquency theories, British subcultural
theories, theories based on concepts of gender, and postmodern theories of youth
culture."'* In The Post-Subcultures Reader, edited by David Muggleton and Rupert
Weinzierl, even more nuanced approaches to studying youth culture are set out.''! My
discussion will draw from some of these but also draw in recent studies and reports on
youth in America.

Perhaps the most important idea about youth culture to discuss in relation to
American Idiot s the understanding that youth culture, as it is addressed in the show, is a
relatively new, unique phenomenon. Youth is generally associated with a prolonged
transition between childhood and adulthood, and, as a social role, "the teen" has only
existed in the United States since the end of the post-World War Il boom. According to
Coming of Age in America: The Transition to Adulthood in the Twenty-First Century,

there are five markers of adulthood that have traditionally signaled the end of childhood:

"0 Wayne S. Wooden and Randy Blazak, Renegade Kids, Suburban Outlaws: From

Youth Culture to Delinquency (Belmont, CA: Wadsworth Publishing Company, 2001),
16.
" David Muggleton and Rupert Weinzierl, eds., The Post-Subcultures Reader (Oxford:

Berg, 2003).
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the completion of schooling, a job, leaving home, marriage, and children.” “ Up until the

1950’s, there was an increased compression of such markers and events in time.'"
Women who were working during World War II could leave the workplace, and men,
because of the post-war boom and government initiatives like the GI Bill, were able to
establish themselves at a younger age. But as time passed, more women entered the
workforce and de-industrialization in the economy meant that more education was
required for many jobs.''"* The result was that people were getting married and having
children later. The latter part of the twentieth century was also marked by the decline in
the birth rate. In family life, this allowed for less focus on the discipline and parental
obedience required in larger families and more focus on the individuality of each child.'"
In other words, as the end of the twentieth century approached, the social conditions
created an environment in which youth, as a stage of life, was prolonged and spotlighted
and not merely a transitional stage.

One such consequence was a sort of drifting among youth in which they felt more
freedom to explore careers without an urgent need to decide quickly or definitively.''®
The traditional markers of adulthood no longer served. For example, in the school year

1999-2000, only twenty-seven percent of college students were following the traditional

model, attending a two or four year college directly out of high school with parental

"2 Mary C. Waters, ed., Coming of Age in America The Transition to Adulthood in the

Twenty-First Century (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2011), 172.

" Ibid., 12.

" Ibid., 13.

"5 Gerhard Falk and Ursula A. Falk, Youth Culture and the Generation Gap (New York,
NY: Algora, 2005), 24.

16 Waters, 65.
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financial support. H7

In some areas of the country, it was becoming less financially
feasible for young adults to move out of their parents’ home. Youth as a social category
was becoming less and less clearly demarcated.

As cultural studies scholar Lawrence Grossberg has argued, the 1980s brought a
war on youth. He observed that “youth itself has become a battlefield upon which the
current generation of adolescents, baby boomers, parents and corporate media interests
are fighting for control of its meanings, investments and powers, fighting to articulate and
thereby construct its experiences, identities, practices, discourses and social
differences.”'"® This war can be traced to many trends beginning in the 1980s, for
example, funding cuts in education and social programs and an increase in the homeless
population, especially among families and youth. Social conservatism experienced a
rebirth. A prime example of this is the Parents Resource Music Center. Formed in 1985,
this organization decried the perceived increase in topics like sex, drugs, and violence in
popular music. Ultimately it lead to “parental warning” labels on music with explicit
lyrics, which still exist today. The irony of the situation, as noted by Mitchell Morris, is
that youths were “at risk,” not because of the moral panic caused by the social
conservatives, but because of issues such as poverty and social persecution.'"”

Grossberg also points out that government spending on Millenials has been less

than on their parents’ generation.'** According to him, kids are increasingly “othered;” or

17 Waters, 11.

"8 Lawrence Grossberg, "Cultural Studies, The War Against Kids, and the Re-becoming
of US Modernity." Postcolonial Studies 6, no. 3 (November 2003), 332.

% Mitchell Morris, “Everyone is Gay: Queer Identities, Abject Desires, and the
Construction of Alternative Rock” (conference paper, Case Western Reserve University,
Cleveland, OH, November 16, 2013).

120 “Othered” is Grossberg’s term, 334. Scapegoated is Morris’s term.
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put more directly, scapegoated.121 Political battles and the fight to control public
discourse on how America is conceptualized happens at the expense of the well-being of
this country’s youth. In other words, youth has increasingly become the focus of older
generations, but no effort has been made to include them in the conversation— only to
study and discuss them, looking from the outside. This can be reflected in more recent
examples such as the “No Child Left Behind” educational law, which has come under
increasing criticism since its inception. The prolongation of youth and a war on youth has
led to neglect and young people being pushed to the margins. The time was ripe for
subcultures of disaffected youth. One such subculture is punk.

There has been so much written and said about punk that it would be impossible
to do more than scratch the surface. Additionally, punk is defined and discussed
differently depending on the context. It may be thought of as a style of music, a fashion
trend, a youth subculture, or all three together. In some ways it is impossible to separate
the three. How punk is defined tends to be very territorial. British describe and define
punk differently than Americans, and in the U.S., punk can be different depending on the
area. Nevertheless, the generally accepted narrative is that punk has its origins in the “no-
wave” movement on the lower east side of Manhattan.'** Centered around the music club
CBGB (Country, Bluegrass, Blues) and bands such as the Ramones and the New York
Dolls, this movement influenced rock music in London through British tours and band
manager Malcolm McLaren.'*> McLaren, who managed the New York Dolls and would

go on to manage the Sex Pistols, also owned a fashion shop in London, initially called

2! Grossberg, 335.

122 Wooden and Blazak, Renegade Kids, Suburban Outlaws, 68.

123 vpunk," Encyclopedia of Popular Music, 4th ed., Oxford Music Online, Oxford
University Press, accessed 10 March 2014.
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Let It Rock, but later changed to SEX.'** This combination of music and fashion
influenced many bands in Britain and the United States. In the U.S., punk movements
sprouted up in several cities around the country, most notably in New York, Los Angeles,

and Washington, D.C., but lost ground to heavy metal music in the 1980°s.'%

The early
1990’s is considered to be the time when punk broke into the mainstream, with bands like
Nirvana, the Offspring, Green Day, and Rancid achieving commercial success.

Many cultural values have been associated with punk music and punk subculture.
Initially in London, punk had social ties to working class youth whose economic outlook
was not very good. Simon Frith claims that punk is about challenging the status quo
through primarily three means: breaking down the barrier between artist and audience,
challenging commodity production with a do-it-yourself ethic, and questioning the
meaning of music.'?® This would also be applicable to punk in the United States, but
because of its geography, there are far more variations.

In the California Bay Area, punk was highly influenced by hippies and hippie
culture. Frank Portman of the band, the Mr. T Experience noted that “if you strip away
the thin veneer of punk in the Bay Area scene, there was always a hippie
undercurrent.”'?’ As mentioned in chapter one, the consequences of this influence were
many. The punk scene in the Bay Area was very open and accepting. Rather than being

highly rigid about how it defined punk, it was more inclusive. There was a strong do-it-

yourself ethic. Anyone could be in a punk band, even with little or no experience. Gilman

124 "McLaren, Malcolm," Encyclopedia of Popular Music, 4th ed., Oxford Music Online,
Oxford University Press, accessed 10 March 2014.
125 Wooden and Blazak, Renegade Kids, Suburban Outlaws, 69.
126 1.

Ibid., 68.
127 Marc Spitz, Nobody Likes You: Inside the Turbulent Life, Times, and Music of Green
Day (New York: Hyperion, 2006), 23.

61



Street was a place where those who did not fit in elsewhere found a home. Ultimately,
this was the perfect environment for Green Day to develop and grow. But Green Day was
unique in some ways; they could actually play their instruments. They were more
culturally, politically, and musically aware of the world around them. It is this
combination and environment that eventually bred a work like American Idiot.

This study illuminates two important issues with a wider relevance both to
musical-dramatic works and musicology. American Idiot is almost completely driven by
the song. The same might be said of other musical-dramatic works like opera or other
Broadway musicals. However, this is not entirely accurate. The format of a typical opera
includes both recitatives and arias (songs). Most Broadway musicals rely on a
combination of dialogue, song introductions (the equivalent of recitatives), and songs.
The songs themselves rarely have connections to one another except through the
dialogue. Opera may connect dramatic elements through the use of leitmotifs or tonal
areas. But imagine an opera that could tell a complete story only using arias. In essence,
this is what American Idiot does. While perhaps not entirely unique, this makes American
Idiot unusual among musical-dramatic works. In addition, my thesis provides a new
approach to the study of musical-dramatic works. Drawing upon scholars in musical
theater, popular music, and opera, the methods I use point to a more comprehensive

process that can be applied to other musical-dramatic works of varying genres.
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APPENDIX

LIST OF SONGS IN AMERICAN IDIOT

Song Key (Musical) Key (Album) Source Album

American Idiot A’ Major A® Major American Idiot

Jesus of Suburbia:

L Jesus of Suburbia | D® major D° Major American Idiot

IL. City of the D° Major D° Major American Idiot

Damned

III. I Don’t Care D® Major D® Major American Idiot

IV. Dearly Beloved | E° Major A® Major American Idiot

V. Tales of Another | A° Major A® Major American Idiot

Broken Home

Holiday F Minor F Minor American Idiot

Boulevard of F Minor F Minor American Idiot

Broken Dreams

Favorite Son B Major-C Major | A Major Rock Against Bush
I

Are We The A Major A Major American Idiot

Waiting

St. Jimmy A Major A Major American Idiot

Give Me Novacaine | A Major A Major American Idiot

Last of the G Major-A Major | B Major/G Major 21% Century

American Breakdown/

Girls/She’s a Rebel American Idiot
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Last Night On Earth | F Minor-F Major-A | A Major 21% Century
Major Breakdown
Too Much Too C Major-D Major- | B Major American Idiot
Soon B Major
Before the F" Major F” Major 21% Century
Lobotomy
Extraordinary Girl | B Major A Major American Idiot
Before the F" Major F* Major 21 Century
Lobotomy (Reprise) Breakdown
When It’s Time G Major None None
Know Your Enemy | B Major B Major 21% Century
Breakdown
21 Guns G Minor-B” Major- | D Minor-F Major | 21% Century
D Minor-F Major- Breakdown
G Minor-C Major
Letterbomb B Major E Major American Idiot
Wake Me Up When | G Major G Major American Idiot
September Ends
Homecoming: American Idiot
I. The Death of St. A Major A Major American Idiot

Jimmy

I1. East 12™ Street

A Major-D Major

A Major-D Major

American Idiot

II1. Nobody Likes D Major D Major American Idiot
You

IV. Rock and Roll A major A Major American Idiot
Girlfriend

V. We’re Coming D major D Major American Idiot
Home Again

Whatsername D Major D Major American Idiot
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