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In tro duc tion
Ref er ences to units of time are stand ard in spoken and writ ten com‐ 
mu nic a tion and across lit er ary types. “Last day in May, the af ter‐ 
noon.” “On the 13th day of the 5th lunar month.” In isol a tion, such
phrases use dif fer ent tem poral mark ers to es tab lish in the listener or
reader's mind some dis tinc tion re lated to the in dic ated month, day,
or time of day. The first of the above phrases could ap pear in a diary.
The second sounds vaguely Scrip tural. The visual image they con jure
for some might be a cal en dar or a sea son of the nat ural world. Both
quo ta tions, how ever, are song lyr ics char ac ter ized as re col lec tions
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and ap pear ing in the dis co graphy of The Fiery Fur naces, an Amer ican
mu sical group that ex plores sound-  (or song-) based re col lec tion so
thor oughly that it serves as one of the band’s de fin ing fea tures.

Ini tially act ive from 2000 to 2011 and from 2020 to the present, The
Fiery Fur naces in cludes two per man ent mem bers: brother and sis ter
Mat thew Fried ber ger and Eleanor Fried ber ger. Both are mu si cians
and per formers, but Mat thew writes most of the music and lyr ics,
and Eleanor is re spons ible for most of the singing. The duo was un‐ 
usu ally pro lific in their ori ginal run, re leas ing nine full- length al bums
(eight stu dio; one live) in roughly six years. Each sib ling has en joyed a
solo ca reer, with Mat thew re leas ing at least a dozen solo al bums and
Eleanor re leas ing four.

2

A close read ing of a dis co graphy of such a size could fill mul tiple
volumes, and the ex cel lence of their song writ ing and per form ances
would de serve such a treat ment. While this art icle ana lyzes se lec‐ 
tions from most of the Fiery Fur naces al bums and, to a lesser ex tent,
the sib lings' solo works, the par tic u lar, nar row focus is on how the
songs' lit er ary (and oc ca sion ally filmic) qual it ies con trib ute to a
unique meet ing point of music and memory. This art icle en gages with
the memory- based ex per i mental music of The Fiery Fur naces as a
type of com plex storytelling more com mon in other nar rat ive forms.
Rather than ex plor ing an in stance of music and memory in lit er at ure,
this read ing of The Fiery Fur naces ex am ines memory- based music as
a type of lit er at ure.

3

Tiina Männistö- Funk ar gues that “music can con cret ize and or gan ize
bio graph ical memor ies and make us sens it ive to wards the dif fer ent
tem por al it ies of re mem ber ing” (Männistö- Funk 2016� 235-236). The
auto bi o graph ical thrust of The Fiery Fur naces' music and pro mo tion
in cludes ref er ences to lit er ary, mu sical, and re li gious sources that
have been ad ap ted to the par tic u lar pur poses of each pro ject. To the
ex tent that in ter tex tu al ity in forms the Fiery Fur naces pro ject, each
in stance re flects the artists' par tic u lar memory of that text. Though
not all of the song lyr ics ex amined in this art icle are ex pli citly about
memory, nearly all of them de pend on the in flu ence of re membered
texts and ob jects, which are ad ap ted into new forms in song.

4

In the first sec tion, I ex plore the re la tion ship between “indie rock,”
the gen eric group ing within which the Fiery Fur naces' music is said
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to exist, and “lit er ary fic tion,” that cat egory of pub lish ing sig ni fy ing
qual ity fic tion that breaks with con ven tions of genre and pop u lar
com mer cial forms. I point out how the Fiery Fur naces' out put, os‐ 
tens ibly an ex ample of indie rock, hews closer to the sub stance and
repu ta tion of lit er ary fic tion and the aura of lit er ar i ness. Though the
band's music has some times en joyed crit ical ac claim, the in her ent lit‐ 
er ar i ness of the ma ter ial has been di vis ive among crit ics and con‐ 
sumers. Sec tion two ex am ines spe cific con cepts and sources such as
the Bible and Broad way mu sic als that serve as fa mil iar con texts or
sources of al lu sion em bed ded within cul tural memory, which take on
new mean ings when de livered via the melod ies and es pe cially the lyr‐ 
ics of The Fiery Fur naces.

The third sec tion in volves two key com pon ents of lit er at ure and film
nar rat ives, tem por al ity/order and char ac ter, es pe cially as those re‐ 
late to memory and re col lec tion in the Fried ber gers' music, in clud ing
how the char ac ters that pop u late the songs are per spect ives that be‐ 
come the site of memor ies within the music. Fi nally, the fourth sec‐ 
tion en gages with the in ter ac tion of aural and tex tual ele ments within
the design and pro mo tion of The Fiery Fur naces’ al bums, which com‐ 
bine the vari ous lay ers of memory and re call, in clud ing that of the
listen ers, to unify the dis par ate styles that con sti tute the Fried ber ger
sib lings’ dis co graphy.

6

1. Indie Rock and Lit er ary Fic tion
The al bums of The Fiery Fur naces and the solo re leases of the Fried‐ 
ber gers have all reached listen ers through in de pend ent la bels, dis tin‐ 
guished from major la bels primar ily through a lack of cor por ate
wealth and pro mo tional reach. As a res ult of the lower fin an cial
stakes, in de pend ent la bels also enjoy the free dom to focus on mu sical
niches and often allow more artistic ex per i ment a tion, a facet of the
busi ness model that has be nefited The Fiery Fur naces. Rough Trade
Re cords re leased the band’s debut album, Gal lowsbird’s Bark (2003),
Blue berry Boat (2004), EP (2005), and Re hears ing My Choir (2005).
Both Rough Trade and Fat Pos sum re leased Bit ter Tea (2006), and
then Thrill Jockey re leased the re mainder of the group’s full- length
al bums to date: Widow City (2007), Re mem ber (2008), I’m Going Away
(2009), and Take Me Round Again (2009).

7
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Within pop u lar cul ture, it is com mon to hear bands like The Fiery
Fur naces re ferred to as ex em plars of “indie rock,” which, by the most
straight for ward defin i tion, means they are not signed to a major label.
In a 2005 art icle, “What is Indie Rock?” Ryan Hi b bett con tex tu al izes
the mu sical group ing re l at ive to Pierre Bour dieu’s concept of cul tural
cap ital and com pares indie rock’s re la tion ship to its cor por ate con‐
trast with “high art in its re la tion to pop u lar cul ture,” stat ing:

8

Indie rock is part of a di cho tom ous power struc ture in which two
fields—one (A) hav ing a large audi ence and pro du cing an abund ance
of eco nomic cap ital, the other (B) hav ing a much smal ler audi ence
and pro du cing little eco nomic cap ital—op er ate in a con ten tious but
sym bi otic re la tion ship: while res ist ing the con ven tions of A, B ac ‐
quires value through its being re cog nized as “not A.” (Hi b bett 2005�
57)

Hi b bett’s point about indie rock ac quir ing value be cause of its op pos‐ 
i tion to, and per ceived dis tinc tion from, major- label rock is it self a
pro cess that de pends on a cul tiv ated memory. That is, a music
listener or fol lower of pop u lar cul ture must first de velop an aware‐ 
ness of the struc ture and products of corporate- funded major label
rock music and keep those im pres sions in mind to ap pre ci ate the dif‐ 
fer ences ex pressed in products of in de pend ent la bels. Without the
memory of the norm (major label re leases), the de par ture from the
norm (in de pend ent label re leases) is less defined and would not seem
ex cep tional.

9

Re hears ing My Choir, the Fiery Fur naces’ memory- saturated fourth
stu dio album, is a bio graph ical work about the Fried ber ger sib lings’
oc to gen arian grand mother, Olga Saran tos. Though writ ten by Mat‐ 
thew, the lead vo cals on the album are de livered by Saran tos her self,
speak ing/singing the story of her life. Though these as pects of the
album do not sug gest the po ten tial for com mer cial suc cess, an in de‐ 
pend ent label such as Rough Trade gains cachet and as serts its indie
rock bona fides by being will ing and able to re lease the grand mother
album to a more lim ited audi ence.

10

There is a pre ced ent for this type of di vide within book pub lish ing. In
a re cent art icle for The Na tion, Dan Sinykin ex plains that in the late
1970s and early 1980s, “the cat egory of ‘lit er ary fic tion’ emerged from
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a cul ture of crisis to mark an old dis tinc tion [in clud ing that of en ter‐ 
tain ment versus art] as newly sa li ent. It an nounced aes thetic am bi‐ 
tion: Lit er ary fic tion was not com mer cial, not pop u lar, and not genre
fic tion (em phasis in the ori ginal)” (Sinykin 2023). This ef fort to define
lit er ary fic tion by what it is not clearly par al lels and slightly fore tells
the po s i tion and pro mo tion of indie rock re l at ive to more con ven‐ 
tional major- label rock music. As lit er ary fic tion ex is ted as an ex cep‐ 
tion to lesser dis tin guished but more overtly com mer cial cat egor ies
of fic tion in pub lish ing, such as books by “brand- name au thors”
(Sinykin 2023), the ideal of indie rock cham pi ons ec cent ric, en ig matic
char ac ters rather than celebrit ies and often res ists mass com mer cial
ex ploit a tion through more artistic or less eas ily con sum able music.

Al though the work of The Fiery Fur naces ex ists in the mu sical sphere
and not the lit er ary pub lish ing sphere, their music is rel ev ant to a
dis cus sion of memory in lit er at ure bey ond the lit er ary fic tion/indie
rock par al lel. The lit er ar i ness of the band’s lyr ics and music is found
in both the “auto mat iz a tion and deau to mat iz a tion of lan guage”
(Benthien, Lau, and Marx sen 2018� 18) that oc curs in Mat thew Fried‐ 
ber ger’s lyr ics, as well as in other lit er ary com pon ents of the mu sical
work. Miall and Kuiken’s “three- component model of lit er ar i ness in‐ 
volving fore groun ded styl istic or nar rat ive fea tures…de fa mil i ar iz ing
re sponses to them, and the con sequent modi fic a tion of per sonal
mean ings” (1999� 121) also align with the form and func tion of The
Fiery Fur naces’ music, often in volving the char ac ters’ memor ies
within the music and listen ers’ memor ies of the music.

12

2. Con cepts and Sources
The nar rat ive of The Fiery Fur naces blends the sib lings’ fanci fully re‐ 
worked bio graph ical de tails with the blues, re li gion and Scrip ture,
and the memory of other per sonal and cul tural sources. Yet their ca‐ 
reer break through ar rived via a more con ven tional cycle of rock
music pro duc tion and pro mo tion that oc curred at the turn of the
mil len nium. Ori gin at ing from Chicago but form ing their band in New
York in 2000, Mat thew and Eleanor’s emer gence as an indie rock act
co in cided with a broader re clas si fic a tion of rock bands within a
music in dustry search ing for the next mar ket able shift. Be gin ning in
the late 1990s, a per ceived re vival of gar age rock or post- punk music,

13
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typ i fied by groups such as The Strokes (from New York City), The
White Stripes (from De troit), and the Hives (from Fager sta), had
provided such a trend, called “The New Rock Re volu tion” by some
taste m ak ing out lets such as Brit ish music pub lic a tion New Mu sical
Ex press.

Any rush to find, pro mote, and cap it al ize on the next wave of pop u lar
music im pli citly comes with the aware ness that an other wave is in
the offi ng, es pe cially in the post- millennium real ity of an ac cel er at ing
spread of di gital in form a tion and short en ing at ten tion spans. In deed,
in ret ro spect, the rock re volu tion that cap tured what seemed like the
en tire at ten tion of the music press in the first years of the 2000s, and
which did fur ther blur the line between in de pend ent and major label
re leases, only las ted a few years. In 2010, Marc Spitz wrote a ret ro‐ 
spect ive art icle for SPIN magazine, “The ‘New Rock Re volu tion’
Fizzles,” eu lo giz ing a period of cre ativ ity and products/pro mo tion
thereof that Spitz had been en thu si astic about but whose ex pir a tion
date had ar rived by spring 2005. The pull quote from Spitz’s art icle
sum mar ized the im per man ence of the re volu tion: “A wave of back- to-
basics bands take over, but all too briefly” (Spitz 2010� 95).

14

The “back- to-basics” con di tion Spitz refers to could refer to the
stripped- down in stru ment a tion, pro duc tion styles, and song struc‐ 
tures of these re viv al ist rock bands. For The Fiery Fur naces, though,
the blues was the basic mu sical touch point used to pro mote (and dis‐ 
cussed in the re cep tion of) their first album, Gal lowsbird’s Bark. As a
mu sical and nar rat ive form, the blues pred ates rock- and-roll by
nearly a cen tury. The blues’ in flu ence on rock and roll is ap par ent in
both the mu sical and lyr ical con ven tions of rock and the se lec tion of
songs that ex is ted at the nexus of the trans ition from blues to rock.
This his tory in cludes white artists on major la bels cov er ing songs by
black artists on in de pend ent la bels (Garo falo 2002� 124), which is a
dif fer ent sort of de fa mil i ar iz a tion/modi fic a tion pro cess that also
relates to con tem por ar ies of The Fiery Fur naces, such as The White
Stripes.

15

While plenty of crit ics found the in flu ence of the blues within Gal‐ 
lowsbird’s Bark, the Fried ber gers them selves also leaned into the
com par ison, with New York magazine print ing an un char ac ter ist ic ally
pithy quo ta tion from the duo in Septem ber 2003, just be fore the re ‐

16
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lease of the album: “’We’re spas tic ally bluesy’” ("New Rock City” 2003).
What was less em phas ized at the time but par tic u larly rel ev ant to the
present art icle is how the over all Fiery Fur naces pro ject res on ates
with the blues nar rat ive. Kim berly R. Con nor ob serves:

What the blues de picts is not fac tual in form a tion as such but rather
the life of human feel ing, and therein the con nec tion to a re li gious
im pulse also resides. For all the lure of the real there is also the blur
of the real that shapes a nar rat ive to mythic pro por tions – as in the
case of Robert John son at the cross roads – in order to make it mean ‐
ing ful and use ful. (Con nor 2012� 144-5).

The link between the Fiery Fur naces and the (memory of the) blues
comes into clearer focus when one con siders that their per sonae in‐ 
volve a bio graphy that blends fact and myth and lyr ics that reg u larly
refer to re li gion, even if their mu sical style has moved far away from
the blues proper.

17

A press re lease is sued by the band to pro mote live shows blurs the
line between the real and the mythic, in the man ner Con nor de‐ 
scribes the blues, es tab lish ing the idea of feud ing, un der per form ing
sib lings who did not share the same taste or form at ive ex per i ences in
music, who traveled out side of the United States but even tu ally found
their way back to each other, and whose mu sical re la tion ship seems
to be fruit ful only as long as it tem pers the sim mer ing enmity (in‐ 
clud ing phys ical vi ol ence) that ex ists between the two con trast ing
fig ures.

18

The re li gious strand of the blues also ex ists in the band’s name, which
al ludes to Nebuchad nez zar’s treat ment of Shad rach, Me shach, and
Abed nego in the Book of Daniel, as well as in sev eral song lyr ics that
use the memory of Scrip ture and the set ting of the church as cru cial
com pon ents of the mu sical nar rat ives in the Fiery Fur naces dis co‐ 
graphy. For ex ample, the church is a primary set ting of Re hears ing My
Choir, pulling from Saran tos’ ex per i ences in dir ect ing and singing in a
church choir (which was also the site of early mu sical activ ity for the
Fried ber ger sib lings). An iTunes ex clus ive re lease of Widow City fea‐ 
tures a bonus song called “Barn abus and Paul,” ref er en cing two char‐ 
ac ters from Scrip ture whose doc u mented per sonal dis pute and sep ‐
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ar a tion might have res on ated with sib lings in an un easy cre at ive/fa‐ 
milial re la tion ship.

An other Widow City song, “Pricked in the Heart,” quotes and de fa mil‐ 
i ar izes the New Test a ment nar rat ive of John the Baptist, with the lyr‐ 
ics “John bap tized with water; now, with wine,” sub sti tut ing the
source text’s ref er ences to fire and the Holy Spirit with wine, thus
con nect ing the lan guage to the listener/reader’s memory of Jesus’s
first mir acle (turn ing water into wine at the wed ding at Cana). Mat‐ 
thew’s 2009 solo album Winter Women (2009) also in cludes sev eral
ref er ences to re li gion, spir itu al ity, and Scrip ture, often fo cus ing on
char ac ters within the songs. There is a nom inal nod to Bib lical char‐ 
ac ters Rachel and Ruth in the song “Ruth vs. Rachel” and a curi ous
pair of similes ("Poor as Job / Meek as Moses") in the song “Don’t You
Re mem ber,” which, with its ex pli cit in voc a tion of memory, it self
bridges EP track “Here Comes the Sum mer,” in which Eleanor punc‐ 
tu ates nearly every phrase of the verse with the ques tion, “Re mem‐ 
ber?” and the Fiery Fur naces’ live double- album Re mem ber.

20

Mu sical theater is an other concept or source that the Fried ber gers
mine for ma ter ial from and about re col lec tion, which serves their
mu sical pro ject de voted to the same. The most con spicu ous ex ample
of such a mu sical source is the Blue berry Boat song “Spa ni olated,”
whose runtime of just a few minutes makes it one of the epic album’s
more in di vidu ally di gest ible num bers. In “Spa ni olated,” Eleanor sings
from the per spect ive of a teen age char ac ter cap tured by an old man
and stuck on a boat. After a ref er ence to being forced to in gest “three
pills a day to keep me from get ting taller” (Fried ber ger 2004), which
might al lude to the fluc tu at ing size of the title char ac ter in Lewis
Car roll’s Alice’s Ad ven tures in Won der land (1865), the cap tive char ac‐ 
ter of “Spa ni olated” sings the fol low ing: “I wish I wish I was back in
Chicago / Up the river to Seville I was row ing and strum ming / On
my port able gui tar my fair lady a hum ming /The pain, the pain, in
Spain falls mainly on me / The pain, the pain, in Spain falls mainly on
me” (Fried ber ger 2004).

21

This se lec tion of lyr ics from “Spa ni olated” in volves mul tiple levels of
re col lec tion, in clud ing that of the singer, the char ac ter, and the audi‐ 
ence. Those fa mil iar with the Fried ber gers’ Chicago ori gins, which
the pro mo tion of the group made no secret of, and which other Blue ‐

22
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berry Boat songs, such as “1917,” in volve in their premises, will re call
this bio graph ical in form a tion about the mu si cian and link Eleanor’s
ori gin to the long ing (in deed, the prayer) of the char ac ter in the song
to re turn home. For the char ac ter in the song, who has just in the
pre vi ous line been taught to pray the ros ary, she is re peat ing learned
in form a tion and then hum ming a tune from Fre d er ick Loewe and
Alan Jay Lerner’s 1956 mu sical My Fair Lady, the words of which be‐ 
come altered in this Seville- set sec tion of Blue berry Boat’s travelogue.
The Fiery Fur naces change the well- known lyr ics from the mu sical’s
song (in volving a mne monic device), “The Rain in Spain.” Here, “rain”
be comes “pain,” and the des tin a tion of the “pain” is no longer “mainly
in the plain” but rather “mainly on me.” How ever, the ad just ment and
the cita tion of the mu sical’s title within the lyr ics en sure that the
listen ing audi ence will re call the source and be aware of the al ter a‐ 
tion to fit the scen ario in the ad apt ing song.

Two ad di tional ele ments of My Fair Lady as a source are worth not‐ 
ing. First are the par al lels between the mu sical’s char ac ters, with the
in struct ors Hig gins and Pick er ing being a fore run ner to the known
task mas ter Mat thew Fried ber ger and Eliza Doolittle (the stu dent)
being the fig ure that Eleanor cor res ponds to within the Fiery Fur‐ 
naces per sonae of which her brother is the dom in eer ing part ner in‐ 
struct ing his sis ter how to say and sing what he wants her to say and
sing. The second note worthy as pect is the ap par ent in flu ence of “The
Rain in Spain’s” use of al lit er a tion ("In Hart ford, Here ford, and Hamp‐ 
shire? Hur ricanes hardly hap pen") on sev eral Fiery Fur naces songs,
such as EP’s “Sul li van’s So cial Club” and Blue berry Boat’s “Birdie Brain,”
a styl istic fea ture which has the ef fect of mak ing the com plex lyr ics
more mem or able to a listener.

23

3. Tem por al ity/order and char ac ‐
ter
Re hears ing My Choir is the Fiery Fur naces album that most overtly
in volves bio graph ical memor ies and tem por al ity as a sub ject and
fore groun ded styl istic fea ture. As the album’s premise is Mat thew’s
cre at ive fic tion al iz a tion of his grand mother’s memor ies, there is a
con stant in ter play between the dec ades of her life and the events and
emo tions she (and her grand chil dren) as so ci ate with those events and

24



The Fiery Furnaces: Memory-Based Rock Music as Literature

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

emo tions. Be cause the album en gages in such a dir ect way with the
sub jects con sidered here, it is one of the only Fiery Fur naces al bums
pre vi ously ana lyzed in schol arly pub lic a tions, spe cific ally for its
“memory theme” (Little 2007) and in stru mental ad apt a tion of for got‐ 
ten lan guage from lost cor res pond ence (Britt 2020). In order not to
cover the same ter rit ory as those other pub lic a tions, it is use ful to
look else where in the Fiery Fur naces’ dis co graphy for at ten tion to
tem por al ity, nar rat ive order, and the char ac ters who ex per i ence
those pas sages and ar range ments of time.

Bit ter Tea is an album re cor ded at the same time as Re hears ing My
Choir, ori gin ally in ten ded to ac com pany it in a double- album pack‐ 
age. One way of un der stand ing the con trast between the two halves
of the would- be double album is as the grand mother versus the
grand daugh ter, or at least an older woman versus a younger one,
with the con tent on Re hears ing My Choir being the re col lec ted stor‐ 
ies of a woman near the end of her life and the con tent on Bit ter Tea
being “the de pressed love songs of a lyr ical, 12- year-old girl, alone in
her room, banging on a piano…’It’s a clever young per son’s fantasy of
being sat is fied with life’” (Coyle 2006).

25

One irony of dis cuss ing both al bums through the lens of memory is
that the older woman’s memory, by her own ad mis sion, can not be
fully trus ted and that the preteen girl has not yet lived the events that
exist only in her fantas ies. Thus, neither char ac ter can prop erly re‐ 
mem ber. The Bit ter Tea song “Nev ers” deals with elu sive events of the
past and fu ture by con cret iz ing no time at all. In “Nev ers,” Mat thew
ex ecutes the theme of neg a tion and eras ure of time (and space) by
using re verse vo cals, or back mask ing, and phon etic re versal. There‐ 
fore, in ad di tion to ima gin ing as real a place that does not exist, the
re cord ing and pro duc tion tech niques also present his and Eleanor’s
voices telling the story while caught in a blend of for ward and re verse
tem por al ity. “Nev ers” be gins with the fol low ing lines:

26

There’s a town I know called Nev ers / No nev ers / Never wasn’t was
what it weren’t /  
When it wasn’t once. Knew Nev ers / Knew Nev ers / Noth ing never
I’ll ever learnt /  
There’s a vil lage I visit, that’s Vaguely / Sorta vaguely... /Vaguely!: yes
I seem to re call /  
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Though it’s un clear, clearly: Vaguely / Very vaguely / Can’t say it’s
been there once and for all. (Fried ber ger 2006)

While this open ing sec tion of “Nev ers” makes the lyr ics al most un in‐ 
tel li gible for the listener, a re prise of the song, un lis ted in the pack‐ 
aging but ap pear ing at the album’s end, strips away these re cord ing
tech niques and Mat thew’s voice. Within the metanar rat ive of Bit ter
Tea, Mat thew erases him self, and only then are the lyr ics in tel li gible
when de livered strictly by Eleanor. Though Mat thew has a repu ta tion
as a max im al ist, this arc of sub tract ing or isol at ing mu sical in form a‐ 
tion that be gins with the “Nev ers” re prise con tin ues to some ex tent
into his solo ca reer.

27

The next Fiery Fur naces album, Widow City, re sumes a sim ilar pro‐ 
cess of turn ing no time in the past or no time in the fu ture into a mu‐ 
sical real ity, though this time, the album is pro moted with a fanci ful
and de tailed de scrip tion of “this strenu ous work of the ima gin a tion,
or Ima gin ary Work” in volving “the strict sub jug a tion of an ima gin ary
bible to an ima gin ary board game” (Widow City 2007). One standout
song from Widow City is “My Egyp tian Gram mar,” in which the char‐ 
ac ter sung by Eleanor re calls spe cific memor ies of passing out on the
day of her daugh ter’s wed ding as well as other more fant astic and
cryptic scen arios. After each re col lec tion, though, she be gins the
chorus with the words, “Now that clearly didn’t hap pen” (Fried ber ger
2007) be fore nar rat ing her con sulta tion of a book of Egyp tian gram‐ 
mar and the con tents thereof. The hiero glyphs she finds in the book
are, by defin i tion, visual ob jects that rep res ent words, so her use of
mere words to de scribe them is as in suf fi cient as the pre cisely de‐ 
tailed memor ies are ul ti mately un re li able. How ever, each sub sequent
sec tion of the nar rat ive in cludes the ob ject as so ci ated with the hiero‐ 
glyph she has pre vi ously found, so the song’s struc ture sug gests a
type of de term in ism in which the gram mar book guides her in the
same way the ima gin ary board game would.

28

By join ing themes of false memor ies with the short com ings of trans‐ 
la tion and the blurred line between fantasy and real ity, the nar rat ive
of “My Egyp tian Gram mar” aligns with the “Ima gin ary Work” at the
core of the Fiery Fur naces pro ject. Hav ing fi nally named this pro‐ 
cess/product in pro mot ing Widow City, the band’s sixth album, the
Fried ber gers seem to priv ilege the qual ity of sub ject ive ex per i ence to
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any ob ject ive stand ard of veri fi able re col lec tion or sens ible order. In‐ 
deed, neg at ive re ac tions to the Fiery Fur naces’ out put often in volve a
per plexed as ser tion that the lyr ics and music are too com plic ated or
eso teric. Eleanor has spec u lated that “’Maybe be cause people don’t
know some of the ref er ences they tune out or some thing … and the
fact that the in stru ment a tion is so var ied and a melody only lasts for a
few bars or some thing like that. I don’t know. To me it doesn’t sound
that way, and it doesn’t sound com plic ated’” (Britt 2012). Even when
turn ing a crit ical eye to wards her own mu sical pro ject and try ing to
un der stand the more neg at ive re cep tion of her music, Eleanor is
identi fy ing the al lus ory nature of the lyr ics and the eph em eral qual ity
of melod ies. One could argue that a listener en coun ter ing and over‐ 
com ing these as pects of the music, which set it apart from much of
main stream rock music, cor res ponds to that final di men sion of lit er‐ 
ar i ness: the “con sequent modi fic a tion of per sonal mean ings” (Miall
and Kuiken 1999� 121).

Ad di tion ally, while Mat thew’s melod ies are short, they are also un‐ 
usu ally re pet it ive, and he var ies them by per form ing them on sev eral
in stru ments in an in di vidual song. Hence, the en joy ment of Fiery Fur‐ 
naces’ songs de pends on an other facet of memory re search: re peated
pat terns are in creas ingly pleas ing to an in di vidual be cause of prior
ex pos ure. In other words, memory and not preex ist ing “aes thetic
sens ib il it ies” (Lamp inen and Beike 2015� 15) con trib ute to a pos it ive
re sponse to cer tain pat terns, in clud ing par tic u larly re pet it ive melod‐ 
ies. In keep ing with ref er ences to their Greek her it age that ap pears in
the Fried ber gers’ music, there is an in ter play of Chro nos (quant it at‐ 
ive) time and kairos (qual it at ive) time un der ly ing the tem poral activ ity
of the songs’ nar rat ives. Over time, the vari ous mo ments, which seem
dis par ate and scattered, form a co her ent ar range ment be cause of the
melod ies that unite them.

30

4. Aural and tex tual in ter ac tion
If there were any doubt about Mat thew Fried ber ger’s in terest in sub‐ 
ject ive ex per i ence re lated to memory and the rep res ent a tion thereof,
Mat thew in cludes text in the lyric sheet for 2006 solo album Holy
Ghost Lan guage School, which reads “MORAL: BUT IN THE END NOW
WHO’S TO SAY WHAT WHAT YOU SAID OR WHAT WHAT YOU
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DIDN’T? BUT IN THE END NOW WHO’S TO SAY WHAT’S IN YOUR
HEART OR WHAT ISN’T IN IT” (Fried ber ger 2006). These words set
apart within the lyric book by being styl ized in all cap ital let ters and
de tached from any song title are, in fact, the lyr ics to the album’s final
track, called “Moral and Epi logue.” While the en tire his tory of The
Fiery Fur naces in cludes en ig matic tex tual ac com pani ment, such as
the press re leases and pro mo tional ma ter i als cited earlier in this art‐ 
icle, this dir ect ar tic u la tion of the moral to the story, as it were, is
rare within the Fried ber gers’ out put. With this text, which con cludes
the lyric book let for Holy Ghost Lan guage School and re prises the
theme of the songs’ lyr ics (es pe cially that of “Topeka and San Ant o‐ 
nio"), Mat thew seems to be claim ing that memory is al ways fluid and
never fixed, in so far as no one knows an other per son’s heart.

There is a strong pos sib il ity that this moral is also tongue- in-cheek,
but just as the Fried ber gers’ bio graphy con tains just enough facts to
serve as tent poles for the draped fic tion, it is often the ac com pa ny‐ 
ing text and not the music that provides the truest in dic at ors of Mat‐ 
thew’s mo tiv a tions and logic as a song writer. One sig ni fic ant ef fect of
call ing memory into ques tion while sim ul tan eously cre at ing music
that de pends on the listener’s re call of lit er ary and cul tural sources
and abil ity to in teg rate the mu si cians’ modi fic a tion of those sources
into mem or able music is that Mat thew and Eleanor treat their cata log
as end lessly mod u lar. Three sep ar ate re leases em phas ize the use ful‐ 
ness of the writ ten word to link or re order in di vidual songs so that
the vari ous mo ments rep res en ted by those songs achieve a play ful
co her ence. The irony of this ap proach is that the music and ac com‐ 
pa ny ing text often warn the listener against treat ing memory as fact.
Ad di tion ally, be cause the writ ten text alone is free from melody, the
aural ele ments that might be come in creas ingly pleas ing thanks to re‐ 
peated ex pos ure are miss ing from the fool’s er rand of trust ing in a
more co di fied ver sion of the songs’ vari ous strands.
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In Bit ter Tea, this play ful ap proach to ar ran ging the songs nar rat ively
in cludes only a few added words that link the song titles into a con‐ 
tinu ous para graph. For ex ample, the songs “Bit ter Tea,” “Teach Me
Sweet heart,” and “Wait ing to Know You,” which play con sec ut ively
when listen ing, be come the phrase, “With a cup of bit ter tea, go
ahead and teach me, sweetheart- -I’m wait ing to know you” on the
rear cover art of phys ical cop ies of the album (Fried ber ger 2006).
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Mat thew em ploys a dif fer ent ver sion of this tech nique on the double- 
album re lease Winter Women/Holy Ghost Lan guage School, tex tu ally
unit ing the titles of all 29 songs in the col lec tion but in clud ing the
titles for the second- billed album (Holy Ghost Lan guage School) first
and the first- billed album (Winter Woman) second. This vari ation of
the tech nique does not de pend on ad di tional lan guage to at tach the
dis tinct titles to one an other, but the songs are all writ ten as a single
block of text, which high lights ex ist ing con nec tions between them,
such as the Winter Women se quence con sist ing of “Don’t You Re‐ 
mem ber?” and “Becha Don’t."

Live double album Re mem ber is a dizzy ing mix of songs and song
frag ments, mostly son ic ally over hauled for live per form ance and
spliced to gether from sev eral dif fer ent con certs into more than two
hours of music that might be the peak of the Fiery Fur naces’ at ten‐ 
tion to memory, de fa mil i ar iz a tion, and sub jectiv ity. As the per form‐ 
ances on this col lec tion are live re cord ings rather than stu dio re cord‐ 
ings, a para graph of text ap pear ing in the album pack aging unites
song lyr ics from across the group’s dis co graphy, this time high light‐ 
ing lines that in clude the word live (lighv) or its sound within other
words: “And now we live by muskles…in a cash and carry next to Mt.
Olivet” (Fried ber ger 2008). This em phasis on live (lighv) rather than
live (liiv) de fa mil i ar izes our ex pec ted as so ci ations with the live (liiv)
album format.

34

Al though more than fifty songs ap pear in the col lec tion, the of fi cial
track list ing only in cludes six suite names, which quote and al lude to
song lyr ics, leav ing the mu sical con tents of the album a mys tery. The
tex tual fea tures of phys ical re leases of the album make the mys tery
even more ex pli cit, as a small piece of paper ap pears in the pack‐ 
aging, an noun cing the “Re mem ber Treas ure Hunt” and ask ing the
listener/reader, “Why not guess what’s on this album?” in vok ing their
memory of the stu dio re cord ings to pre dict what the suites might
con tain. The text con tin ues, “You might do so be fore and after listen‐ 
ing. Please write down your an swers,” a re quest that in vites the
listener/reader to join the activ ity that play fully re arranges the titles
and words of the songs just as the artists them selves have been doing
for their past few al bums.
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Con clu sion
In this art icle, I have ex amined the music of The Fiery Fur naces as an
in stance of indie rock that val id ates the aim of that art cat egory to be
set apart from the in ter fer ing in flu ences of major- label rock music. A
com par ison of indie rock to lit er ary fic tion helps to high light the par‐ 
al lel between mu sical and lit er ary pub lish ing, and defin i tions and un‐ 
der stand ings of what makes a work (writ ten or oth er wise) lit er ary
provide a use ful con text for con sid er ing the Fiery Fur naces’ styl istic
ap proach. Ex plor ing a se lec tion of par tic u lar sources for the group’s
music, in clud ing Scrip ture and stage mu sic als that co in cide with their
cre at ive ap proach to auto bi o graphy, high lights how a preex ist ing
memory of his tor ical and cul tural ob jects is a pre requis ite for en ga‐ 
ging with the Fried ber gers’ play fully al lus ive style. Across their dis co‐ 
graphy, the Fiery Fur naces ad dress tem por al ity and memory from
vari ous angles, in clud ing mak ing real that which has never happened
or will never hap pen and re in for cing the in stabil ity of memory and its
res ist ance to being veri fied, pos sessed, or shared. Fi nally, the lit er ary
qual it ies of the group be come most evid ent when one ex am ines the
text that ac com pan ies their mu sical re leases, text which newly de fa‐ 
mil i ar izes the melod ies and lyr ics that might have been mem or ized
but which are al ways sub jec ted to fu ture ad apt a tion against the im‐ 
possib il ity of rep lic able memory.
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English
This art icle ad dresses the topic of “sound- based re col lec tion” through the
work of Mat thew and Eleanor Fried ber ger, mu si cians best known as
brother- sister rock duo The Fiery Fur naces. Though the Fried ber gers work
primar ily within music and not lit er at ure or film, I argue that their music is
lit er at ure, es pe cially in the way Mat thew's lyr ics and Eleanor's per form‐ 
ances of those lyr ics en gage with their per sonal memor ies, in clud ing their
cre at ive re col lec tion of ob jects and tra di tions they refer to in their songs.
After ex plor ing how the music in dustry's indie rock cat egory par al lels the
book pub lish ing in dustry's lit er ary fic tion cat egory, I il lus trate how the Fiery
Fur naces' al lu sions to his tory and pop u lar cul ture con nect the listener's
memory of cul tural ob jects to the songs' newly ad ap ted ver sions. Nar rat ive
com pon ents like tem por al ity, order, and char ac ter, cus tom ar ily as so ci ated
with lit er at ure or film, are cent ral to the Fiery Fur naces' mu sical re min is‐ 
cence. The art icle con cludes by tra cing the evol u tion of those ele ments in
the songs to the en d point (in deed the “moral") of the Fried ber gers' at ten tion
to memory, bio graphy, and fic tion: that neither music nor text is suf fi cient
to rep lic ate the past, but that a lit er ary ap proach to music and memory can
play fully em brace that real ity.

Français
Cet ar ticle se penche sur la ques tion de la « mé moire au di tive » à tra vers
l’œuvre de Mat thew et Elea nor Fried ber ger, le frère et la sœur qui com‐
posent le duo rock The Fiery Fur naces. Bien que les Fried ber ger tra vaillent
prin ci pa le ment dans le do maine de la mu sique et non de la lit té ra ture ou du
ci né ma, j’avance que leur mu sique est bien de la lit té ra ture, sur tout au re‐ 
gard de la façon dont les pa roles écrites par Mat thew et leur in ter pré ta tion
par Elea nor puisent dans leurs sou ve nirs per son nels, no tam ment à tra vers
la re mé mo ra tion créa tive des ob jets et des tra di tions dont ils parlent dans
leurs chan sons. Après avoir étu dié les pa ral lèles entre la ca té go rie «  indie
rock » dans le do maine mu si cal et la ca té go rie « li te ra ry fic tion » dans le do‐
maine de l’édi tion, j’illustre la façon dont les al lu sions que font les Fiery Fur‐ 
naces à l’his toire et à la culture po pu laire as so cient chez l’au di teur le sou ve‐ 
nir d’ob jets cultu rels aux nou velles ver sions qu’en pro posent leurs chan sons.
On re trouve des élé ments nar ra tifs comme la tem po ra li té, l’ordre et le per‐ 
son nage, plus sou vent as so ciés à la lit té ra ture ou au ci né ma, au cœur des
ré mi nis cences mu si cales des Fiery Fur naces. L’ar ticle conclut que ces élé‐ 
ments dé coulent de l’in té rêt des Fried ber ger pour la mé moire, la bio gra phie
et la fic tion : dans leur œuvre, ni la mu sique ni le texte ne suf fisent à res ti‐ 
tuer le passé, mais une ap proche lit té raire de la mu sique et de la mé moire
abou tit à une ac cep ta tion lu dique de cette réa li té.



The Fiery Furnaces: Memory-Based Rock Music as Literature

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Mots-clés
indie rock, « literary fiction », Fiery Furnaces (The), adaptation, biographie

Keywords
indie rock, literary fiction, Fiery Furnaces (The), adaptation, biography

Thomas Britt
Professor, Film and Video Studies, George Mason University, Fairfax County,
Virginia

https://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4823

