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The intersections of music and literature surround and inform our interaction with and 
understanding of both, in myriad and diverse ways. Litpop: Writing and Popular 
Music aims to shed some light on those intersections through a collection of essays 
that seek not to offer a complete account of a subject with an inevitably vast scope, 
but rather a selection of work that “can be seen as one way to conceptualise an 
object of study” (21). To that end, the works selected each serve to highlight and 
explicate in detail some of those intersections and interactions, illustrating the rich 
interplay of semiotic meaning and modes of interpretation that occurs at the meeting 
of music and the written word. Taking its title from a 2011 conference of the same 
name, this collection takes as its subject that most broad of categories: "Writing 
about or involving popular music” (3). 

In their introductory chapter, the editors make clear that when considering this object 
of study, the literature in question is not limited to the most obviously “literary” works, 
but rather includes the whole panoply of text types that refer to, accompany, or 
otherwise engage with music in meaningful ways. The case studies presented here 
both deal individually with specificities while also dealing collectively with questions 
ranging from those of authorship and authority, to those of intertextuality and 
semantic meaning. The “pop” of the title is similarly broadly understood, as editors 
Carroll and Hansen explore in an extensive account of existing scholarship in the 
field, drawing on the work of scholars such as Hanif Kureishi, Simon Frith, and 
Richard Middleton.  

To bring these diverse contributions together, the editors have divided the collection 
into three parts or themes: Making, Thinking, and Consuming Litpop. This framing 
device allows for apparently disparate papers to be conceptually and thematically 
linked. The first of these parts consists of five papers that look at some of the ways 
authors themselves have appropriated, manipulated, or invoked popular music in 
their texts, and at how musicians in turn make use of literary and linguistic 
conventions in their work. The second builds upon this approach, asking “What 
critical frameworks or paradigms help us analyse the interactions between popular 
music and fiction or non-fiction?” (23) and the third section turns to examine some of 
the ways in which the interactions of word and music operate at the nexus of 
production and reception. While this framework ostensibly provides a solid structure , 
many of the chapters inevitably touch upon aspects of all three themes.  



In beginning such a collection with a chapter contextualising the use of Victorian 
music-hall, the work of Jerome K. Jerome shows the breadth of the subject of this 
book. By situating the musical references in Jerome’s Three Men in a Boat within the 
intellectual and cultural currents of nineteenth century Britain, David Ibitson’s chapter 
shows how an understanding of intertextual referentiality can allow hitherto unseen 
connotations to become clear; or as Ibitson puts it, “Three Men in a Boat mimics the 
mechanism of a music hall song; it is a series of sketches or scenes, which the 
reader, judiciously or injudiciously, can decode” (44). In placing Jerome’s tale within 
the context of Victorian tales of British imperial adventure, and subsequently 
examining the identity of the novel’s protagonists through a nuanced reading of 
music hall culture, Ibitson presents a fresh reading of the text as one in which the 
“tenets of empire can be interrogated” (45). 

Gerard Moorey, in his chapter ‘Fate Songs’, examines what T. Austin Graham 
termed the ‘literary soundtrack’ (78), as employed by D.B.C. Pierre in his novel 
Vernon God Little. Through considered interpretation of how Pierre constructs and 
utilises this literary soundtrack, Moorey examines questions of musical agency, 
memory, and the power of the author to make use of preferred readings of songs 
through selective presentation. The use of popular music to signal meaning in fiction 
is no new literary device but, as Moorey shows, is one which continues to challenge 
authors. Seemingly innocuous songs, involuntarily encountered by the novels’ 
protagonist, are shown to take on new layers of signification. Moorey’s analysis 
sheds light on these processes not just as literary device, but also as the 
technologies by which we encounter it continue to evolve, by situating them in a 
broader context of our changing engagement with music,.  

Similar themes are touched upon by Rachel Carroll in ‘[S]he Loved Him Madly: 
Music, Mixtapes and Gendered Authorship in Alan Warner’s Morvern Callar’. Here, 
the active role of the reader is again highlighted, as the intended signification of the 
referenced music is “dependent not only on the reader’s capacity to identify the 
music in question but also to decipher the complex signifying codes…by which a pop 
song generates meaning in a non-aural context” (193). Those codes are explicated 
in this case so as to allow the reader further insight to the character than is 
apparently presented by the author. That the songs and music referenced in 
Warner’s novel are generally not the most widely known serves to complicate this 
process, while their relative obscurity is itself revealed to be a telling feature. By 
contextualising Warner’s choice of particular music in terms of pre-existing gendered 
stereotypes of music consumption and collection, Carroll deftly turns the focus from 
a surface level reading of the music’s apparent meaning to a more nuanced 
interpretation.  

The place and function of music in fiction is, of course, a rich locus of investigation; 
the diverse variety of writing that supplements, interprets, and comments on popular 
music is no less so. Jennifer Skellington offers a perceptive take on the development 
of popular music criticism in the British broadsheet press, outlining the commercial, 



cultural, and political factors that have shaped and affected that evolving style. In 
outlining the changing modes of discourse as popular music criticism and coverage 
moved, over the final decades of the twentieth century, from specialist press and 
magazines into the mainstream print media, Skellington investigates the attendant 
shifting roles of the popular music critic.  

The success of a collection such as this, interdisciplinary and wide-ranging as it is, 
rests as much on its ability to encourage and facilitate new and original engagement 
with its subject, as it does on the individual contributions. In this case, the editors 
have drawn together a rich and thoughtful selection, one whose totality is a welcome 
addition to this diverse field of study.  
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