Listening Guide 21.3

“Disco Inferno” 4 beats per measure

Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Intro
Descending melody by guitar and bass; sweeping runs by the violins


0:05
Groove
Low guitar, bass, keyboards; occasional punctuation by the horn section 



(4-measure vamp played 4 times)


0:33
Chorus 1
Group chant of “Burn, Baby Burn” (8 measures)


0:48
Verse 1
Based on 4-measure groove; solo singer (16 measures)


1:18
Chorus 2
Group chant but with solo over top (8 measures)


1:32
Verse 2
Solo singer; more active background vocals (16 measures)


2:02
Chorus 3
Same as Chorus 2


2:17
Bridge
Harmonized group vocals (9 measures)


2:34
Verse 3
Solo singer (16 measures)


3:03
Chorus 4
Same as Chorus 4 but done twice (16 measures)


3:33
Groove
4-measure vamp played 18 times


5:38
Groove
Spoken monologue by solo singer (70 measures)


7:45
Groove
Fender Rhodes electric piano solo (76 measures)


10:07
Chorus 5
Instruments only; vocals are not heard (8 measures)


10:22
Chorus 6
Vocals enter (chorus repeats twice into fade-out)


10:47
End
Analysis of “Disco Inferno” (Saturday Night Fever, CD format, Polydor 800068)

The 1978 movie Saturday Night Fever and its soundtrack were the undisputed catalysts for the disco fad of the late 1970s. The soundtrack is dominated by a number of excellent hit songs performed by the Australian brother band, the Bee Gees, but the Trammps’ “Disco Inferno” is selected for this analysis because it is an example of an extended length dance mix as typically played in a disco. The Bee Gee songs conform more to the four-minute hit format.

“Disco Inferno” has a common verse/chorus format with a bridge, or contrasting section. As a typical pop hit, the song proper would only be three and a half minutes long. As a disco dance mix, however, the band vamps for a long stretch, with intermittent instrumental solos, solo and group vocal utterances, and punctuations by a brass section. The entire verse/chorus song never returns.

The recording is highly produced. The orchestra and vocals sound like an army, with a chorus of voices, an orchestral string section, and a large brass section of trumpets and trombones. The rhythm section features a busy and unfaltering four-measure figure that is labeled here as a groove, a lilting rhythmic vamp that is used for the song’s verses, featuring a solo singer, and for the long instrumental dance passages. It is in a minor key. The chorus, by contrast, is half the length of the verse and is in a sunnier major key and features a vocal group. After two verse/chorus combinations, the song introduces a bridge, a completely new section of the song that sidetracks us for a moment before returning to a final verse/chorus combination. This is the end of the song for all intents and purposes.

From this point, the recording goes into a long stretch of the verse groove. For the next seven minutes or so, there is a series of unassuming events over that groove—a guitar solo, chants by the vocal group, a half-spoken, half-sung recitation by the solo singer, and a solo by an electric piano. The end of the recording is signaled by a long-awaited return of the chorus. For the first time around, only the instrumental backgrounds are heard, then the vocals reenter. The music is electronically faded out.

