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These days, the term “pop music” gets thrown around like a wet rag.  It seems like everything from Brittany Spears to The Marz Volta gets clumped under that same security blanket. Whatever happened to the sub categories of the early 90s? When you could walk into a record store and look through the varying sections of Alternative, Punk, Dance, Pop, Rock and Electronica. And sometimes even the sub-sub categories like Acid-Punk, Folktronica, Afro-Prog and Bjork. Now it seems like everything gets carelessly clumped into one genre -- stuff that people download.


So when you happen come across a band that fully deserves to fall under the heading of “pop music,” it’s like an auditory periodic table unfolds before your eyes and bands begin to align. On this imaginary chart, The Blood Brothers and Atreyru fall way on the right, The Shins with The Firey Furnaces and Flaming Lips are somewhere in the middle, while Brittany and Christina shake their stuff on the western edge.  


And where do the New Pornographers fall?


Going from lighter to heavier and more experimental, The New Pornographers would slide in slightly to the right of the lighter end of the scale, just about where Weezer falls circa the Blue album.


And even if the music’s not great, this, at least, is a good thing.


Twin Cinema finds the band in focused pop-mode, writing songs with the emphases on catchy vocals and as many hooks as can possibly be squeezed into one song without it toppling from the weight.


The album has all the sheen of a drive-in movie screen, complete with teen romance, duelling egos and even the occasional exploding space alien thrown in. This is music, not of teens trying to make sense of their hormonal lives, but by 30 something’s looking back and asking, how can we recreate the feeling of being a confused, angsty, acned youth. As if anyone would actually want to go back there.


The results, like when The Who were getting into their 40’s and were still singing about the lives of teenagers, is a little hit and miss.


On the album’s title track, A.C. Newman’s guitar drills a hole in your head with a choppy hook that could distract any sophomore from doing their homework. Newman’s lyrics are straight down the middle with a pop lover’s falsetto. Although it’s catchy, it gets old pretty fast. Sensing this, the band throws in a completely inappropriate guitar bridge that sounds like a B-movie laser fight and mixes with the rest of the song like oil on a peanut butter and jelly sandwich.


On songs where singer Neko Case takes over the lead, the band’s formula seems to fair better.  Her songs are fuller and catchy without sounding heavy handed.  Her melodies sneak up on you with out needing to club you over the head with an idea.  The best example is in “Jackie, Dressed In Cobras,” where the band almost does a better Fiery Furnaces impression than the neurotic brother/sister combo.  Case and Newman trade, and sometimes overlap, vocals and the results are so sultry, listening to the song is like revisiting an itch that you just love to scratch. 


Throughout the record, Case’s gorgeous voice and ability to place herself in the grove of a song, not on top of it, sees her coming out ahead of Newman, the brain-child of the Pornographers.  Of course, there are exceptions to any rule and on “Falling Through Your Clothes,” the most adventurous track on Twin Cinema, Newman sets up a tape-loop for the chorus where the breaths between the words are more important to the melody than the words themselves.  This kind of imagination is a testimony to the band’s song-writing ability and their daring to give a pretty straight pop-song a new twist.


The catchiest radio song on the record goes to A.C. Newman with “Use It,” sprouting grinding guitars, an irresistible vocal melody and lyrics about washed up LA junkies who were once hoping for fortune and fame.


The New Pornographer’s formula of chirpy-rock songs, with production that hints at the 60s with its slightly staticy quality, is starting to sound a little stale (halfway through writing this review, I had to put on Basement Jaxx’s Rooty, an album that was released five years ago, to hear something that sounded new and fresh).  Without anything close to new territory to explore, the band’s songs, if not the band themselves, are beginning to sound tired.  It’s harder to breath life into lifeless song by acting enthusiastic than to ruin a good tune by not caring.  The Pornographers at least have the courage to write straight-ahead pop tunes, but maybe it’s time they broadened their format and steered away from that same old movie they’ve had on repeat since 2000.  

