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In the landscape of contemporary music literature, few works possess the singular blend of sardonic wit, intellectual 

rigor, and cultural critique found in Donald Fagen’s 2013 debut as an author, Eminent Hipsters. As the co-founder 

and primary creative architect of the legendary jazz-rock ensemble Steely Dan, Fagen has long been recognized 

for a lyrical style defined by oblique references, meticulous craftsmanship, and a pervasive sense of urban 

alienation. This article provides a comprehensive technical and thematic decomposition of Eminent Hipsters,

examining its structure as a non-traditional memoir, its role as a cultural artifact of the post-war jazz era, and its

sociological observation of the modern touring industry.

The Structural Framework: Essays vs. Journaling

Eminent Hipsters is bifurcated into two distinct narrative architectures. The first half functions as a collection of 

intellectual vignettes—essays focusing on the figures Fagen identifies as his ‘Eminent Hipsters’. These are the 

formative influences that provided an escape from the perceived sterility of suburban New Jersey in the 1950s. The 

second half shifts into a diaristic log, chronicling the 2012 Dukes of Septembertour featuring Fagen, Michael

McDonald, and Boz Scaggs.

This structural dichotomy serves a specific purpose: it establishes the idealistic roots of Fagen’s aesthetic 

philosophy before contrasting them with the grueling, often demoralizing reality of performing those ideals in the 

21st-century marketplace. From a technical writing perspective, this creates a 'cause-and-effect' framework where 

the reader first understands the theoretical input (jazz, science fiction, and cinema) and subsequently witnesses 

the operational output (the fatigue and friction of live performance).

Core Concepts of the 'Eminent Hipster' Archetype

Fagen’s definition of a 'hipster' diverges significantly from contemporary pejorative connotations of the term. To 

Fagen, the Eminent Hipster is characterized by:

•  Aesthetic Isolationism: A refusal to conform to mainstream consumerist culture.

•  Technical Mastery: A deep reverence for musicians, writers, and thinkers who mastered their craft (e.g., the 

Boswell Sisters or Ray Charles).

•  Skeptical Inquiry: A default state of intellectual suspicion toward authority and 'square' society.

Technical Analysis: The Influence Matrix

To understand the depth of Fagen’s analysis, we must examine the specific technical influences he cites. These are 

not merely nostalgic mentions; they represent the functional components of the Steely Dan sound.



Influencing Agent Technical/Aesthetic Contribution Impact on Fagen’s Work

The Boswell Sisters Intricate three-part vocal harmonies 
and rhythmic syncopation.

The complex backing vocal 
arrangements seen in tracks like 
'Babylon Sisters.'

Jean Shepherd Narrative improvisational radio 
techniques and satirical commentary.

Fagen’s lyrical persona: the cynical, 
detached observer of American life.

Henry Mancini Sophisticated film scoring and 'cool' 
orchestration.

The cinematic, high-fidelity production 
standards of Aja and Gaucho.

Ike Turner Raw R&amp;B energy combined with 
disciplined bandleading.

The intersection of rock grit and jazz 
precision in Steely Dan's live 
arrangements.

The Mathematical Precision of Prose

Fagen’s writing style mirrors his compositional technique. In Eminent Hipsters, he employs a rhythmic cadence 

characterized by short, punchy descriptors interspersed with complex, multi-clause observations. This mimics the 

'staccato-legato' interplay found in his keyboard playing. His use of vocabulary is precise and often academic, yet 

grounded in the vernacular of 1950s 'jazz-speak,' creating a unique linguistic texture that functions as technical 

prose for the music enthusiast.

The Dukes of September: A Case Study in Tour Logistics and Psychology

The second half of the book, the tour diary, provides a rare look at the operational failure modesof a high-level

musical tour. Fagen describes 'Acute Touritis,' a psychological and physiological condition resulting from prolonged

exposure to hotel rooms, inconsistent acoustics, and the 'TV People'—Fagen’s term for audiences who engage with

live music through the lens of passive television consumption.

The Technical Friction of Live Performance

Fagen highlights several recurring technical challenges during the 2012 tour:

1.  Acoustic Variability: The difficulty of maintaining sonic consistency in diverse venues, from outdoor sheds to 

classical theaters.

2.  The Signal-to-Noise Ratio: The battle between the sophisticated performance on stage and the 

environmental noise of the modern concert-goer (cell phones, chatter).

3.  Physical Degradation: The impact of aging on vocal range and manual dexterity, necessitating constant 

technical adjustments in key signatures and setlist pacing.

Operational Failure Modes and Solutions

In his diary, Fagen documents several 'incidents' that serve as case studies for troubleshooting the live 

performance experience. When faced with a subpar monitor mix or an unresponsive crowd, Fagen’s solution is 

often a retreat into musicianship—focusing more intently on the interplay with his bandmates (the 'Dukes') than on 

the external environment. This provides a valuable lesson in internal focus as a mitigation strategyfor external

technical failures.

Field Guide: Decoding Fagen’s Cultural References

For the reader, Eminent Hipsters serves as a curated field guide to a vanished era of American cool. To fully 



appreciate the text, one must understand the historical integration of jazz and literature in the mid-20th century. 

Fagen discusses the 'Cold War Cool' aesthetic—a period where intellectuals looked to science fiction (like The 

Twilight Zone or the work of Philip K. Dick) and hard bop jazz as tools for navigating an increasingly complex world.

Comparative Evaluation of Rock Memoirs

When placed alongside other seminal rock memoirs, Eminent Hipsters stands out for its lack of interest in the 'sex, 

drugs, and rock and roll' tropes. Instead, it prioritizes intellectual lineage.



Attribute Typical Rock Memoir Eminent Hipsters (Donald Fagen)

Narrative Focus Linear biography and excess. Thematic essays and specific tour 
observations.

Tone Confessional or self-aggrandizing. Cynical, analytical, and self-
deprecating.

Primary Theme Redemption and fame. The preservation of aesthetic 
standards.

Audience General public/Fans. Musicians, critics, and 'hipsters.'

The 'Cranky White Whine' Phenomenon: A Sociological Perspective

Critiques of Eminent Hipsters often focus on Fagen’s 'crankiness.' However, a deeper technical analysis suggests 

this is not mere complaining, but a critique of the commodification of art. Fagen’s annoyance with 'The TV 

People' is a reaction to the loss of active listening. In the technical framework of communication theory, Fagen is 

lamenting the breakdown of the feedback loop between performer and audience.

When the audience views a concert as a social media opportunity rather than a musical event, the 'data 

transfer' (the music) is interrupted by 'static' (the lack of attention). Fagen’s prose identifies this loss of cultural 

signal with biting accuracy. His 'whining' is actually a highly articulated defense of artistic integrityagainst the

entropic forces of modern consumerism.

Summary and Broader Implications

Donald Fagen’s Eminent Hipsters is more than a memoir; it is a technical manual for the preservation of a specific 

intellectual subculture. By documenting his influences, Fagen provides a blueprint for the compositional rigor that 

defined Steely Dan. By documenting his tour frustrations, he provides a realistic assessment of the logistical and 

psychological costs of maintaining high artistic standards in a declining market.

The book’s enduring value lies in its refusal to simplify the life of the mind. Fagen acknowledges that the 'hipsters' 

of his youth—those who sought transcendence through jazz and literature—are an endangered species. Yet, 

through his sharp, candid, and often hilarious prose, he ensures that their technical and aesthetic contributions are 

recorded for future generations of musicians and thinkers who may find themselves similarly alienated by the 

mainstream. Ultimately, Eminent Hipsters serves as an essential text for anyone seeking to understand the 

functional relationshipbetween personal history, technical craft, and the enduring search for musical

transcendence.
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