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THE HOLLIES 



STAY WITH THE HOLLIES (1964)
1) Talkin' 'Bout You; 2) Mr. Moonlight; 3) You Better Move On; 4) Lucille; 5) Baby Don't Cry; 6) Memphis; 7) Stay; 8) Rockin' Robin; 9) Watcha Gonna Do 'Bout It; 10) Do You Love Me; 11) It's Only Make Believe; 12) What Kind Of Girl Are You; 13) Little Lover; 14) Candy Man; 15*) Ain't That Just Like Me; 16*) Hey What's Wrong With Me; 17*) Searchin'; 18*) Whole World Over; 19*) Now's The Time; 20*) Zip-A-Dee-Doo-Dah; 21*) I Understand; 22*) Stay; 23*) Poison Ivy.

Most of the early British Invasion acts had a role model or two from across the Atlantic before they'd start to carve out their own identities — it was only a matter of how early that carving-out process would start, especially relative to that defining moment when the band in question would first set foot in a proper recording studio and land its first record contract. From that point of view, The Hollies landed theirs a bit too early in the game (imagine, for a second, The Beatles getting theirs in late 1960 rather than late 1962), and although, in retrospect, this does not sound like that much of a problem, Stay With The Hollies set them off on the wrong foot in the LP business department — an inauspicious move whose consequences, it might be argued, would reverberate through the band's entire career.

The role model in question was, of course, The Everly Brothers — in fact, The Hollies pretty much started out intentionally as the UK's answer to Phil and Don, with Allan Clarke and Gra​ham Nash modeling themselves as a folk-rockish singing duo; and even if the band's debut album does not include any of the Everlys' songs as such, most of its material is delivered very much in the Everlys' style. Sound-wise, The Hollies played a very polite, anger-less, family-friendly ver​sion of rock'n'roll that went light on electric guitars and heavy on two-part vocal harmonies: like Phil and Don, they were not at all averse to taking lessons from Chuck Berry and Little Richard, but they always emphasized the melodic, rather than punkish, sides of these guys, and the Hollies followed suit — their cover of Little Richard's ʽLucilleʼ here is almost 100% identical to the way the Everlys did it, and that's the way it would always be.
That said, even without any original ideas and without any significant attempts to write their own songs, already at that earliest stage The Hollies had a major advantage of their own — a lead singer blessed with a voice every bit as distinctive as that of John Lennon, Mick Jagger, or Eric Burdon. As the record opens with a standard guitar introduction to Chuck Berry's ʽTalkin' 'Bout Youʼ, the very first line, "let me tell you 'bout a girl I know...", even though it is sung in harmony by Allan Clarke and Graham Nash (and maybe Tony Hicks as well?), totally belongs to Allan, as does almost everything else on this album. It is not a deep, rumbling tone of the Eric Burdon variety, or a sharp, guttural, devilish tone of the Mick Jagger one — it is a high, ringing, and ever so slightly raspy tone that suggests inoffensiveness and friendliness, yet ones that go along with punchiness if necessary. It is a tone that stands out loud and proud in a sea of millions, and one that can't help drawing your attention, just because you instinctively feel how extreme it is. And it is pretty damn hard to be extreme in the middle of a soft-melodic vibe, yet somehow Clarke's singing is that one element which makes words like «wimpy» or «sissy» inapplicable to The Hollies, and words like «kick-ass» fairly reasonable.
And there's not much to say other than that, really, about the fourteen songs on this record — but then, nothing else is needed, because The Hollies' taste in covers was good, and with Allan giving it his all, they succeed in producing sharp, deeply enjoyable, and far-from-superfluous versions of many of them. Not many people, for instance, could have competed with the exuberance of The Contours, permeating every second of ʽDo You Love Meʼ — Mike Smith of The Dave Clark 5 sang the song as close to the «black-voiced» original as possible, which was indeed superfluous, but Clarke, adding a funny bit of gurgle to his razor-sharp voice, delivers it exactly as it should be delivered by a sneery, snotty, cocky, yet ultimately good-natured British teenager, coming up with the single best cover of the song until the maniacal cover of The Sonics a year later.

Another highlight is Roy Orbison's ʽCandy Manʼ: this is a particularly happy choice, because Roy wrote a good handful of excellent rock'n'roll songs without, however, being much of a rock'n'roll singer — and this provides Clarke with a great chance to squeeze all of the tune's implied sexua​lity onto the surface. Is «cock pop» even a term? If it is not, it should be invented specifically for this hilarious performance: musically cuddly, no match for even the Beatles, let alone the Stones, but vocally... hoo boy, just lock up your daughters when Allan mouths "let me be... mmm, your own cande-e-e-e... candy ma-a-a-an", even if, to the best of my knowledge, the UK press never saw much of a threat in the Hollies (probably because they never had themselves an Andrew Loog Oldham to market their threat-ability).

Sure, some of these covers work worse than others: just as in the case of the Beatles, for instance, it is hard to understand the love they all had for ʽMr. Moonlightʼ (here spoiled even further by the unlucky choice of Nash as the lead vocalist — doesn't seem to be the right kind of material for him at all), and Bobby Day's novelty-nursery hit ʽRockin' Robinʼ is one of these proto-bubblegum numbers that is very hard to take seriously with its tweedle-dees. The only original composition on the album is ʽLittle Loverʼ, delivered with plenty of fire but songwriting-wise, largely just a minor variation on the Chuck Berry formula (although the resolution of the chorus, with the un​expected twist of "come on and discover... my lo-o-o-o-ve for you!" is quite indicative of future pop songwriting ideas to come). But on the whole, there are very few open embarrassments / misfires compared to the number of good songs done in classy Hollies style. 
Admittedly, that style has not yet been fully worked out: somewhat parallel to the earliest recordings by The Beach Boys, it took the band some time to become experts in studio multi-part harmonizing, so most of the entertainment here is simply provided either by Allan solo or by Allan propped up and thickened by the two other singing guys. Likewise, guitarist Tony Hicks is not at the top of his game, either, although his brief, well thought-out leads compete rather well with contemporary George Harrison. Yet even so, the album still sounds remarkably fresh and enjoyable, rather than boring and generic, after all these years — a decent career start, well worth a modest thumbs up, in the face of the typically cool critical reaction.

The expanded CD reissue is essential for completists, throwing on the band's first three singles from 1963, but I am not a major fan of The Hollies covering The Coasters — they did not really have that band's innate sense of humor, so ʽAin't That Just Like Meʼ and ʽSearchin'ʼ come off somewhat stiffer than necessary — so in this particular case, you won't be uncovering any hidden gems, as opposed to subsequent albums where the bonus tracks are essential, since many of them represent the band's finest, single-oriented songwriting efforts. 

IN THE HOLLIES STYLE (1964)
1) Nitty Gritty / Something's Got A Hold On Me; 2) Don't You Know; 3) To You My Love; 4) It's In Her Kiss; 5) Time For Love; 6) What Kind Of Boy; 7) Too Much Monkey Business; 8) I Thought Of You Last Night; 9) Please Don't Feel Too Bad; 10) Come On Home; 11) You'll Be Mine; 12) Set Me Free; 13*) Just One Look; 14*) Keep Off That Friend Of Mine; 15*) Here I Go Again; 16*) Baby That's All; 17*) We're Through; 18*) Come On Back; 19*) What Kind Of Love; 20*) When I'm Not There; 21*) Yes I Will; 22*) Nobody.

If you are listening to the expanded CD version of the Hollies' second album, be sure to program it (at least once) so that most of the bonus tracks come first — this will give you an even better perspective on the band's creative growth through 1964. More than ten months separate In The Hollies Style from Stay With The Hollies, which is actually quite a bit of time by Sixties' stan​dards; however, this is perfectly understandable for a band that measured its progress in singles, rather than LP tracks. And even if for their singles they largely kept relying on cover versions, this did not prevent them from maturing as completely autonomous artists, if not necessarily expert songwriters.
The story begins with Doris Troy's ʽJust One Lookʼ, where the band's three-part harmonies finally fall into place: Clarke, Hicks, and Nash together, then the former two supporting Nash on the bridge section. Where Troy's original was a tad slower and her vocals were soulful rather than playful, The Hollies sensed the song's immense pure-pop potential, tightened it up a little, and turned it into their first mini-explosion of infectiously celebratory teen sentiment. Next to the Beatles, nobody in Britain could match the ringing sharpness of that ascending "and I felt so I... I... I-I-I-I'm in love..." (despite the screaming ungrammaticality: actually, the original line went "and I fell so hard, hard, hard in love...", but I guess nobody bothered to provide them with the lyrics sheet for the session. And no, they are not singing "I felt so high", by the way, which wasn't even a running ambiguity back in 1964) — so there was no way the song could not carry them all the way to No. 2 on the UK charts, and even scrape the bottom of the US charts at that.
Next step: ʽHere I Go Againʼ, provided by Mort Shuman and representing The Hollies in the full swing of their powers — you could, in fact, argue that whatever they would do in the future could often match the effect of this song, but could never properly outdo its combination of a loud, tight, youth-power beat with a «waiting-in-ambush» type of vocal hook: I do not mean the "watch me now, cause here I go again!" main chorus — no, the main hook of this song is actually nested in the middle of each verse, first lulling you a bit with gently back-and-forth rocking bits ("I've... been hurt... so much... before... I told myself... yes I did..."), then turning round and hitting you smack dab in the mouth with the shrill, multi-tracked archway of "NO MORE NO MORE WON'T GET HURT ANY MORE". This is the kind of suspenseful vocal Heaven that you won't actually find on any Beatles song — you really need The Hollies for this.
Next step: ʽWe're Throughʼ, the first Hollies single credited to «L. Ransford» — that is, written by the Clarke/Hicks/Nash songwriting team rather than commissioned from an external source. Not easily identifiable as an obvious rip-off, it draws our attention first to its quirky little jazz-pop acoustic riff before passing the baton on to the vocals — some of which seem to be attracted by the little riff itself, following it closely in an almost scat-like manner. Compared to all of the band's previous singles, it is notably darker in atmosphere and could be regarded as sort of an answer to the Beatles' ʽThings We Said Todayʼ, even if the band is too busy frolicking and reveling in all the little vocal and instrumental flourishes to attain a comparable depth of feeling. Still, kudos for making their first original single so stylistically different from its predecessors, and also for that wonderful melismatic slide down from falsetto all way down the scale in the chorus (a pretty good correlation with the general message of "we're through").

And it is at this point, with The Hollies finally and firmly established as a major force on the con​temporary pop stage, that they finally go in to complete their second album — hugely different from the first, if only for the fact that 7 out of its 12 tunes are self-written, and generally matching the quality level of the remaining covers. Oh, and the three-part harmonies, of course. This is not first-rate songwriting, mind you: most of the songs stick too close to each other in terms of atmo​sphere and feel too dependent upon the major ideas of the singles to be as individually memo​rable as I'd like them to be — for instance, something like ʽDon't You Knowʼ feels way too much like a retread of the up-winding «vocal stairs» of ʽJust One Lookʼ, mixed with a Beatlesque beat and bridge. ʽPlease Don't Feel Too Badʼ is wond'rously upbeat in the absence of ʽHere I Go Againʼ, but cannot really hold a handle to the latter.
On the other hand, repeated listens show that even on these LP-only tracks they are already stri​ving for unconventional pop tricks — for instance, ʽYou'll Be Mineʼ has a smooth, but unusual transition between the fast, pop-rocking verse ("it's been too long since I kissed you...") and the slowed-down, soulful balladeering resolution ("...tonight, yes tonight, you'll be mine..."), both of them attuned to the exact same instrumental tempo. And we already have faint hints as to the in​dividual styles — ʽTo You My Loveʼ is essentially a Nash solo performance, sentimental and chivalrous, while at the same time supported by a steady and determined guitar melody and back​beat, a nice combination of introspective vulnerability and power for which only Graham's lead vocals could be suitable: Clarke's persona is 100% extroverted.
With so much songwriting on the line, it's like they hardly need those covers any more (at least, for LPs), but the adrenaline-crazed run through Etta James' ʽSomething's Got A Hold On Meʼ, with Eric Haydock stepping on the bass gas like there was no tomorrow and Clarke putting on his best pair of rock'n'roll shoes (wait for those glottal strains on his ʽI, I, Iʼs!), is still first-rate, and it's fun how they have all three singers swap lead vocals on the verses of ʽToo Much Monkey Businessʼ (it's also the only place on the album where you can hear what Tony Hicks' regular singing voice sounds like on its own — just for information's sake). Still, arguably the best rock and roll performance on the album is their own: compositionally, ʽSet Me Freeʼ is little more than a sped-up version of ʽConfessin' The Bluesʼ, but it's a great showcase for the frantic skills of drummer Bobby Elliott, and Clarke's harmonica blowing ain't too bad, either.
All in all, they got that name just right: In The Hollies Style truly establishes the Hollies' style, and while they would go on to write and record a whole lot of classics, as well as expand that style to incorporate many new influences, it could be argued that never again would they make such an extraordinarily giant quality leap as they did from early to late 1964. Of course, this is both a compliment and a putdown — reminding us of how the band would ultimately be unable to make a proper transition to the next step of musical maturity, and remain lagging behind while the Beatles, the Stones, and the Kinks would be scaling new heights — but for those of us who are able to taste juicy morsels of spiritual delight in perfectly composed and performed «simplistic» pop, this shouldn't be too much of a problem. Besides, In The Hollies Style merely deserves a big thumbs up as that one LP on which The Hollies found that style — on a purely song-by-song quality basis, they would continue on an upwards trajectory for at least two more years, before the psychedelic revolution got them messed up.

HOLLIES (1965)
1) Very Last Day; 2) You Must Believe Me; 3) Put Yourself In My Place; 4) Down The Line; 5) That's My Desire; 6) Too Many People; 7) Lawdy Miss Clawdy; 8) When I Come Home To You; 9) Fortune Teller; 10) So Lonely; 11) I've Been Wrong; 12) Mickey's Monkey; 13*) I'm Alive; 14*) You Know He Did; 15*) Look Through Any Window; 16*) Honey And Wine; 17*) If I Needed Someone; 18*) You In My Arms; 19*) I Can't Get Nowhere With You; 20*) She Gives Me Everything I Want.

As usual, this album was preceded by two major singles for the band. First came ʽI'm Aliveʼ, written by Clint Ballard Jr. and becoming the Hollies' first true anthemic song — the entire verse-to-chorus journey is nothing but one big build-up, as Clarke goes higher and higher and higher: lyrics-wise, this is just another simple confession of the electrifying powers of l-o-v-e, but if you abstract yourself from most of the words and just concentrate on the chorus hook, this becomes one of those key statements of youth empowerment that were all over the place in 1965. How cool must it have been to go around, singing "I'm alive, I'm alive, I'm alive!" at the top of one's lungs? No wonder it became their first No. 1 in the UK.
Although not as loud and vibrant, ʽLook Through Any Windowʼ, the first of two major contri​butions that Graham Gouldman made for the band, might be an even better song. The 12-string guitar riff reveals a clear influence of The Byrds' folk rock vibe, and the tune overall ranks well up there with the majority of the songs on Rubber Soul (which would not be released until a few months later, by the way) — plus, it is rather unusual in being The Hollies' first non-love song on a 45", giving us instead a rather nonchalant-meditative contemplation of the world outside your window, again, some time before The Beatles would make that genre their own. With an odd three-part melody where it is hard to tell what exactly is the verse and what is the chorus, and an odd mood that fluctuates between giddy admiration and subtle nihilism (you sort of get the feeling that the question "where do they go?" remains unanswered because nobody really has any idea), it is a quirky little gem... about nothing in particular. Come to think of it, it would work really well in tandem with ʽNowhere Manʼ, I think.
It is not surprising that the full-length album that followed on the heels of these beauties would not be up to par — there is not a single tune on it that comes even close to the grandness of ʽI'm Aliveʼ or the melancholy subtlety of ʽWindowʼ (although, of course, the US correlate, re-titled Hear! Here!, did not overlook the chance of including both these songs at the thoughtful expense of rubbish like ʽMickey's Monkeyʼ). Nevertheless, in album terms, Hollies is also a solid step up from the quality of the band's earlier production. Its original compositions are more self-assured, its covers are more varied and cover deeper ground, and I can only count two songs that I never really want to hear again: the abovementioned ʽMickey's Monkeyʼ, a juvenile romp that never was too great even when done by The Miracles, and ʽThat's My Desireʼ, a dusty pre-war standard that might work with Ella Fitzgerald behind the wheel, but Allan Clarke and the boys just sound too corny and out of their element when trying something like that.

On the other hand, they are completely in their element when they take a catchy, but limp acoustic gospel-pop number by Peter, Paul, and Mary, and push it to its apocalyptic limits — ʽVery Last Dayʼ is their first truly stunning album opener to that point. The original had every​thing except for the most important component — FIRE! — and this is exactly what Allan brings to the kitchen when firing off lines like "get ready brothers for that day!" Again, like with ʽI'm Aliveʼ, in the context of the times this rings less like an authentic invocation of Judgement Day and more like The Hollies' own take on the ʽTimes They Are A-Changinʼ vibe — for all their humble aspirations at inoffensive hitmaking, even these guys could not remain uninfected by the common trend of growing themselves a social consciousness. And they even write one of those songs themselves: ʽToo Many Peopleʼ is a dark, minor-key composition whose lyrics deal with the issue of overpopulation (a fairly unusual topic for 1965, might I add; it is also amusing that on the mangled US version, this song ended up being the last one, involuntarily giving the album a fairly grim conclusion).
The band still covers plenty of rock'n'roll and R&B standards, though. The rockers are always saved by Clarke's vocals and little else (ʽLawdy Miss Clawdyʼ; Roy Orbison's ʽDown The Lineʼ, where the best bit is always the frenzied screaming that Allan lets off before the next so-so guitar break), but the R&B numbers are first-rate through their group harmony arrangements, especially The Impressions' ʽYou Must Believe Meʼ. In between these, the ubiquitous «L. Ransford» is able to sneak in a bunch of nice originals, although I would say that where Graham Gouldman was able to predict Rubber Soul, the slowpokish Mr. Ransford is still competing with the melodic quality of Beatles For Sale: ʽPut Yourself In My Placeʼ is probably the best of these (even if its chorus seems underwritten to me — just two lines?), but I am also quite partial to ʽI've Been Wrongʼ... and you can actually tell by how many times Nash appears as the lead vocalist on parts of these songs that he must have been the most active writer on the team already at that time.

The 1965 season still ended on a slightly misguided note for the band, though, as their choice for a follow-up single was George Harrison's ʽIf I Needed Someoneʼ — they recorded it from an early Beatles demo, never knowing if it would be officially released, and ultimately ended up re​leasing it on the same day with Rubber Soul. Needless to say, they could not stand the competi​tion — particularly on the level of musicianship and production, although even vocal-wise, this is not one of their best performances, and it lacks the personal angle that George gave it; to make matters worse, they got entangled in some nasty sparring after Harrison derided their results, which did them no good. This is not to say that The Hollies could never compete with The Beatles in anything: as I stated before, songs like ʽLook Through Any Windowʼ proudly stand competition with just about anything the Fab Four were doing in their young and innocent days. But ʽIf I Needed Someoneʼ, which they merely took up as another exercise in jangly folk-rock, was really quite a personal song for Quiet George, and one of the least Hollie-adaptable numbers on the entire Rubber Soul — heck, they could have themselves a top-notch ʽDrive My Carʼ or ʽI'm Looking Through Youʼ instead.
Nevertheless, on the whole 1965 was an exceptionally good year for The Hollies — three great singles (including ʽYes I Willʼ), some progress in their own songwriting skills, and a mature pop-rock album that showed they could at least evolve, if not completely keep up with contemporary giants. And they hadn't even reached their peak yet: I would say that by the end of 1965, it was by no means a certainty that The Hollies would never become giants in their own rights. In any case, this here marks the beginning of their brief, but bright golden age, so clearly, the album deserves a major thumbs up, especially when framed with its glorious singles.

WOULD YOU BELIEVE (1966)
1) I Take What I Want; 2) Hard, Hard Year; 3) That's How Strong My Love Is; 4) Sweet Little Sixteen; 5) Oriental Sadness; 6) I Am A Rock; 7) Take Your Time; 8) Don't You Even Care; 9) Fifi The Flea; 10) Stewball; 11) I've Got A Way Of My Own; 12) I Can't Let Go; 13*) Running Through The Night; 14*) Bus Stop; 15*) Don't Run And Hide; 16*) A Taste Of Honey; 17*) After The Fox; 18*) Non Prego Per Me; 19*) Devi Aver Fiducia In Me; 20*) Kill Me Quick; 21*) We're Alive; 22*) Schoolgirl.

It cannot be said that The Hollies marched into 1966 without giving much of a damn about what was going around. As «lightweight» a band as they were, they did keep their ear down to the ground, and in between the advent of Rubber Soul and the mass popularity of Simon & Garfun​kel it was clear that acoustically based folk-rock with a strong «singer-songwriter component» was the word of day, or, at least, one of those words. The differences between Hollies and Would You Believe? (another one of those strange albums where the supposed title track would only turn up on a later record, like The Doors' Waiting For The Sun) are subtle and nuanced, but they do exist and are easily located — yes, The Hollies did evolve, because back in 1966, nobody could stay alive and not evolve, unless they were Elvis or something.

In terms of consistency, Would You Believe? does suffer from the same issues as Hollies, con​taining some definitively «progressive» tracks alongside stuff that would have made sense in 1964, but certainly not in 1966 — for instance, who the heck wanted to hear yet another version of ʽSweet Little Sixteenʼ, taken at face value, in the year of Revolver and Blonde On Blonde? Not that Allan Clarke couldn't do the song justice, but, I mean, come on now! and the same pretty much goes for Buddy Holly's ʽTake Your Timeʼ, although here at least I can understand the moti​vation: after The Beatles had shown, with their treatment of ʽWords Of Loveʼ, how Buddy Holly masterpieces could be brought up to modern recording standards without losing an ounce of their original spirit, it was only natural that The Hollies, located in the same Abbey Road Studios, should eventually follow their example. They do not do that much of a great job with ʽTake Your Timeʼ, though, because the thick, colorful electric guitars are a little wobbly, a far cry from the needle-thin precision of Harrison's lead guitar on ʽWords Of Loveʼ.
These choices, much like ʽMickey's Monkeyʼ last time around, are all the more strange consi​dering that the band members continue to grow as songwriters. Acoustic folk-pop balladry rarely gets better than ʽHard, Hard Yearʼ, a slow, but defiant shuffle with strong harmonies, lyrics that may have actually related to the band members themselves ("so I've gotta get back on my feet, and prove to myself I'm a man!"), and, on top of it all, a quasi-psychedelic screechy guitar solo from Hicks that sounds more like Jefferson Airplane than classic Hollies. ʽOriental Sadnessʼ only toys with true «oriental» chord sequences briefly in the intro and outro sections, but this adds a touch of intrigue to this otherwise normal, but very catchy pop tune. ʽI've Got A Way Of My Ownʼ is an uplifting pop waltz and another great showcase for the band's tripartite harmonies. Only ʽFifi The Fleaʼ is a misstep — more of a Graham Nash solo tune than a true Hollies song, it is a corny simplistic acoustic ballad that may have been inspired by watching one too many art cinema flicks (like Fellini's La Strada) and, instead of raising pity for its circus protagonists, chokes on its own lyrical clichés and musical ineptitude. (Alas, it would be far from the last cringeworthy song that Graham would write in his career — he has this nasty habit of overstep​ping his natural boundaries and putting on unnecessary seriousness).
And yet the best songs here are still covers, want it or not. Sam & Dave's ʽI Take What I Wantʼ is honestly done by these guys better than the original — Allan Clarke, apparently, had decided that he would give it his all to sound like a ferocious predator this time, and that he does: his "and baby, I want you!" is one of those mating calls that deserves either an immediate surrender or an immediate punch in the balls, but remaining completely immune to it is simply not an option. It is one of their most openly rocking numbers, ever, and for the second time in a row, opens the album with a mega-ballsy kick. The situation with Simon & Garfunkel's ʽI Am A Rockʼ is more delicate, since the song was all about Paul Simon, and it is somehow less easy to think of Allan Clarke as somebody who "builds walls, a fortress deep and might" (nor does he give a particular​ly strong impression of somebody who has his books and his poetry to protect him). Nevertheless, he does know a thing or two about bitter sarcasm, irony, and haughtiness, so the band's interpre​tation is worth respect, not to mention its perfection from a purely technical angle (harmonies, etc.) — plus, anything to popularize S&G in Britain is always welcome.
The best comes last, though: ʽI Can't Let Goʼ, a great song originally recorded by little-known singer Evie Sands — The Hollies faithfully follow her version, but tighten everything up to their strongest level, making a far more complex, winding vocal arrangement that summarizes every​thing you need to know about crazy, head-spinning passion, resolving in a high sustained note from Nash that, according to apocryphal information, either Harrison or McCartney, depending on the particular version of the story, originally mistook for a trumpet blast. Whoever thought the band could never top the anthemic power of ʽI'm Aliveʼ would be mistaken — ʽI Can't Let Goʼ is just as strong an anthem, but it's also MAD. And the ringing guitar riff, resonating all over the place like a fire alarm, adds even more fuel to the fire.

Just a few months later, ʽI Can't Let Goʼ was followed by ʽBus Stopʼ, now conveniently added as a bonus track to the CD release of the album — probably one of the band's most iconic songs, something like their equivalent of ʽWaterloo Sunsetʼ in the subtle Britishness of its romantic message. What makes the song so eerily special is its A minor tonality, setting up an atmosphere of melancholy and sadness even as the lyrics allegedly narrate a happy love story — yet the «rainy» atmosphere of the song and the subtle trick of always using the past tense in the lyrics ("...by August, she was mine") make it seem as if the singer is reminiscing about past happiness by the side of his lover's / wife's grave or something. No idea if that was Graham Gouldman's original intention when he wrote the tune, but that definitely is the way it came out — and, you know, the best love songs are always tragic ones, so no wonder that even the American audiences were captivated, turning it into The Hollies' first big chart success across the ocean.

Other than ʽBus Stopʼ, the bonus tracks are not all that appealing — some forgettable B-sides and rarities, mostly, including two predictably awful performances in Italian — but lovers of Sixties' oddities will probably appreciate ʽAfter The Foxʼ, the title track to a Peter Sellers movie that was actually performed as a duet between The Hollies and Sellers (and written, along with all the other music to the movie, by Bacharach/David). It is arguably one of the goofiest things the band ever did — and they would probably spend a lot of time scratching their heads and wondering hy on Earth would they ever consent to doing something like that. Still, a bit of mindless goofiness never hurt anybody in the long run, and it certainly does not bring down the album's rating (at least it is still tons more fun than ʽFifi The Fleaʼ) — another firm thumbs up for these guys.
FOR CERTAIN BECAUSE... (1966)
1) What's Wrong With The Way I Live; 2) Pay You Back With Interest; 3) Tell Me To My Face; 4) Clown; 5) Suspicious Look In Your Eyes; 6) It's You; 7) High Classed; 8) Peculiar Situation; 9) What Went Wrong; 10) Cru​sader; 11) Don't Even Think About Changing; 12) Stop! Stop! Stop!; 13*) On A Carousel; 14*) All The World Is Love.

Late 1966 was a great time for talented pop artists — in some ways, this was the last stop where you could still be a moderately ambitious pop band, investing all you've got into three-minute long upbeat ditties with catchy choruses, before ʽStrawberry Fields Foreverʼ and its ilk put an end to that; at the same time, even that three-minute format already allowed for all sorts of expansion and experimentation, with Revolver being the most obvious example of that. Not surprisingly, it was in late 1966 that The Hollies reached their absolute creative peak — the time was simply per​fect for all their talents to shine through without much danger of failing in areas to which those talents were far less suited. As psychedelic artists, Clarke, Hicks and Nash would spend the next year struggling; as daring and dashing pop artists, 1966 was their year ("took a long time to come", some of the Zombies might add).
All twelve songs on For Certain Because..., their second LP from 1966, are originals, all of them credited directly to Clarke/Hicks/Nash (by then, they had dropped the silly collec​tive pseudonym of «Ransford»). Only one of them was separately released as a single (ʽStop! Stop! Stop!ʼ, again placed at the end of the album), and by the scarceness of bonus tracks on the expanded CD release you can see that they were all but ready to make the transition to the LP era, fairly content now on issuing just one non-LP single per half-year — in this case, it is ʽOn A Carouselʼ, separated from the LP by about two months' time. More importantly, all of the songs on the LP show signs of careful writing: no glaring toss-offs, in fact, almost any of these tunes (Clarke's, at least) could have single potential.
Although everybody shares the same credits, the difference between the principal songwriters, reflected in who sings lead vocals on what, has become very much pronounced now — and it is becoming clear that while Clarke specifically writes «Hollies-tailored» stuff, suitable for both his powerhouse vocals and the group's collective harmonies, Nash is going off on a more solo-oriented tangent, with compositions that are softer, more low-key, more pensive. ʽTell Me To My Faceʼ has a bit of a French pop flair, with a fast, but slightly melancholic lead guitar flourish and a depressed rather than angry vocal part. ʽClownʼ furthers Graham's infatuation with circus ima​gery (remember ʽFifi The Fleaʼ), a grim ballad whose jangly guitars have been shoved so deep in the mix that their subterranean chiming takes on an ominous flavor. And ʽCrusaderʼ, an even slower example of pseudo-medieval folk-pop (with Clarke and Nash sharing lead vocals this time around), is the darkest of 'em all, though still melancholic rather than suicidal. None of these three tunes could be called atmospheric masterpieces — because this is still a very light and safe type of darkness, nothing like The Doors — but each of them selects a point to make and then makes it, and besides, they act as efficient mood-breakers in between all the upbeat stuff.
The upbeat stuff is, of course, what this record is going to be remembered by in the first place. Once again, the LP starts out with an adrenaline-pumping killer opener — ʽWhat's Wrong With The Way I Liveʼ is a self-asserting anthem to personal freedom, this type, of a general rather than sexual nature, and there can be nothing wrong, really, with a song that hooks you up from its very first seconds: with the title delivered so boldly and aggressively, who could really dare to tell Allan Clarke what is wrong with the way he lives? Even Tony Hicks' banjo playing on the song sounds cocky and defiant in this context. 

From then on, the hooks never let go — ʽPay You Back With Interestʼ (in addition to the vocal hook, note the quirky tempo changes, the odd echo on the opening piano lines, the strange solo that seemingly consists of chiming bells); ʽSuspicious Look In Your Eyesʼ (probably the most Byrds-influenced song here, but with Roger McGuinn's tenderness exchanged for Allan Clarke's sarcasm); ʽIt's Youʼ (this is probably what ʽLove Me Doʼ would have sounded like had the Beatles decided to write it in 1966 rather than 1962 — a far more creative use for the harmonica here, nested among far more powerful vocal harmonies and more of that cocky banjo); ʽPeculiar Situationʼ (whose soulful verses, not very interesting on their own, take a sharp turn and smash you in the head with one of the album's most stunning vocal choruses); ʽWhat Went Wrongʼ — another great build-up to the chorus, this time aided by a clever brass arrangement (note some melodic parallels here with The Easybeats' ʽFriday On My Mindʼ — incidental, since both songs were released at about the same time). The cabaret throwback ʽHigh Classedʼ, which should probably have been performed by the band in drag, teasing drunk audiences with striptease ele​ments, is at least amusing; and ʽDon't Even Think About Changingʼ (the only song here on which Eric Haydock still plays bass; on everything else, we hear new member Bernie Calvert) does a strange thing by ripping off ʽEverybody Needs Somebody To Loveʼ for its main melody, but still ends up as an original pop song, though probably not a highlight.
All of this eventually leads to ʽStop! Stop! Stop!ʼ, Hicks' defining moment of conquering the banjo (which he plays a little raga-style here, as if it were a sitar) and Clarke's defining moment of story-telling — I don't think he ever went higher or deeper than this heart-pumping tale of a poor loser going bananas for a nightclub dancer. In contrast to their anthemic series of hit singles, this one is definitely weirder, with both comical and disturbing overtones, but this did not prevent the song from becoming yet another smash success for them, because, you know, who doesn't like a good song about trying to make love to a hot dancer right in the middle of her routine? Especially when that quivering banjo part sends you whirling like a spinning top — and this, by the way, is The Hollies' finest substitute for a «psychedelic» effect. Two months later, ʽOn A Carouselʼ would reconfirm that when these guys really wanted to blow your mind, they were much better at it with symbolic innocent metaphors than when they actually tried to show you how high they got on those mushrooms — ʽOn A Carouselʼ, with its revolving verses and loudly ascending vocal harmonies, has a far more «consciousness-liberating» effect than most of the superficially psychedelic tunes off their 1967 records.
None of this is supposed to mean that I rate For Certain Because... at the same «A-level» as the grand masterpieces of 1966 (Beatles, Stones, Kinks, Dylan, Beach Boys, etc.) — with The Hol​lies unable to make the transition into the big leagues (or, rather, the «deep leagues») in 1965, there was little chance they'd be able to make it in the even more demanding 1966. But as far as life on the «B-level» goes, nobody in 1966 made a better pure pop album than For Certain Because..., and considering that it makes good use of many of the stylistic and technological breakthroughs associated with 1966 for the sake of that pure pop, nobody could deny that as late as late 1966, The Hollies were still creatively growing. In fact, Graham Nash grew his first strands of facial hair before any of The Beatles dared to do it, so how could anybody give the record anything less than a thumbs up?

THE KINKS 



KINKS (1964)
1) Beautiful Delilah; 2) So Mystifying; 3) Just Can't Go To Sleep; 4) Long Tall Shorty; 5) I Took My Baby Home; 6) I'm A Lover Not A Fighter; 7) You Really Got Me; 8) Cadillac; 9) Bald Headed Woman; 10) Revenge; 11) Too Much Monkey Business; 12) I've Been Driving On Bald Mountain; 13) Stop Your Sobbing; 14) Got Love If You Want It; 15*) Long Tall Sally; 16*) You Still Want Me; 17*) You Do Something To Me; 18*) It's Alright; 19*) All Day And All Of The Night; 20*) I Gotta Move; 21*) Louie, Louie; 22*) I Gotta Go Now; 23*) Things Are Getting Better; 24*) I've Got That Feeling; 25*) Too Much Monkey Business; 26*) I Don't Need You Any More.

Fortunately for the world, all of the Kinks' classic albums have been re-released on CD in ex​panded versions, containing all of their contemporary singles (as well as some hitherto unreleased demos and outtakes) as bonus tracks and saving us from the Rolling Stones problem of having to hunt down the individual scattered gems, and/or relying on the parallel American catalog to get a more comprehensive, but also more confusing, picture of the band's output. In the case of The Kinks, just as in the case of The Hollies or, in fact, the case of pretty much every British Invasion band with the exception of The Beatles, this is particularly important since, for the first few years of their existence, true gold from this band only came in the form of 45 rpms.
Not in the form of their first 45 rpm, though, which was just an inexplicably slowed down cover of ʽLong Tall Sallyʼ, not even beginning to compare to the maniacal Little Richard original or, for that matter, the Beatles' version — the slow tempo does make it stand out from the rest, but not in a good way. Not in the form of their second 45 rpm, either: in retrospect, ʽYou Still Want Meʼ is a pretty little bit of power pop, but way too imitative of the Merseybeat sound to be considered a landmark — rather comparable, in fact, to bands like Gerry & The Pacemakers and Herman's Hermits than the Fab Four (or, on the other side of the planet, to the Dave Clark Five, but bereft of the solid wall-of-sound and professional tightness of the DC5).

Neither of these two songs happened to chart, and so neither was included on the band's first LP. Third time around, the Davies brothers decided to go with something edgier — and ended up inventing garage rock with ʽYou Really Got Meʼ, the song that launched a thousand ships and is still a matter of controversy among those who insist that the guitar solo was played by Jimmy Page rather than Dave Davies. Well, it was not, but the drums, apparently, were played by session man Bobby Graham rather than The Kinks' regular drummer Mick Avory. Not that it is some technical marvel of a solo or anything — it merely features Dave setting himself on fire and acting a bit Neanderthal, which, in the timid days of 1964, was still a novel thing to do. There is also not the least doubt on my part that the solo was heavily influenced by Keith Richard's simi​larly Neanderthal break on ʽIt's All Over Nowʼ, considering that the Stones' single had only just come out (in June) and must have been in heavy rotation in the Davies' camp.
Regardless, it is futile to deny that the riff of ʽYou Really Got Meʼ acted as the fuckin' mother​lode — especially the realization that you could record something like that in the studio, get it distributed through an official network and make some royalties on it. Up to this day, Ray and Dave Davies continue fighting about the song, which Ray defends as quintessentially his song, one that helped him form his own artistic identity, and Dave treasures as that one song that helped him find the quintessential hard rock sound of the Kinks, what with the semi-legendary story of poking the band's little amplifier with a pin. I would say the dispute is a little futile, considering how quickly the band would move away from that sound altogether — it is, in fact, quite ironic that they would forever be branded as the «forefathers of hard rock» when the absolute majority of their greatest songs would have nothing to do whatsoever with hard rock (and in their latter day career, the harder they tried to rock, the more they usually failed at it). But the early Sixties were a great time for all sorts of wonderful historical accidents and absurdities, and Ray Davies as a dangerous, hard-rocking, sexually menacing caveman was one of them.
That the Kinks were not able to immediately capitalize on the success of ʽYou Really Got Meʼ with a consistent LP is no big surprise. Brothers Ray and Dave were still only learning their song​writing craft, and, as it happens, once the single began to took off, Pye Records and producer Shel Talmy immediately pushed them into the studio where they did not have enough time to come up with much of anything. Sure, six out of fourteen songs were still credited to Ray Davies — a re​spectable recognition of the man's talent by the industry superiors — but of these six, ʽRevengeʼ (co-credited with manager Larry Page) is a Link Wray / Ventures-style harmonica-driven blues-surf instrumental, and ʽSo Mystifyingʼ, once you get to the bottom of it, is a hilariously embar​rassing — and utterly pointless — rewrite of the very same ʽIt's All Over Nowʼ that also influen​ced the guitar solo. Of the remaining originals, ʽJust Can't Go To Sleepʼ is another clumsy piece of Merseybeat, with crudely swallowed syllables ("every night I jes can't goat sleep...") and an ut​terly unconvincing atmosphere; ʽI Took My Baby Homeʼ is an irony-free, corn-enhanced rewrite of Allen Toussaint's ʽFortune Tellerʼ (with only the last line of each verse rewritten to give the song more of a nursery-pop feel); and only ʽStop Your Sobbingʼ has endured, more or less, as a minor Ray classic, with the first emerging signs of his pop genius — at the very least, here we see some real tenderness in his voice, and some real soothing optimism in the melody.
In between, we have the usual stuff. A couple of Chuck Berry covers — ʽBeautiful Delilahʼ opening the album with an immediately off-turning early example of brother Dave's ugly nasal voice (making him sound like the local snotty teenage wimp trying to pull off a tough guy image), and ʽToo Much Monkey Businessʼ partially compensating for this with the best lead guitar Chuck Berry impression this side of Keith Richard. A couple of R&B grooves — ʽGot Love If You Want Itʼ trying and failing to paint The Kinks as devil-ridden Afro-American womanizers, and Bo Diddley's ʽCadillacʼ showing that, while they could be as musically tight as The Animals if the stars aligned all right, the lack of a convincingly raunchy singer of the Eric Burdon type in the band still rendered their Animalisms essentially useless. Tommy Tucker's ʽLong Tall Shortyʼ, an obscure rarity (actually, just a re-write of his own ʽHi-Heel Sneakersʼ, and sounding on the whole like a completely generic Jimmy Reed blues-rock number), could be passable if not for another one of Dave Davies' barely bearable vocal performances. And, honestly, there is no reason to listen to Dave's equally un-artistic take on ʽI'm A Lover Not A Fighterʼ if you can lay your hands on the obscure original by Lazy Lester from way back in 1958.
Adding insult to injury are two «songs» forced on the band by Shel Talmy, in a standard-for-the-time arrangement that helped the producer make more cash from the record sales — ʽBald Headed Womanʼ and ʽI've Been Driving On Bald Mountainʼ, both of them just covers of old blues / folk tunes with no copyright restrictions. Actually, ʽBald Headed Womanʼ does not really sound that bad — the band, augmented by several distinct keyboard parts (it is rumored that Jon Lord himself, of future Deep Purple fame, plays the organ here), gets a cool wall-of-sound going on by the end, somewhat presaging the controlled chaos atmosphere of The Who's debut a year later (not that surprising, considering that it would also be produced by Shel Talmy... and that The Who would be another band to whom he'd peddle ʽBald Headed Womanʼ). But the very fact of presenting this stuff as Shel Talmy songs, along with references to bald mountains and bald headed women on both of the tracks, makes the whole thing look ridiculous.

Still, on the whole, Kinks is not such a complete embarrassment as it is often made out to be. ʽYou Really Got Meʼ and ʽStop Your Sobbingʼ act as anchors here, showing that the band had already found its main voices — the hard rock groove and the tender pop serenade — and simply did not have enough time in store to follow them exclusively. The rock'n'roll covers already show Dave Davies as a fiery-spirited, crunchy guitar player with garage-punk ambitions (check out especially the alternate take of ʽToo Much Monkey Businessʼ on the expanded CD issue, where they rip through the song at double speed like some early version of The Ramones), even if his singing leaves a lot to be desired (then again, there are people who really appreciate the timbre of his voice here, considering it to be suitably arrogant and obnoxious for this material). And even when they are at their worst, the record remains listenable — there's a healthy rock'n'roll vibe running through it all, showing that they really wanted to take after the Beatles and the Stones, rather than their softer, housewife-friendlier counterparts.

So I guess you could call it an auspicious debut, if nothing else; and in this particular case, even the bonus tracks are of questionable quality, concentrating on the early, under-cooked singles, although I certainly recommend ʽYou Do Something To Meʼ as one of their best multi-tracked vocal Beatles imitations... and ʽIt's Alrightʼ as their funniest original take on a simple R&B groove where Ray seems to be intentionally trying to pull off an Eric Burdon and almost suc​ceeds... and ʽAll Day And All Of The Nightʼ, no matter how much of a stylistic shadow of ʽYou Really Got Meʼ it is... and the sinister acoustic groove of its B-side ʽI Gotta Moveʼ, even if it is really just ʽI Wish You Wouldʼ with new lyrics... well, not so bad after all, is it? The bonus tracks also include all of the Kinksize EP, so you can hear ʽLouie, Louieʼ sung with comprehensible lyrics, and ʽI've Got That Feelingʼ, which is about as much of a collective rip-off of all sorts of music ideas from A Hard Day's Night as one could stomach (then again, The Beatles repaid them pretty well five years later, stealing the title for their own ʽI've Got A Feelingʼ... nah!). Well, this is still nowhere near the stupendous quality of the bonus material for Kinda Kinks, but you do see that the band has a future. Somehow. If they only stop thinking of themselves as an R&B band, an image they could never uphold seriously in the presence of high-level contenders such as The Rolling Stones, The Animals, or, heck, even The Yardbirds. (I mean, Keith Relf may have been a fairly run-of-the-mill R&B vocalist, but I'd still rather to listen to him blueswailing on ʽGot Love If You Want Itʼ in his own Keith Relf manner, than to Mr. Ray here trying to ape the high-pitched intonations of Slim Harpo).
KINDA KINKS (1965)
1) Look For Me Baby; 2) Got My Feet On The Ground; 3) Nothin' In The World Can Stop Me From Worrying About That Girl; 4) Naggin' Woman; 5) Wonder Where My Baby Is Tonight; 6) Tired Of Waiting For You; 7) Dancing In The Street; 8) Don't Ever Change; 9) Come On Now; 10) So Long; 11) You Shouldn't Be Sad; 12) Some​thing Better Beginning; 13*) Everybody's Gonna Be Happy; 14*) Who'll Be The Next In Line; 15*) Set Me Free; 16*) I Need You; 17*) See My Friends; 18*) Never Met A Girl Like You Before; 19*) Wait Till Summer Comes Along; 20*) Such A Shame; 21*) A Well Respected Man; 22*) Don't You Fret; 23*) I Go To Sleep (demo).

For all the greatness that Ray Davies and his brother brought into the world in 1966–1969, it can be very seriously argued that, progress-wise, no other gap between any two of their classic al​bums is covered by such a giant leap forward as the gap between Kinks and Kinda Kinks — no matter how uninventive the actual album titles are. (They loved the letter K so much in those days, it's a wonder they never got officially endorsed by the KKK). Even if there are relatively few timeless classics on this second album, the important thing is that it actually sounds like a classic Kinks album, one where they really come into their own style, totally distinct from everybody else's. Most importantly, ten out of twelve songs here are Ray Davies originals — reflecting the amazingly fast rate with which Ray was beginning to turn into one of Britain's finest songwriters, something that he himself probably could not have predicted even one year earlier.
Perhaps the only atavistic remnant of their derivative fumbles is ʽNaggin' Womanʼ, quite a strange choice for a cover — recorded by little-known vocalist and harmonica player from Mississippi by the name of Jimmy Anderson that even in its original incarnation sounded like an average wannabe-Jimmy-Reed number. Brother Dave sings it in his exaggeratedly nasal voice that reminds even stronger of Jimmy Reed, but honestly, the Kinks could never properly mimick Jimmy Reed's nastiness, so the song sounds trashy, but boring (apart from Dave's minimalistic guitar solo, which is cute, but still incomparable to whatever a Brian Jones would do with this at about the same time). On the other hand, dance-oriented Motown material fares better with them, provided it's been properly Kinkified: Ray sings Martha & The Vandellas' ʽDancing In The Streetʼ with idealistic-romantic aplomb, but it is the raw, swirling, gritty rhythm guitar playing that makes the song — not having either the budget or the experience to emulate the original's glorious brass arrangement, the Kinks put everything they have into the guitar groove, and make it into a kick-ass sample of young British R'n'B.
But that's it for the covers. Excited by the commercial and critical success of their latest singles, Ray is now generating creative ideas by the dozen, the first of which, preceding the album by a couple of months, is ʽTired Of Waiting For Youʼ — a song that, from a certain perspective, could be called the first power ballad ever written, being rhythmically driven by the exact same hard-rocking, distorted sound that the brothers had found earlier for ʽYou Really Got Meʼ and ʽAll Day And All Of The Nightʼ. This time, of course, it overlaps with a soft and jangly lead part, but it is impossible to properly describe how the added boost of the distorted "da-doom, da-doom" riff elevates the song to the status of a classic anthem. You can see how they are still growing: the lyrics of the tune are rather inane (for a guy as gentlemanly and innocent as Ray, the implications of being "tired of waiting for you" seem rather embarrassing), the arrangement desperately begs for extra melodic and harmonic overlays that they do not yet know how to produce — but the introductory eight seconds alone, with the sweet and the grumbly guitar voices weaving together in perfect harmony, are musical genius; and the bridge section of "it's your life... and you can do what you want" is the first of many cases where Ray would be saving his dreamiest and most chivalrous bits for the mid-part, before pulling the listener back out into the real world for the regular verse-chorus stuff.
Next to the innovative breakthrough of ʽTired Of Waitingʼ, the rest of the album may sound a bit lackluster in comparison — and it probably is, considering how Ray used to complain about Shel Talmy forcing the band to record it in two weeks' time. But even if the other tracks do not feel so cathartic, most of them are still exhilarating, joyful, catchy pop-rock with all sorts of subtle twists, particularly the long stretch on Side B beginning with ʽDon't Ever Changeʼ. Of the two true ori​ginal compositions on Kinks, it is the ʽStop Your Sobbingʼ model rather than the ʽYou Really Got Meʼ one that Ray keeps following — not exactly inventing the formula of the «consolation pop song», but personalizing it. It's as if the Kinks, under his direction, were occupying their own little corner of the market, where all the young girls, after having their hearts burned down by the Beatles and their lower organs soaked wet by the Stones, could crawl over to Uncle Ray and weep on his comforting shoulder. All these songs are romantic, but perhaps even less sexual in nature than the Beach Boys — not to mention the near-complete lack of even the faintest traces of misogyny or even slight disrespect towards any representatives of the opposite sex. Yes, instead of telling her that it's all over now, or that she can't do that, or that this may be the last time, or that this happened once before when he came to her door, etc. etc., Mr. Ray is sincerely wishing her "don't you ever change now, always stay the same now", and telling her that she shouldn't be sad, and generally playing the knight in shining armor for all those little cuties who find them​selves used up and abandoned by the likes of John Lennon or Mick Jagger.

Well, there are exceptions, of course: ʽNothing In The World Can Stop Me From Worryin' Bout That Girlʼ does actually tell the story of a nasty two-timer who "just kept on lying". But even so, all this leads to is heartbreak rather than anger — notice that there isn't a single insult in the lyrics, and the song, a minimalistic piece of blues-pop whose acoustic riff strangely predicts the guitar melody of Simon & Garfunkel's ʽMrs. Robinsonʼ three years later, is quiet, sulky, and sad, rather than angry and vindictive. And on ʽSomething Better Beginningʼ, a song written so obviously in the style of the Ronettes that it just screams for a wall-of-sound production which Shel Talmy cannot grant it, Ray is clearly singing about a break-up — but he never ever mentions who was the culprit, and the song on the whole is all about optimism and faith in a new beginning.
The really cool thing about all these tunes, as simplistic as they are on the surface, is that they sound believable — from the very start, Ray was not interested in simply churning out one com​mercial, formulaic pop song after another; instead (much like The Shangri-Las across the ocean), he was interested in thinking up little stories of realistic human relationships, and although at this point he did not always succeed (stuff like ʽWonder Where My Baby Is Tonightʼ is still fairly cartoonish, for example), most of these boy-meets-girl stories are as true to real life as the band's upcoming social miniatures of everyday routine in the UK. Melodically, they are probably weaker than contemporary Beatles stuff, but even at this point, Ray Davies can already be felt as a living, breathing person deserving our empathy, whereas the personal-psychological sides of Lennon and McCartney took a couple years to truly emerge out of all the artistic craft.

That said, the Kinks were still a singles band at this point, and no other reissue in their entire catalog benefits greater from the presence of contemporary singles than Kinda Kinks. The bonus tracks almost double the length of the album, and almost each one is a gem in its own rights. We have ʽEverybody's Gonna Be Happyʼ, easily their most energetic and joyful rave-up with out​standing drum work from Mick Avory. ʽSet Me Freeʼ is, I believe, simply one of the greatest love songs of 1965 — I cannot understand how, by means of a simple two-chord riff and a vocal melody that seems to have been thrown together in a matter of seconds, they have managed to express the feeling of burning undivided love so perfectly, but so they have: the riff gives the impression of a ball and chain at the singer's legs, and Ray's throat pressure during the opening "set me free little girl..." is just one of those innumerable subtle moves of his that work their magic in ways you fail to explicitly notice. (Special mention should also go to the "you can DO it if you try..." falsetto upshot — I have no idea why this moment is so orgasmic, but there must be some awesome biochemistry involved in this transition from tense-and-throaty to falsetto... the idea of being set free and soaring up to high heavens, perhaps?).
Likewise, it would be impossible not to mention ʽSee My Friendsʼ — arguably the first pop song to incorporate Indian motives, although, unfortunately, the Kinks never went as far as to drag a real sitar into the studio (and so happened to cede the honor to the Beatles... again!): but the tune was inspired by the band's stopover in Bombay, and the guitars do play a bit of a raga, so it is an important point in the history of Eastern influences in Western pop music. More importantly, perhaps, it is the first Kinks single to dig into something deeper than boy-girl relationships: alle​gedly inspired by the sudden demise of Ray's elder sister, it is a song about death, obeying the age-old folk tradition of learning to cope with death and recognize its inevitability and transience, and, strangely enough, actually depersonalizing the singer this time: multi-tracked vocals are wedged so deeply in the mix that Ray Davies really does sound somewhat like a choir of fisher​men here, you know? Very atypical of the Kinks, and yet, still pretty Kinksy in terms of recog​nizable harmonies.

And then you can't go wrong with ʽSuch A Shameʼ (the deeply sung "it's a shame, such a shame, such a shame" chorus sounds as natural as shame ever comes), or with ʽA Well Respected Manʼ (the first triumphant appearance of Ray Davies as a social commentator, soon to be eclipsed with melodically superior creations, but already brimming with scorn and sarcasm), or even with the coldly melancholic, nostalgically beautiful piano demo ʽI Go To Sleepʼ that somehow predicts classic Brian Eno — slow it down just a little bit, give it better production values, and it wouldn't be out of place on the dreamy Side B of Before And After Science.
As I look over the 23 tracks on this CD one more time, other than ʽNaggin' Womanʼ, I cannot find a single genuine stinker — some relative lowlights, yes, but even when they are doing wimpy Peter, Paul & Mary-style folk-pop like ʽSo Longʼ, Ray's melodic twists and humble personality still make them winners. We could probably live without ʽI Need Youʼ as the third (and also least energetic) rewrite of ʽYou Really Got Meʼ, and I could certainly live with even fewer Dave Davies lead vocal parts (every time he begins to shout, he still ends up sounding like a very obnoxious teenager), but all of these are minor nitpicks. The truth is that by early 1965, Ray Davies had finally put both feet in the stirrups of his genius steed, and for the next five years, he'd be riding it non-stop, conquering all sorts of new heights. The only reasons that prevent the Kinda Kinks-era LP and single tracks from sounding as fresh and relevant today as the band's later output are purely technical — pop music as such had not yet turned into Art with a capital A, and although the Davies brothers were already lending their older colleagues like the Beatles and the Stones a solid hand in this, it would take a little more time to overcome the last technicalities. Even so, pop music in early '65 rarely got better than this, so a solid thumbs up here.

THE KINK KONTROVERSY (1965)
1) Milk Cow Blues; 2) Ring The Bells; 3) Gotta Get The First Plane Home; 4) When I See That Girl Of Mine; 5) I Am Free; 6) Till The End Of The Day; 7) The World Keeps Going Round; 8) I'm On An Island; 9) Where Have All The Good Times Gone; 10) It's Too Late; 11) What's In Store For Me; 12) You Can't Win; 13*) Dedicated Follower Of Fashion; 14*) Sittin' On My Sofa; 15*) When I See That Girl Of Mine (demo); 16*) Dedicated Follower Of Fashion (stereo mix).

The base keeps getting solidified, yet by the end of 1965, The Kinks had still not quite entered their golden era. What they did was mature to the point where their next album would be, if not completely free of filler, then at least completely free of embarrassments. For one thing, they have not yet fully abandoned R&B covers — but instead of sounding like a silly Jimmy Reed parody on ʽNaggin' Womanʼ, they sound vicious and nasty on ʽMilk Cow Bluesʼ, a song they probably learned not from Sleepy John Estes, but from Elvis, who had originally turned this slow blues into sinful rockabilly. Now they go one step further, turning the song's mood from playful into threatening, and for all I know, this is the very first time that brother Dave's vocals actually seem impressive: all it took was change his image from «cocky macho» to «vicious thug», and voilà, the Kinks show that they can be as tough as the Stones if they really want to. The whole song is just one relentless bull-charge; no wonder that it became a live favorite for a while, since, after all, Ray's brilliant, but tender hits could hardly charge up a live rock'n'roll audience in quite the same way as Dave's growling "well I've tried everything..." menace and histrionic guitar breaks. A fitting and triumphant end to their career as an R&B cover act.
At the same time, Ray is still largely operating in «2-3 minute love song» mode, and it is beco​ming more and more clear that it is not the perfect mode for him. A song like ʽWhen I See That Girl Of Mineʼ, with its harmonious verse structure and neat vocal tricks (such as extending the word ʽsighʼ to several «sighing» bars), would be hailed as a masterpiece if any twee-pop outfit came out with it today, but by the standards of 1965, with its shallow theme and barebones pro​duction, it could be perceived as dull. ʽRing The Bellsʼ is very pretty folk-pop, but on the level of The Searchers — a sweet serenade, nothing more. And while I like both ʽIt's Too Lateʼ and ʽYou Can't Winʼ and their «reproach-rock» vibe, (a) they are both based on the exact same rhythm chord sequence and (b) neither of them has a great riff as such, making them notably inferior to 1965's true masterpiece of that genre, ʽThe Last Timeʼ.

It is only when they add a special edge to their love song that the results become outstanding: ʽTill The End Of The Dayʼ is so haunting and brilliant because it's got a real minor feel to it, de​spite all the lyrics about feeling good "'cause my life has begun". You look at those lyrics and you think that the song should sound triumphant — yet it sounds absolutely tragic, almost desperately so, culminating in Dave's shrillest guitar break yet and crashing down with "till the end of the day!" sounding like "till the end of the world" and that end is coming right now. Where that song really belongs is in a Bonnie-and-Clyde type musical — or, at least, in a Dickens-based show on the desperate life of England's lower classes, right next to ʽDead End Streetʼ. No simple three-minute love song on the pop market had ever sounded that way before, which explains why it has become a lasting classic where ʽWhen I See That Girl Of Mineʼ has not.
And that attitude actually puts it well in line with that other type of songs that Ray had only begun getting into — the non-aggressively pessimistic / ironic dissections of the hardships of everyday life. Released as an A-side, ʽTill The End Of The Dayʼ has quite an organic bind with its B-side: ʽWhere Have All The Good Times Goneʼ is kinda like that same character, only twenty years later, and now his youthful desperate enthusiasm has turned to bitter cynicism and disillusionment. This is the first — and oh so far from the last — time that Ray decides to up​grade the past instead of the future: "Let it be like yesterday" is hardly the kind of slogan you'd expect to hear from a respectable pop band in 1965, but for the moment, The Kinks were still able to get away with it... first, because it was a B-side, and second, because, with its long-winded verse lines and socially relevant overtones, it sounded a bit like Dylan, and who cares if you're being asked whether you can crawl out your window or where have all the good times gone, if you're being asked in such a delightfully sneering tone? Oh, and besides, who could resist the brilliancy of lines like "Daddy didn't have no toys / Mummy didn't need no boys" — let alone actually identifying with these lines (provided you were a boy)?
Of a slightly less caliber, but almost on the same level of acuteness (and catchiness) are ʽThe World Keeps Going Roundʼ (whose chorus actually creates the illusion of a spinning globe) and ʽI'm On An Islandʼ, Ray's first leave-me-alone, defensive-yet-defenseless anthem to isolationism, which I believe he sings with a slightly pseudo-Caribbean accent (not surprising, considering the man was a fan of Harry Belafonte and occasionally cover ʽDay-Oʼ in concert). Again, the former song tries to prop you up with a little forced optimism, while the latter just tells you to fuck it; so, naturally, the former quickly disappeared off the radar (though it's really good) and the latter stayed on for some time as a live show staple, even though its quiet acoustic shuffling was the farthest thing from common in a rock'n'roll show environment.

So, in the end, it is quite a mixed bag — a «transitional» album, as it is frequently called; but for the first time, a Kinks LP is every bit as good as contemporary singles, not least because it actual​ly incorporates contemporary singles (ʽTill The End Of The Dayʼ), and also because it's got at least a couple major songs that were not singles at all. The expanded CD edition, in contrast with the previous two, has few contemporary goodies to add — the most notable of these being the early 1966 single ʽDedicated Follower Of Fashionʼ, Ray's first sarcastic ode to the unnamed heroes of Swinging London that, melody-wise, is essentially a catchier re-write of ʽA Well Res​pected Manʼ; but, funny enough, where the titular bourgeois hero of ʽWell Respected Manʼ did garner a bit of pitiful empathy from the songwriter, the proto-hipster of ʽDedicated Follower Of Fashionʼ garners absolutely nothing but scorn and derision. That the song went to No. 4 on the UK charts must only mean that the young buyers never got through the irony — or, perhaps, on the contrary, that they were not above an ironic look at themselves.
In any case, The Kink Kontroversy, kwite un-kontroversially, gets its thumbs up. Only a few months prior to its release, The Kinks were banned from live performing in the States — for their alleged «rowdy behavior» on stage (it's a good thing The Who never got to America before 1967), and while this had little bearing on the album, it might be argued that Ray's full-scale «conver​sion» to the early mode of Britpop the next year was influenced by this unjust ostracism. But for now, Kontroversy gives us a landscape that nicely balances between American and British influences and succeeds in beauty just as fine as it does in aggression.

FACE TO FACE (1966)
1) Party Line; 2) Rosie Won't You Please Come Home; 3) Dandy; 4) Too Much On My Mind; 5) Session Man; 6) Rainy Day In June; 7) A House In The Country; 8) Holiday In Waikiki; 9) Most Exclusive Residence For Sale; 10) Fancy; 11) Little Miss Queen Of Darkness; 12) You're Lookin' Fine; 13) Sunny Afternoon; 14) I'll Remember; 15*) I'm Not Like Everybody Else; 16*) Dead End Street; 17*) Big Black Smoke; 18*) Mr. Pleasant; 19*) This Is Where I Belong; 20*) Mr. Reporter; 21*) Little Women.

In 1966, Paul McCartney wrote two of the greatest ever songs about loneliness and alienation — ʽEleanor Rigbyʼ and ʽFor No Oneʼ. Both were subtle psychological masterpieces of humanistic art, opening up some awesome depths in pop music and breaking hearts all over the world. There was one catch about these sorrowful beauties, though: they were decidedly third-person, with Paul McCartney playing God's angel sending his empathy and forgiveness out to all the lonely people out there, as represented by the select cases of Eleanor Rigby and the nameless woman in ʽFor No Oneʼ. There wasn't too much of Paul himself in these songs, nor could there probably be; in fact, he was conducting himself quite honestly by playing astute and sympathetic observer rather than the principal bearer of the grief.
This is where Ray Davies had his day. Unlike the generally nonchalant McCartney, unlike the angry Lennon, unlike the philosophical Townshend, unlike the rebellious Jagger and Richards, Ray Davies was a genuinely shy, lonely, neurotic, melancholic type — actually, like way more of us than we'd probably like to admit. There was something about him that even when he sang "never met a girl like you before, girls like you are very hard to find", you'd get the feeling that he really, really, really meant it, because it must be pretty dang difficult for a guy like Ray Davies to meet a girl who would empathize not only with his gapped teeth, but also with his lonesome and deeply disturbed spirit.
But it wasn't until ʽSunny Afternoonʼ, I think, that we got the chance to see that spirit up close, with no conventional lyrical or musical veils to conceal anything. This, too, is a song about loneliness, but not the kind of loneliness that falls on you through some terrible chain of God-inflicted events where you can do nothing about it — rather, the kind of loneliness that falls upon us as we plunge into disillusionment, world-weariness, and dysfunctionality because, you know, we've just had it; something that, I'd venture to say, occasionally pursues every decent human with a half-working brain, and makes it possible for just about everybody to take the message of ʽSunny Afternoonʼ deeply personally. The strolling tempo of the song, suggesting a lazy strum of your instrument as you swing in your hammock or sit on the porch; the descending chords — all the way down, down, down, down, to the depths of personal despair, then back up only to go down, down, down again; and most importantly, those vocals. This is where Ray really arrives as one of the greatest singers of his generation. Sometimes he raises it to the heights of a soft, silky falsetto, similar to McCartney's silky tone on ʽHere, There And Everywhereʼ — only that one was a tender confession of orgasmic love for a girl, whereas here it is a tender confession of or​gasmic love for one's misery and apathy. Sometimes he sharpens it up, but with an odd, semi-drunk intonation ("save me, save me, save me from this squeeze..."), as if to let himself be aware of the imminent futility of such a request. Sometimes he shows a sense of sly humor, what with the little tone jumps on "and I love TO live SO pleaSAntly" — a tiny whiff of vaudeville clow​ning here, perfectly suitable for the song's message. This may be music hall in form, but it is confessional singer-songwriting in essence — the likes of which pop music had never seen prior to that song. Come to think of it, it might not have seen the likes of this ever since, too; at least, not this kind of perfect mix between pop form and personal-philosophical substance.
As odd as it may sound, I do not think that ʽSunny Afternoonʼ feels perfectly at home on Face To Face, the album recorded in the wake of its chart success. It is significantly better than any of the other songs on the album (and that does not imply that I am putting those songs down), simply because most of those other songs, like ʽEleanor Rigbyʼ and ʽFor No Oneʼ, are of an observa​tional nature — one by one, we see a number of brilliantly painted musical portraits, but only ʽSunny Afternoonʼ and, perhaps, the far inferior ballad ʽToo Much On My Mindʼ qualify as proper self-portraits (because the «fallen aristocrat» image of ʽAfternoonʼ is, of course, purely metaphorical). Perhaps, in a way, it is a matter of sequencing: if there was a place for ʽSunny Afternoonʼ on the album at all, it should rather have been at the very end, instead of the stylisti​cally and lyrically obsolete ʽI'll Rememberʼ (an okay pop song that they'd recorded way back in 1965 and, for some reason, decided to stick on the album so as not to let a good thing go to waste, thus almost ruining the conceptuality of the whole thing).

Nevertheless, this by no means disqualifies Face To Face as the beginning of the «Golden Age» for The Kinks, as one of the very first conceptual albums (the songs were to be linked together with special effects, but, unfortunately, the plan fell through for technical reasons), and as the very first proper Britpop album, one might say — provided we define Britpop as «pop rock that is influenced by traditional British pop and tells stories about British people» or something like that. Prior to Face To Face, audiences only got that stuff in small doses — from the Rolling Stones, the Who, the Kinks themselves; with Face To Face, pop music finally got its equivalent of a Charles Dickens novel or a Thomas Gainsborough portrait gallery.
The most telling sign of the album's conceptuality is that the songs, much like the future pieces of the Abbey Road medley, do not work as good on their own as they do when they all hang to​gether. Face To Face is a series of character-describing vignettes, few of which make their way onto best-of compilations, but the collective effect of 'em all is stunning. You get to meet the local Don Juan, chasing after tail at a frantically strummed acoustic rate (ʽDandyʼ); the unfortu​nately overlooked and underpaid underdog of the musical world (ʽSession Manʼ, with quintes​sential session man Nicky Hopkins on harpsichord); the disgusting aristocratic brat with his symbolic property (ʽHouse In The Countryʼ, one of the few cases of seemingly direct influence on Ray's songwriting by the Rolling Stones — you can clearly hear echoes of ʽ19th Nervous Breakdownʼ here); the befuddled holiday goer who probably has trouble telling Hawai'i from the Azure Coast (ʽHoliday In Waikikiʼ, melodically owing quite a bit to Chuck Berry's ʽYou Never Can Tellʼ, but with a smug slide guitar riff thrown in for good measure); the bankrupt loser who probably has it even worse than the protagonist of ʽSunny Afternoonʼ, but, according to Ray, does not deserve our empathy (ʽMost Exclusive Residence For Saleʼ); the broken-hearted socialite, doomed to be forever dancing to acoustic vaudeville melodies (ʽLittle Miss Queen Of Darknessʼ). Frankly speaking, each of these tunes individually is not all that original or mind-blowing from a melodic point of view — Ray was still saving up his best ideas for singles; but together, they form an intriguing gallery, a snapshot of the various sides of English society with cool musical metaphors for each of the personalities.
I would argue that ʽRosie Won't You Please Come Homeʼ is the only one of these portraits that aspires to individual greatness — hardly surprising, since it is also the most personal of them all, explicitly referring to the Australian emigration of Ray and Dave's sister. For this tune, Ray saved up some particularly strange ideas, such as pinning the weepy lines of the chorus to a creepy, dark melody: "Oh my Rosie, how I miss you, you are all the world to me" may sound like a weepy complaint, but the accompanying bassline is a grim threat; perhaps Ray himself did not mean it to be like that, yet there is no doubt in my mind whatsoever that each chorus introduces a note of disturbing aggression. Another psychological trick!
One other track that does not quite fit in and works well on its own is ʽRainy Day In Juneʼ, an early — and rare — attempt at apocalyptic writing on Ray's part. The track could very well have been the result of some special LSD trip, except Ray allegedly did not take any drugs at the time, so it is really more of an effort to write something suitably «epic», in a lyrical style that does not come easy to Ray ("a misty shadow spread its wings / and covered all the ground" — sounds a bit like proto-Uriah Heep, doesn't it?), but with a moody, almost haunting musical arrangement all the same. "The rain" becomes symbolic of the end of the world here, while the repetitive, mono​tonous chorus ("everybody felt the rain...") gives the illusion of a zombified row of people, slowly moving out to meet their final fate. It is no ʽGimme Shelterʼ, for sure, and even with the thunder and lightning effects, it is nowhere near as terrifying as ʽBlack Sabbathʼ, but who the heck else wrote about the end of the world in 1966? And who the heck would have had the idea to stick a song like that right in the middle of a series of Britpoppy vignettes? To continue the analogy, it is like going through a long gallery of Gainsborough portraits and suddenly falling upon a Last Judgement by Hieronimus Bosch. Just because, you know, all these people died and went to Hell anyway, so be sure to keep this in mind.
As I said, Face To Face is not perfect. If it were up to me to change history, I would probably exclude ʽI'll Rememberʼ (not because it's bad, but because it sticks out in an incoherent way) and maybe one other track (ʽYou're Lookin' Fineʼ, with brother Dave on vocals, is totally memorable because its riff would later be nicked and slightly reworked by Lennon into ʽHey Bulldogʼ — but the womanizing pop-rocker again sort of violates the conceptuality) and replace them with such epochal singles as ʽMr. Pleasantʼ and ʽDead End Streetʼ. Today, they are conveniently tacked on as bonus tracks, but goddammit, both of them belong right square in the center of the album itself: the former with its mix of sarcasm and pity at the film-noirish fate of its socially lifted protago​nist, the latter with what might be the most desperate working-class plea of the Sixties, enough to have The Clash lift its melody fifteen years later for ʽLondon Callingʼ. Both songs also represent brave and highly successful steps forward in terms of composition and arrangement for Ray — the use of the mournful trombone alone is worth a fortune, and the chord changes on ʽMr. Pleasantʼ, to me, produce an almost Mozartian effect: simple, logical, and covering the full emotional spec​trum from lightly cruel sneer ("...how is Mrs. Pleasant?") to heartfelt pity ("...and it's not so pleasant after all..."). This is as good as Sixties pop ever gets, period.
Actually, most of the bonus tracks this time around are stellar. There is no getting away from the genius of ʽI'm Not Like Everybody Elseʼ, a song originally written for The Animals but ultimate​ly handed over to brother Dave — not in the vein of Face To Face at all due to its pronounced garage-rock sound, but a sure classic of the «get-the-fuck-out-of-my-way» subgenre of the mid-Sixties. ʽBig Black Smokeʼ pales melodically in the face of ʽMr. Pleasantʼ, with which it shares some musical elements, but it is still another strong indictment of corrupt city life, with the big vocal hook of the chorus delivered in a suitably ominous way — hardly a tune to which the swinging youth of London would want to latch on, though, because it is one thing when your pop idol lambasts The Establishment in the guise of ʽMr. Pleasantʼ, but quite another one when he turns his sarcastic glare at the fates of young folks "sick and tired of country life". And while it may be understandable why ʽMr. Reporterʼ was not released at the time — way too long and too monotonous to work as a single — its Joker-ish guitar / brass riff, condemned with the longest diatribe these guys ever wrote against the popular press, is still highly memorable.
Anyway, in this age of ours when track sequencing becomes a deeply personal matter, I'm sure all of us could play the fascinating game of finding the perfect setlist and running order for an ideal Face To Face — and even a non-ideal Face To Face, as it slowly sinks in one's conscience, should be still considered among the top five albums of 1966 (along with Revolver, Aftermath, Blonde On Blonde, and Pet Sounds, in whatever order you prefer to arrange them). It does mark a decisive transformation in The Kinks' history, representing Ray Davies' solemn refusal to look directly in the eyes of The Universal in order to find his artistic inspiration — instead, preferring to find access to The Universal through the eyes, minds, and souls of the everyday people whom he regularly passes on the street. It was an approach that would ultimately ruin The Kinks' career in the short run and quash their hopes (if there ever were any hopes, that is) at gaining the same household name level as their top competitors. But it was also an honest and a bizarrely rebel​lious approach that would turn out to serve them very well in the long run; and something tells me that a few centuries (decades? years?) from now, when the last survivors of the nuclear apocalypse are shivering in their bunkers and caves, their very last Ipod charges will rather be spent on the humble humanism of Face To Face — and the several albums following it, all the way down to the end of the band's Golden Age around 1971 — than on the grand psychedelic / idealistic vision of Revolver or Pet Sounds. For now, though, as we still find ourselves relatively safe from total extinction, just another major thumbs up.
THE PRETTY THINGS 



THE PRETTY THINGS (1965)
1) Road Runner; 2) Judgement Day; 3) 13 Chester Street; 4) Big City; 5) Unknown Blues; 6) Mama, Keep Your Big Mouth Shut; 7) Honey, I Need; 8) Oh Baby Doll; 9) She's Fine She's Mine; 10) Don't Lie To Me; 11) Moon Is Rising; 12) Pretty Thing; 13*) Rosalyn; 14*) Big Boss Man; 15*) Don't Bring Me Down; 16*) We'll Be Together; 17*) I Can Never Say; 18*) Get Yourself Home.

It is pretty damn hard to discuss the early phase of The Pretty Things' career outside of the con​text of The Rolling Stones — and not just for formal reasons, such as Dick Taylor, the Stones' former lead guitar and then bass player, becoming one of the founding fathers of the Pretties. If there was an explicit ideology to this band from the start, it consisted of one driving purpose: to one-up the Stones and wrestle the title of Britain's wildest band from that snotty, too overtly com​mercialized Andrew Loog Oldham clique.
Even the cover art here is reminiscent of the early Stones cover: a bunch of long-haired, grim-looking, fuck-off-will-ya thugs staring you down or downright ignoring you out of the darkness, but their hair is really longer than that of the Stones (and Dick Taylor actually has a beard! like a grown-up!), and their facial expressions are way more Neanderthal, particularly that of drummer Viv Prince, the immediate spiritual and aesthetic predecessor of Keith Moon in his love to raise hell and make noise. «Pretty things» indeed — like the Stones, they took their name from the song of a Chess artist, but they chose Bo Diddley rather than Muddy to be their mascot, for all the wild African paganism reflected in the former's rave-ups. Let the Stones simply ooze aggressive sexu​ality: the Pretty Things were ready to embark on a highway to hell, right away.
Unfortunately, they miscalculated just a bit. Of the three most important elements in a pop music album — musicianship, songwriting, and attitude — the band had most heavily invested in the third one, somewhat downplaying the other two: none of the players here seem to be outstanding musicians by the standards of early 1965, and original songwriting is practically non-existent. The emphasis is strictly on loudness and wildness, reflected, above all, in the ferocious predator vocals of Phil May, who is, at this point, probably the single most interesting link in the chain: barking and roaring rather than singing, he shows certain rabid undertones to his voice that you would not be able to get even by the likes of Eric Burdon. There had already been wild screamers on the garage rock scene by that time — remember Gerry Roslie of the Sonics, for instance — but most of them still sounded more like rowdy pub goers than minions of Satan, and Phil has that leery, sarcastic whiff added to the bark-and-roar that really provides him with a certain demonic effect, like an early spiritual precursor to Iggy Pop.
Wild vocal practices alone are not gonna get you through the day, though: the entire band needs to get wild, and that is precisely what you get on their first single, ʽRosalynʼ (conveniently appen​ded as a bonus track to the CD edition). «Written» by their co-manager Jimmy Duncan, it is an amalgamation of the Bo Diddley beat, the Chuck Berry rap, and Animals-style dark harmonies, where the overall level of energy and nastiness matters far more than melodic ideas or playing techniques. Released in May 1964, it may have been Britain's wildest single for about three months, before getting undercut by ʽYou Really Got Meʼ — largely because of the insane proto-Keith Moon drum work and Phil's insane screaming, although Brian Pendleton's bashing the shit out of his rhythm guitar and Taylor's minimalistic waves of lead slide guitar certainly add to the atmosphere. The uncomfortable part is that outside of the context of May 1964, the song might seem a bit boring — in terms of sheer wildness, this sound would soon be overtaken by even more caveman-like styles of various garage bands (not to mention The Who), and in other terms, once the groove has been established in the first ten seconds, they stay with it forever, not taking it anywhere special. (Not that you could really frame this as an accusation, because it would apply just as adequately to Bo Diddley himself as it does to them; but hey, at least Bo was the author of this style).
This is pretty much how it goes with the entire album: coming in a bit too late on the heels of their first two singles, it may have already been a tad anachronistic for early 1965. Not in terms of the overall sound: the cover of ʽRoad Runnerʼ that opens the album is as noisy and reckless as it gets in those months, messy drumming and guitar feedback and caveman vocals and all. But in terms of creativity, the Pretty Things had little to offer — following the standard practice that an «original» song could simply consist of a stolen melody with a few changes to earlier lyrics; hence, ʽ13 Chester Streetʼ = ʽGot Love If You Want Itʼ; ʽUnknown Bluesʼ = just about any 12-bar blues (e.g. Robert Johnson's ʽKindhearted Woman Bluesʼ); and only their third single, ʽHoney I Needʼ, does not seem to be immediately ripped off, but it also kinda sucks. 

And even though they had a good collective sound going for them, there was not a single truly impressive and / or unique player in the band — Taylor and Pendleton may have favored a rougher, dirtier guitar sound than Keith Richards and Brian Jones, but they lacked their sharpness, precision, and stylistic variety. A good starting point for comparison would be ʽThe Moon Is Risingʼ, a Jimmy Reed cover that (no surprise here) sounds almost identical to his own ʽHonest I Doʼ, covered on the Stones' debut album — the Stones' song has far more clarity, and their guitar and harmonica parts just slice through the speakers, making much better use of the scale than the Pretties; though the Pretties do sound wilder, dirtier, and sloppier.

All in all, this album has not aged all that well, though it remains an important historical link in the line of rock music evolution in those crazy days. But I still cannot resist giving it an honorary thumbs up, because it was driven by good purposes, backed by adequate talent, and, while we're at it, there is not a single ballad anywhere in sight — it's like the frickin' equivalent of AC/DC for early 1965! Indeed, the boys stay very true here to their wild, relentless nature, and this uncom​promising stance has to have some recognition. (I mean, they may have sucked much fun out of ʽDon't Lie To Meʼ by slowing it down and playing it closer to the Tampa Red original than the rock'n'roll version of Chuck Berry, but there's something to be said about authenticity, right?). It is, however, one of those albums where the whole is unquestionably more impressive than the sum of its parts — as I glance back at the track names, I do not think I recognize even a single embarrassment, yet I cannot for the life of me think of one or two particular highlights, either. It's just one of those group gang things. 
GET THE PICTURE? (1965)
1) You Don't Believe Me; 2) Buzz The Jerk; 3) Get The Picture?; 4) Can't Stand The Pain; 5) Rainin' In My Heart; 6) We'll Play House; 7) You'll Never Do It Baby; 8) I Had A Dream; 9) I Want Your Love; 10) London Town; 11) Cry To Me; 12) Gonna Find A Substitute; 13*) Get A Buzz; 14*) Sittin' All Alone; 15*) Midnight To Six Man; 16*) Me Needing You; 17*) Come See Me; 18*) L.S.D.
Drummer Viv Prince was kicked out of the band right before the release of their second LP — in fact, relations with him had reached breaking point during the sessions, so that many tracks fea​ture session player (and the band's producer) Bobby Graham instead. Although Viv was not that much involved in the band's songwriting, it may be argued that this first out of many lineup changes was the most significant one — think of The Who firing Keith Moon as an awful ana​logy. Somehow this initiated a shift of image, as The Pretty Things began to drop the «wildness» aspect and turn towards more soulful, psychedelic, and artsy matters: fortunately, not before relea​sing their flawed masterpiece of the «wild thing» period.

Get The Picture? is a massive improvement over the self-titled debut, largely because much of the material is now self-written, with Phil May and Dick Taylor emerging as a competent and convincing songwriting duo — still not on the Jagger/Richards level if you average out the results, but not so much because they did not have an ear for melody as it is due to inferior technical aspects of the performances and recordings. Every time I listen to something like ʽCan't Stand The Painʼ with its decidedly Stonesy atmosphere (in some ways, predicting the slightly cavernous mystical-sexual sound of Aftermath), I can't help but wonder if it could be hailed as a timeless classic of longing-and-yearning with Mick on vocals and Keith on guitar.

And there are aspects where The Pretties would indeed go farther than their chief superior com​petitors. You only have to get past the opening number (ʽYou Don't Believe Meʼ is a mix of over​playe R&B ecstasy with crude Byrdsy jangle guitars) to hit the jackpot: ʽBuzz The Jerkʼ is, I believe, not only the very first pop song to feature the word "jerk" in the title (only two years earlier, the Stones had to guiltily censor the word in their cover of Chuck Berry's ʽCome Onʼ), it is as heavy and as uncompromising as it ever gets (at least, in 1965) in a song seemingly dedi​cated to problematic issues of rough sex. The rhythm section is on an adrenaline kick here: John Stax plays a broken-up bass riff that does things to your girl that even whacky perv Bill Wyman, all gentlemanly on the outside but EVIL on the inside, would never dream of, while Viv (I do hope that's Viv, I don't think Bobby Graham would dare play with that much aggression) goes so heavy on the cymbals and snares that Keith Moon could be his only competition. Throw in a mean fuzzy tone from one of the guitarists, and the entire tune is a two-minute explosion of garage rock wildness that ranks together with the greatest nuggets of the decade. Finally, by get​ting their act together and achieving tight focus, The Pretty Things explode.
The title track, when you take a detached look at the verse, is just one of those simple Britpop tunes, à la Dave Clark Five, that is usually supposed to put you into a jovial mood; but with May's breathy-beastly vocal onslaught and Taylor's crisply roasted guitar, it is only a tad less wild than ʽBuzz The Jerkʼ. "I ain't gonna quit ya / Get the picture?" predates The Troggs in its brief musical summary of the life of the Neanderthal lover. Later on, you are informed that ʽWe'll Play Houseʼ, obviously a nod to Elvis' ʽBaby Let's Play Houseʼ because of the title, but taking the metaphor to a whole new level. But the top prize is ʽYou'll Never Do It Babyʼ, a song originally recorded by the little-known UK act Cops & Robbers in a weak, piano-centered version: it took the Pretties to open up its full potential — the shotgun-style «blast 'em and pick up the pieces» riff and May's bluntly threatening lyrics give the song a bit of murderous feel, as in, she'll never do it, baby, because I've got a knife and I know how to... oh, never mind, just toying around with the dark side for a moment.
Not everything is equally exciting: as long as they keep up and nourish the sinister vibe, the re​sults are cool, but a few of the songs are second-rate R&B grooves (ʽI Want Your Loveʼ) that pale in comparison; besides, on this front they are natural losers in comparison with the Stones, and their version of Solomon Burke's ʽCry To Meʼ is nothing compared to the slower and far more turbulent commotion of guitars and vocals that the Stones had going on Out Of Our Heads. But they are also treading different types of water, such as melancholic folk rock (Tim Hardin's ʽLondon Townʼ) and soulful blues-rock — ʽCan't Stand The Painʼ is a very adventurous type of song, alternating between slow, moody, dreamy folksy passages with groaning, echoey slide guitars and fast, chugging, paranoid verses. I don't think there was anybody else in Britain in 1965 who'd be making that same sort of music: it's like an amalgamation of the soft melancholy of The Searchers with the raw aggressive energy of the Stones.

The expanded CD edition makes things even better: without getting overboard in terms of length (throw in all those bonus singles and you still get only 45 minutes of music), it fattens up the record with such classics as ʽGet A Buzzʼ (this is basically ʽBuzz The Jerk Vol. 2ʼ, although a tad less explosive), ʽMidnight To Six Manʼ (one of the band's catchiest singles ever and one of the greatest affirmations of Night Power), and, oh my God, ʽL.S.D.ʼ — actually, correction: ʽ£SDʼ, so the song formally refers to currency, but they do sing it with an L: "everybody's talking about my LSD... yes I need LSD, yes I need LSD"! Sometimes, you know, it helps being second class: neither the Stones nor the Beatles would probably be allowed to issue anything like that, but since nobody cared that much about The Pretty Things, these guys could get away with everything next to murder. They just wouldn't be paid for it.

Ultimately, Get The Picture? gets my vote for the most «badass-nasty» recording of 1965, which is, of course, absolutely not the same as its «best» recording — in any case, on their second try the band totally got it right, and carved a proper niche for itself that everybody else was either too afraid or too shy to try out. Not even The Who were that nasty: with Townshend's «thinking» approach to songwriting, those guys were far more happy, from the very start, to dress in Union Jacks rather than Neanderthal furs. The problem was that — at the time, at least — it was unclear how they could take this thing further, and so Get The Picture? remains the unsurpassed pin​nacle of The Pretties' nasty phase. Their glory days would be far from over, yet it can also be argued that this was their single most important «individual-identifying» moment, placing them in nobody's category but their own. A glorious thumbs up here — do not waste any time trying to buzz the jerk, now.
THE ROLLING STONES 



ENGLAND'S NEWEST HITMAKERS (1964)
1) Not Fade Away; 2) (Get Your Kicks On) Route 66; 3) I Just Want To Make Love To You; 4) Honest I Do; 5) Now I've Got A Witness; 6) Little By Little; 7) I'm A King Bee; 8) Carol; 9) Tell Me (You're Coming Back To Me); 10) Can I Get A Witness; 11) You Can Make It If You Try; 12) Walking The Dog.

Sidenote: I did consider a possible change of course, but in the end, I decided to still follow the same path that I originally chose for the old site and review the Stones' American Decca catalog rather than the «authentic» UK releases, simply because the American LP sequence ends up being more comprehensive with its inclusion of singles and American-only tracks. But technically, this record should indeed be simply called The Rolling Stones, and feature Bo Diddley's ʽMona (I Need You)ʼ instead of Buddy Holly's ʽNot Fade Awayʼ, their first hit single that was tacked on specially for the American market.

"What's the point of listening to us doing ʽI'm A King Beeʼ when you can hear Slim Harpo doing it?", Jagger once famously remarked — long after The Rolling Stones had mastered the art of writing their own material, of course; had he humbly and honestly admitted this in April 1964, this could go a long way in ruining Andrew Oldham's carefully constructed promotional cam​paign. But here we are in 2016, when both Slim Harpo's original from 1957 and the Stones' 1964 cover of the original have all but merged in the same time dimension, and as much as I like and respect Mr. Slim, I think that «the point» is now fairly self-evident.

Too much silliness, some of it PC-motivated rather than substantial in any way, has been spread about the «whiteboy soulless blues imitations» of the British Invasion — well, sometimes there's a grain of truth to it, depending on the level of talent and technique of the artist in question (and, no doubt about it, there were plenty of second- and third-rate imitators back in the day, just as there are in any time period), but in the case of The Rolling Stones, this is an utterly misguided position. The thing is, while early Stones did indeed mostly cover their overseas idols rather than write their own songs at first, they had, from the very beginning, a creative approach to these covers — more creative, in fact, than The Beatles had, which might actually be one of the reasons why it took them so much longer to overcome their shyness and begin writing original songs on a regular basis. They did not feel such a pressing need to write their own songs, because they were simply very happy about how they succeeded in reinventing others.
Take the aforementioned ʽI'm A King Beeʼ — play it back to back with Slim Harpo and then decide, honestly, which of the two you'd like to leave in your collection if you couldn't have both, for some reason. First and most obvious thing you notice is the production: naturally, the 1964 standards of Regent Studios in London make all the instruments sound sharper and clearer than the 1957 standards in Nashville (I used to think it was a Chicago song like all of 'em, but appa​rently Slim never made it to Chicago). This, however, is but a technical advantage. Much more importantly, the boys capitalize on the potential of the song — immanently present there from the beginning, but never properly explored by the author. Not only does Wyman nail the «buzzing» bass zoop of the song so that it sounds even subtler and more menacing than the original, but in the instrumental break, after the inciting "well, buzz awhile", he actually delivers a fun buzzing solo (the original just went along with the zoops — same thing as the verse without the vocals). And then, the «sting it babe!» bit — Harpo delivered, like, three miserable «stinging» notes, while Brian Jones actually makes his guitar sound like an angry hive going wild on your ass, in one of the most imaginative mini-solos he'd ever devised.

Okay, you'll say, but what about the vocals? Surely an authentic bluesman from the Louisiana region will sound more convincing and authentic than a snotty 21-year old Dartford kid who'd never even seen the Delta, let alone spent some time there? But again, this kind of logic is only valid if we work from the assumption that Mick Jagger wanted to sound like Slim Harpo, and that the idea was to give a credible impression of Afro-American sexual power as conveyed through blues music. If, however, we work from the assumption that Afro-American blues music was simply chosen as a starting medium for venting the suppressed sexuality of young British kids... well, in that case I have to say that Mick Jagger is far more successful here at accomplishing his own personal goal than Mr. Harpo was at accomplishing his — simply because nobody in 1964's Great Britain sounded quite like Mick Jagger. Nobody, not a single frickin' soul.
I mean, I keep running these rowdy young boys of the time through my mind, one by one — Eric Burdon, Roger Daltrey, Paul Jones, Keith Relf, Phil May, never mind The Beatles at all in this category — and there's nobody who would even begin to approach Jagger in terms of a certain «aggressive mystique» in his singing (and also harp playing, by the way). Mick wasn't much of a burly belter — he was more of a midnight rambler, sounding razor-sharp and sneeringly cocky at the same time, like pop music's equivalent of some deadly, impossibly charismatic villain from some TV show or comic series. And yes, half a century later it's all very well for us to smile at the «dangerous» image that was so carefully assembled for him and the boys in 1964, but the fact is, this here ʽI'm A King Beeʼ does sound utterly dangerous for the time. Never mind the promo​tion, the photos, the staged «offensive behaviour»: The Rolling Stones were considered «dange​rous» in 1964 because their music sounded dangerous, far more so than The Beatles.
Speaking of the Beatles, here's another comparison. The self-titled UK version of this record, unlike its doctored American counterpart, opened with the (also heavily reinvented) cover of Chuck Berry's cover of Bobby Troup's ʽ(Get Your Kicks On) Route 66ʼ — a basic three-chord rocker that sounds not entirely unlike the Beatles' ʽI Saw Her Standing Thereʼ if you reduce them to bare-bones structures. Both songs serve as kick-ass energetic openers to capture your attention and devotion from the get-go; but the Beatles use the energy of rock'n'roll to stimulate over-the-top joy and exuberance of a burgeoning teenager — the Stones, on the other hand, use it as a newfangled, barely understood voodoo mechanism. The song, which used to be a fairly innocent ode to the wonders of U.S. highway travel in the days of Nat King Cole, and was still quite happy sounding even in its Chuck Berry incarnation, is here transformed into a mystical romp: Jagger lists all these unknown, enigmatic words like "Amarillo", "Gallup, New Mexico", and "Flagstaff, Arizona" as if they were part of some black magic incantation (surely they couldn't sound any different from the proverbial "abracadabra" for him at the time), and even though the druggy days were still years away from the boys at the time, the line "would you get hip to this kindly tip, and take that California trip" sounds positively stoned in this context.
It does not hurt, either, that in early '64, the Stones emerged on the scene as easily the tightest of all nascent British bands, period. Again, listen to the way they play ʽRoute 66ʼ and ʽCarolʼ in the context of the time — nobody in 1964 played with quite the same combination of speed, tight​ness, and mean, lean, focused energy. One of the biggest mysteries that I have never managed to figure out is how they got their rhythm section to sound that way: with Charlie Watts' predominantly jazz-based interests and with Bill Wyman being older than most of the rest by a good nine years (and having previously played with comparatively «tepid» outfits), it would seem at first like a fairly suspicious match with their wild pair of guitarists — but from the very first seconds of ʽRoute 66ʼ, it is clear that everybody gels in perfectly, and that Bill and Charlie are only too happy to provide Keith and Brian with the tightest, fastest, grittiest «bottom» that was at all pos​sible in 1964. And Mick, at the same time, proves himself to be a master of the harmonica, re​fraining from technical feats or wild power-puffs and making it, instead, into a melodic extension of his own voice (ʽI'm A King Beeʼ and Jimmy Reed's ʽHonest I Doʼ are the best examples).
Almost everything here smells of creativity and excitement. For ʽI Just Want To Make Love To Youʼ, it was clear that they couldn't replicate the Olympian swagger of physical love god Muddy Waters — so, instead, they sped the thing up to an insane tempo and subjected their soon-to-be teenage girl fans to the lose-your-head breakneck fury of a young and strong team of British rock studs. For ʽHonest I Doʼ, Jagger knows it is useless to replicate the «toothless voice» of Jimmy Reed, so he is going instead for a Don Juan-ish delivery: you know he absolutely does not mean it when he sings "I'll never place no one above you", certainly not after following it up with the wolf-whistle harmonica solo, but is that reason enough to refuse a lying-'n'-cheating one night stand? It certainly isn't. For Rufus Thomas' ʽWalking The Dogʼ, they pull out all the stops, with the sneeriest, nastiest vocal performance possible and Keith blasting away on that solo as if his life, freedom, and an upcoming 20-year heroin supply all depended on it. I like all the original performances of these songs, sure enough, but they were never as defiant as what the Stones manage to turn them into here, and if you don't feel that quantum difference, you will most likely be unable to grasp the essence of this band, not even after formally swearing your allegiance to the likes of Sticky Fingers or Exile On Main St.
Where the band does slightly fail is on the material that they do not manage to fully drag over to the dark side — the most notable of these failures probably being Marvin Gaye's ʽCan I Get A Witnessʼ, an okay cover, I guess, but Jagger is trying too hard to simply get us up on our feet and dance, without finding himself some extra function that was not already there in Marvin's original; and as an «R&B singer without a back thought», it is clear that the man does not hold his own against seasoned pros. (In fact, I am far more sympathetic towards the instrumental extention of this song — ʽNow I've Got A Witnessʼ features top-notch harmonica solos and another masterful guitar break from Keith). ʽYou Can Make It If You Tryʼ, originally done by Gene Allison but probably heard by the Stones in the more recent Solomon Burke version, is another duffer can​didate, but Mick's vocal here commands more respect than it does on ʽWitnessʼ — replacing soul with swagger, it still manages to give you an uplifting kick.
The album contained but one original (ʽTell Meʼ), and it has always amused me that the «evil» Stones would have a tender, sentimental pop ballad (albeit a tragic one) as their introduction to the world of songwriters' royalty (and royalties) — but I'll be damned if it isn't quite a fine-written song for the ʽFrom Me To Youʼ era, with the boys already mastering the art of build-up (tender verse, alarmed bridge, desperate chorus) and, curiously, going well over the typical three-minute barrier, as if they got carried away with their own success. It also set a common standard for them: in the future, the typical Stones ballad would be a bitter lament rather than a serenade, helping to lessen the gap between their rocky swagger and their sentimental side. In any case, ʽTell Meʼ is a respectable keeper, rather than forgettable fluff, and it's kind of a pity that they buried it once and for all in their live set after 1965 (honestly, they wrote quite a few worse clunkers in the balladry department after that).
In short, remember this, kids: there were only two artists in 1964 to top the LP charts — the Beatles and the Stones, and if you do not understand how the artistic creativity and imagination of A Hard Day's Night could be regarded on the same level with the «slavish blues and rock'n'roll covers» of The Rolling Stones, you will probably have to regard this fact as a sorrowful con​sequence of how Andrew Loog Oldham and his buddies were able to dupe the British public with their titillation-based promotional campaign. (Then again, there are also those who think that Brian Epstein not only made the Beatles, but also was the Beatles, to a certain extent). I have never subscribed to that conspirologist opinion, though, and as time goes by, the awesomeness of the fresh, young, nasty, swaggery Stones only becomes more and more obvious to me even against the ever-expanding musical horizons, so a loyal thumbs up here.
12 x 5 (1964)
1) Around And Around; 2) Confessin' The Blues; 3) Empty Heart; 4) Time Is On My Side; 5) Good Times Bad Times; 6) It's All Over Now; 7) 2120 South Michigan Avenue; 8) Under The Boardwalk; 9) Congratulations; 10) Grown Up Wrong; 11) If You Need Me; 12) Susie Q.

England only saw one Rolling Stones LP the year that Beatlemania took over the whole wide world, but the Americans, freshly subscribed to the joys of British Invasion, were more lucky and got this «megapack» of 12 extra songs where the British side got only five: the EP Five By Five, which did indeed contain five songs by five band members, was padded with several A- and B-sides and a few tracks recorded exclusively for the American market, and released as proof that The Rolling Stones could easily compete with the Fab Four now at least in terms of quantity, if not necessarily in quality.
Without these peculiarities it could seem, indeed, that the «sophomore slump» had set in, since there are few, if any, surprises on the Stones' second American record — for the most part, it is the same cocktail of Chicago blues, Chuck Berry rock'n'roll, some contemporary soulful R&B, and one or two half-hearted originals — competent, but not yet suggestive of an individual artis​tic path or anything like that. And now that the «novelty shock» has worn down, it is not that easy, either, to take the world by surprise at the phenomenon of The Rolling Stones for a second time. So it is quite predictable that of all the early Stones' album, this one usually gets the worst rap (well, maybe with the exception of December's Children).

Nevertheless, while there are no great stylistic or substantial breakthroughs, there's hardly a single direct flub anyway — they were so good at those things at the time, just a little more of each one could not have hurt. And besides, they are expanding their stylistic reach, largely re​fusing to record any carbon copies of what they'd already done. The very first two tracks, in fact, show that the boys are here to stay and conquer: ʽAround And Aroundʼ, taken over from Chuck, is merry barroom brawl rock that was sort of lacking on Newest Hitmakers, and not only does it signal the true arrival of Ian Stewart as a boogie piano player to rival Jonnie Johnson and Jerry Lee Lewis (even if, unlike those two, he always humbly keeps to the background — how many actual piano solos are there on Stones' albums?), but it also firmly establishes Keith as the un​questionable inheritor and perfector of the Chuck Berry lick — he doesn't play much, but every note that he does play sounds heavier, grittier, and, somehow, more fully and decisively realized than the way Chuck played it himself. The most important new element is Jagger, though — with his vocal delivery, the "but we kept on rockin', goin' 'round and 'round..." bit becomes openly and overtly rebellious, a barely veiled call to rip out them theater seats and go full-out riot mode, even if essentially this is just an innocent have-a-good-time piece of boogie. I don't know, really, but every time I compare the two, Chuck's version just makes me want to dance — the Stones' version, in comparison, gets my blood boiling. Just such a perfect combination of piano, guitar, and voice, and I'm still not sure how they used to hit the spot with such precision.
Then there's ʽConfessin' The Bluesʼ, with Mick again in full-out «midnight rambler» mode and the guitarists supporting him with a grim, dry, snappy sound. Mick is strained a little, but that's exactly what makes the song so enticing — unlike Chuck Berry or Little Walter, who sang the verses very naturally and largely undistinguishably from any other piece of 12-bar blues, Jagger is here to make a difference, and his near-geometrically principled modulation is perfect — he has this way of emphasizing specific lines with a high-pressure glottalized burst ("oh, baby... can I ha-a-a-ve you for myself?") that would have been considered offensive and criminal a decade earlier; but the real cool stuff is how he floats between different vocal styles, transforming a potentially deadly dull 12-bar blues into a journey of seduction that, at times, sounds downright creepy. Again, this is not just a love song, and not even a stalker's monolog: even as I am relis​tening to it in 2016, there's something deliciously Satanic about it, a tinge of that old "my name is Lucifer, please take my hand" vibe (not that Ozzy could ever begin approaching Jagger's level of mephistophelianism).
The big hit single, ʽIt's All Over Nowʼ, they got from Bobby Womack and The Valentinos, and while Mick could never compete with Bobby on a technical level, he is not trying — instead, what he does is try and take that «bitch-slappin'» potential of the vocals to a whole new level: each verse is shot out at you in one unfaltering timbral wave, like a revved-up prosecutor's speech that has to keep the audience on the edge of their seats without stopping. Throw in Keith's ins​pired, chopped-up, sputtering, stuttering solo break that came absolutely from nowhere (nothing even remotely like it on The Valentinos' original) — and I still insist that it directly inspired Dave Davies for ʽYou Really Got Meʼ, recorded just a few weeks after ʽIt's All Over Nowʼ hit the UK market — and you get yourself yet another fully legit contender for «first punk song ever», even if the tone is misogynistic rather than anti-social. Another cool thing about it is the extended coda, bringing the length well over three minutes, and sounding unusually repetitive and even noisy for the times; perhaps they just thought that little power chord riff was fun to play, but incidentally they came up with a sort of proto-Velvet Underground sound anyway.
These are the big ones, but there's plenty of joy to be gotten from some of the smaller ones as well. Of course, The Stones have very little business covering The Drifters, but I have always loved the groove tightness on ʽUnder The Boardwalkʼ, and how even here they managed to intro​duce an odd strain of darkness — the "under the boardwalk, under the boardwalk..." backing vocals are anything but joyful, more like voices of all the spirits of those unfortunate enough to drown somewhere in the vicinity of the boardwalk. Solomon Burke's ʽIf You Need Meʼ is given as strong a Jagger-jolt as ʽYou Can Make It If You Tryʼ — no tenderness whatsoever, but these glottal contortions produce a fabulous sensation of cockiness and such self-assurance that... well, if you need him, why don't you call him? Don't wait too long, in a few years he'll start losing that magic grip. Even the instrumental jam ʽ2120 South Michigan Avenueʼ has its moment of great​ness when all the instruments quiet down for a few bars, creating an atmosphere of suspense, and then Jagger's harmonica blasts start raining down from the sky (note that the recent remaster of the album restores an extra minute and a half of the jam with a long-lost Richards guitar break, although it is not one of his best); note also the nasty fuzzy tone on Wyman's bass, bringing this much closer to proto-hard rock than it could seem. And while the definitive classic rock cover of ʽSusie Qʼ still had to wait for John Fogerty to mature, this short and super-tight blast is no slouch, either: the boys scoop out all of the swamp from Dale Hawkins' original and replace it with early rock'n'roll fury — this is easily the single best group performance on the album, with everybody giving it his best, Bill and Charlie almost owning the result with fairly psychedelic bass zoops from the former and near-tribal drumming from the latter.
In the meantime, the number of original compositions has increased drastically — counting both Jagger/Richards and the «Nanker Phelge» moniker, there's five, of which ʽEmpty Heartʼ, a plea​ding, brooding R&B number with interlocking guitar, organ, and harmonica parts, is arguably the best: most of the time it isn't even so much of an actual pop song as it is more of a shamanistic ceremony, a multi-layered magical incantation to attract the missing lady (or ladies). ʽGrown Up Wrongʼ, a rather thin one-line guitar vamp, and ʽGood Times Bad Timesʼ, an acoustic blues-pop ballad, are less impressive, but the former is still fun, and the latter, once again, features some super-exuberant harmonica playing at least (the lyrics are total crap, though: "there's gotta be trust in this world / or it won't get very far / well trust in someone / or there's gonna be war" should be considered an insult to Dartford Grammar School, never mind the London School of Economics). ʽCongratulationsʼ, however, is a bit of a beaut — an early precursor to the band's baroque pop flirt in the mid-Sixties, in a way, judging by how the two guitars create those interlocking rippling patterns (Jagger's vocals here are a weakness, though — he is not yet as good at sentimentalism and sadness as he is at sneering and grinning).
So, ultimately, what we have here is not a breakthrough, but a quiet refinement of the band's talents — some new ground covered, some songwriting experience gained, some basic training with overdubs and production technology (it didn't hurt, either, that parts of the album were re​corded during the Stones' first visit to the legendary Chess Studios in Chicago), and, above all, a strong confirmation that the band would continue to dwell on the creative side, not content with merely supporting a rigid «bad boy» image. If, on the whole, the record still feels a tad weak in between those that surround it, this is only because it was a bit rag-taggy in the making, and was never even intended to become a fully grown LP in its own rights. And still, a big thank you to the American market, because that way it at least ensured that the Five By Five EP, an impor​tant step in the band's development, would not disappear without a trace in the depths of the «rarity section» of the discography — so, a thumbs up without hesitation.
THE ROLLING STONES, NOW! (1965)
1) Everybody Needs Somebody To Love; 2) Down Home Girl; 3) You Can't Catch Me; 4) Heart Of Stone; 5) What A Shame; 6) Mona (I Need You Baby); 7) Down The Road Apiece; 8) Off The Hook; 9) Pain In My Heart; 10) Oh Baby (We Got A Good Thing Going); 11) Little Red Rooster; 12) Surprise, Surprise.

Released hot on the heels of the UK's The Rolling Stones No. 2, this US release is essentially a heavily modified version of that album, omitting the songs that were already issued on 12 x 5 and replacing them either with older material (e. g. Bo Diddley's ʽMonaʼ, which was originally dele​ted from Newest Hitmakers in favor of ʽNot Fade Awayʼ), or newer material (ʽOh Babyʼ, which would only make it to the British Out Of Our Heads), some of it exclusive to the American market (ʽSurprise, Surpriseʼ). On the whole, it's all tolerable, except for two gripes: first, in the process the American catalog somehow managed to lose hold of an excellent cover of Muddy Waters' ʽI Can't Be Satisfiedʼ (with a fine example of Brian's slide playing), and second, there are actually two versions of ʽEverybody Needs Somebody To Loveʼ out there — the original three-minute demo, released by mistake on Now!, and the longer, officially sanctioned, five-minute finalized version on No. 2. Subsequent CD pressings of Now! corrected that mistake and swapped the short demo for the long master take, but here's the rub: I actually like the demo far more than the master take — the latter clings way too loyally to the optimistic, party-spirit tone of Solomon Burke, which I'd rather have from Solomon Burke himself, but the former is unusually much darker, more echo-laden, stuffed with weird ghostly vocal harmonies, and basically feels like a special Halloween version or something. To me, it has always seemed to agree much better in spirit with the delicious nastiness of the ensuing tracks — so I'd advise you to be tenacious and track down the three-minute version, which isn't that hard to do in the digital age anyway.
Anyway, confusing details aside, this is a fairly accurate reflection of what the Stones were all about in early '65 — only just beginning to cut their songwriters' teeth, but continuing to polish and deepen their atmospheric darkness in new, exciting ways. On a song-by-song basis, this is arguably the best release of the early Stones period; for the rest of 1965, there would be a slight dip in LP quality, as records would become more and more populated with early Jagger/Richards originals that still suffered from «greenness», but Now! strikes a very good balance between proper covers, self-credited «rewrites» (new words for old tunes), and just a couple high quality true originals — and there's hardly even one unwise choice among the lot.
Soulful R&B, one of the Stones' biggest loves at the time but also their unquestionably most vulnerable spot, is kept to an absolute minimum — Allen Toussaint's / Otis Redding's ʽPain In My Heartʼ is the only track on the album that could be brushed off as an inferior imitation of a masterwork, but while I won't be defending Jagger's vocals (they're okay, though), the band still comes up with an inven​tive guitar-based rearrangement of the brass-based original, and Wyman's fuzz bass tone gives it a bit of a new face. But the other time that they intrude onto slow Southern territory, with a cover of Alvin Robinson's ʽDown Home Girlʼ, they hit the jackpot — while it is quite obligatory for everybody to seek out the original version (Robinson has a great grizzly Southern voice with a near-unique timbre), this is a tune that Jagger was simply born to sing, never mind the fact that he'd never even seen a proper «cotton field» before, let alone tried walking in one (and what about «doing the second line»?). To hell with it — the sneer in his voice is priceless, and the way Brian mimics it with his bottleneck triple-note «ha, ha, ha!» is even more so. This is one of those moments where even a patented defender of woman rights might want to throw his feminism out the window and grinningly revel in the putdown (to be fair, ʽDown Home Girlʼ is not really a misogynistic song — merely an intelligent swipe at the average rustic poseur, arrogantly «adapting» to the big city).
As good as ʽCarolʼ and ʽAround And Aroundʼ used to be, Now! is also where they reach the top with their modernization of the Chuck Berry sound — for some reason, both ʽYou Can't Catch Meʼ and ʽDown The Road Apieceʼ fell out of their live repertoire fairly early, but maybe they just couldn't live up to the speed and tightness they show here. As befits the title, ʽYou Can't Catch Meʼ zips along at the fastest speed they could get at the moment, with Bill and Charlie setting the frame for a performance that really imitates the spirit of a breathless car race — again, with much of Chuck's humor taken out and replaced by gritty efficiency; plus, there's that odd whiff of something dark and mysterious all over again, exemplified by... oh, I dunno, what's up with that weird «dripping» touch they add? That one lonely "ping!" that comes in at regular intervals like a water splash from a leaking faucet? I have no idea whose idea that was, or even what instrument is producing that, but it's goddamn weird to have something like that in the song.
ʽDown The Road Apieceʼ is clearly less mysterious — an old roadhouse boogie that goes all the way back to the days of the great Amos Milburne, but the Stones, naturally, are once again ex​ploiting the Chuck Berry version, and, once again, are elevating it to a whole new level of excite​ment: not only is the production thicker and tenser, but Keith is given free reign in the studio, and he profits from that by extending the song by almost one whole minute, just so that he can demon​strate his complete mastery of every single Berry lick, which he glues together in a seam​less sequence (the song only begins to fade away once he exhausts the pool and begins repeating himself) and polishes to perfection; additionally, every once in a while he engages in call-and-response dialog with Ian Stewart, banging away like there was no tomorrow in the background — yes, there is a clear feeling here that they are intentionally sweating to beat Master Berry and Master Johnson at their own game, but you know what? They might just be succeeding at that (Chuck himself is noted to have been properly amazed when he saw them recording the thing at Chess Studios in mid-'64).
In the 12-bar blues department, they hit some high points, too: ʽLittle Red Roosterʼ is an early highlight for Brian, having a lot of fun doing animal impressions with his electric slide, but my personal favorite has always been ʽWhat A Shameʼ, another re-write of something Jimmy Reed-ian where the band just sounds so admirably tight — every single musician, including the rhythm section and the pianist, contributing on an equal level, all melodies sharpened razor-style (gotta love Keith's ascending bass line at the end of each verse) and with perhaps the single best case of «guitar weaving» between Keith and Brian on the entire record. Of special interest, actually, are the lyrics — seems like a first, timid attempt at writing something socially relevant, proto- ʽGim​mie Shelterʼ style: "What a shame / They always wanna start a fight / Well it scares me so / I could sleep in the shelter all night"... "shelter", get this? Nobody paid proper attention at the time, I think, but yes, this was, in fact, the first time they'd used the spooky potential of their blues-rock sound to accompany an alarmist message.

And then, in the middle of it all, comes the band's first original masterpiece; I wish I could be original myself and award that award to ʽOff The Hookʼ, but as groovy as Keith's crunchy riff is, the repetitiveness of the song ultimately works against it (maybe a decent bridge could have been a better choice than the endless "it's off the hook, it's off the hook, it's off the hook..." vamp), so I still have to go along with ʽHeart Of Stoneʼ. Curiously, it seems like it may have begun life as a variation on the aforementioned ʽPain In My Heartʼ (they share plenty of similarities in all aspects of melody, structure, lyrics, etc.), but the Stones have turned the tables and made life more complex — now it's not about a girl who's breaking the protagonist's heart, it's about a girl who is not breaking the protagonist's heart, and yet, at the same time, you can sort of feel that the protagonist's heart is on the breaking point anyway, so there's an added level of psychologism here: "...this heart of stone" is delivered by Jagger in such a way that you most definitely under​stand that this is an exaggeration. Keith plays the wailing guitar solo like a man gone crazy with grief, and Mick gives his first truly great theatrical performance; it would still take him a few years to become a consistently first-rate voice actor in the studio (an ability that, unfortunately, he was never able to take with him on stage), but the modulation range on ʽHeart Of Stoneʼ is already quite impressive — from the cockiness of "there've been so many girls that I've known..." to the puzzled intonations on "what's different about her?" to the pleading of "don't keep on looking..." to the desperate self-denial of "you'll never break this heart of stone, oh no...", this shows the Stones already adhering to that one maxim that made their classic period so, well, classic — you may not believe in the stuff you write, but it is your sacred duty to make it belie​vable for everybody else.
And so, while maybe the record was not nearly as fabulous as to allow you the infamous moral right to "see that blind man knock him on the head, steal his wallet and have the loot" (ah, where's an Andrew Loog Oldham these days when you so desperately need one?), it was still totally cutting edge for early '65 — maybe the «shape» of The Rolling Stones was not yet completely formed, as they still had to borrow other people's skeletal structures instead of supplying their own, but the «spirit» was just as vibrant and flamboyant as it would be at any later point of their finest decade. For the rest of 1965, they would go on to be an A-level singles band and more of a B-level albums band; but Now! is just amazingly consistent from top to bottom, and remains, as always, my first and foremost, thumbs up-approved recommendation for a thorough, multi-sided acquaintance with the first phase of the band's career.

OUT OF OUR HEADS (1965)
1) Mercy Mercy; 2) Hitch Hike; 3) The Last Time; 4) That's How Strong My Love Is; 5) Good Times; 6) I'm All Right (live); 7) (I Can't Get No) Satisfaction; 8) Cry To Me; 9) The Under Assistant West Coast Promotion Man; 10) Play With Fire; 11) The Spider And The Fly; 12) One More Try.

Once again, we witness the strangely wise strategy of the American market — by integrating the band's strongest singles of 1965 into LP space, it made the American LP positively glowing next to its British counterpart, which only came out a couple months later and looked quite gray and disappointing in comparison, being more the equivalent of the equally disappointing December's Children in America (with which it would also share the front sleeve). On the other hand, there is also no denying that the American Out Of Our Heads seems uncomfortably bumpy in compa​rison — with A++ level songs sharing the bus with such originals and covers as were, frankly speaking, way behind the times by mid-1965.
So let us first look at the record as if the three big songs (we all know which ones) weren't there at all. What remains, then, is somewhat of a letdown after the near-perfect balance of blues, rock and roll, and R&B that we'd just experienced with Now!. In particular, there is a very strong tilt towards R&B here — Don Covay, Marvin Gaye, Otis Redding, Sam Cooke, and Solomon Burke all get represented? Like, skinny white boy Mick Jagger has to single-handedly take on all five of them in half an hour's time? Sorry, not going to happen, even if he does attempt to give it his best, and even if we remain thoroughly unprejudiced. 

At least when he sees some strong support from his buddies, things work out well. Thus, ʽMercy Mercyʼ is given an entirely different face, with an aggressive fuzz riff from Keith that certainly presages the ʽSatisfactionʼ riff in terms of sheer nastiness (ironically, the original Don Covay ver​sion is generally assumed to have featured Hendrix himself on guitar — but that was still in his younger days, when he already had the touch but did not yet quite have the flash), and next to that riff, it is fun to see Jagger try and combine pleading and menace in one single delivery: his "I'm gonna make it to the nearest river child and jump overboard and drown" is more of a blackmail message than a broken-hearted plea. For ʽCry To Meʼ, Brian switches to rhythm guitar, and Keith once again helps out with a lead part that is actually more soulful than the vocal — best is saved for last, when the singer and the guitar player fight each other over the coda with machine-gunned vocal barks and bluesy licks, making the whole thing wilder and crazier than the original could ever hope to, even if, left all on his own, Jagger could never hope to steal the show from Mr. «Muhammad Ali of Soul».
But it is not always like that: on numbers such as ʽHitch Hikeʼ, ʽThat's How Strong My Love Isʼ, and ʽGood Timesʼ the instruments all take a back seat next to the vocalist, and there is little other than tolerable competence to support these versions — Jagger's mimicking of Redding's alterna​ting "now I'm soft and tremble and weepy / now I'm incensed and energized and screechy" is a bit ridiculous, and, likewise, he is unable to find a meaningful alternative to Sam Cooke, while all that Keith and Brian can do is just learn and reproduce the chords, so take that "what's the point of listening to us doing ʽI'm A King Beeʼ when you can hear Slim Harpo doing it?" quote and amend it to "what's the point of listening to us doing ʽGood Timesʼ when you can hear Sam Cooke doing it?" and you got it just about right.
Worst thing of all, this time around the R&B covers are not balanced with a decent batch of rock'n'roll ones — the closest they get is with a live version of Bo Diddley's ritualistic vamp ʽI'm All Rightʼ (taken from the band's first official live release, the brief EP Got Live If You Want It!), but (a) it's live, so there are problems with fidelity; (b) it ain't Chuck Berry, and if it ain't Chuck Berry, it ain't proper rock'n'roll with the Stones; (c) there would be a sharper, better-soun​ding alternate version of this one anyway on next year's live album, although, granted, Brian's «dive-bomb» guitar runs are already as exciting here as they ever would be.

If we throw in a pair of frankly underwhelming originals — the repetitive jam ʽUnder Assistant West Coast Promotion Manʼ, whose only function was to vent some frustration at the alarmingly expanding ego of Andrew Loog Oldham; or the annoyingly moralistic ʽOne More Tryʼ, whose only redeeming feature is a smooth harmonica solo from Brian — it is not difficult to understand how Out Of Our Heads seems to be stalling, bogging the Stones down in covers that they have a harder time appropriating than they used to. Perhaps it was just one of those brief periods when they wanted to get away from the «it's only rock'n'roll» ideology, but they'd already ended up stuck with evil grins on their faces, so excuse me for just one moment if I am unable to find Mick Jagger singing "ain't felt this good since I don't know when..." totally convincing.
But then there are the singles — ʽThe Last Timeʼ with ʽPlay With Fireʼ as the B-side, and that other one, ʽKeith Richard's Dream No. 9ʼ. How they can abide on the same album with ʽOne More Tryʼ on it is a little beyond me, but that's what the word «transition» is there for; after all, in 1965 the Stones, like most of their British pals, were still substantially a «singles band». ʽThe Last Timeʼ is not a personal favorite of mine, but remains a milestone, as it basically introduces Keith Richards The Riffmeister — that simple, jumpy, unforgettable chord sequence, probably developed by the man as he was riffing around the ʽEverybody Needs Somebody To Loveʼ groove, broke open the doors and initiated one of the greatest riff-writing sequences in the history of popular music. Other than that, the song is also notable for its booming, echoey production (Phil Spector was on board to lend an easily recognizable hand), but I would still define it as transitional, too: Jagger's lyrics here still owe too much of a debt to his R&B idols, the solo break is a bit underwhelming (as if neither Keith nor Brian had any good ideas in store), and the pissed-off mood is fairly straightforward. (In other words, I sometimes get bored with the song and get the temptation to cut it off after the first verse/chorus).
A completely different kind of a breakthrough comes with ʽPlay With Fireʼ — the song that announces an entirely new type of Stones music, one that would reach its apogee in 1966-67 and then, more or less, depart forever: the «Anglo-Stones», almost for the first time turning their heads away from across the Atlantic and back to their native shores. A dark acoustic ballad, colored further with Jack Nitzsche's «baroque» harpsichord lines, and with lyrics that dare men​tion English realities, replacing the barely known (and barely pronounceable) Winona, Kingman, Barstow, and San Bernardino with the more familiar Saint John's Wood, Stepney, and Knights​bridge and sounding like a barely veiled threat to the upper classes — and, above all, recorded and released several months prior to ʽLike A Rolling Stoneʼ, with which it shares at least the basic theme, if not the details. If Mick Jagger sounded like a lascivious midnight rambler in 1964, then on ʽPlay With Fireʼ he actually sounds like a real menace — and all he has to do is keep his voice down to a stern, but calm, half-spoken tone: "Well you've got your diamonds and you got your pretty clothes...", and the first line already gives it away that this situation is probably not going to stay the same for very long. So what do we have here? Simply the Stones' very first venture into «(dark) baroque pop» and their very first «socially conscious» song, ever; and a certain milestone not only in the Stones' career, but in the history of British music as well.
On ʽSatisfactionʼ, I'd like to keep quiet, because ʽSatisfactionʼ is ʽSatisfactionʼ, and no amount of critical / analytical dissection of the song is going to make it any less fabulous than it is. (My one moment of indecision regarding that song concerns the opening vocals — I have never been able to decide if the original soft, breathy, oddly seductive vocal tone suited the whole thing better than the sneery bark that we usually witness on later live performances; I guess the sneery bark can be seen as a more logical choice, given the presumed mental state of the protagonist, but I still have a quasi-nostalgic soft spot for the original soft start, and wouldn't at all mind if it re​turned to the stage one day — perhaps when Jagger hits 90?). Instead, let me devote a few lines to the single's B-side, the much overlooked ʽSpider And The Flyʼ, which is one of the most lyrically smart early Stones songs ever — they admitted to borrowing the melody from Jimmy Reed, but they made it more poppy, or, even, more Brit-poppy, and the cool, calm, collected tempo, the self-assured, cocky, sly-grinning vocal delivery, the diabolical intonation with which Jagger pro​nounces the greeting "Hi!", all of this make it a direct predecessor of ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ: admittedly, on a minor scale, but even Lucifer has to start somewhere. (Though if the lyrics are to be interpreted correctly, this Lucifer just had his ass handed to him by a 30-year old machine operator — he still had to build up some experience).
None of the criticisms voiced above prevent the record from getting a firm thumbs up — any​thing less for a record with ʽSatisfactionʼ on it, even if everything else was a bunch of by-the-book Frankie Avalon covers, would be an outrage. But I have always found it fun to see how the development of one's own songwriting talents might go hand-in-hand with the decrease of the ability to brilliantly interpret others' material — and there's no better illustration of that than the second half of 1965 for the Stones.

DECEMBER'S CHILDREN (AND EVERYBODY'S) (1965)
1) She Said Yeah; 2) Talkin' About You; 3) You Better Move On; 4) Look What You've Done; 5) The Singer Not The Song; 6) Route '66 (live); 7) Get Off Of My Cloud; 8) I'm Free; 9) As Tears Go By; 10) Gotta Get Away; 11) Blue Turns To Grey; 12) I'm Moving On (live).

Even a mediocre Rolling Stones album from 1965 is still more impressive than 90% of the com​petition; but only a religious fanatic would probably refuse to admit that this was the first time when the American market strategy finally backfired. The obligatory demand for a «little extra» for the Christmas season (so that every loving parent can go out there and buy the kid a brand new record from the filthiest guys in the business) made Decca cobble together this package, assembled from (a) leftovers from the UK edition of Out Of Our Heads (including the sleeve photo), (b) leftover A- and B-sides from 1965; (c) a couple of exclusive American-only tracks; (d) excerpts from EPs going all the way back to 1964 (ʽYou Better Move Onʼ).
In short, this one does not even pretend to be anything other than a total mess, and it is no sur​prise that, despite the presence of a few classics and minor gems, it also features some of the weakest Stones material from their formative period. I am talking primarily of their forays into folk- and baroque-pop with songs like ʽThe Singer Not The Songʼ and ʽBlue Turns To Greyʼ, nei​ther of which has ever sounded convincing to my ears. This is basically the Stones intruding into Beatles territory, where, without a George Martin to guide them and without either Lennon's or McCartney's gift of soul-to-melody conversion, they blunder — Jagger's "everywhere you want, I always go..." almost echoes Lennon's "you know you made me cry...", but with an aura of timid stiffness that gives them away for the struggling disciples that they are. ʽBlue Turns To Greyʼ re​veals a higher level of craft — the way they merge together the verse and the chorus by making their last and first lines overlap is certainly admirable — but, again, the song is seriously under​mined by Mick's performance (he doesn't really get to play any of his favorite characters and just walks his way, uncomfortably, through the tune), not to mention that "and you know that you must find her, find her..." disappointingly leaves the chorus without a proper resolution.
I wish I could say that ʽAs Tears Go Byʼ, the band's alleged «answer» to the success of ʽYester​dayʼ (though in reality the song was written about a year earlier), is definite proof that they were capable of brilliance in that genre — but the truth is, I have never been overtly fond of Mick handling the vocals on that one, either. It is really a lovely baroque-pop ballad, but it is just so totally «anti-Stones»: for Mick Jagger, to convey the impression of a grief-stroken broken heart without even a pinch of anger, rage, jealousy, paranoia, etc., thrown in just does not cut it. This was a perfect tune to donate to Marianne Faithfull, who in those years was the ideal com​plement to Mick Jagger in all these terms — nowhere near as versatile or unique as a performer, she was at least a natural when it came to broken hearts, whereas Mick never was. A song like ʽTell Me (You're Coming Back To Me)ʼ works because its protagonist is essentially having a nervous breakdown, raging at the idea that somebody could have had the gall to leave him; ʽAs Tears Go Byʼ does not work because I do not feel the sincerity of those pangs of grief. (For the record, one of the corniest things ever was the performance of this song as a duet between Mick and Taylor Swift on their 2013 tour — Ms. Swift may share certain visual similarities with a 19-year old Marianne Faithfull, but she sounds about as believable doing this song as Mick).
Cutting it short, December's Children is just way too heavy on novice-level sentimental ballads to qualify as a truly great Stones album, and the addition of B/C-grade tunes such as ʽYou Better Move Onʼ (the band's early cover of a great Arthur Alexander song that should have been left to Arthur Alexander — again, the Beatles did a much better job with Arthur on their cover of ʽAnnaʼ) and ʽGotta Get Awayʼ (a clumsily written folk-rocker whose chorus line seems quite poorly screwed on to the verse melody) does not exactly help out, either.
Fortunately, there's still enough excellent stuff here to save the final product from a poor rating. For starters, Larry Williams' ʽShe Said Yeahʼ is a high-speed, high-testosterone-level, loud and brash explosion of rock'n'roll energy that, in all of its 1:30 glory, pretty much presages the ideo​logy of the Ra​mones (all it needs is some chainsaw buzz to complete the picture). The two live performances from the Got Live! EP are early live Stones at their best — ʽRoute '66ʼ is just a worthy live supplement to the studio version (gotta love the audience going wild at the beginning of Richards' guitar break!), but the reinvention of Hank Snow's country standard ʽI'm Moving Onʼ as a growling hard rock monster should probably have its little spot reserved somewhere out there in the extensive history of heavy metal — if only for Wyman's funky fuzz bass that opens and dominates the tune and sounds one hundred percent like a certified Lemmy bassline in some Hawkwind or Motörhead classic. However, you will never find Lemmy basslines combine with such a style of slide guitar playing as done by Brian on this one, so all the more reason to ping that little spot for the uniqueness parameter. I'm not even sure of what they're all doing in the coda: is that Brian sliding away as Richards bangs out distorted power chords, or is it all Brian? Whatever, that's some shitload of a sonic ruckus they get going on there, enough to bring the teenage crowd to total ecstasy if they weren't already in total ecstasy before the show started.
And then, of course, no Rolling Stones album that has ʽGet Off Of My Cloudʼ on it can get a bad rating — or ʽI'm Freeʼ, for that matter, which is not nearly as good a song, but works in perfect tandem with it, with two anthemic declarations of personal freedom that initiate the Rolling Stones' long story of conflict with The System. These days, some of us might find ourselves sympathizing with the poor neighbors driven out of bed by rock'n'roll hooligans making noise at 3A.M., or, hell, even with the cops dutifully sticking parking tickets on the window screen of the not-so-law-abiding citizen — but we'd still be enjoying the steady left-right, left-right, left-right roll of the song's riff and the ring-echo, ring-echo lilt of the chorus' vocals. And while the proto-rap-style verses clearly reveal some Dylan influence, the basic ring of them is very British, very naughty, very Stonesy, and just a little bit stoned, too, though all these indirect hints like "imagi​ning the world has stopped" might be easily ignored if you just want to see the song as a big fuck you to the system, rather than the first step towards legalize.
So, ultimately, there is no way that December's Children is not getting a thumbs up — the least excited one as far as the first five albums are concerned, though, and if you have all the good stuff on compilations, having the LP / CD occupy a place of honor on your shelves just for the sake of owning a physical encapsulation of ʽThe Singer Not The Songʼ may not be the most rational idea in the world. Considering the giant leap forward that was only months away, this is pretty much the equivalent of barrel-scraping — on the other hand, it might seem like a prudent move to have your barrel bottom thoroughly scraped before sending it to recycling and rolling out a new one. (It would take another decade and the release of Metamorphosis, though, to let the world know how much residue they left around the edges anyway).

AFTERMATH (1966)
1) Paint It, Black; 2) Stupid Girl; 3) Lady Jane; 4) Under My Thumb; 5) Doncha Bother Me; 6) Think; 7) Flight 505; 8) High And Dry; 9) It's Not Easy; 10) I Am Waiting; 11) Going Home.

Looking back at the era where most bands began as cover acts, and then slowly progressed towards establishing their own styles, images, and writing signatures, this sort of makes me happier than looking forward at the situation where, even if you are a completely immature and insecure struggling 18-year old artist, you are still expected to enter that studio, trembling hands and all, and come out with your own set of writer credits. Imagine an entire album of Jimmy Reed remakes and clones of ʽThe Singer Not The Songʼ — I am much happier hearing the Stones reinterpret Chuck Berry and, for that matter, cover Jimmy Reed directly rather than trying to «write» something in his name. But those first two years helped them work out a solid base, and by the time it became clear that major artist, want it or not, would have to write their own stuff (not to mention all the financial benefits), Jagger and Richards, having finally cut their teeth on the occasional A-grade riff-rocker and the occasional Brit-pop ballad, were ready to play «the Beatles game» for all its worth.
Recorded at the RCA Studios in Hollywood in late 1965 and early 1966, Aftermath features nothing but Jagger/Richards originals and firmly plants the pair in the top rank of contemporary British songwriters. Their artistic ambitions stay true to their inner spirits — they are not even trying to out-Beatle the Beatles by writing painful-soulful confessions like ʽHelp!ʼ or dabbling in early cosmic-psychedelic territory like ʽNowhere Manʼ. Instead, they take their cues from the sneery attitude of Dylan and the psychological surgery of Ray Davies — Aftermath is a pene​trating, sarcastic, and, judging by modern standards, delightfully offensive portrayal of a bored young man's life in contemporary England, as the boys set their mastery of the American blues form firmly in the service of painting the reality of British existence. This means that Aftermath will, almost by definition, have a somewhat lesser appeal than Rubber Soul or Revolver, but it does not mean that Aftermath possesses certain intricate qualities and strong points of attraction that you will never find on any Beatles album — or any Beach Boys one, for that matter.
The continuing discrepancies between UK and US releases began to hurt at this point: Aftermath was the Stones' first intentional stab at a certain conceptuality, and the decision of the American people to take out ʽMother's Little Helperʼ and replace it with the contemporary successful single ʽPaint It Blackʼ, while understandable from a purely financial perspective, would look akin to a classical label's decision to throw out a slow, boring andante movement out of the middle of a Mozart concerto and replace it with Eine Kleine Nachtmusik. They also thought that the running length of 50 minutes was way too revolutionary for the local people (only crazy people like Bob Dylan could get away with something like that), and tossed out ʽTake It Or Leave Itʼ, ʽWhat To Doʼ, and — in a particularly criminal turn of action — ʽOut Of Timeʼ, an essentially Aftermath-like type of song; the fact that two of them later ended up on the US-only Flowers (with ʽOut Of Timeʼ cruelly cut up by about a minute and a half) does not properly excuse the butchers.
Still, once the pattern has been set, it would only make things messier to deviate from it, and so we will be talking primarily about the way Aftermath was served to the American people, be​ginning with a universalist anthem of bleakness and darkness rather than a bitter sociological ob​servation on the depressed life of British housewives. ʽPaint It Blackʼ does not yet give us the Stones at the ʽGimme Shelterʼ height of their apocalyptic powers — it is much lighter than that, and it is hard to take Jagger's lyrics and vocal delivery too seriously. What really makes the song (or saves the song, if you prefer) is the anger, the sturm-und-drang mode that begins with Charlie's «alarm! alarm!» percussion pattern and culminates in the key change in the middle of the verse: as Jagger turns from the mope of "I see a red door and I want it painted black..." to the bark of "I see the girls walk by dressed in their summer clothes...", it is clear that this is sure as hell not going to be another unsatisfactory fakery à la ʽBlue Turns To Greyʼ — this is more about anger, of the headbanging type, than about drowning in one's own tears. And from that point of view, Brian's introduction of the sitar here is, in a sense, even more revolutionary than George Harrison's introduction of it on ʽNorwegian Woodʼ — here, for the first time, the sitar is actually used as a rock instrument, playing a rhythmic, rocking drone that kicks ass rather than mystifies in some pseudo-Hinduist manner. Throw in those thick bass zoop-zoop-zoops from Wyman, particularly in the coda, sliding his fingers down the strings as if he were figuratively splashing fat blots of black paint at Jagger's red door, and the aggressive interpretation of the song is com​plete: you can trash the concert hall to the martial sounds of ʽPaint It Blackʼ just as effectively as you could do it to ʽThe Last Timeʼ or ʽSatisfactionʼ.
It is this unusual combination of predictable and unpredictable instruments, familiar forms and unfamiliar substantiations of them, that makes Aftermath still sound so fresh and unique after all these years — provided you give it a serious and fair chance. I mean, when you really sit down and take a close look at the lyrics to ʽLady Janeʼ, it turns out that the general message is not that far removed from ʽYesterday's Papersʼ' "seems very hard to have just one girl / when there's a million in the world" — this is not so much a chivalrous love serenade as it is about dumping one love in favor of another, the whole thing being permeated with thick Jagger irony, both in the words and the faux-Chaucerian accent that delivers them. This contrasts starkly with the most seriously-minded person in the band — Brian Jones, playing the hell out of that Appalachian dulcimer, yet even Brian got caught in the irony when he talked in an interview about the dul​cimer being an old English instrument (probably confusing it with the hammered dulcimer). Of course, texture-wise, the song does have an Elizabethan feel to it (though you'd probably be hard pressed to find anything from Elizabethan times that would sound even remotely close), but it only works because it mixes «gallantry» with «mockery» — otherwise, you'd have the Stones as predecessors of Amazing Blondel, and that would probably be a real disaster.
Perhaps the biggest drawback of Aftermath, and the one reason why the album will never find as much acceptance in the circles of «pop aestheticists», is that, unlike the Beatles or Brian Wilson (or Hendrix, for that matter), the Stones do not show as much interest in exploring the technical sonic possibilities of the studio. The songs sound relatively sparse, with few overdubs except for all of those Brian's exotic instruments; experiments with tape, special effects, etc., are kept at an absolute minimum; and all the songs are strictly guitar-based, with Brian's dulcimers, sitars, and marimbas fulfilling the cherry-on-top role. On the other hand, give Keith Richards his due, too: he is perfectly willing, where necessary, to work in the background and just provide the dough for Brian's toppings — Aftermath is not a very riff-heavy album (even on a song like ʽUnder My Thumbʼ, you really get to have a much stronger feeling for its riff only in a live setting; in the studio, you hum along to the marimbas), and it rather gets by on the strength of vocal hooks and exotic instrumentation, justifiedly opening the so-called two-year «pop period» for the Stones.

Time and radio play singled out ʽPaint It Blackʼ and ʽUnder My Thumbʼ as the highlights (and maybe throw in ʽLady Janeʼ, which was also released as a single), but in reality, the album is quite consistent, and contains a good deal of «sleeper classics» that the Stones themselves would subsequently — undeservedly — shun in concert, mainly because those songs did not so well agree with their «roots rock» image. (Or, sometimes, maybe not, because how more «roots» can you get than with the genius-amateur country of ʽHigh And Dryʼ?) Almost everything is catchy one way or another, though sometimes too repetitive — ʽFlight 505ʼ, for instance, sets an excel​lent mid-tempo groove going, but once it has been established, very little happens with the song over its three long verses and one unremarkable instrumental break, and you begin wondering if the music here wasn't organized around Jagger's gruesome story of an airplane crash rather than the other way around. (Of course, you don't have to think that the song is literally about an air​plane crash — it is about having to pay dearly for one's reckless decisions, the kind of which a highly disciplined and precautious English gentleman like Mr. Jagger would never take on his own). More importantly, almost everything tells a story, whether it be the female character assas​sination of ʽStupid Girlʼ or ʽUnder My Thumbʼ (Jagger's «misogyny», for which he'd be roasted alive in the PC age, even if stupid girls — and cruel boys — are as much a reality in 2016 as they were in 1966), contemplation of one's own loneliness and stupidity in ʽIt's Not Easyʼ, the odd air​plane allegory of ʽFlight 505ʼ, or... well, I am, of course, not going to insist that the Stones were as accomplished in the art of British storytelling as the Kinks on Face To Face or Somethin' Else, since too many of these songs are centered around the protagonist's relationships with his numerous Lady Janes and Lady Anns and Sweet Maries, but even as it is, the scope of Jagger's feelings is head-spinning: on Side B alone, he has enough time to (a) blame his woman for dum​ping him because "she found out it was money I was after", (b) blame himself for being left without a woman (ʽIt's Not Easyʼ), (c) express an abstract hope that it'll all work out in the end (ʽI Am Waitingʼ), (d) revel heartily over the perspective of going home to see his baby as if nothing happened in the first place and he were just some nonchalant Sonny Boy Williamson on his way back from a hard day's work at the factory.

Speaking of (d), the one and only thing that the American release of Aftermath got absolutely right was sticking the 11-minute jam ʽGoin' Homeʼ to the end of the record. Not only is it easier that way to simply turn off the record 11 minutes too early if you hate its meandering, but it also forms a much more natural (and somewhat eerie and foreboding) end to the LP than the some​what subpar series of filler tunes (ʽThinkʼ, ʽWhat To Doʼ) that capped off the UK version. And I, for one, have always been fascinated by ʽGoin' Homeʼ. What that track does is take a dusty old blues cliché ("goin' home to see my baby", usually delivered in an optimistic key by the bluesman whose only joy in life is his baby) and, as soon as the jam part starts, turn it on its head — the music quickly takes on a dangerous air, with alarming, suspenseful harmonicas and guitars all over the place, and Jagger's improvised ad-libbing is the exact opposite of a love-crazed R&B-er like, say, Otis Redding, burning it on stage: he is 100% in his "midnight rambler" image here, throwing off endless "I'm goin' home"'s and "I'm gettin' out"s and "early in the morning"s and "in the middle of the night"s with the alarming glee of a psychopath rather than a sweet man in love. The only thing missing here is an accompanying video: I can easily picture a setting in some creepy part of nighttime London, with Mick gliding and wriggling his way across the pavement while Richards with his guitar and Brian with his harmonica occasionally show up from behind the hedges, evil grins on their faces and all. Could be creepier than ʽToo Much Bloodʼ, with a little effort invested. Especially that ending — "touch me one more time... come on little girl... you may look sweet... but I know you ain't... I know you ain't...". That's Mick the Ripper, right? You bet your ass that as the night goes by and the first rays of the rising sun put an end to the song, what we're left with is not so pretty a picture.
Of course, that's just one charming way of interpreting things, but if I do not acknowledge this, there's no way I can explain the strange magic of Aftermath that has kept me in its grip for so many years. Yes, it is the album that initiates a relatively «sweet» period for the Stones, one that would be officially discarded only with the advent of ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ two years later, but even that sweetness was always mixed with darkness and provocation. Aftermath knows how to switch from tenderness to cruelty, from sincerity to irony, from light optimism to dark suspense without suspending belief in either of these — thanks, first and foremost, to the burgeoning talents of a skilled melodist (Richards), an inspired arranger (Jones), and an unparalleled show​man at the peak of their powers. Perhaps, song-by-song, it is not the most consistent set of tunes they had ever produced (I would never include ʽDoncha Bother Meʼ or ʽWhat To Doʼ in my Top 100 Stones songs, I guess), but in terms of highlights, conceptual unity, and innovative break​throughs (the 11-minute length of ʽGoin' Homeʼ alone is worth something!), Aftermath is as good a Rolling Stones album as can be found. It does not ask you to turn off your mind, relax and float downstream (because that's one sure way to get whupped by the midnight rambler), and it does not pretend that they just weren't born for these times (because they so very much have), but it does tell you, in no uncertain terms, how it feels to be like a rolling stone — so let's just leave it here with a dylanesque thumbs up.
GOT LIVE IF YOU WANT IT! (1966)
1) Under My Thumb; 2) Get Off Of My Cloud; 3) Lady Jane; 4) Not Fade Away; 5) I've Been Loving You Too Long; 6) Fortune Teller; 7) The Last Time; 8) 19th Nervous Breakdown; 9) Time Is On My Side; 10) I'm Alright; 11) Have You Seen Your Mother Baby, Standing In The Shadow?; 12) (I Can't Get No) Satisfaction.

Back when this live album was released, many, including the band members themselves, regar​ded it as a travesty — issued without the band's proper consent, predictably suffering from atro​cious sound quality, not always presenting the Stones in top form, and featuring a decidedly odd setlist in which they somehow managed to insert two tracks that were not played live at all (!), one of them recorded as early as 1963 at that (!!). Even today, were this in Mick's and Keith's power, the two of them would have probably preferred to delete it from the ABKCO catalog al​together. And yet, until ABKCO or somebody else manage to do something better, Got Live If You Want It! remains what it is — a priceless historical document of the authentic Rolling Stones live sound in their «first prime», with a still well-functioning Brian Jones and a self-assured Mick Jagger who'd finally shred the last scales of shyness, and entered «rock star mode», but without getting recklessly drunk on that stardom yet.
Of course, there are countless bootlegs from 1965-66, if you want to thoroughly capitalize on that «authenticity» thing — but that means having to endure an even worse sound, and ever since the record went through the proper remastering process around 2002, it's become fairly listenable. Yes, there is no way to avoid the instruments and vocals being partially swamped by the incessant screaming of British girls (most of the tracks were drawn from a couple shows in Bristol and Newcastle-upon-Tyne in October '66), but the new mix tries its best, so that after a couple of listens you might even begin to clearly discern between Keith's and Brian's guitars; and, further​more, the world needs a Rolling Stones live album drowning in wild screaming, if only to re​member that the Rolling Stones were a product of the Screaming Sixties, rather than of the com​paratively more quiet, more glammy, more decadent stadium-rock era.
In the process of remixing and remastering, I'm pretty sure that the working team introduced some major changes to the album — I faintly remember my old cassette tape version that defi​nitely had a different version of ʽUnder My Thumbʼ, as well as maybe one or two other tracks, and also less stage banter and fewer pauses between tracks. There are also sources that mention post-production studio overdubs, most of them concerning lead and backup vocals by Mick and Keith (curious that, having hated the album, they still went ahead with the doctoring), so some detective work is in order to sort out which parts of the album are truly live and which ones aren't. But since the record was never consi​dered a Holy Grail anyway, the doctoring is not a very important issue. The important point is that even with all the screaming and all the imperfections of stage work circa 1966, the Stones still manage to kick ass — loudness and energy is one thing, but they are also quite tight, and this is where we really have to thank the loyal rhythm section: with Charlie's jackhammer pounding that opens ʽUnder My Thumbʼ, there is no way the song could ever be in danger of falling apart, unless Charlie himself collapsed from exhaustion. (It is no surprise that the slightly earlier epochal documentary on the Stones on tour was titled Charlie Is My Darling).
Even more amazingly, on those songs that actually require him to do so (I'm not talking about ʽGet Off Of My Cloudʼ, evidently), Jagger does indeed sing — an ability that he would complete​ly sacrifice in the early Seventies, briefly reclaim in the Nineties, and then once again reject (quite intentionally, I'm sure, as age forced him to make a choice between singing and strutting) in the 21st century. Even on Get Yer Ya-Ya's Out!, with the Stones in all their late Sixties' in​strumental glory, Mick's vocals are already, if not an impediment, then at least more of a side ele​ment to the show — but on Got Live, he's always right in the center of things. It may be just a trick of the new mix, of course, and at least some of these lead vocals were later overdubbed in the studio, yet in all cases the results present the whole thing as Mick Jagger's show with a bunch of trusty side​kicks. (And it doesn't sound that much different if you stick to the fully authentic and put your trust in some of the better bootlegs from the era, e. g. the Honolulu show from July 28, 1966, going under the stupidly Beatlesque title of So Much Younger Than Today). 

It is, of course, quite beneficial to him that Keith, at this point, still prefers to stick to grim self-discipline on stage, churning out the riffs more or like they are supposed to be churned out without going off on all sorts of tangents — and that Brian Jones was never a great live player in the first place; to make matters worse for him, the setlist largely concentrates on recent, self-penned material where there was relatively little room to show off his bluesy slide guitar playing talents. He does drag out the dulcimer in order to perform ʽLady Janeʼ, but the sound is crude and hoarse compared to the subtle studio arrangement. And he is not much favored by the new mix, either: you really have to strain your ears to catch the melodic guitar part on ʽGet Off Of My Cloudʼ, for instance.
So, essentially, this is the Mick-and-Keith show, with Charlie providing the impenetrable percus​sion wall and Wyman occasionally making himself the twinkling little star with phenomenal bass zoops (ʽI'm Alrightʼ, once again, is his stellar moment — the version here being even more in​tense and desperate than the old live arrangement on Out Of Our Heads). Riff-heavy tunes like ʽUnder My Thumbʼ, ʽThe Last Timeʼ, the classic non-album single ʽ19th Nervous Breakdownʼ, and, of course, ʽSatisfactionʼ rule the day, and they are all played a little faster, a little rougher, a little punkier than in the studio, even though ʽSatisfactionʼ was still a long way away from tur​ning into the «royal» Stones number (I would say it only acquired that status on their first sta​dium tours circa 1981). Kudos to the boys, too, for the wild feedback chaos at the beginning of the newly released single ʽHave You Seen Your Mother, Babyʼ — the new mix reveals the true bestial qualities of that sound, heavier even than The Who in mid-'66, in fact, downright Stooges-like, if only for a few seconds, out of which we then witness the miraculous birth of one of their best pop-rockers of the year.
As for the two «fake» live tracks, if you can forgive their fakeness, they are both enjoyable: the oldie ʽFortune Tellerʼ speeds up, tightens up and nastifies, Stones-wise, Benny Spellman's ori​ginal, and somehow Mick manages to do the impossible on ʽI've Been Loving Youʼ and almost steal it away from Otis Redding, turning in a very personal, painful, vulnerable rendition where his sweaty straining actually helps things — unlike Otis, who might as well have been born sin​ging this stuff, Mick here sounds like he's climbing a stiff height without a safety net, especially when he gets to the "oh, oh"'s, and I always breathe a little sigh of relief once he finally reaches the top safe and sound. That said, of course, neither of the two tracks has any legitimate place on the album — and, at the very least, on the new remaster they could have cut the pretense and just put them on as bonuses without the silly distracting crowd noises (especially for ʽI've Been Lo​ving Youʼ — slapping a wall of human noise on top of that performance is like letting a crowd of reporters into a confession booth). So seek out them bootlegs and rarities compilations.
Anyway, regardless of the band's own feelings, I still give the album a thumbs up — in addition to its historic importance, it's got these little, but important bits of coolness all over it, ranging from the inoffensively silly (such as Jagger scatting on the instrumental section of ʽLady Janeʼ) to the unpredictably curious (why do they have a few bars of ʽSatisfactionʼ as a false opening to ʽThe Last Timeʼ?) to the singularly awesome (the feedback on ʽHave You Seen Your Motherʼ, the stop-and-start coda to ʽSatisfactionʼ, the bomb-diving bass on ʽI'm Alrightʼ). Even if, as some detractors claim, it is the single worst live Stones album (but it isn't, really), it is at least a fairly unique live Stones album — and, at the very very least, it is much more casually enjoyable than Live At The Hollywood Bowl, the Beatles' equivalent from the same era.
BETWEEN THE BUTTONS (1967)
1) Let's Spend The Night Together; 2) Yesterday's Papers; 3) Ruby Tuesday; 4) Connection; 5) She Smiled Sweetly; 6) Cool, Calm & Collected; 7) All Sold Out; 8) My Obsession; 9) Who's Been Sleeping; 10) Complicated; 11) Miss Amanda Jones; 12) Something Happened To Me Yesterday.

The Rolling Stones' follow-up to their first fully autonomous album was recorded at around the same time as the Beatles' Sgt. Pepper and the Kinks' Something Else — and, unsurprisingly for the times but curiously from a retrospective point of view, sort of sounds like an uneasy, but fascinating cross between the two. Neither Mick nor Keith had a lot of kind words to say about it afterwards: Mick, in particular, complained about the production, dismissing it as overwrought, eccentric, and too much corrupted by the psychedelic atmosphere of the times (a complaint that would be thrice as relevant for their next album). Not counting the hit single that was plopped onto the American release of the album, they almost never performed any of these songs live after their touring schedule was cut short because of the 1967 busts — even in later years, when the Stones actively resuscitated a huge part of their old legacy, I think that ʽConnectionʼ (a vocal showcase for Keith) was the only number from B&B that they agreed to bring out on stage. And, naturally, this also agrees with the «conventional» critical view that the Golden Age of the Stones does not properly begin until they purged their respiratory system clean of Brian Jones and completely settled into the image of «midnight ramblers with sympathy for the devil».
Despite all this, ever since «art pop» became one of the key preferences of serious music fans around the world (about twenty years ago or so), Between The Buttons has managed to surrep​titiously strengthen its positions — and today it has pretty much become the banner around which are gathered all those who say «The Rolling Stones are — or, at least, were — really so much more than generic, ballsy blues-rock!» In fact, quite a few of these people seem ready to rate the band's pop phase around this time as completely equal to The Beatles and The Kinks, albeit, of course, strongly infected with the Stones' usual nastiness and sneeriness, which gives it a hooli​ganish charm all its own. Who knows, perhaps one day Mr. Jagger will cave in to the admiring reactions of these people — somehow it seems to me that his bad associations have more to do with the overall tense atmosphere of that transitional period, when the deteriorating mental condi​tion of Brian Jones, the erratic behavior of Andrew Oldham, and the upcoming drug busts would turn the «Summer of Love» into, arguably, the most miserable period in the personal and public lives of The Rolling Stones.
It can hardly be denied, of course, that Between The Buttons feels somewhat specialized. Jag​ger's lyrics here teem with bits and pieces of contemporary British reality, also both public and personal (at least two, if not more, of the songs seem to have been written directly about Mari​anne Faithfull), and the band's musical influences include music hall and vaudeville — later on, they may have regretted becoming so hypnotized with the UK pop fashions of 1966, but the thing is, they were a bunch of British kids, and they had what it takes, in their blood, to subvert these influences and use them correctly. (In fact, it makes far less sense to deride the Stones for going all «dandy» on our asses than to criticize them for the faux-country flavor of something like ʽDead Flowersʼ — not that I have anything against the latter, because the Stones were using the country idiom for their Stonesy purposes, rather than trying to become «legit» speakers of the country idiom; but then again, they did precisely the same with the Brit-pop idiom).
Before proceeding on to the songs, the usual UK/US debacle has to be taken care of: the US edi​tion, as previously mentioned, took two songs off the record (ʽPlease Go Homeʼ and ʽBackstreet Girlʼ, perhaps picked out for their particularly vicious brand of «misogyny») and replaced them with the contemporary hit single ʽLet's Spend The Night Together / Ruby Tuesdayʼ. Unlike the changes on Aftermath, which caused the US edition to lose some of its British flavor, this parti​cular decision does not affect the results too seriously: the baroque melancholy of ʽRuby Tues​dayʼ is an acceptable substitute for the softly mean serenading of ʽBackstreet Girlʼ, and ʽLet's Spend The Night Togetherʼ is clearly superior to ʽPlease Go Homeʼ, although its braggardly, entertainment-oriented facade does seem to be somewhat out of context here. At the very least, they could have preserved ʽYesterday's Papersʼ as the original opener — its spirit is much closer to the overall spirit of the album.
Anyway, since the same two songs would later be reproduced once again on Flowers, we'll talk about them later — here, let's try to concentrate exclusively on what makes Between The But​tons so, well, exclusive. ʽYesterday's Papersʼ does set the tone, combining brutality (in the guise of Keith's distorted guitar and Bill's heavy bass line) with gentleness (represented by Brian's vibraphone and Jack Nitzsche's harpsichord), but what really makes the song special is Jagger's vocal delivery. The song is usually supposed to be about his breakup with Chrissie Shrimpton, the recent heroine of ʽStupid Girlʼ and ʽUnder My Thumbʼ — but if on those two songs the singer intentionally sounded as mean and obnoxious as possible, ʽYesterday's Papersʼ sounds sad in comparison: despite the usual nasty words ("who wants yesterday's papers, who wants yesterday's girl?"), there's clearly a lot of pain in the singer's voice, and it's almost as if he is trying to coax himself into believing these words. It's ironic, isn't it? On one hand, we do know that "Seems very hard to have just one girl / When there's a million in the world" is pretty much the definitive slogan of Jagger's entire life, yet, on the other hand, these lines here are delivered without even the tiniest smudgeon of lasciviousness — on the contrary, there's an echo of desperation, ampli​fied by the «alarmed» falsetto backing vocals. Somehow, insecurity and even fear have entered the picture — a stark contrast with the cocky, self-assured spirit of Aftermath.
What this means is one more step down the ladder of psychological depth, and indeed, the multiple pictures of women that the band paints on this LP, both musically and lyrically, repre​sent genuine artistic progress compared to the somewhat flatter imagery of Aftermath. Not sur​prisingly, though — if Aftermath was Jagger's Chrissie Shrimpton album, then Between The Buttons is his Marianne Faithfull album, and Marianne, in his own words, is "very complicated", because even if it is true that "she knows just how to please her man, softer than a baby lamb", she's also quite "educated, doesn't give a damn", and, for the first time ever, the hero is even ready to admit his own inferiority: "she's sophisticated, my head's fit to bust". ʽComplicatedʼ is one of the many underrated gems on this record — combining a ʽSusie-Qʼ-style jungle beat with  music-hall poppy sentimentality, it totally succeeds in presenting its protagonist as deeply confu​sed, a scratch-your-head-in-bewilderment portrait of a relatively simple guy who is not quite sure of what to do with this unexpectedly over-intellectualized piece of ass that fell into his hands straight out of the sky. It's neither a loving serenade, nor a misogynistic condemnation, but a song of genuine bewilderment (and, perhaps, one of Mick's most honest ever songs about women).
Elsewhere, there is at least one loving serenade — ʽShe Smiled Sweetlyʼ is the band's most beautiful and original love confession up to that point. A song where the chief driving instrument is the Hammond organ (again, played by Jack Nitzsche, I guess), giving it a bit of a solemn church feel, and the chief secondary instrument is Charlie's drumset (he is pretty much dueting here with Jagger, setting up the stage for every important vocal move of his), and the heroine is addressed as the only person who can soothe and calm down those insecurities and fears that keep haunting the male hero. It is the Rolling Stones' equivalent — in their own way, of course — of ʽHere, There And Everywhereʼ, only in reverse: where McCartney projects his own sweetness, like an enveloping cloud, onto his imaginary lover friend, Jagger feeds on the sweetness of the imaginary lover friend to save him from his bad dreams. Which either makes McCartney a self-sacrificing brave knight and Jagger an egotistical bastard — or makes McCartney a narcissistic, condescending fop and Jagger an honest-to-God, grateful lover. You decide.
Of course, a Brit-pop era gallery of female portraits as painted by the Rolling Stones cannot be completed without a couple caricatures — ʽCool, Calm & Collectedʼ begins the job on the album's first side, and ʽMiss Amanda Jonesʼ completes it on the second one. The former is the Stones at their most music-hall-ish ever, clearly competing with Ray Davies in his ʽDedicated Follower Of Fashionʼ and ʽDandyʼ mode, except they prefer to sing about ladies rather than gentlemen, and they like to set those good old values on their head, taking the genre to absurd heights by frantically speeding up the tempo towards the end until everything collapses in a de​cidedly un-cool, calm, and collected manner. There's a symbolic dimension to it, too — the song can be interpreted as representing the mad socialite whirlwind in which the heroine is trapped, whirling ever faster and faster until... well, you know. But what sort of symbolism would be at​tached to the bizarre chords that Brian plays on that dulcimer, introducing each new verse with a few bars of some drunken, off-the-wall neo-Celtic dance pattern? I have absolutely no idea, but it's so totally cool that it's there anyway. There's elements of whirlwinding on ʽMiss Amanda Jonesʼ, too — I love how the guitars catch on to Jagger's "down and down she goes", "on and on she goes", "up and up she goes", and how the song, in its brief three minutes, becomes even more of a fussy madhouse than ʽCool, Calm & Collectedʼ.
Every other song on the album is good in its own way — I'm not going to fawn over the indivi​dual merits of every single bar of music here, but the vocal and instrumental hooks, the dense arrangements, the mood shifts, the psychologism are a permanent fixture. By the time we get around to the carnivalesque conclusion of ʽSomething Happened To Me Yesterdayʼ, the song is fully prepared for at least two interpretations — literally, this is the equivalent of the protagonist waking up after an acid trip, but figuratively, it is also an awakening from the psychotic confu​sion of the rest of the album — with its relatively sparse arrangement, enlivened by a loud, but very «earthy» support from the brass section, it really feels like "what the hell was that? Okay, time to pick yourself up and go home"; and, by the way, it initiates a whole string of similar dust-yourself-off finales for Stones' LPs where you could be shook up, stressed out, rocked and rolled, wined and dined, kicked around and tossed about all the way, but the last number (ʽSalt Of The Earthʼ, ʽYou Can't Always Get What You Wantʼ, ʽMoonlight Mileʼ, etc.) would always leave you off with, if not a glimpse of optimism, then at least a drop of sanity. This is neither good nor bad, it's just a manner of work for the Stones. Say what you will about the bad boys image — in rea​lity, ever since 1967, they have subconsciously regarded themselves as obligatory guardians of your sanity, morality, and general well-being. I mean, I don't know about yourself, but my own gut reaction to ʽSomething Happened...ʼ had always been «Gee, these guys really know how to make themselves my friends» before I actually took the time to study the lyrics and understand that they were inciting me to drop acid. And it's not as if my English was particularly bad or any​thing at the time. It was just a friendly gut reaction.
I'd be almost prepared to state that the album is better than Aftermath (and I might have some objective backing here: at the very least, the stylistic diversity and the musical complexity are at unquestionably higher levels), but perhaps it is the invisible hand of Mick Jagger that stops me at the last moment, indicating that, after all, Aftermath is a clearer and more genuine representation of the band's state of mind at the moment. On the other hand, this is essentially a futile point: both records are great in somewhat different ways, and the only reason to incite such a dispute would be to complete the restoration of Between The Buttons to the position of a classic record in its own rights — let us, once and for all, demolish the retrograde tradition that says «The Rolling Stones weren't really too Rolling Stonesy in 1967, so those albums have their moments, but leave Brit-pop to The Kinks, and psychedelia to The Beatles», and let this not-so-complicated thumbs up rating be a small contribution to that.
FLOWERS (1967)
1) Ruby Tuesday; 2) Have You Seen Your Mother, Baby, Standing In The Shadow?; 3) Let's Spend The Night To​gether; 4) Lady Jane; 5) Out Of Time; 6) My Girl; 7) Back Street Girl; 8) Please Go Home; 9) Mother's Little Helper; 10) Take It Or Leave It; 11) Ride On Baby; 12) Sittin' On A Fence.

More like Jailflowers, considering that a mere three days after the album's release, Mick and Keith were to serve the first (and, snicker snicker, the last) day of their prison terms — and while this is almost certainly just a coincidence, all five of them on that album cover do look like they are staring at us from solitary confinement, rather than from the vantage point of having actually mutated into humanoid flower buds. (The issue of Brian Jones being the only one totally deprived of foliage is also legendary — and quite deliberate, according to Bill Wyman's memoirs). The most important part, of course, is still the psychedelic design of the lower part of the cover, indi​cating the band's readiness (on paper) to play the «flower power» game of 1967; yet only a few actual songs (or, rather, parts of actual songs) on the album could be deemed psychedelic, as this is a clear case of «image-updating» running ahead of musical values.
In fact, although the album came out in June '67 (and so, technically, it was this record, rather than Satanic Majesties, that could be seen by the public as the band's «answer» to Sgt. Pepper), all of the songs here had been recorded over a year-long stretch from December '65 to December '66, and selected for yet another «odds-and-ends» package to saturate the American market. It had all the chances to become the embarrassing sequel to December's Children (and many fans still forcedly claim to be embarrassed by it) — if not for the fact that by 1966, the Stones had become such amazing songwriters that even their odds and ends were far superior to almost everything else. Besides, only a few of these tracks, like ʽMy Girlʼ and the last two originals, were de facto outtakes; for the most part, it was still a matter of providing Americans with tracks that UK audiences already had had time to enjoy.
So, what we have here is (a) a bunch of tracks that had been included on the UK editions of Aftermath and Between The Buttons, but left out on US editions (ʽMother's Little Helperʼ, ʽTake It Or Leave Itʼ, ʽBackstreet Girlʼ, ʽPlease Go Homeʼ, and a misguidedly abridged version of ʽOut Of Timeʼ); (b) one single A-side that never was part of any previous LP on either side of the Atlantic (ʽHave You Seen Your Mother...ʼ); (c) three songs recorded in 1965 and left in the American vaults (ʽMy Girlʼ, ʽRide On Babyʼ, ʽSittin' On A Fenceʼ); (d) least satisfactory of all, three tracks that already were there on US editions of Aftermath and Between The Buttons — ʽRuby Tuesdayʼ, ʽLet's Spend The Night Togetherʼ, and ʽLady Janeʼ. One wonders, of course, why the hell did they not prefer to put up some other A- and B-sides instead, such as ʽ19th Ner​vous Breakdownʼ and ʽWho's Driving Your Planeʼ... but it does seem as if there were certain «conceptual» considerations involved as well.
For one thing, ʽRuby Tuesdayʼ works really great as an album opener. It does not take much more than Mick's deep-lodged "she would never say where she came from..." to establish an atmos​phere of romantic mystery, and it does not take much more than the song's baroque-pop arrange​ment to make one go, "wow, they're really traveling full speed on that Art train now!" It sets the mood perfectly — to the point that, as far as I recollect, Flowers happened to be my first Rolling Stones LP back when I was only beginning to go through the Sixties-fandom stage, and it forever shaped my perception of the Rolling Stones as a subtle, sensitive, psychological art-pop band, a perception which, as it turned out, was also crucial in assessing all the subtle nuances of their «blunt» blues-rock and country-rock recordings.

For another thing, as much as I hate to say it, quality-consistency-wise, Flowers is pretty much the number one record of the band's entire «pop» period. Every single song here is at least very good, and the majority represent the absolute pinnacle of pop music in 1967. People frequently complain about the inclusion of ʽTake It Or Leave Itʼ, and it does seem a little stiff and mono​tonous (and the "oh la-la-la-ta" chorus does seem a bit silly), but I've always had a soft spot for its «winding stairway» of a vocal melody, somewhat reminiscent of what the Beatles did on ʽIf I Fellʼ, and its general tone of soft reproach rather than condescending condemnation — at the very least, it's a cleverly written tune. People also complain about the hyper-sweet cover of Smokey Robinson's ʽMy Girlʼ (not surprisingly, this is the oldest recording of 'em all), but the Stones invest a ton of effort into this one — it comes out more stiff and mechanically robotic than any of the classic R&B versions, but it's still robotic perfection, and a little bit of robotic perfection never hurt a perfectly written song. Besides, we sometimes need evidence of Mick Jagger and the boys being able to express the simple, quintessential joy of being in love, rather than always ex​pecting them to be dissatisfied with one thing or another.
But ʽMy Girlʼ aside, Flowers is still the Stones at their «misogynistic» peak — other than the "I'm-in-love with an exclamation point!" attitude of ʽMy Girlʼ and the "I'm-in-heat with ten ex​clamation points!" attitude of ʽLet's Spend The Night Togetherʼ, it's all about asking her to ʽRide On, Babyʼ, or at least to ʽPlease Go Homeʼ, because who would really like to keep a ʽBackstreet Girlʼ who's permanently ʽOut Of Timeʼ? And some of these are downright nasty — ʽBackstreet Girlʼ, in a way, might be the nastiest thing Jagger ever wrote, simply because you never know how much of this "don't want you out in my world, just you be my backstreet girl" is acting and how much is sincere attitude, considering the sheer number of "backstreet girls" the man did keep around the world even in his married life. The truly perverse thing about it is, of course, how tender and pretty the melody is — the acoustic folk melody almost makes you see visions of Joan Baez, with the accordeon adding a bit of a French feel (gotta love these stereotypes, the only thing missing is Mick imitating a French accent — ah, ces Gaulois, les rois d'adultère!), so that the whole thing really has the sound of a sentimental serenade.
Perhaps the acid, holier-than-thou-bitch attitude of the lyrics is constantly softened by the melo​dic side — thus, the flaming accusations of the protagonist's former partner in ʽRide On Babyʼ are tempered by Brian's harpsichord and marimbas, setting a playful, genteel mood; and ʽOut Of Timeʼ, with even more marimbas and a tango-ish three-note bassline that seems to stem out of the same ballpark as ʽMy Girlʼ, sounds more like a slow, sensual, sexy dance with a courteous part​ner than the proper soundtrack for a bitter rejection. In other words, the Stones here play a sort of «fifty ways to leave your lover» game with you, as long as each of the ways is paved with gallant musical mannerisms. Even ʽPlease Go Homeʼ, one of the heaviest tunes on here, with a Bo Did​dley beat at heart and the most crashing drum sound from Charlie ever, is turned psychedelic and has Brian playing with an oscillator (was there anything that escaped the guy's attention in 1966? it's amazing to think how quick his downfall was in 1967) — far removed from baroque-pop values, but still set upon tricking you into headbanging and blowing your mind and not noticing how cruel the words are. (Granted, it is the protagonist who is accusing the girl of cruelty, so we are really in the dark about who's truly hurting who).

Yet let us not make the mistake of being swept away by too much political correctness and keep on remembering that the greatness of Flowers lies in the melodic instincts of Jagger and Richards, in the sonic instincts of Brian Jones, and in the general atmosphere of the time, which somehow opened up the most inventive and experimental qualities even in the souls of such sidemen as Ian Stewart or Jack Nitzsche. No two songs on this album sound alike — hooks are being cast at you from everywhere in the form of feedback blasts, brass fanfares, harpsichord flourishes, marimba rolls, guitar riffs, and even folksy acoustic picking patterns such as Keith and Brian demonstrate on the nearly forgotten gem ʽSittin' On A Fenceʼ (a brilliant showcase for some weaving tech​niques that I don't think they ever repeated anywhere else). All of this makes Flowers the greatest Rolling Stones album that was never intended to be a Rolling Stones album in the first place — and, by the way, unlike Between The Buttons, it does not come across as so completely «Brit-centered», which is only too natural considering how it was made specially for the American market. 
A rip-off it may be, but it still feels coherent and even conceptual enough to merit being retained as a permanent fixture in the band's active catalog... and so it is, apparently, even up to this day when it could have been safely dissolved and transformed into bonus tracks by ABKCO executives. (Not that they're driven by any noble artistic motives, mind you — one more Stones album to sell is one more source of income). Regardless, it should get every bit of support from us that the previous two albums get — thumbs up a-plenty.
THEIR SATANIC MAJESTIES' REQUEST (1967)
1) Sing This All Together; 2) Citadel; 3) In Another Land; 4) 2000 Man; 5) Sing This All Together (See What Hap​pens); 6) She's A Rainbow; 7) The Lantern; 8) Gomper; 9) 2000 Light Years From Home; 10) On With The Show.

I always feel uncomfortable about joining in the choir and calling Satanic Majesties' Request the Stones' «weirdest» album. This somehow implies that there are certain things we typically expect of the Stones — and certain things we definitely do not expect of them. But these expec​tations themselves are due to nothing else than the Stones eventually setting themselves in a pre​dictable crea​tive rut with the oncoming of middle age, much like every other artist, and isn't it a bit ridiculous to judge the Rolling Stones of 1967 by the future standards of, say, the Rolling Stones of 1976? In a way, it would almost be weirder if the Rolling Stones did not go psychedelic in 1967, like almost everybody else did at the time, except for a few stubbornly obstinate heroes (Somethin' Else By The Kinks — now there's a truly weird album by that year's standards!). And seeing Mick Jagger and Keith Richards in kaftans was, after all, no more weird than seeing Eric Clapton with frizzed hair, or The Hollies wielding sitars and playing with tape effects.
There are two reasons why, when discussing the Golden Age of the Stones (1966-72, and not one year less), one should never make an embarrassing exception for their psychedelic suite. One: even despite all the personal troubles that they had in 1967, Jagger and Richards had only recent​ly reached top songwriting form, and top songwriting form does not go away that easily once it has been reached — even if one finds plenty of things to complain about in the arrangement and production departments, it is hard to deny the sheer quantity of compositional ideas contained in these songs. Two: claims that the Stones were «aping the Beatles» with their psychedelic crea​tivity are ridiculously simplistic. The Stones did embrace psychedelia, but they put their own and nobody else's stamp on it. As I quickly run the usual gamut of psychedelic classics of the era in my mind (Sgt. Pepper, Are You Experienced, Psychedelic Sounds Of The 13th Floor Eleva​tors, Piper At The Gates Of Dawn, Days Of Future Passed, etc.), there is not a single one of these that could be selected as a «blueprint» for Satanic Majesties. Because this was not a simple case of «hey, let's just drop everything we did before and go play some sitars!» This is a case of taking everything they had learned in the previous three years — the darkness, the nastiness, the art of the guitar riff, the unpredictable experimental instrumentation — and applying it to the emerging new musical idiom: a synthesis like no other.

Contrary to a widespread opinion that Satanic Majesties was largely the brainchild of Brian Jones (because who else could push the Stones to far-out psychedelia but the guy who originally brought sitars, marimbas, and dulcimers to the table?), Mick and Keith were just as responsible for the shift as Brian — Keith would later regret this explicitly, but Mick, always on the lookout for all sorts of shifts in musical fashions, seems to have retained more love in his heart for this album than he has for Between The Buttons. In any case, all the songwriting credits still go to Mick and Keith, with the notable addition of Bill Wyman as the sole author responsible for ʽIn Another Landʼ (now there's an actual bit of first-rate weirdness — Bill's only songwriting credit on a proper Stones album!), and there is not a single shred of evidence to suggest that either of the two did not have great fun recording it — with all due reservations, of course, considering that 1967 in general was hardly a lot of «fun» for the Stones with all their drug trials and impen​ding jail terms hanging over them, Damocles-style, for a large part of the year.

That nervous tension and (not unjustified) aura of paranoia are often quoted as the spirit that pervades Satanic Majesties, and, indeed, it makes sense to wonder if the album would have been less tense and dark without the drug busts — then again, history knows no ifs: first, in 1967, the Stones were quite predictably selected as the scapegoats, what with their «dangerous» public image and general notoriety, and second, who could genuinely expect the Rolling Stones to sit there with happy, careless, cozily-stoned smiles on their faces and sing about the gorgeous bliss of Flower Power? Who could even begin to imagine an idealistic Mick Jagger joining in the exuberant camara​derie and clapping and singing along to hippie bullshit like "all you need is love, love is all you need" like there was no tomorrow?..
Oops, never mind. Anyway, speculations and alternate scenarios aside, the fact remains: Their Satanic Majesties' Request gives us a darker, more uncomfortable, more psychologically dis​turbing brand of psychedelia than most other brands at the time. It does share a certain concep​tuality with Sgt. Pepper — in terms of having an encircling framework: I like to think of it as a «dream journey», where things begin in real life (ʽSing This All Togetherʼ as a party anthem or a mock-shamanistic merry-go-round-the-bonfire ritual), lead the protagonist into a nightmarish trance, when, like an adult version of Alice in Wonderland, he passes through alternating sur​realist visions of mystery, beauty, and danger (not necessarily in that order), and then finally awaken him to the crude, happy-sad reality of life's hustle and bustle (ʽOn With The Showʼ). But the fantasy world of the Rolling Stones is much less pleasant than that of the Beatles — instead of traveling circuses and Lucys with diamonds and lovely Ritas, your companions will be odd types like 2000 Man and Gomper, cloaked in incomprehensibility and menace — and much of the time, you won't even have any companionship at all, being two thousand light years away from home and all that. It's so very lonely, you know.
Actually, the «no fun» thing begins at the very beginning. A title like ʽSing This All Togetherʼ would normally imply an atmosphere of collective merriment — but there is nothing like that here. Instead, the song agrees very well with lyrics like "Pictures of us beating on our drum / Never stopping till the rain has come" — it does sound like a slightly disorganized collective prayer for rain (or, perhaps, something a little stronger), a seance where nobody can be truly sure of the possible outcome. The odd, «bubbly» sound of the melody, emphasizing the tribalistic rhythm over harmony with every one of the instruments involved, is further enhanced in the in​strumental break, which gives the impression that we are now being temporarily dragged under the water — or, at least, through some purple haze — an experience that could either lead to enlightenment or turn out to be lethal. As we emerge from the haze into a reprise of the chorus, it's like gasping for air — see, that spice trance wasn't so bad after all — but it does not take long before real life, with one last whiff of the horn section, once again transitions into the nightmare part, and this time, it sort of stays there almost until the end.
What happens next is a sequence of events and impressions so strange, so scattered, and yet so meaningful that it is not even clear to me where to start. So why don't I start with a personal favo​rite of mine, a song that is rarely listed as a particular highlight, but one that has always looked to me like it contained the key to the entire album — and maybe even to a large part of the Stones' entire career? ʽThe Lanternʼ is one of those «shine-a-light-in-the-dark» tunes to which I have often recurred at various bad moments in life, and whose compositional brilliance I cannot cease to admire. Distant tolling of the bells, suggesting something mournful — then several bars of a minor-key funereal melody, searching for a resolution — then a strange, stuttering melody, com​prised of an insecure acoustic guitar part, searching for the right groove, and an odd broken sound that I have never been able to decipher. Guitar? Organ? Mellotron? Whatever it is, in just a few bars they have effectively created the atmosphere of a lost, terrified soul making its lost, terrified way through some pitch-black cavern... and then, out of the distance, with a soft, but stern crack of the drums, in fade those hope-giving vocals: "Weeeeeee.... in our present life...". That thing alone would be pretty awesome, but the climactic part is the mid-verse, with Mick forcefully counting the beats on "...that IF you are the FIRST to go, you'll LEAVE a sign to LET me know", each of the heavily accentuated syllables raising the tension. As far as I'm concerned, this is the first — and far from the last — of his genuinely «spirited» vocal performances, those that would probably hit the ceiling on ʽMoonlight Mileʼ, ʽShine A Lightʼ, and ʽWinterʼ, the ones that some​how tie together Earth and Heaven by combining sarcasm, decadence and naughtiness, on one hand, with a call for hope, optimism, and salvation, on the other. You can give the song a literal interpretation — a departed spirit comes back to her lover at night, preparing him for the road to take — but I prefer a more general and abstract one: a song about a beacon of hope in pitch-black darkness, and goddammit if I know of a more beautiful musical metaphor (at least, in the realm of pop music) than this one, opening a still underrated — in my mind — tradition of Heartbreaking Humanism in the Stones' career.
There are other occasional chunks of Light and Beauty on the album, of course, the most obvious of which is ʽShe's A Rainbowʼ — a song that largely belongs to Nicky Hopkins and his Mozar​tian piano, not to mention an exquisite baroque string arrangement from the soon-to-be-famous-for-other-endeavors John Paul Jones, and is usually lauded even by the album's detractors as one of the Stones' most resplendent ballads ever. Indeed, on this one it is practically impossible to find any subtle hints at a darker side — other than, perhaps, the odd «alarm-like» distorted guitar chords that generate an unpredictably eerie coda to the song (but also alleviate its transition into the darkness of ʽThe Lanternʼ) — but then again, even the bleakest of interminable nightmares may be allowed to have its moments of respite, and being so hemmed on all sides by eeriness only helps further accentuate the baroque elegance of the song. This is the only time in the band's career that they wrote a paean to Abstract Beauty — good luck trying to find a real-life addressee of the song — and, lo and behold, it is as gorgeous as any of the masterpieces of the baroque-pop era, with a piano / strings / brass mix that even a Brian Wilson could have envied, though this lively and somewhat pompous approach is rather distant from his usual pensive style.
But other than that, what we have here is one unsettling experience after another. There's the sci-fi, proto-Hawkwind hustle and bustle of a complex and dangerous-looking futuristic "concrete hills" city in ʽThe Citadelʼ, a song that by-the-book Stones fans respect a little more than the others because it is the only one to feature a monstrous hard-rock riff from Keith but which is actually so much more than just one riff — the harpsichords, the Mellotrons, the hell-raising drums, the merciless vocals, and, above all, that odd ringing sound, the one that gives the impres​sion of droplets of liquid gold repetitively dripping from a huge faucet in the sky... again, what the hell is it, and why is it there? Still a mystery to me. There's Wyman's ʽIn Another Landʼ, which is very much like a dream-within-a-dream sequence — that harpsichord never sounded quite that cold without the winter winds howling around it, and we never even get to understand what's better: getting caught up in a dream like that or waking up to find out that it was all "some kind of joke" (I assume that the former is still preferable, given how the song ends with some authentic, and fairly impressive, snoring that the band allegedly diligently captured on tape from Bill himself one day in September). There's ʽ2000 Manʼ, an almost «progressive» mini-suite that not only contains three equally catchy, but totally distinct, melodic parts, but also functions as a smart foresight into the technological future — "Oh daddy, your brain's still flashing / Like it did when you were young / Or did you come down crashin' / Seein' all the things you've done / Oh, it's a big put on" seems to resonate quite painfully these days, for a number of reasons.
And then, «the darkest hour is right before dawn» — ʽ2000 Light Years From Homeʼ is an ab​solute gem of the sci-fi subgenre. Pink Floyd had already told us that "stars can frighten" a short while ago, but if I had to make a choice between the compositional and sonic weirdness that is ʽAstronomy Domineʼ and the somewhat more conventional sound of ʽ2000 Light Yearsʼ, I'd still go for the latter. ʽAstronomy Domineʼ was an ambitious sonic painting — an approximate musi​cal re​pre​sentation of the grandness, complexity, and randomness of the Universe — but largely a depersonalized one, with the artist as an uninvolved spectator, maybe glued to a telescope or something. ʽ2000 Light Yearsʼ is not about the wonders of the Cosmos — it is a deeply personal impression of how terrifying it feels to be alone in a galaxy far far away, and by «galaxy» one might just as well mean «bad acid trip» or «solitary cell in a London prison». Everything about the song is dark, cold, repellent, destined to spook or frighten (including the first forty seconds of atonal piano clanging, which is arguably as close as the Stones ever got to true avantgarde; or the amazing guitar solo, all of it played in the lowest range of the instrument and sounding like the digestion process of some giant ugly space slug) — the bassline is building up suspense, the Mellotrons are pumping up mystery, and Mick makes his best effort to sound out of a cryogenic chamber. In certain contexts, ʽ2000 Light Years From Homeʼ might sound absolutely terrifying (this is definitely not a song I'd recommend for astronauts to take with them on their missions for entertainment) — and while fairly soon we would be getting plenty of psychological singer-songwriter stuff on the issue of cosmic loneliness and isolation, from ʽSpace Oddityʼ to ʽRocket Manʼ and beyond, none of these songs would be bent on inducing sheer psychic terror through purely musical means. I guess we do have something to thank that judge for, after all — allegedly, Mick came up with the basic concept and lyrics of the song during his 24 hours in Brixton Prison.

With all these great performances in sight, I no longer seriously bother about the «excesses» of the record — such as the interminable psycho-jamming of ʽSing This All Together (See What Happens)ʼ and the Eastern-influenced droning on ʽGomperʼ. In fact, I definitely seem to under​stand and even enjoy them much better than, say, the average improvisation by the Grateful Dead; and I certainly do not understand how it is possible to condemn them while at the same time singing hipster praise for something like the Velvet Underground's ʽEuropean Sonʼ or ʽSister Rayʼ from that same year. Of course, the Stones were not well-versed in contemporary avant​garde or modern classical, but then again, everything was instinct rather than science back then, and I'd say that in both of these cases their instincts worked all right — ʽSee What Happensʼ, introduced with an innocuous, but insightful question of "where's that joint?", is like the sound​track to a guided (or mis-guided) trip through some surrealist freak show (all it lacks is a Salvador Dali gallery for visual accompaniment), and ʽGomperʼ is like... well, like a typically Stones-like interpretation of an Indian raga. Imagine Ravi Shankar and friends suddenly having a freaked-out panic attack in the middle of a concert, and that's ʽGomperʼ for you. It's fun! And even if it isn't, you still have to admit that they have a pretty freaky combination of instruments out there.
By the time we emerge — almost literally emerge — into the grounded, down-to-earth conclu​sion of ʽOn With The Showʼ, you might feel relieved, really shaken awake from a nasty, but un​forgettable dream that just showed you the flipside of ʽLucy In The Sky With Diamondsʼ. Do not let yourself be fooled by the preconception that, since this is the Stones' psychedelic album, Their Satanic Majesties' Request is about glorifying psychedelia and propagating the pleasures of that whole mind-opening business: there is nothing of the kind there, and there is not a single song on the album of which anybody should feel «ashamed» after all these years. This is an astute, intelligently designed and completely self-sufficient piece of musical art — featuring some of the band's most interesting lyrical, melodic, and textural ideas of all time, and having certain analy​tical qualities of its own; in fact, I'd go as far as to say that it has a much more intellectual nature to it than Sgt. Pepper, and that its release, at the tail end of the magic year 1967, makes it a per​fect wrap-up offering for the psychedelic excesses of that year, sending up some of these excesses and already containing certain antidotes for others. Even the album sleeve, when seen from that perspective, would look like a tongue-in-cheek reaction to Sgt. Pepper and the like (though it probably wasn't, and, in fact, the album sleeve is probably the corniest element of all here — I still love its furious colors, though).

In recent years (decades?), Satanic Majesties, after having for a very long time been regarded as the band's biggest blunder in their peak years, started gaining a rather large cult following — particularly among those hipsters who like to declare themselves professionally bored with the «typical» blues-rock of pre-1966 / post-1967 Rolling Stones and are only interested in stuff that would allow the band to be, at least temporarily, aligned with either the Kinks or Syd Barrett's Floyd or the Zombies or whatnot. This is, I believe, a different kind of extreme, and I have no desire whatsoever to sing this praise of Satanic Majesties at the expense of Beggars Banquet — or vice versa. The thing is, the sheer greatness of the Stones, and their ability to hold their own beside the Beatles, lies precisely in their ability (at one time) to put out a record like Satanic Majesties, and then to follow it up with a record like Beggars Banquet. Only a rough-hewn, harsh, blues-rock-raised rock'n'roll band could have made a dark psychedelic album like Satanic Majesties — and only a band that had just made a dark psychedelic album like Satanic Majes​ties could go on and inject some of that darkness and artistic pretense into their subsequent blues-rock records like Beggars Banquet. One simply does not exist without the other, and in order to truly «get» the Stones, the blues-rocker in you has to be complemented by the art-rocker, and vice versa — this, in my opinion, is the primary reason why this band gets so criminally underrated today by so many fans on both sides (whereas in their actual prime, when target groups for dif​ferent musical styles were not so harshly delineated, their popular reputation was unassailable). In short, as the Stones say themselves — "open your heads, let the pictures come". And here comes a thumbs up for a creative masterpiece that I think I love even more these days than when I first got my mind blown by it some thirty years ago.
BEGGARS BANQUET (1968)
1) Sympathy For The Devil; 2) No Expectations; 3) Dear Doctor; 4) Parachute Woman; 5) Jig-Saw Puzzle; 6) Street Fighting Man; 7) Prodigal Son; 8) Stray Cat Blues; 9) Factory Girl; 10) Salt Of The Earth.

«We were starting to find the Rolling Stones», quoth Keith Richards on the time period during which the band made Beggars Banquet — a fairly self-demeaning remark in some aspects, con​sidering that it somehow manages to leave even ʽSatisfactionʼ overboard, not to mention all the glorious pop-rock concoctions of 1966-67. However, if one takes this remark to really mean «we were starting to carve in stone the textbook image of the Rolling Stones in all future textbooks», then it comes out as fairly accurate. Once the Stones went on the road in 1969, after a good two years of recuperation from their 1967 troubles and solving their second guitarist problem, they pretty much tossed overboard everything that they did prior to 1968 — with the exception of two or three heavily rearranged oldies like ʽSatisfactionʼ, it really looked like they themselves had declared all those early attempts at songwriting, all that psychedelia, all that «English vibe» com​pletely irrelevant for the modern age — the equivalent of cute teenage experiments at writing that one eventually locks up in the attic, provided one does not have the heart to just go ahead and burn them in the fireplace, so as not to be accidentally embarrassed in the future.
Ironically, while in 1969 focusing their live sets on recent material was clearly intended to pre​sent the rejuvenated band as one of the most relevant forces in modern music, the exact same material eventually became millstones around their necks — in 1969, they were strong enough to give the boot to their past, but eventually songs like ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ, ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ, ʽStreet Fighting Manʼ, ʽGimme Shelterʼ, ʽYou Can't Always Get What You Wantʼ, ʽHonky Tonk Wo​menʼ became forever ingrained staples, the untouchable pivot around which we would find revolving not only the typical Rolling Stones live show or the typical Rolling Stones best-of package, but also the typical perception of the Stones by mainstream critics and casual fans alike. From that point of view, «The Rolling Stones» were indeed found in 1968 — a point of view as unjustly skewed as any, but not one to be going away any time soon.
Several factors converged together by early 1968 to ensure that transition. First, music was evol​ving, and the Stones — Mick Jagger in particular — were anxious about missing those precious relevant trends that would ensure their remaining on top. «Englishness» à la Ray Davies was not one of those trends: the Kinks were beginning to lose commercial appeal, and Mod culture was starting to dissipate. The flower power thing, having peaked in 1967, suffered the same fate, espe​cially after it became evident that the world was not going to be changed by embarking on magi​cal mystery tours. On the other hand, the «roots revival», illustrated by the activities of Dylan and the Byrds, seemed to be gaining the upper hand; and once Hendrix and the Who opened the floodgates for experimental electric guitar playing, successful hard rock acts began pouring in. It did not take long for the Stones to learn which way the wind was blowing — inevitably, they had to become «rootsy» and «heavy» to join and maybe even head the new leagues of trendsetters.
Second and more personal, by 1968 Brian Jones was no longer a vital presence in the band: drugs coupled with individual psychological problems had reduced him to a ghost of his former self, even as Keith, whose own drug problem was hardly any less serious, still found enough inner strength and discipline to self-organize and steadily hold the rudder. While I would not go as far as some do and claim that in 1966-67 Brian was «at the heart» of the band's music — although there is little doubt that Mick and Keith cheated him out of quite a few songwriting credits, they still came up with most of the basic melodies themselves — he was most definitely a crucial de​signer of the band's sound, what with all those exotic instrumental embellishments and psyche​delic flavors. Without his active participation, one could hardly expect of Keith to start bringing in sitars and dulcimers and mandolins and Theremins and whatnot — the man's motto being «if it's good enough for Muddy Waters and Chuck Berry, it's good enough for me». He could, how​ever, be expected to continue searching for that ultimate guitar sound, one that would properly and assuredly convey all the gruff Keefiness of his rough, scary, but noble heart — a sound that he could find in some of his open tunings, as well as in certain simple production tricks, like the cassette-recorded acoustic tracks for ʽParachute Womanʼ and ʽStreet Fighting Manʼ.
We still have some notable elements of Brianjonesism remaining on Beggars Banquet, though, so it would be wrong to ascribe all of its sonic charms to Keith. ʽNo Expectationsʼ would have been bland without Brian's slide; ʽParachute Womanʼ would be less haunting without his har​monica; ʽStreet Fighting Manʼ less tense and ominous without his sitar; ʽJig-Saw Puzzleʼ more plain and dull without his Mellotron. All these elements offer vital links with the Stones' recent past, turning Beggars Banquet into something larger than just a «roots-rock album» and adding enough mystery and psychologism to suggest that even at this point, it may not yet have been too late for Brian to come clean and eventually reassert his place in the band. For this reason, Beggars Banquet will probably also be the one album, out of the «big four» of 1968-72, to ap​peal the most to all those who typically prefer the «pop» era of the Stones — though not by much, since even Brian's colorful flourishes cannot properly divert one's attention from the defiantly new road that the Stones have taken here.
And yet, it would also be a mistake to claim that 1968 found the Stones embracing «generic blues-rock» — a claim that would demean them to the level of bands like Grand Funk Railroad or Steppenwolf and leave one blind to all the unique excitement of this second phase of their Golden Age. Sure, both Mick and Keith (and Brian, for that matter) had started out as unpretentious admirers of American electric blues, almost accidentally converting them to «defiant British teenage elec​tric blues» for fortunate lack of the appropriate expertise — but in 1968, simply emulating genre conventions and clichés was the farthest thing from their mind. This time, they had themselves a mission, fueled by their ongoing battle with The System, a complex relation with drugs, Marianne Faithfull-induced intellectualism, and, above all, a raging perfectionism. Emerging from the whirlwind of 1967, they were aching to be back on top, to cut their own agenda, to become the greatest rock'n'roll band in the world — not simply by stating it, as their road manager would do once they went on the road in 1969, but through honest work.

So let us begin with one song that looks like it would be the easiest target: ʽParachute Womanʼ, a seemingly straightforward 12-bar blues with a fully conventional A-A-B verse structure and fairly traditional sex-based lyrics. The kind of tune that we are guaranteed to find on several hundred different albums in 1968 alone, right? But then nothing in 1968 really sounds quite like that acoustic guitar tone — a sort of «lo-fi to hi-fi conversion» achieved by first recording the rhythm part on cassette tape, double-tracking it, and then transferring it onto the eight-track machine. One could call it a cheap imitation of the pre-war studio sound, but that was not it: it does not really sound much like, say, a Leadbelly or a Robert Johnson tune. It's deeper, more shadowy, more echoey, and when enhanced with a distorted electric lead guitar part chopping out sneering open chords, it creates a properly beastly, arch-nasty atmosphere, to which Jagger than adds his new vocal technique. And that technique is not just an emulation of some American accent: what matters is not how British, American, or faux-American it sounds, but how he is capable of using all the physical potential of his throat — on all those "paeaeshuu woe-maen..." lines, he sings straight from the pharynx, convulsing and contorting his voice like crazy, some​times going from the deepest aaah to the sharpest eeeh in a matter of milliseconds. On stage, this would never be properly reproduced — apparently, taxing your voice to the max while at the same time propelling your four limbs in all directions is a scientific impossibility even for Mr. Jagger ​— but in the studio, hoo boy, Beggars Banquet has some of the most delicious vocal extremes ever captured on a pop record.
As a result, even if compositionally, ʽParachute Womanʼ has no particular attractions, style-wise, it gives us a completely new type of blues-rock — one almost scientifically aimed at tickling and tingling all the right nerve endings. Thank God that Mick's vocal contortions make it hard to actually decipher the words — I wouldn't be surprised to learn that this was the first ever piece of popular art to feature the word "throbber", and "parachute woman, will you blow me out?" cer​tainly suggests that we are probably through with ladies who come in colors everywhere and comb their hair. Essentially, ʽParachute Womanʼ is like a Howlin' Wolf song with a mindset of an AC/DC — were it just a tad less intense, it would be boring and offensive, but the way it is, it is threatening and hilarious at the same time. Even the final harmonica blast (actually blown by Mick rather than Brian, who plays the accompanying parts throughout the song) is extreme, like an alarm signal telling all competition to evacuate the territory without delay.
And that is just the one song which is usually omitted from serious discussion on the album's highlights; needless to say, twice or thrice as much can be easily said about the tunes that do crop up on people's lists of personal favorites. Still, I'd prefer to concentrate more on those numbers that have not gone on to become radio classics or stage favorites — rather than channel the dis​cussion in the direction of way too obvious monster hits like ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ or ʽStreet Fighting Manʼ, generating new ideas on which in 2016 is practically impossible on a probabilistic basis. Two of these relative «sleepers», in particular, are strong favorites of mine.
One is ʽStray Cat Bluesʼ — one of the most controversial numbers in the Stones' repertoire due to Mick careless insertion of his victim's age (fun bit of trivia: the original version states that "I can see you're just fifteen years old", the Get Yer Ya Ya's Out live version radically changes that to "I can see you're just thirteen years old", and then, when the song was very briefly resuscitated in the early 2000s, it was corrected to "sixteen years old" — come on, Mick, it's fuckin' age of con​sent already! It renders the rest of the lyrics completely useless!); of course, if put under pressure, Mick could always retaliate that the song is a send-up of such attitudes, but given what we know about rock bands (the Stones in particular) and their relation with groupies, there is not the slight​est doubt in my mind that Mr. J doth mean it when he says "it's no capital crime" (not morally, at least). Regardless, it's the song not the singer that matters, and we do not have to turn into poten​tial sex offenders to simply enjoy the tune for its controversial shock value.
Musically, it's a sonic masterpiece — one of the two most «dense» heavy numbers of 1968, to​gether with ʽHelter Skelterʼ: both tracks aim at creating a nightmarish atmosphere out of multiple overdubs, but ʽHelter Skelterʼ is definitely the less creepy of the two, because neither Paul nor John could ever properly qualify as their Satanic majesties. ʽStray Cat Bluesʼ, on the other hand, is totally made by (a) Mick, whose vocal extremes, moans, groans, and "bo-bom-bo-bom-bom-cha"s have a scary maniacal feel, and (b) Keith, who is busy transforming the song's coda into a highly realistic descent into the hottest bowels of Hell — that «jackplane riff» entering at around 3:30 sounds like nothing else ever recorded, like an irreversible escalator going down to the pits. Abhor it like a glorification of evil or admire it like a sarcastic put-down, one thing's for sure: the musical canvas created in that song is closer to a truly «hell-ready» sound than anything else at the time. Perhaps the Stooges would top it in terms of sheer brutal power and of how much can be achieved with such relatively simple means on Funhouse, but the Stones aren't really brutal as such — except for that chugging riff, all the instrumental parts here are subtle, be it Nicky Hop​kins' piano or Keith's remaining high-pitched overdubs. Their Satan, the smooth sleazy seductor of fifteen-year old girls, is not a raving lunatic — he's as slick as they come, and he prefers to stun his victims with an orgiastic force of carnivalesque proportions rather than go ahead and pin them to the wall with a maniacal hard rock grip. A perfect soundtrack for dirty wild animal sex, or a visionary musical metaphor for the Second Circle? I vote both.
Nothing could be farther removed from that than the clean, orderly soundscape of ʽJig-Saw Puzzleʼ — and here is a song over which the moss of time seems to have grown with particular delight, even if it is out there on one of the band's most critically acclaimed albums. The reason why it was never performed live seems clear enough — its lyrical debt to Dylan and his surrea​listo-maniacal narratives of 1965-66 verges on schoolboy adulation (or unfunny parody, which might be even worse). Reading the lyrics makes you feel uncomfortable — it's as if Jagger is al​most physically blocked by The Rational in his effort to truly become Dylan, as he paints verbal pictures that try to look surrealist but fail, culminating in the embarrassing admittance that all these images are really a part of a flesh-and-blood jig-saw puzzle rather than of a parallel uni​verse; and then, just as things begin nearing inevitable total failure, in desperation he pulls one last totally wild stunt, with the verse about the twenty thousand grandmas and the Queen and the burning pensions, and it comes out as totally ridiculous (would Bob ever write a line like "she blessed all those grandmas who with their dying breaths screamed ʽthanksʼ"? Okay, correct an​swer: maybe he would — but he sure as hell wouldn't have made it the last line of the last verse). I can kinda sorta see where the man would be reluctant to reproduce these lyrics on stage for decades afterwards.
Indeed, the lyrics are somewhat laughable, and the song could definitely benefit from being a bit shorter (were it up to me, I'd have certainly made the self-descriptory verse about the musicians the last one and thrown out all the nonsense about the twenty thousand grandmas), but none of that truly matters in the face of the musical layers: Keith plays some of the most exquisite and, dare I say it, subtly psychedelic slide guitar lines of his entire career — and on top of that, Brian is busy blurring the lines between Mellotron and Theremin. Take a good listen to the coda — it is not any less dense than the one of ʽStray Cat Bluesʼ, only here the acoustic and electric guitars, Nicky's piano and Brian's Mellotron create a heavenly rather than hellish soundscape, with the Mellotron lines gliding to and fro like little exuberant angels on speed. «Generic blues-rock album»? Go read more Rolling Stone.
Importantly, even with Keith being the obvious musical director here, the greatest strength of Beggars Banquet lies in the magnificent pool of talent assembled for the sessions. For the first time in Rolling Stones history, the band is blessed with a truly busy — and masterful — producer in Jimmy Miller, who'd already worked his magic for Traffic the year before and now saw to it that not a single instrumental voice would be wasted on this record; together with engineer Glyn Johns, they ensure that every song here sounds like a glorious sum of its parts, yet not a single part gets facelessly lost in the crowd. On piano, they retain the brilliant Nicky Hopkins, who had already proven his worth in gold with ʽShe's A Rainbowʼ and now plays his heart out with equal bliss on ʽNo Expectationsʼ and ʽSalt Of The Earthʼ — with all due respect to loyal old Stu, Ian was strictly boogie-woogie, and could hardly handle Nicky's parts. For ʽFactory Girlʼ, they enlist Ric Grech (of Family and later Blind Faith and Traffic) on fiddle to properly capture that Appa​lachian folk vibe. And with Brian still somewhat functional, what we have here is a perfect case of a musical transition — an album of «rootsy» tunes with plenty of «artsy» flourishes, even as Mick and Keith go to the outer extremes of their abilities to make it all glow. (Speaking of outer extremes, that solo by Keith on ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ? Not nearly as smooth or complex as the one on the Ya Ya's live version, but utterly determined in its quest to squeeze the most throttling, screechy, banshee-like sounds of his guitar — mirroring the determination in Jagger's voice to reach the extremes of abrasive creakiness).
The one thing that was most heavily discussed in tabloids around the time — the alleged attempt to «connect with the people» on songs like ʽStreet Fighting Manʼ (with its alleged call to revolu​tion), ʽFactory Girlʼ (as opposed to, say, ʽLady Janeʼ or all those songs about jaded, morally corrupt wealthy socialites), and ʽSalt Of The Earthʼ ("let's drink to the hard working people") — is probably the one aspect of the record that has dated more than anything else. The Rolling Stones, a self-made band on its merry way to private jet planes and expensive heroin addictions, were never a «people's rights» band — and one serious look at all these songs will show that ʽStreet Fighting Manʼ is really a song about an individual pushing his way to the top ("what can a poor boy do except to sing in a rock'n'roll band?"), ʽFactory Girlʼ is probably about a random attractive female that Mick had the hots for (might as well be ʽLiquor Store Girlʼ or ʽTattoo Parlor Girlʼ with a different throw of the dice), and ʽSalt Of The Earthʼ intentionally buries all the credibility that it gains with its verses once it comes to the bridge section (wouldn't it be hilarious, now that I think of it, if Donald Trump had accidentally chosen that song instead of ʽYou Can't Always Get What You Wantʼ for his campaign? "A swirling mass of gray and black and white, they don't look real to me" — The Donald's secret thoughts, aren't they?). But none of these cir​cumstances detract from the ultimate satisfaction of these songs: ʽStreet Fighting Manʼ is still triumphant and rowdy, ʽFactory Girlʼ is still charmingly friendly, and ʽSalt Of The Earthʼ has these intriguing ambiguity layers, so that you never can tell if it wants to be a glorifying anthem or a terrifying horror story.
A few moments still prevent the record from becoming the perfect single-LP Stones experience. ʽDear Doctorʼ, one of the earliest examples of the band's comic-parodic treatment of the country genre, tries to be funny but fails — it ain't no ʽRocky Raccoonʼ, and Mick's falsetto imitation of the «bride»'s voice is annoying. The cover of Robert Wilkins' ʽProdigal Sonʼ is funny, but this is probably one track on which the collective talents of the Rolling Stones in their peak period are somewhat wasted: fun and nicely played, but inessential (unless you want to see it as an impor​tant testimony of the Stones sacrilegiously sending up the New Testament). And while ʽSalt Of The Earthʼ is a good composition overall and a reasonably suitable anthemic finale for the album, they have not yet mastered here what it takes to come up with a truly glorious finale: the Watts Street Gospel Choir here is hardly a match for The London Bach Choir on ʽYou Can't Always Get What You Wantʼ, or, for that matter, Paul Buckmaster's epic orchestral arrangements on ʽMoonlight Mileʼ. All of these are minor nitpicks, but when we've got this kind of epic standard, well... you can't really discuss the differences between Beggars Banquet, Let It Bleed, or Sticky Fingers on anything other than «minor nitpick» level anyway.
So please allow me to introduce myself — Mick Jagger presenting The Rolling Stones for the post-1967 generation, one that likes it heavier and darker and rougher and crazier and with a little coke on the side, please. Once again, they couldn't avoid comparison with The Beatles, with the stars again aligned in the Fab Four's favor: the record should have been released in the summer of '68, several months before The White Album, but a dispute with the record label over the «con​troversial» album sleeve delayed the release until December 6, by which time The White Album had already spent two weeks on the market — and, adding insult to irony, Decca had replaced the cover with a plain white sleeve (who wants to bet that the decision was suggested by a covert Apple agent?). But, strange coincidences aside, of course, The White Album and Beggars Ban​quet do share a non-coincidental similarity, as both records represent a «back-to-roots» strategy, often described in retrospect as a sort of conservative antidote against the psychedelic hangover of late '67 (as represented by Magical Mystery Tour and Satanic Majesties, respectively). It could be argued, however, that for the Stones this particular strategy works even better than it worked for the Beatles — what with the Stones having always been much bluesier and rootsier in essence. Yet most importantly, it works because nobody can meld transcendental beauty and grotesque ugliness in a more coherent package than the Stones could in their prime — and, as it turned out, they were just getting started. So what can a poor boy do except to hand out another predictable thumbs up rating?  
LET IT BLEED (1969)
1) Gimme Shelter; 2) Love In Vain; 3) Country Honk; 4) Live With Me; 5) Let It Bleed; 6) Midnight Rambler; 7) You Got The Silver; 8) Monkey Man; 9) You Can't Always Get What You Want.

Keith Richards. Most of us are probably quite fond of the guy, whose mixture of brutality and tenderness, ugliness and beauty, toughness and vulnerability, seriousness and humor might be the most perfectly balanced mixture in all of pop culture. For all of that, we can also recognize and pardon his flaws — such as a certain obstinacy when it comes to expanding one's musical hori​zons, and, perhaps, a certain neglect of musicianship in favor of showmanship over the years (a process that, ironically, began around the same time that the man began to clean up his act). But there was a brief moment in time, back in 1969, when Keith Richards happened to be more than Keith Richards: dare I say it, for a brief while he became music incarnate. The greatest Guitar-Oriented album of 1969 was not made by Jimi Hendrix (who, perhaps driven by fate, did not record any albums at all in 1969), not by the Who, not by Led Zeppelin: it was created, almost in its entirety, by this one man, Keith Richards, and it has, for almost thirty years, remained my favorite guitar-oriented album of all time.
By «guitar-oriented» I mean, of course, not that the songs are simply written for / driven by elec​tric and acoustic guitars (from that point of view, Abbey Road would count as well), but that the guitar sound of the songs — the tones, the effects, the mixing, the weaving, the careful selection of the appropriate chords for the counter-melodies and instrumental breaks — actually matters more than the skeletal structures of the songs themselves. Herein lies the big misunderstanding that I often have with people who are amazed how it is at all possible to mention a record like Let It Bleed in the same sentence with Abbey Road or Pet Sounds: and indeed, composition-wise the album shows little progression compared with Beggar's Banquet, and perhaps even a bit of re-gression compared with the 1966-67 period. Yet we are not talking Mozart or Beethoven here: we are talking a distinctly different medium where one note can sometimes matter more than a beautifully resolved musical sentence, provided you can find just the right instrument, just the right pitch, just the right effect, and just the right sound engineer for whatever it was that you wanted it to mean. And I am still amazed at how many perfect moments of this type are scattered throughout the material on Let It Bleed.

Keith was still largely clean at the time, not yet a victim of strong heroin addiction (if I remember correctly, that did not really kick in with full force until after Altamont) — and as Brian's journey into the secret life of vegetables accelerated tremendously towards the end of 1968, it became Keith's responsibility to ensure the Stones' survival as a relevant musical force. Although, funny enough, Let It Bleed credits both the Stones' original second guitarist (for, ahem, congas on ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ and autoharp on ʽYou Got The Silverʼ: multi-instrumentalist until the end!) and his replacement (Mick Taylor came in just in time to play on ʽCountry Honkʼ and ʽLive With Meʼ), the absolute majority of guitar parts that you hear is just Keith — Keith on acoustic, Keith on electric, Keith on slide, even Keith on bass for the single best bass line on the record! Natu​rally, Mick should not be underestimated, either, but now that I think of it, Let It Bleed lacks such over-the-top, theatrical, iconic character impersonations from him as we'd heard the year before on ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ and ʽStray Cat Bluesʼ: the obvious choice would have been ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ, but the studio version features an unexpectedly subtle, understated perfor​mance — which I like just fine, yet the character of the song would not really burst out in flames until they'd taken it to the stage.
Much like Beggar's Banquet, Let It Bleed is also conceived and executed in the «shock rock» paradigm, and since the stakes for «shock» had to be doubled each year, we now progress from singing about the Devil to singing about the end of the world (ʽGimme Shelterʼ), from singing about parachute women blowing Mick out to singing about women menstruating on him (ʽLet It Bleedʼ), from singing about dirty perverts hunting for 15-year olds to singing about serial killers running in the night (ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ), and even good old sunny psychedelia has by now turned into something far more disturbing and potentially dangerous (ʽMonkey Manʼ). However, no matter how embarrassingly cheap it may have seemed to certain types of prudes at the time, I would opine that in retrospect Let It Bleed remains the last Stones album that is completely free of any noticeable lapses of taste — a line that would be crossed, lyrics- and attitude-wise, with Sticky Fingers, and music-wise with Goats' Head Soup. Here, Mick's lyrics remain firmly de​pendent on dirty, but inventive metaphors and insinuations; and Keith's music makes even the most straightforwardly «gruesome» subjects come to life in subtle ways that would somehow all be eventually forgotten over their next decade in the record studio.
For one thing, they never again did — and neither did anybody else — anything that would come even remotely close to the foreboding terror of ʽGimme Shelterʼ. I even remember, upon first hearing the song on a cassette tape copy, that my initial reaction was — "hey, this can't be the Stones! they never have it that dense!" But it was the Stones all right, and I am still not sure how they make it that dense. There's some sort of bass echo wobbling around, covering the entire song in a dark, scary cloud; and there's some sort of effect placed on Mick's harp that makes it truly sound like a "mad bull lost its way", and then, of course, there's Merry Clayton whom they got out of bed late at night and who, in a matter of something like half an hour of recording, made herself more famous than over the rest of her entire career (further proof that great things can be meticulously planned and organized, but transcendental things can only be improvised). 

I mean, legions of people have sung about rape and murder over the years — it's not difficult to do — but how difficult is it to write a song about rape and murder that can still chill you to the bone after decades of listening to all sorts of music? ʽGimme Shelterʼ is the rare type of song that accidentally (again, all true greatness is to some degree the result of blessed accident) hits that one particular nerve out of a million — and it is also a song that is bound to remain relevant and vital for as long as humanity continues on its mad self-exterminating spree: play it in the era of Vietnam, play it after 9/11, play it in a world torn apart by crazy leftists and rightists alike — that dragon-breath harp, that Walkyrian backing vocal, those razor-sharp licks from Keith's lead guitar, and even that final doomed attempt to show you a way out at the last moment (so "love is just a kiss away" in the exact same world where "murder is just a shot away") will retain their full power and meaning in any place, at any time, under any circumstances.
For another thing, Let It Bleed marks a particularly high point in the history of the Rolling Stones generating heavy atmosphere with light means. At this date, Keith remains a stark believer in the possibilities of the acoustic backdrop, and the ponderous, aggressive feel of the title track is not generated by a lot of fuzz or distortion, but simply by having an acoustic rhythm accompanied by some overloud drumming and a few carefully selected slide notes — in fact, as far as I'm con​cerned, the song does not properly begin to climax until Keith enters with his guitar break, pos​sibly the single fuckin' best break he ever had in his lifetime. A few brutal power chords, each of which is given ample time to dissipate and make a deeper impact — three slashes of the knife, maybe? — and then the sticky red stuff begins to flow, slowly and gloppily, over the next few bars, as the lead player, with the efficacy and accuracy of a well-trained Fleet Street barber, collects every last drop into the little basin and resolves the procedure with a perfect flourish. Uh, okay, got a little carried away there, I guess. But I do love how Charlie gets so deeply into the proceedings — towards the end of the song, he is pounding away at the cymbals like crazy, which does not happen all that often with him. Alas, none of these things could be remembered and re​produced once they began playing the song live in the Eighties, when it became a fairly ordinary country-rock number. Which it is, if you only pay attention to the base acoustic and the vocal melodies — but it is the «little things» that make it so much more, a sort of Freudian tale of sexual understatements and suppressed viciousness.
Another night-and-day contrast between studio incarnation and stage realization is ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ, here present in its «properly midnight» phase, with suspensefully downtuned guitars, cockrel-crowing harps, echoes, whispers, sublimations, and arch-innuendos. Is Mick really singing about a psychopathic killer, or is he merely using the image as a metaphor for his ever-growing sexual appetites? The good news is that you can take it either way — or invent a third and a fourth interpretation all for yourself. Or just forget about any interpretations and enjoy the two or three Keiths weaving licks in between themselves on the extended instrumental sections. And how, pray tell, do you handle an extended instrumental section if your band is called the Rolling Stones and you only have one valid guitarist at hand and his name is not Eric Clapton? Simple — turn your jam into a bit of a musical game of hide-and-seek, where you begin at regu​lar speed, then accelerate for a while as if running away from pursuers, then bring everything to a hiding-in-the-bushes halt, then hit 'em with a few well-placed shots, then accelerate and bring it all back home... they sure have come a long way from ʽGoin' Homeʼ, replacing inspired, but risky improvisation with a gradually unfurling musical drama in several movements. Some people still see this as generic blues-rock with cheap shock content — I say there's never been a single moment in the history of blues-rock when it came closer to the level of high dramatic art, both in​novative in form and possessed by the spirit.

There may be no better example to show the level to which these guys had elevated the blues in 1969 than their «cover» of Robert Johnson's ʽLove In Vainʼ — a song they'd only heard recently on a bootleg LP, since Johnson's legacy had not yet been completely reintroduced by 1969 — and I do mean those quotation marks, because this is a cover in name only. Keith had always mar​veled at the stark, lonesome beauty of Johnson's original, but truth is, that stripped, minimalistic arrangement really only hints at the potential of the material rather than discloses it for the ave​rage listener, and the genius of the Stones is that they went a step ahead of the average listener and then rendered it accessible for everyone, including schmucks like your humble servant. The thing is not done in the Stones' usual «dirty» blues style, but neither does it have anything in common with the bland «reverential» style in which slow Delta and Chicago blues are often played by polite white performers — this here is reverence with a flair, aimed at laying bare all the pain and aimlessness of life that remained implied in Johnson's old blues. The three key in​gredients are: (a) Keith's acoustic riff, plucked so that you can actually taste every single string ping (kudos to Glyn Johns for engineering that sound) and having more in common with Fifties' soul and doo-wop than with Delta blues — but also introducing a harsh breaking «chop» at the end of each verse that is all pure Keith; this is the breath of the protagonist, interrupted by the occasional choke; (b) Keith's slide overdubs — the most ethereal, transcendental part of the song, a barrage of emotional drops-and-surges that could seriously compete, in terms of harmonic accents, with the best of George Harrison's lead work; these are the pangs of desperation, or the silent suppressions of unbearable pain by the protagonist; (c) Ry Cooder's mandolin break — the perfect icing on the cake to represent an outburst of subdued crying (to be replaced with Mick Taylor's soaring electric solos in concert — as perfect as perfect blueswailing is concerned, yet less original and evocative than Cooder's part). Throw in Mick's vocal, intentionally avoiding any signs of sentimentality but attempting to convey that abandoned-and-broken feel through a sort of self-resigned intonation, and you got yourself what might be the single most unconventionally beautiful song in the Stones catalog (where by «unconventionally» I mean «avoiding predictable means such as strings, harpsichords, and falsettos»).
The perfection of the other songs will be commented upon only briefly, so as not to turn this review into a mini-novel, but here goes: ʽLive With Meʼ — single most memorable bass line in Stones history (and played by Keith, too!), particularly since it holds together the entire song and provides Keith and Mick Taylor with their first opportunity to weave left- and right-channel licks around each other, plus featuring the album's most hilarious lyrics, satirizing British nobility (was it for the line "the meat I eat for dinner must be hung up for a week" that Sir Mick Jagger ended up knighted, I wonder?); ʽYou Got The Silverʼ — the first and greatest of Keith's country ballads, if only because he could still sing at the time and still retained a good sense for form and structure that would later prove to be incompatible with heroin; ʽMonkey Manʼ — Nicky Hopkins' opening piano flourish alone would suffice to proclaim it a classic, yet it also goes on to feature not one, but two of the album's greatest guitar riffs, while lyrically, you could construe it as Mick's answer to ʽI Am The Walrusʼ, the hero gleefully wallowing in his self-absurdization. (On second thought, maybe it's not that absurd: certainly Mick Jagger as a "monkey man" makes more sense than John Lennon as The Eggman... or does it?). Even ʽCountry Honkʼ, the original vision of ʽHonky Tonk Womenʼ before Mick Taylor took it into the much more familiar barroom-rock direction, is redeemed by the inimitable fiddle of Byron Berline, though I would not break the consensus on the track being the most expendable one here — still, it's much more fun than ʽDear Doctorʼ, and there's always something to be said for a brief moment of lighthearted catchy fun on a heavy​weight record like this one.
And so, nothing less than the London Bach Choir to finish off the Rolling Stones' finest forty five minutes in the studio — I do agree that ʽYou Can't Always Get What You Wantʼ might be trying a bit too hard to give the album a ʽHey Judeʼ-like epic conclusion (personally, I've never much liked the verse about the mysterious Mr. Jimmy and never understood why it was so important for us to learn that he and Mick decided to get a soda), but the song's main advantage is in how it seamlessly sews together anthemic gospel elation with the Stones' usual earthiness, bitterness, and cynicism, both of these sides already symbolically represented in the opening French horn solo as played by Al Kooper, where he first goes high up to Heaven and then plunges back to Earth — and then mirrored in reverse by the chorus, which begins cynically ("you can't always get what you want") but ends with a firm promise of hope ("but if you try sometimes..."). On the whole, the song offers a more uplifting finale than ʽSalt Of The Earthʼ, even if technically, both of them end the same way — with the entire band galloping away from the listener at top speed, Nicky Hopkins its temporary commander-in-piano; but the tonality of the ʽSalt Of The Earthʼ finale was ambiguous, mixing exuberance with anxiety, whereas ʽYou Can't...ʼ pretends to be convincing us that even after all our love was in vain, even after all the storms and fires swept over our streets, even after all the midnight ramblers and monkey men occupied our dirty filthy basements, there's still some terrific hope ahead. Heads up for Altamont! Never ever again would they dare end a record on an anthemic optimistic note like that one, because look what's happened the last time we did it.
And finally, returning to the opening theme of the review: it does seem a bit ironic that the best (in my opinion, of course) Stones album ever is the only Stones album to prominently feature only one Stones guitarist, what with the band having always been so dependent on guitar inter​play between two of them. But there is, perhaps, a certain internal — and humorous — logic to this as well: the best «weaving» partner for Keith that there ever was turns out to be... Keith him​self. I mean, in a series of calls-and-responses, who'd be the more likely partner to provide you with a perfect answer to your question and to correctly predict the next one than yourself? The only additional necessary condition would be to keep your mind open to suggestions and pers​pectives — and no time was more ripe for that than 1968-1969, when the not-yet-greatest-rock'n'roll-band-in-the-world still had something left to prove. 

And even more importantly than proving their God-like status and their readiness to take over the world in the dawning era of rock deities, jet planes, and coke parties, they had to prove how much — and how purely, genuinely, committedly — they loved the very spirit of the music they were playing, the individual and collective textures of each single overtone. I could, perhaps, concede that there are Stones records out there that feature, purely quantitatively, a larger number of great songs, from Between The Buttons all the way to Sticky Fingers, but no single Stones album really has a more juicy, velvety, sonically seductive feel to it than Let It Bleed, with Keith's instincts somehow sharpened to an all-time high. No electric guitar, not even Tony Iommi's, has ever sounded more sinister than the one on ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ; and no acoustic guitar, not even Jimmy Page's, has ever sounded more intimate than the one on ʽLove In Vainʼ — all right, so this is a personal opinion that you can take or leave, but you should at least definitely take note of it if you've reached this far down. So let this thumbs up rating bleed all over you as you are slowly intimidated into agreeing that this is, in fact, one of the three or four greatest rock records of all time. I mean, how could it not be, with that fantastic album cover and all? 
GET YER YA-YA'S OUT! (1970)
1) Jumpin' Jack Flash; 2) Carol; 3) Stray Cat Blues; 4) Love In Vain; 5) Midnight Rambler; 6) Sympathy For The Devil; 7) Live With Me; 8) Little Queenie; 9) Honky Tonk Women; 10) Street Fighting Man.

The Rolling Stones' second live album is not simply their best live album ever — much like its only serious competition from the same year, the Who's Live At Leeds, it is a unique sonic and, dare I say it, spiritual experience that either defines «Rolling-Stonism» or transcends it, depen​ding on your default feelings for this confusing term. As far as live performances go in general, the Stones have had their ups and downs, depending on a mix of factors such as drugs, musical fads, and age, yet on the whole, one way or another, a Stones show has always been a terrific experience, especially if you were there in person. However, there was a brief period — a very brief period, largely limited to the Stones' American tour of 1969 — when a Stones show was something bigger, deeper, and perhaps even scarier than just a Stones show.
Two documents capture this brief glimpse best, and can hardly be discussed separately from each other: Get Yer Ya-Ya's Out!, the live album culled from the band's performances at Madison Square Garden on November 27-28, and Gimme Shelter, the Maysles brothers' documentary of the North American tour in general, culminating with footage from the Altamont disaster and the ensuing reactions. Gimme Shelter is the more complete of the two, of course — Ya-Ya's only offers you the first chapter of the story, whereas Gimme Shelter focuses just as heavily on the inevitable denouement. The reason why Gimme Shelter remains such a fascinating experience after all these years, proudly retaining its status of one of the best musical documentaries ever made, is because it was brilliantly molded by its creators in the shape of a Faustian story — here is this supremely powerful, transcendent, God-like musical force that holds an entire young nation in its magical grip... and here comes the payoff, when the Devil, to whom they have alle​gedly sold their souls, finally arrives to collect. Of course, it is all largely a matter of clever editing — from Jagger's opening triumphant "Welcome to the breakfast show!" to the final ex​pression on his face as he gets up and walks away, stunned, from watching the murder footage — but no artistic hyperbole could have such a psychologically devastating effect if it hadn't been at least partially rooted in some deep truth.
There is actually a very deep, though not immediately obvious, rift between the Stones' functio​ning as a live touring band at the end of 1969 and everything they did later — starting off with the infamous touring debaucheries of 1971-72 and beyond. Already in 1972, as can be easily seen in the Ladies And Gentlemen movie, or heard on the classic Brussels Affair release from the next year, the Stones' live show was precisely that — a live show. The glam era had settled in, and the emphasis was placed on extravagance, «going crazy», glitzy costumes, running around, simula​ting totally drunk behavior, and doing much of this at the expense of musicality (although as long as anchorman Mick Taylor was still in the band and Keith was still too constrained by drug intake to do as much jumping and flailing around as he'd begin doing post-clean-up, the musical side still remained impressive). Yet, in a certain way, that, too, could look like a subconscious result of Altamont: one might go as far as to say that Jagger's firm switching to the "It's only rock'n'roll, but I like it" mentality was caused by a deep wish to prevent any further Altamonts. After 1970, The Rolling Stones went on stage to give you a good time. That was all. Could they be blamed for that after what happened on December 6, 1969?
But these here tracks — they were recorded one week earlier than December 6, and at that time The Rolling Stones were a different band. They had only just overcome a huge crisis, and come out completely on top — having established the Jagger/Richards songwriting partnership as the No. 1 partnership in the world (now that the Lennon/McCartney one was over), having acquired a fresh new second guitarist whose well-honed blues-rock chops gave them added confidence in an era of rock guitar gods, and, most importantly, having understood that the world as everybody knew it was really changing, and that they, the brand-new reformed, arrogant, talented, self-confident Rolling Stones, could be spearheading that change the way they liked it.
This is, in fact, the first thing I hear in Get Yer Ya-Ya's Out! — the gleeful pride, the self-con​fidence, the ecstatic feel of a freshly trained magician who realizes that the whole world now lies at his feet. And to do that, they did not even have to begin the album with a set of overdubbed introductions from their road manager, Sam Cutler, announcing "the greatest rock'n'roll band in the world, The Rolling Stones!", a somewhat self-obvious fact at the time — the opening chords to ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ would have sufficed alone.

Amusingly, some people have complained over the years about the slowness of the performances as a detrimental factor in their enjoyment of the record — comparing it unfavorably with bootlegs and semi-bootlegs from the subsequent Taylor-era tours of 1971-73, where the average tempo of the songs would be sped up and they would allegedly acquire more «kick-ass power». I have always found this argument to be completely laughable, because it is precisely the slowness, the willingness to take the extra time to unfurl the demonic potential of this material, the chance to properly savor every distorted lick from Keith's guitar and every grinning snarl from Mick's mouth, that gives Ya-Ya's its unique power. It is, of course, very important that all the classics played there were still so fresh at the time — when you have five thousand performances of ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ and ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ behind the belt, it must be damn hard to find yet another chunk of your soul that you could invest in the five thousand and first one — but it is not even the freshness, per se, that matters so much, as an instinctively felt belief that what they did actually mattered, that these performances could double as entertainment and a certain wake-up call-to-action addressed to the audience at the same time. The Stones were not alone in this, of course: The Who, Hendrix, The Doors, and a host of lesser performers all shared the same drive, but The Stones had a certain advantage over all of them.

Two players were absolutely essential for «the breakfast show» — Mick and Keith. These days, whenever you watch a 1969 clip on YouTube, the average comment usually goes «thank God for Mick Taylor», but, at the risk of causing the ire of all the guitar god aficionados out there, I would say the greatest thing that Taylor brought to the band was a sharpening of the senses and instincts of Keith, who'd felt himself threatened — there was no way he could easily pick up on all the subtleties and complexities of Mick Taylor's fretwork, so, unless he wanted to become reduced to a mere helping hand on the stage, he had to somewhat compensate for this in other ways; and the sound that he came up with, based on open tunings, distorted tones, and a serious modernisation of Chuck Berry's signature licks, became the epitome of classic hard rock, combi​ning the atmosphere of The Barroom, The Battlefield, and The Seventh Circle of Hell. "Watch it!" goes Mick at the opening notes of ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ, and regardless of what he really meant, I've always interpreted it as "Stand back! One step closer to those amps and you go down in flames, mortal!" And the speed — yes, they play it significantly slower than they would do in 1972, but that is just so that you can taste the complete, unabridged power of each single chord in Keith's riff. The mid-section and the outro, too, consist of little other than Keith driving home, one after another, bar after bar of the same repetitive bridge riff (if Taylor is playing lead over it, it is intentionally left inaudible by the engineer), but it has all the brutality of a Tony Iommi, ex​tended with an extra feel of recklessness and rustic hooliganry.
It is for this exact reason that they slow down two Chuck Berry covers — again, both in the past and in the future they would play Chuck as fast as Chuck would play himself, but on this occa​sion, ʽCarolʼ and ʽLittle Queenieʼ are placed in «draggy» mode, for two reasons only: (a) so that Keith can flash his new-found jagged, angular, dirty-offensive post-Berry sound in your face — each of his lead guitar responses to each of Mick's lines on the verses is a priceless slice of nasty arrogance; (b) so that Mick can flash his drawn out, insulting, insinuating, swaggery tone in your face — give him one more year and his on-stage singing would largely shift to faux-drunk barking and brawling, but here he is still capable of gleefully extending and swirling his creaky vowels ("it's not too far back on the highway, not so long a ri-i-i-i-i-de..."). Next to this sound, both of Chuck's originals fall on the innocence level of Chubby Checker: where, in the past, "go, go, go, little queenie!" could really sound like it actually had something to do with a girl dancing, here the implied activity is clearly a much less sublimated one than a rock'n'roll dance. And it sure has everything to do with the fact of Mick changing the infamous ʽStray Cat Bluesʼ line from "I can see that you're 15 years old" to "I can see that you're 13 years old", too.
While I am certainly not implying that the songs here are all superior to their studio versions (like all great studio/live bands at the time, the Stones knew very well how to bring out some aspects of their tunes in the studio and others on stage), they are all clearly far more ferocious than the studio equivalents. Cue ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ, which inevitably loses its subtle, suspenseful, quiet-creepy nocturnal atmosphere, but gets an entirely new and equally exciting coat of tough, gritty, sinister rumble, with a lower, growlier, thicker tone from Keith and a sharp blues-rock lead reply from Taylor — additionally, it also becomes a highlight in illustrating the band's newly found jam power, with Keith and Charlie hacking it out with machine-like precision on the long race after the first two verses; and the "well, did you hear about the Boston... WHAM!" mid-section, so quiet and understated on the studio version, is here turned into a macabre, bloody execution, as Jagger (probably) whips the stage with his long red scarf. Again, by the way, they take the song at a slower tempo than they would on the ensuing tours — a tempo that is perfectly suited to bringing out its chilling potential, instead of just making it look like yet another basic rock'n'roll number, for some reason, extended way out of proportion.

In a context like this, even a supposedly innocent tune of barroom happiness like their latest single, ʽHonky Tonk Womenʼ — which, in its original studio recording, with the cowbell and the brass backing and the somewhat subdued guitar tones, did really sound like a bunch of drunken sailors having harmless sailor fun in the local tavern — acquires an unusually sinister sheen: here, Keith's opening riff plainly states, "don't fuck with me, or I swear to God I'll kill ya", and Mick's sexual boasting, with each syllable perfectly enunciated from the back of his throat, gets all Me​phistophelian, as if, you know, he were pledging to have sex with each member of the audience right then and there, male, female, or otherwise, because he's got enough of that demon seed to satisfy everybody. Ask Keith's guitar for confirmation of said fact.
But just so as not to go completely overboard and make it seem like darkness, sexuality, and hidden menace are all that matters, there are also some performances that invest very heavily in sheer musicality — one of these, paradoxically as it sounds, being ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ, here reinterpreted as more of a funk than a samba number and, consequently, featuring some of Charlie's funkiest drumming ever (he does a very steady and convincing, if not particularly in​ventive job), and a Richards/Taylor sparring lead guitar duel that has long since passed into legend, with people debating even today over which of the two solos is superior — Keith's or Mick's. At least this is unquestionably Keith's finest lead break on the stage, ever: instead of the broken, «sputtering», high-pitched banshee shrieks on the studio version, here he delivers a more tightly integrated melodic passage that follows an impeccable, mistake-free musical logic, goes through a couple of ecstatic climaxes, and finally goes down in a perfect resolving flourish, like an immaculately rehearsed public speech, oriented at maximum effect. Taylor then picks it up from the exact same notes, demonstrates his technical superiority, and makes the song climax a few more times before it ends — but for Taylor this is more or less a routine job, whereas Keith would never ever deliver another solo like that, period. (By the way, it is very easy to think of Keith as a horrible lead guitar player based on the past thirty years or so — you should always go back to 1969 to remember that there was a time when the man could churn out fluent, coherent lead melodies with almost the same ease with which he churned out those riffs).
Taylor's properly stellar moment arrives with ʽLove In Vainʼ, where the slow blues nature of the song gives him his real chance to shine — again, what they have here is neither better nor worse than the studio recording, with its mix of psychedelic slide licks and archaic mandolin trills, but simply different, focusing on Taylor's gift to convert 12-bar blues into uplifting lyricism (unsur​prisingly, perhaps, ʽLove In Vainʼ is the only song from Ya-Ya's that would sound every bit as good on the subsequent Taylor tours, mostly because Mick was the only member of the band to have not undergone any serious stylistic changes post-1970).
And so we arrive at the most interesting, and disturbing, question of all: so was it really this music, with all of its demonic power, that was responsible for the Altamont debacle? The easiest answer is to simply brush it off — after all, Altamont trouble started out even before the Rolling Stones arrived at the concert, not to mention that answering «yes» without any scientific proof would only play into the hands of idiots blaming rock music for the end of the world. But behind that easiness, there still lurks some un-easiness as well — and at the very least, I can vouch for myself, namely, that I have always felt some sort of presence behind the music on Ya-Ya's. Of course, I am not talking about anything supernatural (though it would be fun, wouldn't it?): I am saying that the element of provocation, as delivered over the course of a Rolling Stones show in November 1969, even if it may superficially look weaker than their completely over-the-top behavior of the following decade, is actually much stronger in terms of sheer sonic substance. (And visual, too: just compare this shamanistic clip of ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ from Gimme Shelter with this speedier, rowdier, bawdier version from Ladies And Gentlemen two years later and then tell me which one's got more mesmerizing power). 
No, it is not really about provoking you into sleeping with 13-year olds, shoving knives right down somebody's throat, fighting in the streets, or even (horrors!) beginning to take tea at three — but it is about provoking you to «think dan​gerous», whatever that might mean for anybody in particular. For some girls (and boys), it might mean wanting to have sex with Mick Jagger; for some, it might mean wanting to go out there and fight the system; for some, it might mean wanting to pull a knife or a gun — you never really know. Whatever be the case, Get Yer Ya-Ya's Out! is a far more disturbing record than all those comparatively mild albums by Prince, AC/DC, and Twisted Sister that would fuel the ridiculous discussion over ratings and parental control in the Eighties — precisely because it transcends the vaudeville limits of «shock rock» and taps into certain Freudian zones where people should not always be admitted without a legal guardian of sorts. I do know that for me, this is the perfect record to play when I get the serious urge to kill somebody — there's nothing as spiritually refreshing and morally relieving as a good old murder in open-G tuning, you know. A juicy, dirty, bloody thumbs up for an experience that could never again be properly replicated — although, after Altamont, I couldn't really blame the Stones for switching the genre tag from «dark ritual» to «glitzy vaudeville».
PS. Technical detail: if you are seriously interested in the deluxe CD reissue of the album, it is not worthy of much attention unless you are a fanatical completist. All you get is an extra set of five live songs from the same shows (including acoustic performances of ʽProdigal Sonʼ and ʽYou Gotta Moveʼ) that, with the exception of a completely re-tuned ʽSatisfactionʼ, do not have the intensity of the originally released material; and mini-sets from the Stones' supporting acts — B. B. King and Ike and Tina Turner — that should probably be enjoyed within the context of those artists' own careers (though, I must say, Tina's quasi-pornographic performance of ʽI've Been Loving You Too Longʼ as captured in Gimme Shelter totally fits in with the atmosphere). Perhaps with time, we might be lucky enough to get cleaned-up and remastered versions of addi​tional performances from the same tour, but there's no telling how long we have to wait for that.
STICKY FINGERS (1971)
1) Brown Sugar; 2) Sway; 3) Wild Horses; 4) Can't You Hear Me Knocking; 5) You Gotta Move; 6) Bitch; 7) I Got The Blues; 8) Sister Morphine; 9) Dead Flowers; 10) Moonlight Mile.

Unlike Exile On Main St., Sticky Fingers does not reflect any particularly cohesive, specially-flavored single moment in Stones history. A large part of the record was written and even recor​ded before Altamont, and an even larger chunk already after the band had survived Altamont and emerged as the most notorious and still-overpowered survivor from the Sixties, with The Who still on their tail as a close second. Sometime around 1970-71 The Rolling Stones unofficially became rock music's Royalty Incarnate, a band that, from now on, would be granted complete pardon from any artistic sins — I mean, all their albums from 1971 to 1981, no matter how good or bad they were, went straight to No. 1 on the US charts (UK audiences were a bit more discer​ning, but not by much), yes, even Emotional Rescue. Essentially, of course, it was the 1965-69 legacy that provided them with a decade of full credit (and then three more decades of partial credit); still, for a while, even with the heavy weight of those crowns on their heads, they did continue to work towards paying off that credit rather than sinking in debt.
By 1971, things had changed in many, many different ways. The Rolling Stones had their own label now, their own tongue logo, their complete freedom to do whatever and whichever way they wanted to. They were beginning to see far more money than usual — and more money also meant more drugs for Keith and whoever wanted to follow in his footsteps. And they were also part of that whole new world that saw glam, shock, decadence, and hedonism as the legitimate inheritors of the hippie worldview — heck, if the idea of loving your neighbor turned out so hard to imple​ment, then what about the idea of loving yourself? An idea that, for the Stones, was even easier to implement than for the others, since there was very little about loving your neighbor in their music anyway — unless it's a "brown sugar, how come you taste so good?" way of loving your neighbor, that is.

This is the big reason why I have always felt a little... reserved about Sticky Fingers, regardless of the sheer number of magnificent tunes on that record. Many people might not even sense the thin, but solid line that separates Sticky Fingers from Let It Bleed, but I am fairly sure it is there, in all those little things. The zipper cover. The occasional crude line like "sometimes I'm sexy, move like a stud, kicking the stall all night". The small touches of hedonism and pretentiousness, and the relative lack of subtlety of approach. It has its advantages, too — the sheer sonic depth of the music at its best overrides even the most complex dynamics of Beggar's Banquet and Let It Bleed — but it is a record which is generally easier for me to admire than to make friends with, or to deposit its echoes deep in my bone marrow, as was done with Let It Bleed. In a way, this is the beginning of the end for the Stones, although, in another way, few things can be more fascina​ting or intriguing than «the beginning of the end» for the greatest rock'n'roll band in the world.
A bit of clarification is in order. As the leading creative forces in the band, Mick and Keith had both reached full artistic maturity around 1966-67, and were at the height of their imaginative powers for the rest of the decade. But as things became easier around them, and less and less was left to be proven with the passing of time, their personal demons began the gradual task of over​riding them. For Mick, demon #1 was theatrical narcissism — an unbeatable drive to place him​self, or, rather, his stage personality at the center of things, where it could easily end up sounding self-parodic rather than self-ironic. For Keith, demon #1 was simply letting himself go, without tempering his desire to play balls-out rock'n'roll with musical inventiveness and intelligence — and that demon, too, was perhaps stimulated by the arrival of Mick Taylor, whereupon Keith could relax from the challenge of Let It Bleed and think of himself largely as The Riffmeister, whose main duty would be to supply The Crunch and then watch his young disciple throw in additional ingredients. Quite tempting, especially in the light of how much free time such an approach could provide for scoring another shot.
Both of these demons are already quite evident on Sticky Fingers, but here they are still made to behave, if only because Mick's narcissistic tendencies largely work in his favor on songs like ʽSwayʼ and ʽMoonlight Mileʼ, and because Keith's grade-A riffage, combined with Taylor's grade-A blues soloing, cannot be blamed. Like, technically, there might not be a lot going on in a song like ʽBitchʼ — the stereotypical Stones riff-rocker, the kind of song to be praised by the traditional critics and loathed by the "it's only rock'n'roll, so I hate it" type of fans — but the sheer nastiness of that riff, its «we-mean-business, get-out-of-our-way» attitude knows no rivals, and to this must be added the power of the horn section that somehow found itself totally attuned to Keith's message. The climactic moment is the instrumental break, where Keith remembers and reconfigures every Chuck Berry lick, but sets them in the service of the slash-and-bust-and-burn party rather than the high school hop circle — once the man soaks himself in kerosene and lights that match, you just totally forget that this is a song about sex drive, because if it still were, the poor lady would have to be scraped from the ceiling in bits and pieces. (For that matter, while far from all live versions of the song live up to the studio recording, a few actually manage to exceed it in terms of raw viciousness — everybody should check out at least this performance from Feb. 26, 1973 in Sydney: Keith must have been doing cold turkey or something, because he sounded like a total maniac, and the rest of the band got totally caught up in the proceedings). 

It would not take long for the exact same approach to acquire a sillier, more harmless entertain​ment-oriented sheen (think ʽStar Starʼ or ʽDance Little Sisterʼ), but on Sticky Fingers everybody could still get in focus and conjure up some real inflammatory anger — although, come to think of it, it is rather startling that the whole album only has something like two straightahead rockers: ʽBitchʼ is one, ʽBrown Sugarʼ is another, and, for that matter, the original version of ʽBrown Sugarʼ still sounds rather soft and tame compared to what the song would soon become in live performance. (The expanded edition of the album adds a different version, recorded in 1970 rather than 1969, with Eric Clapton sitting in on slide guitar — that one is actually faster and crunchier, beginning with the three-chord rather than two-chord intro, more familiar to Stones show goers, but one reason why they might have wanted to go with the earlier one is to preserve the «studio / live» difference that was always so characteristic of their hits).
Speaking of ʽBrown Sugarʼ, this song, more than anything, symbolizes why this is the end of one phase for the band and the beginning of a new one. The big rock'n'roll hits of 1968-69, starting with the traumatic message of ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ and ending with the barroom glee of ʽHonky Tonk Womenʼ, were not «just» nasty riff-rockers — there was always a story, a vibe, a positive or a thoughtful feeling behind each of them. The vibe of ʽBrown Sugarʼ, however, is nastiness and nastiness alone: it is a 100% cock-rocker with lyrics that were deeply provocative even for the politically incorrect standards of 1971 (and it is a huge testament to the override-all power of the Rolling Stones that they have performed them unchanged for 45 years, with the exception of exactly one line — "you should have heard him just around midnight" instead of "hear him whip the women just around midnight", although, to be fair, Mick already sang it with the amended lyrics as early as 1971). It is perversely delicious, unbeatable, unforgettable, insulting, and per​haps super-indicative of the arrival of a whole new era, but there is also a certain aura of point​lessness around this song that I could never shake off. Although, considering how "brown sugar" is also a street term for heroin, it is hilarious to hear stadiums choked to the brim with hundreds of thousands of people joining in the "brown sugar, how come you taste so good?" refrain — no​body except Sir Mick Jagger could get away with something like that.

If there is one single overriding topic to the album, it is decay and decadence: about half of the songs are about decaying and falling apart, and the other half is about trying to put the pieces back together and starting anew. This is not how it used to be — even on Let It Bleed, their darkest album to that point, the dangers seemed to come from the outside, and the protagonist seemed strong and healthy enough to fend them off (it is not he who is bleeding, but others who can do it on him). But in 1971, this demon life has finally got the lyrical hero of the Stones in its sway, he got the blues, he watched his loved one suffer a dull aching pain, he's been begging on his knees, he's stuck in his basement room with a needle and a spoon and a head full of snow... in short, life's not too good, and it isn't just a matter of Altamont — it's a matter of rock stardom, whose harsh price had already been paid in full by the first members of Club 27 and was already being paid on a yearly installation plan by Mick and (especially) Keith.
The saving grace of Sticky Fingers is how real all that trouble is made to seem. It is very easy to blame all the Stones' problems on the Stones themselves if you want to play it rough, and it is just as easy to absorb them from all responsibility if you want to play it merciful — but what matters is not the objective truth, but rather how convincingly Mick and Keith are able to plead their cases. The best songs on the album are infused with a dark, perceptive psychologism, and if you concentrate on it long and hard enough, you may, indeed, fall in love with Sticky Fingers for the right rather than the wrong reason — like, for instance, the reason that no previous Stones album ever had a song like ʽSwayʼ on it before. A slow, lazy-moving, introspective self-analysis of a self-destructive rock'n'roll hero? They were too young for that before, but now the time is right to subject themselves to a bit of homebrewn psychoanalysis. Narcissistic, but not unreasonable.
And for all the creepiness of dark horror fantasies like ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ and the overwhelming awe of apocalyptic visions like ʽGimme Shelterʼ, nothing beats ʽSister Morphineʼ as arguably the scariest song in the Stones' entire catalog. Of course, the song was written much earlier, at the end of 1968, and originally given to Marianne Faithfull (more accurately, said to be co-written with Marianne, who is probably responsible for at least some of the lyrics; the most eerie thing about the song is that her single was released in February '69, approximately half a year before she overdosed on barbiturates and narrowly escaped with her life while staying in Australia with Mick). But where Marianne's version concentrated on the pain aspect of the experience — phy​sical and emotional — Mick, ever the playful pawn of Satan, focuses on the demonic aspect of it, and all the carefully orchestrated build-up of the song illustrates the hero's gradual descent into Hell, even if we have little idea of which particular circle would drug addicts be assigned to. Al​though the recording features one of Mick's finest vocal performances (he gets in character so vividly that the experience far transcends the boundaries of rock theater), and although Ry Coo​der turns in an equally disturbing performance on slide guitar, top prize goes to Jack Nitzsche, who plays his specially treated piano as if it were the doorbell on Hell's own gates. In the process, ʽSister Morphineʼ becomes a song about retribution — a Shakespearian soliloquy from the tragic hero's dying bed — and God only knows what was going through the heads of our heroes while they were recording this. I'd be mighty surprised — and disappointed — to learn that no trepida​tion whatsoever was felt in the studio.
As a sidenote, it would be unjust not to mention Mick Taylor and the difference that his full status made on Sticky Fingers. Taylor, it must be said, was always an outsider to Stones-ism, and this was not only reflected in his image (on the stage, he preferred to side with Bill Wyman as the quietly-standing Stone) but also in his sound — unlike Keith Richards, the highway rogue of rock'n'roll, Mick was a near-academically trained bluesman, more interested in developing the lyrical potential of the blues-rock solo than in creating an aura of roughness, nastiness, and de​bauchery. The good news is that one did not necessarily contradict the other, as we'd already witnessed on the live performances on Ya-Ya's, and here it is further confirmed in the lengthy instrumental passages on ʽSwayʼ and, most notably, on the record's grandest number, ʽCan't You Hear Me Knockingʼ.
The latter is a particularly fine example of everything that was best in both Keith Richards and Mick Taylor in their prime. The opening of ʽCan't You Hear Me Knockingʼ is what I never get tired of calling «rock'n'roll incarnate» — the twenty seconds of raw, dry, powerful riffage before Mick steps in with the vocals is something that might seem quite simple and generic, yet never in my whole life have I heard a piece of rock'n'roll riffage that would better qualify as a piece of timeless art. Note how, over these few bars, Keith never repeats the same phrase twice — he starts out and ends at about the same chords, but every individual phrase is different, making the passage sound like an improvised, discontented, grizzled, grumbly guitar monolog. It might be a drunken stroll along the alleyway, or an intentionally confusing show-off from a martial arts student, or whatever you'd like it to be, but mostly, it is just an arrogant one-man show of how we set them rules up and then we break them — compare this to, say, a tightly disciplined riff-rocker from AC/DC or Judas Priest, executed with the precision of a well-trained Wehrmacht officer, and that's Keith Richards for you.
The song itself, once the vocals come in, is a classic tale of cocaine-eyes decadence, but its lyrics do not matter so much in the overall context: the band did not initially intend to transform it into an instrumental jam (there's an alternate short version in the deluxe edition), but once this actually happened, almost by accident, the tune became much more than just a blues-rocker about drugs and decay. The groove sustained by the rhythm section is Latin in texture, but Stones-like in spirit, and gives Taylor ample space to shine with a guitar solo that is positively minimalistic for him, favoring tone over complexity. With the first lick coming in around 4:57, even if you were sort of drifting during the brass section interlude, it is all but impossible not to be drawn to the speakers: if anything, it is Taylor's first and last attempt to conjure the Devil on a Stones record, and even though his Devil is far more polished and clean-cut than Keith's, it can sound no less dangerous. The result is one of the most mysterious tracks in the band's catalog — it would be easy to say that they were just trying to produce something long-winded and sophisticated in the era of jam bands and prog rockers, but they really had their own agenda in this, and there's a feeling of sus​pense, inherent danger, confusion, menace, attack, and terrified flight in this jam that is the logical successor of ʽGimme Shelterʼ and ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ. Imagine yourself knockin' all around your town, late at night, when, all of a sudden, the Mick Taylor Solo Demon swoops upon you right out of the blue. Hey, it can actually get scary.

I have never been much of a fan of the band's interpretation of Fred McDowell's ʽYou Gotta Moveʼ (straightahead blues covers were way past the Stones' primary zone of interest at the time), yet the song's judgement-day sentiment fits right in with the album's message — older bluesmen may have been singing the line "you may be rich, child, you may be poor" with emphasis on "poor", and the Stones may have been singing it with emphasis on "rich", but, you know, when the Lord gets ready, you gotta move. On the other hand, after all these years I am still not attuned to the alleged magic of ʽI Got The Bluesʼ, which seems to me a melodic and spiritual misstep compared to the far more convincing ragged gospel of Exile On Main St. The best thing about the song is probably Billy Preston's inspired organ break, but compositionally, it is way too deri​vative of ʽI've Been Loving You Too Longʼ (which they'd already covered anyway), and most importantly, Mick's vocal delivery is modeled way too much on formulaic soul singing: he seems too tied up by convention here to come up with a truly moving performance.
Where he is not tied up by convention is on the album's most beautiful song — and no, that is not the overplayed (if still beautiful) ʽWild Horsesʼ, but the closing ballad ʽMoonlight Mileʼ. If there is really at least one fantastic progressive achievement on Sticky Fingers, it is that, for once, the Stones found just the proper grand epic note to bring things down to a close, even if it took them hiring Elton John's string arranger (Paul Buckmaster) to provide it.

What makes these early Seventies' Stones albums so outstanding is how Mick Jagger, despite already being a super-rich, spoiled rock star with (allegedly) not a care in the world, was still capable of convincing you how, behind all these riches, he could be miserable and suffering, and how, beyond that misery and suffering, he could discern salvation — and how he could so effort​lessly transfer these feelings to the listener. ʽMoonlight Mileʼ was the first of several great, great Stones songs that could act like soothing balm on one's aching soul, and a large part of that was owed to Mick Jagger, the singer. Here, he is not aping Otis Redding or Solomon Burke — in fact, terrible as it may seem to even suggest this, I would still suggest that here he is being Mick Jagger, honestly complaining about "the sound of strangers sending nothing to my mind", yearning for peace and relief. The song reaches its climax around 4:00, after a series of orchest​ral «thrusts» that suggest an attempt to throw one's burden down... but it is never really made clear if the final resolution represents true salvation or if it's merely a matter of optimistic vision. 

In any case, it is ʽMoonlight Mileʼ that ties together all the loose ends and takes on the function of ʽA Day In The Lifeʼ for this record — something grand, something that transcends the relatively mundane concerns of the rest of the songs, something that offers redemption from the sins of ʽBrown Sugarʼ and ʽBitchʼ. When Mick, having started out with a soft, languid, relatively calm intonation, finally winds himself up to the last ecstatic "just about a moonlight mile... on down the road, down the road, down the road!", it's like the perfect moment we've all been waiting for: the coming out moment, when the mask is removed and the grinning sinner flings himself to the ground in tears, relieving himself of all the built-up pressure. Which also makes ʽMoonlight Mileʼ the perfect song for everybody who'd like to empathize to some soul-blues classic but does not feel guilty enough to put oneself on the same level with afflicted blues dudes — ʽMoonlight Mileʼ is about making you feel good after making you feel bad even if you're a million-dollar-per-day spender. You may be rich, child, you may be poor, it don't matter, Mr. Jagger has just invented his personal confessional genre and opened it up for everybody. Does any of that make sense? Maybe it doesn't, but I've just listened to the song one more time, and one more time, I had tears swelling in my eyes at the conclusion, so at least that much is an objective fact.
Without ʽMoonlight Mileʼ, Sticky Fingers would be a great album and a small step down from Let It Bleed. With ʽMoonlight Mileʼ, Sticky Fingers is still a small step down from Let It Bleed on the whole, but a step up in some particulars — namely, it adds personal psychologism to the table, on the same level as John Lennon's Plastic Ono Band or Joni Mitchell's Blue or any of those other renowned singer-songwriter albums from the early 1970s, psychologism of the same quality, if certainly not in the same quantity. And it is made all the more fascinating if you simply consider the emotional / atmospheric distance from ʽBrown Sugarʼ (the epitome of snarling, grinning nastiness) to ʽMoonlight Mileʼ — no other artist in musical history could muster the same antipodes of ugliness and beauty of such high quality on the same album. (Those American apostles of the Stones, Aerosmith, certainly used the contrast as a blueprint for their own records, but much as I love Rocks, I wouldn't even begin to dare bring the contrast between ʽBack In The Saddleʼ and ʽHome Tonightʼ into comparison: perhaps ʽBack In The Saddleʼ could compete with the cockiness of ʽBrown Sugarʼ, but ʽHome Tonightʼ could never stand up to ʽMoonlight Mileʼ).

Anyway, it is really pointless to ask yourself whether Let It Bleed is better than Sticky Fingers or vice versa, because, as I said, they represent two different stages of the band. Let It Bleed was a record by a band that was not yet 100% sure whether they made it to the top of the world or not. Sticky Fingers is a record by a band that knows for a fact that it is sitting on top of the world, and wants you to know that (a) it quite enjoys sitting on top of the world, thank you very much, and (b) you know, actually, sitting on top of the world can be quite a drag sometime, but (c) it's not really that much different from sitting anywhere else, because all the problems essentially remain the same. Agree with the message? Then it's a thumbs up all the way.
EXILE ON MAIN ST. (1972)
1) Rocks Off; 2) Rip This Joint; 3) Shake Your Hips; 4) Casino Boogie; 5) Tumbling Dice; 6) Sweet Virginia; 7) Torn And Frayed; 8) Sweet Black Angel; 9) Loving Cup; 10) Happy; 11) Turd On The Run; 12) Ventilator Blues; 13) I Just Want To See His Face; 14) Let It Loose; 15) All Down The Line; 16) Stop Breaking Down; 17) Shine A Light; 18) Soul Survivor.

I cannot decidedly join the strong chorus proclaiming Exile On Main St. to be the greatest album ever put out by The Rolling Stones — but what I can do is put it in that vague category of «One Last Sideways Blast», you know, where you kind of feel like the artist's peak is probably behind the artist, and then the artist suddenly pulls out some concealed weapon and gives one last, totally unpredictable, and kinda-sorta-different kind of shot. Like Pete Townshend did with Quadro​phenia. Like Ray Davies did with Muswell Hillbillies. Like Brian Wilson maybe did with The Beach Boys Love You — «dead end», one-of-a-kind albums that flashed a different kind of genius, stunned you into not even understanding well enough what it was all about, and then... not really followed by anything comparable in quality, or even anything in the same style.
Exile On Main St. is a pretty good title for the record, but perhaps an even better one would be something like Shine A Light On Torn And Frayed Turds On The Run — or, if you think this is a bit Fiona Apple-ish, Sympathy For The Devils would qualify just as well. After the wild party of Sticky Fingers, this is the hangover: a double album of tunes that give you... nay, the «downside of a life of rock'n'roll excess» definition probably wouldn't be sufficient, because we'd already peeked into that darkness on tracks like ʽSwayʼ and ʽSister Morphineʼ. Exile is deeper than that, and, in fact, there's hardly anything scary or shocking about these tracks — no spooky musical effects, no mock-Satanic grinning, no cheap thrills to warn you about committing sin and make you feel like you've already committed (to) it at the same time. Exile is not about how cool sinners are: it's about how even sinners are people, and about how you can have pity on them even if they're filthy rich sinners.

The circumstances in which Exile was recorded are well known: the Stones really went into «exile» in 1971, so as to avoid those draconian British tax laws, and temporarily holed them​selves up at the Nellcôte villa near Nice, where much of the album was recorded in the proverbial "dirty, filthy basement" in an atmosphere of total chaos, spontaneity, and drug haze (where Keith was not even the primary offender — allegedly, his big friend Gram Parsons had to be thrown out in July for taking heroin in such doses that seemed way over the top even for Mr. Richards. Then again, look who is still alive today and who is not). All of this may be seen as just another ridi​culous and disgusting episode in the life of rich-boy decadent Stones, and it certainly was: even from a basic moral point, it would probably have been more generous to give all that money to the British government than to spend it on white powder. Yet somehow, it all came together in a magnificent set of songs that definitely transcended the questionable circumstances of 1971-72, and has remained as a timeless source of inspiration.

There seems to have been no pre-defined concept, no strategic plan for Exile, and, indeed, some of the tunes ended up there just because, well well... just because. Like the cover of Slim Harpo's ʽShake Your Hipsʼ, for instance. Why is it there? Just because. Just because they probably jam​med  around it absent-mindedly and thought that it was good (and it was), so they put it there. But even so, there is clearly an overriding theme to the album, and it's a good one — a theme of sur​viving, clutching like crazy to those last straws, pulling out of seemingly insurmountable odds, getting up and going on even when iron logic tells you to lay down and die. If you want to really understand why The Rolling Stones are still active as a band in the second decade of the 21st century — put on Exile On Main St. and you will get your answer.

A simple (maybe even simplistic) view of the album states that it is good because it is so encyclo​paedic — because it takes all those bits and pieces of Americana, from rock'n'roll to blues to folk to country to gospel, roughly sews them up together in one huge tapestry, and puts an irreverent Stonesy twist on everything. That may be so, but a perspective like this would not suffice to ex​plain the album's greatness. After all, with the possible exception of the gospel touch that is really quite new to the album, the Stones had already proven themselves as masters of «Americana with a twist» on the 1968-69 records, and «much more of the same» wouldn't necessarily translate to «better than the same used to be». Yes, essentially the bad boys of rock'n'roll just wanted to get together one more time and record some more of that rootsy music — but the hand of fate en​sured that this time at least, there would be a common tug, a common yearning, a common spirit behind that music: the spirit of suffering, escape, relief, and redemption.
For some people, maybe, a song like ʽSweet Virginiaʼ is merely «the Stones doing another country number», and why should anybody bother with the Stones doing country at all, when everybody knows the Stones can't do country as good as Merle Haggard? For me, though, ʽSweet Virginiaʼ merely uses the country idiom to convey a totally one-of-a-kind feeling. The slow, draggy tempo; the gutter-soaked harmonica blasts; vocals that suggest total loss of blood and its complete replacement by alcohol; lyrics painting a picture of being totally and utterly wasted — "tryin' to stop the waves behind your eyeballs" — where even the promised land of California no longer offers any respite; and, most importantly, that hard-to-describe feeling of «being on the brink» — the slightly stuttering tempo, the slightly disorganized network of lead and backing vocals that still somehow manages to pull itself together in time for the chorus and its forceful resolution: "come on, come on down, you got it in ya, got to scrape that shit right off your shoes". And if even that resolution does not suffice to put you back on your feet in your darkest hour, then how about Bobby Keys' sax solo? The most powerful and disciplined melodic element in the song, it crashes down from the sky like God's voice when you most need it. And the weirdest thing of all — everything about the song seems perfectly inspired, credible, convincing to me. There they were, this bunch of guys with their personal problems, but still, a bunch of rich, famous, snobby, spoiled guys in the throes of rock stardom... and they sing about themselves as if they were miserable tramps and losers, and you believe them. This, really, is what makes it all so incredible.
To me, the whole record really stands on two spiritual pillars of hope, one of which is ʽSweet Virginiaʼ (yes, so much more than «just another country song»), and one, near the end, is ʽShine A Lightʼ — dare I say it, the best gospel song ever written and performed like this by mortal man, and I am not taking these words back even in the presence of half a dozen Mahalia Jacksons. The reason why is simple: traditional black gospel, more often than not, is steeped in fire-and-brim​stone Old Testamental values, with a bit of formulaic happy-as-shit Christianity on the side. What the Stones do here is write a song about what really matters — humane compassion for the fallen. "When you're drunk in the alley with your clothes all torn / And your late night friends leave you in the cold grey dawn / Just seemed too many flies on you, I just can't brush 'em off / Angels beatin' all their wings in time / With smiles on their faces and a gleam right in their eyes / Thought I heard one sigh for you / Come on up now, come on up now" — had to take the time to type that all up, because it is probably the most beautiful, tear-inducing verse ever written by Mr. Jagger, and one for which I'd be ready to forgive a million of "I bet you keep your pussy clean"'s. If you have not already done so, do take the time to listen to the song more attentively — it is not «just a gospel number», it is a song where the transition from slow, sloppy, dying-dog verses to the ecstatic chorus really matters. Who is it all about? Brian Jones? Marianne Faithfull? Gram Par​sons? Keith Richards? All of them, really — and all those other people who could not resist temptation, yet even in their worst, filthiest moments deserve all the compassion that they can get from us. Remember — "I came not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance"; this is pre​cisely what ʽShine A Lightʼ is all about, and it's gorgeous Christian bliss, at least from the point of view of this particular not-too-Christian reviewer. (Good thing young Mick Taylor understood that, too — his soloing on the song also seems to transcend the usual blues limitations and soar straight to Heaven like an overpowered set of fireworks).
Neither ʽSweet Virginiaʼ nor ʽShine A Lightʼ, the two songs that have always moved me to tears on the album (though it took some time to come up with an explanation for that), could probably have been written before the «tax exile» period. Some of the other songs here were; but even they, in the context of Exile, took on a whole new meaning. Thus, ʽLoving Cupʼ was originally recor​ded in the spring of 1969, during the Let It Bleed sessions (with Mick Taylor already in the band), but if you listen to that early version, you will find out that it is... just a song. Mick's vocal delivery on that version is quite straightforward and devoid of flourishes or ecstatic overdrive: in 1972, he sang lines like "Yes, I'm stumbling, and I know a play a bad guitar" with a far more personal feel, and his "give me a little drink!... just one drink!... and I'll fall down drunk!" really sounds now like a request from a hopeless figurative alcoholic — a hopeless, degraded, humilia​ted case whose only chance of salvation is pure love, and even that, ultimately, may not suffice. Again, ʽLoving Cupʼ is not «just another love song» — not just another cocky assertion of sexual power or a lustful voodoo ritual — it's about love as a pain reliever, love as a potion of immorta​lity, love as the drug that can save or kill or do both at the same time. The orgasmic moment is in the middle section, exploding on the "what a beautiful buzz, what a beautiful buzz..." lines where the ecstasy is complete, and you still don't know if it's Heaven or Hell.
This feeling — it's all over the place, it's in almost everything. On the opening ʽRocks Offʼ, the sinner confesses that he "only get my rocks off while I'm dreamin'", and although the song is essentially a straightahead blues-rocker, they are not afraid to interrupt it with a freaky psyche​delic mid-section ("feel so hypnotised...") that seems to suggest that dreaming might help you get your rocks off, but it can also make you go crazy. ʽTorn And Frayedʼ — a little less impressive in terms of Mick's vocal performance, but it still suffices to make you feel even more pity for the band members with their sorry autobiography ("who's gonna help him to kick it?"). Or ʽLet It Looseʼ — I've never been able to warm up to it on the level of ʽShine A Lightʼ (with which it shares the gospel feel, but not so much the tightness and catchiness of the structure), yet there is a feel of deep, eternal sorrow engraved in those Leslie cabinet-enhanced guitars, and even if nobody has ever been able to properly decode the lyrics, Mick still sings them like a man posses​sed, ripping himself out of the straightjacket he'd been locked in on ʽI Got The Bluesʼ (one reason why I never thought so highly of that song) and playing the «crazy sinner» card to his full poten​tial. "Let it all come down tonight" indeed.
Not to undermine or underestimate all the rock material on the record, of course. Despite the re​lative scarcity of riff-oriented classic rock hits, three songs at least from here turned into peren​nial stage favorites: ʽHappyʼ is the ultimate Keith Richards showcase ("never want to be like papa, working for the boss every night and day"), with one of his classic minimalistic riffs and a keep-it-simple-stupid groove about baby keeping me happy that works because it's, well, genius; ʽAll Down The Lineʼ is a great choo-choo train-type melody, a cock-rocker with plenty of class and good old sublimation ("we're gonna open up the throttle", right), plus Mick Taylor gives us one more great showcase of slide guitar playing; and ʽTumbling Diceʼ... well, ʽTumbling Diceʼ is just one of those anthemic «program statements» that are so obvious, it's not clear I can add even one iota of further clarification. (Just for the record, though, all you ladies happily singing along to the chorus at every Stones show, it's about how you're all cheaters anyway, so Mick Jagger is going to dump you first because that's the way he is. And yes, the poor bastard still deserves our sym​pathy, much like a modern-day Don Giovanni. He's a rebel, see).

After all these things, it hardly matters if some songs here are worse than others. So I've never quite gotten the point of the ode to Angela Davis (ʽSweet Black Angelʼ), a fun acoustic throw​away that is occasionally singled out as a high point by leftist critics, despite everything about it being so firmly tongue-in-cheek (you want real political fervor? go check out John Lennon's Sometime In New York from the same year!), and I've always found the voodoo ritual imitation on ʽI Just Want To See His Faceʼ too repetitive and murky, and I still cannot bring myself to really love ʽSoul Survivorʼ as the album's final track — that trill-based riff, later shamelessly recycled on Under​cover's ʽIt Must Be Hellʼ, is pretty cool, but the song on the whole is anti-climactic, coming right off the heels of ʽShine A Lightʼ. And then there's the highly problematic aspect of production — even today I still think that the album was poorly mixed, and even if its overall murkiness, with Jagger's voice too often blending in with the instruments, symbolically fits in with the spirit of the record, I am still convinced that Jimmy Miller could have done a much better job without betraying that spirit. But I guess that by this time, he was suffering from a drug problem at least as heavy as Keith's, and was no longer the same Jimmy Miller, really, who'd truly masterminded their previous three records.
But none of that really matters. Is the album overlong? Did it really need to be stretched across two LPs (even though it barely goes on for 67 minutes — for comparison, The Beatles went well over 90)? I don't know, it never really struck me as a «proverbial» double album anyway, because I never gave in to the «encyclopaedic» assessment: any real comparison to The Beatles would never make sense anyway, because The Beatles never had any single underlying idea, accidental or intentional, while Exile is really all about «turds on the run», and if this means adding a few actual «turds» to the songlist, so be it — who really cares when you have so many masterpieces falling together in a formally chaotic, but substantially cohesive manner? There are many records out there that do a good job glorifying the «bad guy» image, but how many are there asking for compassion for the «bad guy», how many are able to take the cartoonish rock'n'roll façade and show the delicately crumbling spirit behind it? This is the kind of album that shows precisely why somebody like, say, AC/DC are AC/DC, and why the Stones are the Stones — a band that is not only capable of looking deep within themselves, but of understanding what they found there, and able to convert it to music so that we could understand it, too.
All the more ironic, and tragic, is the realization that the sinner did not reach the coveted salva​tion. All those great bits of introspection, ambiguity, psychological self-evaluation, and even oh-so-skill​ful manipulation of our feelings that are so all over the place on Exile, would be almost completely (with but a few scattered exceptions) gone, beginning with the next album. It's as if this was really the last time in Stones history when Mick and Keith allowed themselves to bare it all, disclosing themselves before the public. Perhaps it was the relative lack of critical success at the time (reviews were mixed, with too many critics not getting the spirit of the record and con​demning it for various technical reasons) that served as the final blow to Mick's ego: in subse​quent interviews, he usually seemed quite cold about the record himself — who knows? perhaps, deep down inside, he was uncomfortable about showing so much of «the true himself» to all that "swirling mass of gray and black and white", and felt more secure when it was show business as usual, with ʽStarfuckerʼ and ʽHot Stuffʼ and ʽMiss Youʼ walling off that odd moment of acci​dental self-disclosure. Or maybe it was something different, I don't know. Whatever it was, Exile On Main St. has always been and probably will always remain the single greatest tribute to all «Victims Of The Rock'n'Roll Life Style», transcending clichés and being as great a statement of the Stones' ragged, earthly humanism as, say, Abbey Road is of the Beatles' luminescent, heavenly, idealized one. But do remember that it might take you a decade or so to come to that conclusion, as it took me — I'd always thought of it as a bona fide thumbs up album, but putting the finger on what is so essential about it was not so easy.
PS. On a slightly anti-climactic note, I am quite disappointed about the 2010 reissue, with 11 extra tracks — some of them are quite interesting from a historical point of view, but the band almost sacrilegiously doctored most of the outtakes by re-recording Jagger's vocals (! — yes, ima​gine that, a 67-year old Jagger wiping out the vocals of a 29-year old Jagger) and adding extra overdubs (backing vocals by Lisa Fischer, some new lead guitar parts from Mick Taylor, etc.); perhaps they thought this would make for an interesting experiment, but, considering that these are outtakes that weren't nearly as good as the cuts that made it to the album in the first place, and are largely important for their historical value, this seems like a quintessentially fucked-up deci​sion. In any case, with the possible exception of ʽPlundered My Soulʼ, most of those outtakes sound like hookless grooves where they were unable to find the proper angle, so I can understand why they never made the final cut. Some priceless photos included in with the liner notes, though: the band really did look like a pack of ragged, wasted sinners during those sessions, and if you stare at them long enough with ʽSweet Virginiaʼ, ʽTorn And Frayedʼ, and ʽTurd On The Runʼ blasting out of your speakers, fairly soon you'll begin feeling like a ragged, wasted sinner your​self — with a strong urge to throw a TV set out your window or something like that. Ah, that good old rock'n'roll lifestyle... so infectious, isn't it?
GOATS HEAD SOUP (1973)
1) Dancing With Mr. D; 2) 100 Years Ago; 3) Coming Down Again; 4) Doo Doo Doo Doo Doo (Heartbreaker); 5) Angie; 6) Silver Train; 7) Hide Your Love; 8) Winter; 9) Can You Hear The Music; 10) Star Star.

I do not think that the Rolling Stones «broke down» as a larger-than-life creative force the minute they set foot in that Kingston studio in November 1972; I do believe that even a brief glimpse at a few highlights from the Ladies And Gentlemen movie, shot during their mid-1972 tour of the States (and let us not even mention the far more infamous schizomentary Cocksucker Blues, shot behind the scenes of that tour), is enough to demonstrate that the breakdown occurred earlier — that somehow, as they emerged from the dazzled seclusion of Keith's French villa back into the limelight once again, bright lights big city finally went to my baby Mick's head, and plunged the Rolling Stones into a world of glitz, kitsch, comedy, and self-parody. Deep down inside, they remained serious musicians, and their channels to divine (or devilish) inspiration remained tech​nically open, but their social priorities had shifted, and not in a divine way at all.
Although the musical aspect of the tour remained great, as Taylor was constantly progressing as a musician and Keith, even despite all the heroin problems, had to match expectations, Jagger had embarked on a downward slide — taking his cues from the glam/shock-rock explosion of 1971-72, he was now placing his full trust into (a) garish costumes, (b) androgynous make-up, (c) the idea that, somehow, singing no longer provided such efficient entertainment for the people as did barking, slurring, and (figurative) spitting, and that energy, flash, and extravagance mattered far more than precision and subtlety. Subsequently, a Stones live show could still be great — but it could no longer be transcendental, skipping over the conventions of show-business and digging into something much deeper (and scarier). Even ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ went from musical drama to musical vaudeville — and since it seemed that that was just what the world wanted, that the world got tired of too much musical drama and opted for vaudeville instead, Mephisto Mick had no problem switching to Muppet Mick.
Unfortunately, once the switch took place on stage, it became hard to leave it switched off in the studio as well. Working conditions in Jamaica were clearly not as beneficial as they were in their French seclusion: even without Keith's obvious deterioration as a creative musical force (Goats Head Soup is the first record since the Stones' arrival as songwriters to not feature even a single «classic» Keith riff), they'd somehow lost — or, perhaps, intentionally dropped — most of that preciously introspective vibe, the ability to offer us a sweet insight into that world of decadence, decay, misery, trouble, and redemption so vividly depicted on Sticky Fingers and Exile. The songs could still be fun, but they could no longer be so easily relatable, and where there used to be an enchanting underbelly of self-irony, muted pain, and calls for compassion behind the sur​face coating of decadence and hooliganry, too many songs on Goats Head Soup simply contain nothing beyond that superficial coating.
This is not to say that Goats Head Soup is a bad album — in fact, it has an odd scent of mystery about it, and is far more difficult to crack than, for instance, It's Only Rock'n'Roll. Like Exile, it is a mess, only this time, anything but a coherent mess — more like a transitional effort that never manages to decide if it still wants to be soulful and serious, or if it just wants to give you a good sleazy time. It is a record where silly embarrassments easily go hand in hand with underrated masterpieces, where I can wish to strangle Mick Jagger one moment and go cry on his shoulder the very next one. It is totally unpredictable in its choice of styles, directions, even in its bizarre sequencing of the tunes (who was the idiot, I wonder, that did not choose ʽWinterʼ as the final track of the album?). Above all, it is certainly not a musical disaster, as one could easily conclude from reading too many critical reviews — it is more of a marking time album, one where The Rolling Stones cease to be musical gods and demote themselves to the status of ordinary, well-meaning, still-talented musical citizens.

Perhaps the record would not go down in such heavy flames in musical history, though, were it to begin with something other than ʽDancing With Mr. Dʼ — arguably the single worst Stones song since the beginning of their peak period. Again, it's not a bad song, but its vibe agrees far better with the vaudevillian shock-rock of, say, Alice Cooper than classic Stones. Perhaps Mick was thinking of it as a sort of «localized» Haiti-voodoo-version of ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ, but the idea did not merely backfire, it was dumb from the very beginning. It is almost symbolic that the song's riff, which probably wouldn't even make it into the top 100 Richards riffs, was inverse to the riff of ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ — it really sounds as if somebody's going against the grain here, and that massive energy charge that usually accompanies any great Stones rocker is nowhere to be found. The only purpose of the tune is to shock and titillate — ooh, dark, spooky, is that Jagger man trying to really creep us out? "Then I saw the flesh just fall off her bones / The eyes in her skull were burning like coals", man, that's some groovy B-movie shit out there. I don't deny the entertaining value — I can even sing along to the tune if I'm feeling clownish. But for a band that used to open their records with ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ and ʽGimme Shelterʼ, or even ʽBrown Sugarʼ (which at least managed to elevate vulgarity to an arrogant anthemic level), this kind of opening is a total disgrace.
The other two «stereotypical» blues-rockers captured here are marginally better. ʽSilver Trainʼ is basically a run-train-run sequel to ʽAll Down The Lineʼ; musically, it is distinguished by some great slide work from Taylor, features one of the best train-whistle harmonica imitations ever produced, and manages to gradually bild up excitement with more and more musical overdubs and more and more hystrionics from Mick — his getting into character on this track does not offend me in the least, though it is still a step down from the lyrical and musical quality of ʽAll Down The Lineʼ, more of a generic ramblin' man tale now than a personal prayer for a shot of salvation once in a while. ʽStar Starʼ (today, I believe, they prefer the song to always go by its original title of ʽStarfuckerʼ, which they sing all right in the chorus but did not dare put on the album sleeve) is a cheap, vulgar shot at groupies and socialites, but it also works at your basic Chuck Berry level — without focusing on the lyrics, I merely admire the tightness of the band, including Mick, who makes a pretty pair with Keith indeed, ripping through the words with proto-punkish swagger and audacity... well, if it was good enough for the New York Dolls, why shouldn't it be enough for Mick Jagger? It's just a lil' old comic rock'n'roll number. Oh, and kudos to good old Stu for his barrelhouse piano on both tracks — lil' old comic rock'n'roll numbers just aren't the same without his thick, nimble, well-meaning fingers on the keys.
The problem with ʽDoo Doo Doo Doo Doo (Heartbreaker)ʼ, apart from its title (which sort of suggests that "doo doo doo doo doo" is more important than "heartbreaker"), is that the Stones never used to be that straightforward about social issues. It's as if Mick had listened to one too many Curtis Mayfield / Marvin Gaye / Bobby Blue Bland records and said to himself, "Hey! Where's that funky anthem about police brutality and teenage drug addicts that should have been in the Rolling Stones catalog years ago?" So, presto-changeo, we come up with some glaringly evil situations ("a ten-year old girl on a street corner / sticking needles in her arm"), dress them up with dark clavinet, funky horns, falsetto harmonies, and there you have it — readymade for the very next blaxploitation movie to come along. It's like a poor man's ʽGimme Shelterʼ, but, funny enough, Mick did not have to scream his head off on ʽGimmie Shelterʼ to contribute to an atmos​phere of surrounding dread, whereas here, this atmosphere feels very much contrived. Again, if you just think of the song as a piece of gritty funk-pop, it's okay — but it never really fulfills its basic goal, and neither Mick nor any of the musicians sound as if they really meant it. "Heart​breaker, heartbreaker, I wanna tear your world apart", he roars, but we don't even know whose world he is singing about in the end (it seems that the song eventually switches gears from lamen​ting about social injustice to lamenting about a cheater), and whoever it is, the exhortation rings empty. Good groove, bad vibe.
And yet, at the same time, every once in a while, Goats Head Soup suddenly turns around and delivers — with strong echoes of the old classic soulful Stones. Arguably the most underrated song here is the quasi-nostalgic ʽ100 Years Agoʼ: "quasi-" because, while its lyrics seem to deal with memories of good old times, the song itself reeks most strongly with a feeling of being lost and confused in the present. Coming right off the heels of the ʽDancing With Mr Dʼ spectacle, it is a thousand times more serious — an ominous pop-rocker, driven by Billy Preston's clenched-teeth clavinet lines and, for once in his life, featuring Mick Taylor really breaking out a sweat on a fluent, funky, hyper-aggressive wah-wah solo, the only problem being that the song begins to fade out just as he is really hitting his stride, and that Mick was probably so envious of the man taking away the spotlight, he had to have the lead guitar mixed under his endless stream of ad-libbed barking rather than over it. Still, flawed as it is in terms of execution, if there is one song on the album where «Mr. D» really makes a personal appearance, it is ʽ100 Years Agoʼ — per​haps the one Stones song to subtly display deep fears of aging and loss of relevance, and, in that regard, comparable in terms of impact even with Pink Floyd's ʽTimeʼ from the same year (though I am certainly not suggesting that ʽ100 Years Agoʼ would ever stand a chance of winning).
Still later on, we stumble across ʽWinterʼ — a song that could be legitimately regarded as a faint copy of ʽMoonlight Mileʼ (and certainly string arranger Nicky Harrison is striving to ape the work of Paul Buckmaster as closely as possible), and also as one that has its own autonomous function here, rather than being the grand climactic finale for a journey of hedonism and suffering; but I can't help thinking of it as a sincere confessional moment anyway, and Jagger's "sometimes I wanna wrap my coat around you" is the very last time we will see him in his deeply humanistic emploi, a ricochet effect from ʽShine A Lightʼ if there ever was one. Again, Taylor joins in the fray with verve, contributing a suitably soaring solo, and I find myself caught up in the song's grand textures, almost enough to forgive Mr. Jagger for having just wasted four minutes of my time on the limp piano blues improv ʽHide Your Loveʼ (now there's a piece of shameful filler we haven't seen since... actually, have we ever seen such a shameful piece of filler?).
The other two ballads on the first side are somewhat more notorious: ʽComing Down Againʼ is historically important as the first in a never-ending series of soulful-shapeless Keith Richards ballads that are loved by all the fans of Keith Richards' immortal soul (I, personally, prefer a bit more shape to songs written and/or sung by Keith Richards), and ʽAngieʼ is, well, ʽAngieʼ. Over​wrought, insincere, theatrical, narcissistic, but still infused with a deeply melancholic spirit, no thanks to Mick — the best part about the song is Nicky Hopkins' majestic piano, anyway.
So, yes, confusion is the word of day. A drug-addled Keith, a glam-ridden Mick, a trip to Jamaica that was probably confused with a trip to Haiti, and still, behind it all, broken shards of soul and some deep, dark emotions that could not be wiped out or concealed by a thousand dance parties with Mr. D or "tricks with fruit" (God I don't even want to know what was really meant by that line). There is no denying that the Stones really lost it here, but Goats Head Soup still retains its fascination after all these years, just because you can actually witness the process of losing it — see the flesh just falling off the bones, with eyes in the skulls still burning like coals. That said, don't blame it all on Mick's big ego and Keith's big needle, either — pretty much every Sixties hero was beginning to lose it around that time, as musical and general artistic values began shifting so drastically that even the most talented people no longer had the stamina to keep up. Look at Mick Jagger in TV appearances circa 1973 — it is so obvious that he wants to be David Bowie, yet he is only aping Bowie's fashion and Bowie's outrageousness, without ever having a go at Bowie's, um, «conceptual framework». On Sticky Fingers and Exile On Main St., the Stones were still the Stones; on Goats Head Soup, Mick Jagger got the idea that time, waiting for no one, does not want the Stones to be the Stones any more — and so he began transforming the Stones into a mix of David Bowie, Alice Cooper, and Curtis Mayfield, with predictably tragic results. Something tells me he never did that much poking around into other people's dressing rooms circa 1968-69.

Predictably tragic results, yes, yet also unpredictably intriguing ones, which is why the record still gets a thumbs up, despite all the harsh criticism. With Goats Head Soup, The Rolling Stones downgrade themselves to the level of «entertainers» rather than «visionaries»; however, unless you have something against «entertainers» in general, Goats Head Soup is still top class enter​tainment — the only two songs on it that have never worked for me are ʽComing Down Againʼ (sorry, Keith — I still love you, baby, everywhere I look, I see your eyes and wake up in a cold sweat) and ʽHide Your Loveʼ (with Ian Stewart, Nicky Hopkins, and Billy Preston all present, what sort of moron could let Mick Jagger behind the piano?), and the rest are all good, even ʽDancing With Mr. Dʼ if you put on plenty of blackface, and even ʽHeartbreakerʼ if you admit that its lyrics got there by mistake, so they do not distract you from dancing the night away. I certainly do not subscribe to the idea that these post-Exile albums have no lasting value, or that latter day Stones should only be accessed by way of compilations — on the contrary, most of the accidental gems on these albums were not in the form of singles; is there even one Stones com​pilation out there with ʽ100 Years Agoʼ on it? The way I see it, Goats Head Soup is not so much of a «soup» as it is a tasty cheesecake with a couple cherries on top — and a really strange after​taste that still makes you wonder about any hidden ingredients that you might have missed.
IT'S ONLY ROCK'N'ROLL (1974)
1) If You Can't Rock Me; 2) Ain't Too Proud To Beg; 3) It's Only Rock'n'Roll; 4) Till The Next Goodbye; 5) Time Waits For No One; 6) Luxury; 7) Dance Little Sister; 8) If You Really Want To Be My Friend; 9) Short And Curlies; 10) Fingerprint File.

This is where the rot sets in for real. Ironically, on an individual level most of these songs still sound decent — but when taken all together, they combine in the single ugliest «give the people what you think they want» package assembled by the Rolling Stones so far. Perhaps a proper sleeve photo for this record should not have come from under the paintbrush of Guy Peellaert (who also designed the sleeve for Bowie's Diamond Dogs that same year), but from a stillshot taken from the accompanying video for ʽAin't Too Proud To Begʼ — featuring Mick Jagger in white, pink, green, and lotsa blue around the eyes, as if he was really taking his cues from Bowie but ended up looking like an old drunk drag queen instead. Throw in a vacant-stare Keith, beset with dental problems, a disinterested rhythm section with an «at least we're getting paid» attitude, and a bewildered Mick Taylor, clearly going through a «what the hell am I doing here with these junked-out freaks?» phase — and it is not difficult to understand why It's Only Rock'n'Roll, mildly speaking, rarely finds itself in the company of the most respected Stones albums.
Personnel-wise, the biggest change is that Jimmy Miller is no longer involved: due to his own drug addiction and to Mick thinking he had fallen into a «producer's rut» and was no longer con​tributing as efficiently to the band's sound as he used to, he was dumped, and The Glimmer Twins settled upon producing the album themselves. This results in a much more unified and predictable guitar sound — even despite the presence of at least three session keyboardists, all of them Stones veterans by now (Nicky Hopkins, Billy Preston, and Ian Stewart), It's Only Rock'n'Roll pretty much justifies its title, and does so intentionally: the idea here was, quite clearly, to make something sweaty, gritty, nasty, and quite straightforward. No psychedelia, no artsy detours, no experimental weirdness, just rock. And some ballads for a change.
The three crunchy rockers that act as main pillars in the structure — ʽIf You Can't Rock Meʼ, title track, and ʽDance Little Sisterʼ — are okay-like Stones rockers, yet the well was clearly running dry. ʽIf You Can't Rock Meʼ is a weak echo of ʽRocks Offʼ, not just because it is another song with the word ʽrockʼ in the title that opens a Stones album, but because it works as a personal anthemic statement; only this time, it's all about "simply dyin' for some thrills and spills", never going beyond primal urges — and instead of the creepy, unpredictable, drop-down-a-rabbit-hole mid-section of ʽRocks Offʼ, here the instrumental mid-section seems quickly slapped together by Keith in a few seconds just because, you know, gotta have a quick change of key in there some​where. Likewise, ʽDance Little Sisterʼ is merely a variation on ʽBrown Sugarʼ, except even more repetitive and lyrically shallow — fun as a quick rock'n'roll romp, totally forgettable in the long run; unfortunately, this would become the blueprint for quite a big bunch of C-grade Stones rockers in the coming years.
Only the title track managed to become a «classic» of sorts, as Mick has stubbornly hanged on to it as a live favorite — well, apparently, it doesn't hurt to remind the fans at every show that "it's only rock'n'roll, but I like it". It does have more bite than the other two: delivered in classic mena​cing mid-tempo, the way things were in the great old Let It Bleed / Ya-Ya's era, it features Mick reeling and reveling in his «champion of rock'n'roll» emploi, poking fun at his dedicated audience and at the same time using it for his own leery purposes. In another bout of irony, the rest of this album may really be "only rock'n'roll", but this particular song is something more — it's got a slightly sinister touch to it, with a grinning rather than just bulky-punchy tone from Keith and a touch of the old Satanic-satiric attitude from Mick (nothing of that, unfortunately, has ever been transmitted from the studio recording to the stage, which is why I rarely, if ever, find solace in any of the live versions of this song). If they ever wanted to write a musical about The Midnight Rambler, ʽIt's Only Rock'n'Rollʼ could easily belong there — and not just because of the line about sticking a knife in one's heart (what's it with Mick Jagger and sticking knives in various parts of one's body, anyway?).
Funny and symbolically enough, ʽIt's Only Rock'n'Rollʼ was one of the few songs here that did not feature Mick Taylor in any form (he's there in the infamous sailors-and-bubbles video for the song, mostly looking like a deeply bored extra), but did feature Ronnie Wood on acoustic rhythm guitar — the hand of fate saw to it that Wood should contribute to the anthemic song that pretty much closed the door on one era and opened it on the next one. As it is, one can clearly see why Taylor took the fateful decision to leave the band after the album was completed: it was not just because Mick and Keith would not let him anywhere near the songwriting process (and even took away those few credits that he did openly deserve, as it was with ʽTime Waits For No Oneʼ), but also because he did not really feel like he'd signed up to play "only rock'n'roll". He'd never felt completely at home with the band since day one, but with things becoming more and more posh and garish with every day, by 1974 he was about as much out of place with the Stones as Tony Iommi was out of place with Jethro Tull back in 1968. On Goats Head Soup, his sound was still in demand — you had ʽ100 Years Agoʼ, ʽWinterʼ, and even ʽSilver Trainʼ, songs that would never have been the same without his distinct touch. On It's Only Rock'n'Roll, is there even a single song where you could say, «okay, this is a definitive Mick Taylor highlight»?
Well, one: ʽTime Waits For No Oneʼ, a Latin-tinged ballad reflecting Mick's inherent fear of aging — and extended with a lengthy solo from Taylor, this time really sounding like Carlos San​tana in spots (and in other spots, like Clapton in his Derek & The Dominos period: you can easily spot chord changes very similar to Eric's soloing on ʽLaylaʼ or ʽWhy Does Love Got To Be So Sadʼ). Although the song does not reach the heights of aching beauty that the Stones, at one time, used to hit almost effortlessly, it is still a highlight on this record; and its genre peculiarities and unusual structure prevent it from sharing the same fate as ʽTill The Next Goodbyeʼ, which is also a nice ballad, but sounds too much like a pale shadow of ʽWild Horsesʼ and ʽMoonlight Mileʼ (ah, where was Paul Buckmaster?) to become truly endearing.
Alas, there is little that Mick Taylor can do, either, from preventing this album to feature two of the very, very worst Stones tracks of the decade. ʽLuxuryʼ is an attempt to mix hard rock with elements of reggae, including a cringeworthy «Jamaican» accent from Mr. Red Suit, Green Tie, Blue Makeup, but not including any musical ideas or dynamic development beyond the first 20 seconds of the song — and it goes on for a bleedin' five minutes, and you don't even get to decide if Jagger is lambasting stereotypes or sings about his own rotten self. And then there's the music hall show hour, with ʽShort And Curliesʼ, three minutes of mediocre barrelhouse piano fun whose chief task is to test how many times it is possible to chant "she's got you by the balls" before the line ends up offending every respectable housewife in the country. (Not that any of them ever heard it, since they wisely refrained from releasing it as a single).
These two songs are quite emblematic of the problem: It's Only Rock'n'Roll catches the Stones in a period where «focus» and «self-control» simply got lost in the overall dizziness and haze. Had they been a band of lesser stature, the record would probably be as colorless and boring as anything by latter-day Bloodrock or Steppenwolf; as it was, they could still be capable of solid quality or incidental greatness, but neither was strictly guaranteed. Their big love for classic soul and R'n'B no longer helps them out on either covers (ʽAin't Too Proud To Begʼ has Mick be​having too much like a clown — even without the video — and features a guitar solo from Keith that is as rotten and broken up as his teeth at the time) or originals (ʽIf You Really Want To Be My Friendʼ is almost on the verge of getting it on, but is still spoiled by too much barking from Mick); and their great talent for depth and ambiguity is barely felt on any of the songs.
At the very least, they manage to pull it together on the final track. ʽFingerprint Fileʼ is not one of those tracks that makes your spine tingle with genuine terror, but as far as the art of meaningful rock theater goes, it is one of the finest tracks from 1974. This is the Stones' first (and second to last) entanglement with straightahead funk music, and what makes it so unusual is, perhaps, the weird role reversal adopted for the session: Mick on heavily phased rhythm guitar, Keith on wah-wah lead guitar, Taylor on funky bass, and Wyman on synthesizer (plus Preston and Hopkins both with additional keyboard parts). This results in a really, really odd sound overall, as if the entire track had been recorded inside a refrigerator by a pack of cyborgs — and this oddity goes way beyond the song's lyrical topic of being plagued by FBI agents. The whole thing is more like a general summary of all the paranoia and nervous tension hiding behind the superficial glitz and decadence, an excellent cool-it-off conclusion to the cheap feast of life celebrated on most of the rest of the record. But most importantly, it is just a one-of-a-kind musical groove, a befuddling network of croaky guitars, shadowy keyboards, and constipated vocal gymnastics that succeeds just by being so manifestly over-the-top — all the players get into this spectacle with the same verve that the rock'n'roll troops of the Stones got into the fiery groove of ʽRip This Jointʼ two albums ago. And the way this record opened, with a crash-boom-bang of the most obnoxious order, you'd never have guessed how it would end — on a spooky "good night, sleep tight" whis​per that leaves you hiding away in some deep buried bunker, rather than safely and cozily tucked in a nice, clean bed by your loving grandmother, Mrs. Ringo Starr.

So, ʽFingerprint Fileʼ alone is nice, solid proof that the Stones were anything but spent as a crea​tive force — more like seriously derailed, lost in a mess of ever-worsening problems, with Keith continuing to deteriorate as a musician and Mick simply having too many things other than music on his mind. Arguably, this is the band's lowest point in the Seventies (some would argue for Black & Blue instead, but I profoundly disagree), and although I would never propose deleting it from the catalog or anything, 1974 clearly found them in their worst artistic dire straits to that date — much worse than 1967, which found them bravely surviving against legal odds: in 1974, they had to fight themselves to survive as the Rolling Stones, which is always a much tougher challenge. Perhaps Mick's hysterical cry of "if you can't rock me, somebody will!" really betrays his inner fears — those of the band ultimately becoming irrelevant, obsolete, laughed-at, a self-parody act to spook off little children — but It's Only Rock'n'Roll does precious little to over​come these fears. Like everything else they did, it loyally hit #1 all over the world, but even with their minds clouded with drugs, booze, women, and partying, they probably understood it wasn't because of the poetic genius of ʽShort And Curliesʼ. At least Mick Taylor did.
METAMORPHOSIS (1975)
1) Out Of Time; 2) Don't Lie To Me; 3) Some Things Just Stick In Your Head; 4) Each And Every Day Of The Year; 5) Heart Of Stone; 6) I'd Much Rather Be With The Boys; 7) (Walkin' Thru The) Sleepy City; 8) We're Wastin' Time; 9) Try A Little Harder; 10) I Don't Know Why; 11) If You Let Me; 12) Jiving Sister Fanny; 13) Downtown Suzie; 14) Family; 15) Memo From Turner; 16) I'm Going Down.

Although this was technically a compilation rather than a regular album, and although it was, in​deed, quite «out of time» by the standards and fashions of 1975, and although the actual Rolling Stones had very little to do with its release (it was more of an Allen Klein / Andrew Loog Old​ham project), Metamorphosis still deserves more than just a passing mention. To date, it remains the only officially released (though not officially endorsed by Mick and Keith) collection of early Stones outtakes — and even if it was, first and foremost, a money-grabbin' cash-in, its appearance on the market precisely at the time when the Stones had just landed their first serious artistic crisis was quite a miraculous coincidence.
Indeed, even if there is relatively little greatness to be found among this bunch of demos and out​takes (on many of which the Stones do not even play their instruments — there are several demos here that were written by Mick and Keith for other artists and played by session musicians), many of them compare quite favorably to the state of mind the Glimmer Twins were in when they were producing It's Only Rock'n'Roll. There, in 1974, you had your wasted rock stars, defeated and humiliated by their own excesses; and here, in 1975, you get a glimpse at the same artists before they were rock stars — seriously fresh, a little naïve, and still willing to experiment with all sorts of songwriting styles before comfortably settling in the Rock paradigm. So what's better — a new album from seasoned, but wasted pros, or a bunch of questionable-quality outtakes from young aspiring disciples of the craft?..
Actually, I'm not sure, but at least it is definitely more curious to take a look at this «alternate career retrospective» than it is to see how safely predictable the band eventually became. And curious — to review not only the paths that they had reliably trodden, but also those paths that they ultimately rejected. ʽSome Things Just Stick In Your Mindʼ, one of their earliest composi​tions that was recorded during the sessions for the first album, for instance, sounds like a country-western reinvention of ʽBlowin' In The Windʼ — which was enough to peddle it to the American duo Dick And Dee Dee (and later get it covered by Vashti Bunyan), but not enough to dare come out with their own version. ʽEach And Every Day Of The Yearʼ, given to another little-known American artist, Bobby Jameson, is a strange ballad with a distinctly Spanish twang — bolero rhythms, matador horns, ecstatic strings — the likes of which you will never encounter in the Stones' catalog proper. ʽ(Walkin' Thru The) Sleepy Cityʼ, released by the even more obscure British band The Mighty Avengers, is an embryonic example of upbeat Kinksy Brit-pop from a time when the Kinks hadn't even invented Brit-pop yet — and we're still only talking about 1964, mind you, when the Stones themselves were mostly covering Chuck Berry and Jimmy Reed. 

Now I'm not saying any of these tunes were masterpieces, but one thing they do show is that the pop song explosion of the Stones in 1966 did not happen overnight: apparently, they spent quite a bit of time training and honing their skills. In addition, there are some less surprising cuts from those early years, as they also tried their luck at mind-numbingly repetitive R&B (ʽTry A Little Harderʼ) and romantic country-western (ʽWe're Wastin' Timeʼ); the most predictable of these selections is a nasty-cool cover of Chuck Berry's ʽDon't Lie To Meʼ (probably shelved because the melodically similar ʽRoute '66ʼ turned out to be far superior), and the most historically treasu​rable one is a version of ʽHeart Of Stoneʼ with Jimmy Page on lead guitar (not surprisingly, I far prefer Keith's final solo on the original release — Jimmy was not quite able to latch on to the required vibe here, pulling the song in a different direction).
After a chronological break, the second half of the record is largely given over to outtakes from 1968-69, mostly around the Let It Bleed era — in theory, this could be a blessing, but in practice, they are mostly jamming pieces on which Richards and Taylor were getting used to each other, so stuff like ʽJiving Sister Fannyʼ and ʽI'm Going Downʼ is required listening only for big fans of the Stones sound in general. More interesting is ʽDowntown Suzieʼ, a sloppy piece of acoustic bar​room rock with Ry Cooder on slide guitar — I'm fairly sure some people would have easily wel​comed it in the place of ʽCountry Honkʼ, but with those ridiculously low, Zappa-like "yeah, yeah, yeah"'s and all, it's a bit too novelty-like. (I'm also pretty sure that this tune later got reworked into ʽCasino Boogieʼ on Exile, so they salvaged at least the main bulk of the melody). Even more interesting is a cover of Stevie Wonder's ʽI Don't Know Whyʼ, also recorded during the Let It Bleed sessions but stylistically predating the «lazy sinner gospel» style on Exile — and with a great Mick Taylor slide solo to boot; unfortunately, they aborted the process midway through, so the song cheats on you, repeating its last minute twice.
The most interesting tune on the second part, however, is ʽFamilyʼ, an acoustic outtake from Beggars' Banquet with some melodic and atmospheric similarity to ʽSister Morphineʼ — and a set of lyrics that contains more direct stern social critique than the entirety of the album. I think they pulled the plug on that one because they thought it was too Dylanesque — but on the other hand, that did not prevent them from releasing ʽJig-Saw Puzzleʼ that was even more Dylanesque lyrically, and these here lyrics are damn sharper: "What exactly's gonna happen / When he's finally realized / That he can't play his guitar like E. G. Jim (sic! no idea who they mean — G.S.) / Or write St. Augustine if he tried". Of course, ʽSister Morphineʼ ended up creepier, but this is Mick at his best as a lyricist — and, for my money, the line about the father finding out that "his virgin daughter has bordello dreams" actually goes way beyond "I can see that you're fifteen years old" in terms of dark disturbance.
Throw in an early demo for Mick's solo piece of verbal offense, ʽMemo From Turnerʼ (from Performance, a movie whose relevance largely ended with the cessation of demand for Anita Pallenberg's tits — these days, it looks like a rather clumsy and boringly artificial amplification of Jagger's «Satanic» myth), and the collection takes on a decidedly two-faced look: first, the Rol​ling Stones as innocent providers of pop fodder for pop fodder artists — next, the Rolling Stones as the «Bad Boys Extraordinaire» in the twilight of the Sixties. Which kinda sorta explains the Metamorphosis title, if not the silly sleeve art with its gratuitous Kafka-esque allusions. Regard​less, this is essentially a hackjob, rather than a thoughtfully assembled collection of undeservedly forgotten minor treasures — yet still perfectly listenable, because even at their worst the Stones could still have decent songwriting ideas and/or a juicy rock'n'roll sand; and certainly well worth knowing for both seasoned Stones fans and those who are in need of learning more about the breadth and scope of their artistic reach, so as not to peg them away as the "it's only rock'n'roll, but I like it" kind of band.
BLACK AND BLUE (1976)
1) Hot Stuff; 2) Hand Of Fate; 3) Cherry Oh Baby; 4) Memory Motel; 5) Hey Negrita; 6) Melody; 7) Fool To Cry; 8) Crazy Mama.

At least in one respect Mick Taylor's abrupt decision to leave the band turned out to be beneficial: it shook up the Stones, plunging them into a brief moment of panic and chaos — not that panic and chaos were the necessary prerequisites for the production of a masterpiece, but at least they were preferable to the state of decadent stupor in which the band found itself in 1973-74. Not that «ridiculous rock'n'roll excess» vanished overnight with this or anything — on the contrary, their American and European tours of 1975-76, with Ronnie Wood stepping into Taylor's shoes, were as crass and visually ludicrous as ever, and there probably was not a single other period in Mick Jagger's life where he'd look more like a hilarious parody of himself than those particular tours (more on that in the upcoming review of Love You Live). But that was stage life, specially brewn and glossed up for public consumption; when it came to private creativity in the studio, things were significantly different.
The biggest difference was that the Stones went into the studio with nothing to prove — all they wanted to do was find a suitable replacement for Taylor. Unlike Let It Bleed, where Keith was responsible for most of the guitar work, Black And Blue is a patchwork with no less than three different lead guitarists working with the band: Harvey Mandel, Wayne Perkins, and, finally, Ronnie himself (who was not announced as an official member of the band until the recording was largely over). This is primarily because in 1976, Keith was in no state to take creative control over anything, although he could still blunder into the studio and chug out a mean riff every once in a while. However, as you listen to Black And Blue, you slowly realize that nobody at the time had creative control over anything — Mick was in quite a similarly disorganized phase, throwing himself at any genre and any vibe that came his way. The result is a total mess: no organizing goal, no work plan, no carefully pre-written songs, no single prevailing musical style, just a lot of fooling around and total musical spontaneity. And that was precisely what they needed at the time, not to mention the fact that it makes Black And Blue a fairly unique entry in the catalog.
Two of the album's best inclusions, ʽHot Stuffʼ and ʽHey Negritaʼ, aren't really songs at all — they are vamps, funky jams that spend five minutes meandering without a purpose and, in the process, become the perfect equivalents of a drunk, but passionate stalker making his moves to an equal amount of disgust and admiration. Musically, ʽHot Stuffʼ picks up from exactly the same spot where we had just been left with ʽFingerprint Fileʼ — groovy, sweaty funk — but converts the effect from creepy, suspenseful paranoia to saliva-dripping lust. This might seem predictably boring in theory, but in practice, the opening funky riff of the song, with its cool «ring-then-scrape» sonic pattern, is arguably one of the greatest «white funk» riffs ever written, and the interplay between Keith's rhythm work and Harvey Mandel's grumbling electric lead is... I guess toxic is the best word to describe it, considering how both players seem to have selected their most «chemical» guitar tones for the recording, and once Mandel hits the wah-wah pedal on the solos, the overall sound becomes so deliciously juicy and dirty that even Mick's incessant ad-libbing cannot spoil the fun. His babbling messages to "all my friends in London", "all the people in New York City", and "everybody in Jamaica" sound like last-minute additions to make the track more attractive to nightclub dancers all around the world, but really, the song's much too dirty to simply take it as an invitation to strut your stuff (as a single, it didn't chart too highly, and Mick had learned that lesson well when it came to recording ʽMiss Youʼ as that one track that would finally bring nightclub goers to their knees).
ʽHey Negritaʼ never got the same honor, and vanished off the radar very fast after several live performances in 1976, but it is important as the first track that introduced the famous Richards / Wood weaving technique — after several bars of the main riff hammered in our heads, we have Keith and Ronnie shooting bits of rhythm and lead off each other, with Billy Preston playing a third distinctive part on the piano. Nothing much happens during the song, and still, its five minutes pass by very quickly and excitingly, because I find it impossible not to get caught in the syncopated groove when each of Keith's chords sounds like a brutal knife stab and each of Ronnie's notes is like a sharp needle prick in response. (Again, I could do with a little less Jagger presence, particularly since he hasn't got much of anything to say except extol the virtues of the various parts of body of somebody who may or may not be Bianca Jagger — but then I do have to admit that Keith and Ronnie are engaged in wordless singing about the same kind of thing, want it or not, and it all fits together). If anything, ʽHey Negritaʼ is a historical landmark — it shows how the Stones are almost literally capable of simply pulling a groove out of their ass and making it work for us, a trick they'd be repeatedly carrying out well into the 21st century, albeit with widely varying degrees of success.
Of all the directionless vamps on the album, ʽMelodyʼ always gets the worst rap, but I have a soft spot for that one — it is the last time the Stones were crazy enough to go for a jazz-blues New Orleanian vibe, a piece of sleazy barroom entertainment in the style of Allen Toussaint or Dr. John, with Billy Preston playing a major role in establishing the atmosphere, and it's got a certain seductive charm to it without trying too hard to make a point. Stylistically its predecessor was probably ʽShort And Curliesʼ on the previous album, but that one tried too hard — it was a vocal melody-driven song with an obnoxiously obscene hook, whereas ʽMelodyʼ is just a friendly jam that uses the cheating girlfriend motif as a mere pretext for having fun and going crazy. Do we really need that from the Stones, a band that used to write great songs and is now reduced to playing generic jams? Well, let me put it this way: I'd rather listen to a great band playing a gene​ric jam while waiting for inspiration than to a mediocre band failing to ignite my excitement with poor pre-planned songwriting.

Besides, it is not true that Black And Blue consists of nothing but disorganized jams. ʽHand Of Fateʼ and ʽCrazy Mamaʼ, for instance, are two fully realized and convincing hard rock tunes, par​ticularly the former, distinguished by the lyrical lead work of Wayne Perkins — also, in a rela​tively rare case, Jagger sings alongside Keith's riff here rather than across it, but it only helps to bring home the song's message with even more assertion — "the hand of fate is on me now, pick you up and kick you right down!" I wish he didn't resort to so much barking, but then again, if he delivered the lyrics moderately and quietly, the song would have drawn one too many compari​sons to Johnny Cash (it's essentially one of those "I shot a man in Reno" type of songs). ʽCrazy Mamaʼ is less respected by fans, but it is also one of those sleeper tunes that I've always had a strange affection for — slow, anthemic, and punkish, and if you stare at the lyrics long enough, you will see that it is not really about murderous intentions towards a psychotic girlfriend, but rather an allegory for intolerance towards the religious redneck: "your sawn off shotgun, blown out brains", "your old time religion is just a superstition", "your blood and thunder sure can't faze me none", etc. And, for that matter, it has two great riffs going for it — the snakey slide one that explodes in your face nine seconds into the song, and the one in the bridge section that operates based on the repetitive ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ principle, only sounds more cocky and cheerful than the brutal slap-in-the-face of ʽFlashʼ.
Then there are the ballads, too. ʽMemory Motelʼ is an exercise in phantom nostalgia, one more of those «lost-and-unrecoverable innocence days» songs that you may or may not find sincere, but at least I find the idea of Mick and Keith both sitting at pianos and exchanging vocal parts with each other refreshingly surprising — actually, Keith's little "she got a mind of her own and she use it well..." interludes, while not making much of a melodic impact, still bring him closer to the heart of the song and make it somewhat of a «Glimmer Twins program statement» on their early days. There's no repentance or compassion in the song, though — just a sentimental nod to the past that acknowledges its existence without expressing any desire to bring it back — and its being both tender and cruel at the same time certainly speaks in favor of sincerity. 

Not so much with ʽFool To Cryʼ, a single-oriented ballad in contemporary soft-rock style whose keyboards, strings, and falsettos were more syrupy than anything the Stones had done to that point. I've always taken the song to be a tongue-in-cheek, ironic number (Mick Jagger "got a woman" who "lives in the poor part of town"? You don't say!), but the ridiculousness of the situation is that by the time the song gets to its coda, Mick and everybody else in the band seem to have forgotten about its corny be​ginnings and are really getting into it. The culprit is probably Nicky Hopkins, whose keyboard work on the song is magnificent, particularly the string-imita​ting synthesizer that he really whips into overdrive on the coda; but he also stimulates Keith into adding some really pleading intonations in his wah-wah lead licks, and even Mick lashes out at himself with such passion ("I'm a fool, I'm a fool, I'm a certified fool!") that it is hard to restrain ourselves from exclaiming, "yeah, right, Mick, so may we hope for a little less eyeliner and a little more actual singing on your next tour now?". Of course, it's really hopeless, but still, it isn't every day that you get to hear a major rock star shouting "I'm a fool" at himself.
As you can see, that's seven songs out of eight about which I have something good to say — the scapegoat being their cover of Eric Donaldson's ʽCherry Oh Babyʼ, notable for being the first true reggae number ever recorded by the Stones, but ultimately a stupid joke in their rendition; as far as I can tell, the band never really took reggae seriously (much like country), even though Keith does like to hang out with cool reggae musicians, and in their hands, the number turns into a stiff piece of comic vaudeville, with a disturbing «blackface» whiff to it. But even that blunder some​how fits in the general plan (or, rather, anti-plan) of the album, as they bumble from one turf to another, trying out this and that; it is enough of a miracle that so many of their rock, blues, ballad, and funk groove endeavors turn out to work, so it's easy to forget them one dumb reggae mistake.

Unlike Some Girls or even Tattoo You, Black And Blue will never get the status of a mid-pe​riod silver-age classic for these guys — precisely because critics and listeners alike will always be held back by its «mushy», formless nature. Indeed, if you eliminate it from the catalog alto​gether, it's not like you will be eliminating some tremendously important stage of the Stones' musi​cal evolu​tion: you can't even successfully describe it as a «transition album» between It's Only Rock'n'Roll and Some Girls, because it's not. Rather, it is their «Nothing In Particular» album, fortunately recorded and released at a time when God's spark was still with the band and heroin could still work in Keith's favor to a certain extent. And I am not always in favor of ran​dom outbursts of spontaneity, particularly when they do not originate from Bob Dylan in the mid-Sixties, but Black And Blue is one hell of a happy, healthy, fun exception — probably just what the doctor ordered after the pompous ass declarations of the previous album; hence, thumbs up, and don't cry too much for Mick Taylor, whose role in the Stones was pretty much complete by 1975, as he got them through the «art rock era» and would have been completely out of place in the upcoming punk / New Wave era anyway.

LOVE YOU LIVE (1977)
1) Fanfare For The Common Man; 2) Honky Tonk Women; 3) If You Can't Rock Me / Get Off Of My Cloud; 4) Happy; 5) Hot Stuff; 6) Star Star; 7) Tumbling Dice; 8) Fingerprint File; 9) You Gotta Move; 10) You Can't Always Get What You Want; 11) Mannish Boy; 12) Crackin' Up; 13) Little Red Rooster; 14) Around And Around; 15) It's Only Rock'n'Roll; 16) Brown Sugar; 17) Jumpin' Jack Flash; 18) Sympathy For The Devil.

Somehow, the Stones never got around to releasing a live album that would chronicle their «ripe» years with Taylor — there had been plans to document both the 1972 American tour and the 1973 European tour, but for some reasons, they never came to fruition at the time, much to the joy and profit of bootleggers worldwide. However, by the time that Ronnie finally became a full-time band member, Mick and Keith finally decided not to waste any more opportunities, and released this lavish, two-LP package, capturing the band in what was arguably its most garish and deca​dent state ever, right in the middle of the emerging punk-rock era. Oops!
For a long, long time, Love You Live was probably the most maligned live document from the Stones ever (Still Life got its share of jabs and kicks, too, but it was a smaller affair, and besides, by 1982 nobody really cared any more). Black And Blue, which was also heavily criticized upon release, may have been a harmless little jam session with sparks of creativity, but the same could hardly be said about the Stones' tours of 1975-76 — messy, chaotic, with Keith at the height of his drug dependence and Mick having completed the transformation into a total self-parody, jumping around the stage in half-clownish, half-homeless garb, struggling with giant inflated dicks and almost completely abstaining from singing in favor of a pseudo-drunken bark, because, you know, it's only rock'n'roll, and what sort of person wants singing at a rock'n'roll concert? Not in 1975 they don't — which, come to think of it, was the one thing that could link the man to the burgeoning punk aesthetics, but somehow it still did not.
Needless to say, Love You Live is no Get Yer Ya-Ya's Out!, and if you are as much of a fan of the latter album as I am, then it might take you a long, long time to even begin giving Love You Live its own chance. The first step in this procedure is a well known one, and it has to do with the alleged quarrel between Mick and Keith over which tracks to include on the record — Mick wanted it to be representative of their basic theater tours of America and Europe, whereas Keith was more sympathetic towards the occasional smaller gigs, most notably the small shows that the band had played at the El Mocambo Club in Toronto on March 4-5, 1977, right on the heels of Keith's latest and biggest drug bust. The result was a compromise that made the record look strange, but helped it save some face with the critics — the El Mocambo tracks were universally acknowledged as the album's saving grace, and sort of remain this way up to now.
The actual El Mocambo setlists consisted of a mix of Stones classics, new material from the last two albums, and several golden oldies, nostalgically carried over from the long gone days at the Crawdaddy — but it was only the latter that made it onto the album. Obviously, the combination of the small, sweaty, claustrophobic environment with the vintage spirit of Muddy Waters, Bo Diddley, Howlin' Wolf, and Chuck Berry (might as well call this the Stones' «Play Chess» expe​rience) is auspicious, even if Mick still tends to bark and growl in a fairly silly way, but if you are looking for a magical transformation of the 35-year old Stones into their 20-year old equivalents, do not get your hopes too high. Brian Jones is not there to turn ʽLittle Red Roosterʼ into a magic affair, and Keith is already beginning to mess up his formerly perfect Chuck Berry licks on a still energetic and fun, but slightly stuttering, version of ʽAround And Aroundʼ. In short, for all that this side has to offer in terms of excitement, it also offers an unfair comparison with the fresh young Stones at the height of their «interpretative» period.

For the other three sides of the LP, this is a non-issue, but, of course, those three sides have their own issues as well. A lot of the tracks comes from the infamous June 6, 1976 show at Les Abattoirs in Paris — the very night that Keith had learned of the sudden death of his infant son, yet went on playing all the same, and while I certainly do not blame him, he does sound kind of stiff on these tracks... come to think of it, he sounds a bit stiff on the other tracks as well, so chalk it all up to heroin rather than horror. He still manages to get a decent funky sound going on ʽHot Stuffʼ and ʽFingerprint Fileʼ, but without the sleazy vibe of the former and the sinister shade of the latter — and his Berry-style solos on ʽIt's Only Rock'n'Rollʼ and ʽStar Starʼ also take a beating, though not as much beating as Mick's singing (slurring? slurping?) on either. And while the song tempos have not yet been sped up as insanely as they would be on the 1981-82 tour, classics like ʽJumpin' Jack Flashʼ still suffer from sounding sloppy and rushed — even if this was the first tour on which the Stones had begun playing relatively lengthy sets that could accommodate both the contemporary material and the obligatory classics, both the classics and the new stuff were given the same, thoroughly inebriated, musical treatment.
Amazingly, the true saving grace of many of these performances is Ronnie — the new guy, who still had to prove himself with the band and spent most of the show standing relatively still and actually playing his guitar. In but a few short years, he'd be mastering the mach Schau! principle better than Keith, and with each subsequent tour, would invest more and more into his legs rather than his fingers — but in 1975-76, the man had to convince the fans that he was worthy of Mick Taylor's legacy, and several of his lead parts here truly save the day. There's a long, winding, climactic solo on ʽYou Can't Always Get What You Wantʼ, culminating in a shower of cheap thrills, uh, trills, that still sound exciting. There's an excellent take on ʽBrown Sugarʼ that, for this particular tour, was completely deprived of Bobby Keys' saxophone solo (Bobby actually sat this tour out due to his own substance abuse problems), and Wood plays an admirably fluent and melodic break, the likes of which you will never hear from the man again.
The record ends on a long and grand-sounding version of ʽSympathy For The Devilʼ, resurrected for the 1975 tour (and then buried again for a while) that is closer in spirit to the original than to the Ya-Ya's version, with Ollie Brown supplying the additional Latin percussion and Ronnie showing that he had actually carefully studied Keith's lines on Beggars Banquet — where on Ya-Ya's Keith and Mick Taylor held a competition between the two on who could nail the finest solo, here the emphasis is on weaving, and during the climactic coda Ronnie and Keith choke each other in a hysterical guitar barrage that even manages to drown out Mr. Jagger for a while. It is a completely different experience from 1970, but it has its benefits.

On the whole, as much as I «detest» this record in theory, I still give it a thumbs up. It is a pretty good reflection of what the Stones were about at the time — giving a great show despite all the odds. Never mind the corn, the drugs, the garb, the makeup, the chaos, the inflatable penis, Love You Live is all about giving you a good time through all that, because the kernel force of the band is still intact. The good news about the Stones live is that (a) until the 2010s at least, when old age really started showing, the Stones never gave a truly bad show, (b) until the 2000s at least, each new Stones tour brought on something new and fresh with it, (c) time heals all wounds, and what used to sound embarrassing and disappointing decades ago now sounds amusing and some​times even endearing. That said, unless you believe that all the best rock'n'roll is drunk rock'n'roll, period, you will probably have to symbolically wear out your digital copy of Ya Ya's fifty times before finding alternate solace in Mick's, Keith's, and Ronnie's antics at the height of their glam-rock period.
SOME GIRLS (1978)
1) Miss You; 2) When The Whip Comes Down; 3) Just My Imagination (Running Away With Me); 4) Some Girls; 5) Lies; 6) Far Away Eyes; 7) Respectable; 8) Before They Make Me Run; 9) Beast Of Burden; 10) Shattered.

Let's smooth it out a little bit: Some Girls isn't really as terrifically great as the music-press-lore would have you believe, nor are the three studio albums that preceded it as horrendously bad as the same lore would have you believe even stronger. The «canonical» view is that after Exile On Main Street, the Stones sank into addiction, decadence, and self-parody, only to re-emerge as a rejuvenated, modernized, sharp-toothed and sharp-tongued, punk-and-disco-inspired tight outfit in 1978, proving, once and for all, that there was no inevitable rock'n'roller curse associated with the age of 30, and triumphantly restoring their artistic quality and reputation against all odds. The reality, as usual, is a bit different from the myth, though.
Clearly, the Stones were facing a challenge from a new generation of rockers; clearly, they were in danger of being considered irrelevant and antiquated, even if each of their subsequent LPs still loyally skyrocketed to the top of the charts — I mean, maybe people were not really listening to Black And Blue, but they still went out and bought it, because, hey man, it's the Stones, they probably suck like hell now but it's still the Stones. Clearly, Mick felt all that change in the air, and his mind was sharp enough to understand that the days of the Big Inflatable Dick were over, and that people were looking for something different now — faster, tougher, tighter, angrier. But at the same time, the Stones did happen to morph into careless, spoiled millionnaires, and it would have been totally laughable if they were to take their clues from The Clash now, or even from The Sex Pistols, who, despite all the marketing tricks that put them together, were still a bunch of young, brash, angry slum kids.
Consequently, it would not be fully accurate to call Some Girls the Stones' «punk album». If you think of 1978 as the era when Mick and Keith jumped upon that bandwagon and tried to compete with all the young Turks, the impression will end up wrong: the Stones could not truly be railing against the establishment since they were a vital part of that establishment (yes, even Keith was, despite his dragging his own rules into the establishment rather than politely following others'). «Rich playboys trying to pass for young angry punks» — a reaction that I have seen quite often, and one that tends to really spoil one's impression of the album; certainly not the right way to go about it.
In reality, I think the coolness of Some Girls lies in that it is one of the most satirical Stones albums ever made. From 1973 to 1976 (not to mention earlier), they had placed plenty of laughs, jabs, and pricks in their songs, but the songs themselves usually sounded too sloppy, chaotic, generic, or over-the-top to be appreciated as truly «sharp». Some Girls not only picks itself up in terms of tightness (which was only natural, since it was the first of the band's albums with Wood as a legit member, and he was still willing to oblige), but also in terms of being mean-lean-and-mighty-unclean. In some irreverent Saturday Night Live kind of fashion, the band here sends up everyone and everything, leaving nobody unoffended: politicians, bourgeois, radio preachers, gays, white girls, black girls, even Puerto Ricans, all get their share, making Some Girls into the band's (arguably) least politically correct album ever. Yet they are not poking fun for the mere sake of poking fun — for the most part, this is intelligent humor, even when they are dissecting stereotypes, and at times, it's also humor mixed in with some real pain, despite the relative lack of straightforward soulfulness and sentimentality on the record.

The SNL reference is not really that arbitrary, not just because the Stones themselves promoted the album on the show, but also because, as is well known, Some Girls is their «New York City record»: ʽShatteredʼ gives a brief impressionistic overview of the Big Apple, ʽWhen The Whip Comes Downʼ specifically relates to its seedy underbelly, and ʽMiss Youʼ... well, ʽMiss Youʼ was sort of specifically targeted at its clublife, a result of hanging out one too many nights around Studio 54. Great or, at least, pungent art is often triggered by unhealthy times, and considering that the late Seventies were fairly unhealthy for NYC, to say the least, the Stones' attraction to that place was both natural and artistically healthy; except they did not stand around the city's problems and weep bitter tears, they just sank their teeth in them, which might not be polite, but is often more efficient than being polite. In other words, Some Girls has focus, and that, indeed, is the big reason why it is often called a major comeback for the band after Exile On Main Street (which also had focus, but an introverted one — here, they go all-out extravert).
In terms of songwriting, not all the songs are equally excellent. Some are still little more than grooves: ʽWhen The Whip Comes Downʼ, for instance, does not have a distinctive riff and even less of a distinctive melody (Jagger simply recites the verses, and gang choruses of the title hardly constitute a great hook), but it is still a good showcase for the newly emerging Richards-Wood sound — the two guys did not yet have a chance to play together at that particular fast tempo, and it also seems to me as if Keith was just rediscovering the power chord here, and having fun with it: the song sounds grumblier, heavier, more serious-about-its-business than almost anything since at least ʽBitchʼ. Adding to the impression is the fact that you never really understand if the lyrics are making fun of the poor gay guy who is "filling a need, plugging a hole" or sarcastically advertising the coming of the new liberal age — "when the whip comes down, I'll be running this town" — and thus, even though the song is decidedly not «punk» in spirit («mock-punk» at best), it cuts harder and harsher than many famous punk songs of the time.
But sometimes you get that same attitude with a great instrumental hook to boot — ʽShatteredʼ features Mick in the same ragged-word paradigm, alternating between singing, rapping, reciting, and going crazy, but he can do whatever he wants to as long as he stays anchored to Keith's weirdly phased riff, never faltering, always pushing forward in a highway-driving style; the whole thing is really a touching love-and-hate anthem to New York where the riff symbolizes the strong, steady general life pulse of the city and the scattered, tattered, shattered lyrics are the chaotic mesh of its particular aspects and events. I sometimes try to imagine what Talking Heads would have done to a song like this — somehow, the idea of David Byrne taking over Mick's role on this one does not look at all unnatural. But then Byrne would probably do it like a paranoid, ostrich-in-the-sand-kind-of insider, whereas Jagger, on the other hand, offers a decidedly out​sider's look on the situation — bewildered, yes, but also amused and cool-headedly sarcastic, a real Englishman in New York if there ever was one.
Next to these two, ʽLiesʼ and ʽRespectableʼ work like less deep-cutting, simple-fun pieces of pop-punk (with ʽRespectableʼ, though some people thought it was a swipe at Jagger's wife, actually being a self-swipe: "we're respected in society, we don't worry about the things that we used to be"). They aren't really angry — they're fun. It's simply joyful to hear Keith and Ronnie go so fast, so fluent, and to hear Bill and Charlie hold them together with such a tight grip. I do believe that Keith's solo on the first break of ʽRespectableʼ is one of his last great arch-Berry-style passages, as his lead guitar playing would almost inexplicably begin to significantly deteriorate very soon afterwards (as if to prove us that it was all really fueled by heroin), and Ronnie's high-pitched solo on the second break is also one of the last times he'd play with such precision at such an insane tempo. It ain't much of a punk rock sound — it's punk-inspired classic rock'n'roll — but the mixture has always sounded far more intoxicating on a sheer gut level to me.
The having-fun attitude also permeates the slower pieces on the album: ʽFar Away Eyesʼ, as everyone knows, is a flat-out parody on redneck country-western, albeit still with a bit of senti​mental empathy for the jokingly mysterious "girl with far away eyes", and ʽBeast Of Burdenʼ, though technically a ballad, is really one of those I'm-free-to-do-what-I-want-any-old-time de​clarations like ʽTumbling Diceʼ, etc., with the entire band in relaxed, nonchalant mode. (As a sidenote, ʽBeast Of Burdenʼ was one of the highlights of the generally lackluster 1981-82 tour, where it wisely slowed down the usually breathless tempo and played out as an ardent anthem to personal freedom — there's a great moment in the Hal Ashby movie when Keith, in the middle of the instrumental break, walks towards the edge of the arena and falls on his knees while playing, crowd going wild and all, that, for some reason, makes me tear up every time). The Temptations cover, here reimagined as a rowdy, excited number, is a major improvement on the buffoonery of ʽAin't Too Proud To Begʼ — and the title track is nothing special musically, but... Mick Jagger pulling the feminist movement by the whiskers? Count me in for a laugh. (For that matter, I do believe the man was pretty sincere when writing about how "black girls just want to get fucked all night" — hey, who are we to mistrust one of the world's leading practitioners of the art of bedding?). In any case, the best musical aspect of that track is Sugar Blue's insanely melodic harmonica playing: don't miss it next time you're in town.
And then, of course, there's ʽMiss Youʼ. Again, leave it to the Stones to bend the disco groove to their purposes: here, they use it not so much to send the audience into the dance trance as to in​troduce an air of desperation and determination to the song. It is quite a desperate tune, really: the old theme of yearning for that one true love in the midst of cheap surroundings and empty temp​tations — and it's all the more weird how such an obvious statement of deep loneliness and suffering could work so well as a club-oriented dance tune. In concert, at least all the way up to the 1989-90 tour, ʽMiss Youʼ was performed in a significantly harsher and louder arrangement than the studio version, which worked to its advantage: by the time Mick got around to the "I guess I'm lying to myself..." part, he would almost literally be foaming at the mouth and gnashing his teeth, delivering the "I miss you girl" bit as if somebody was tearing out parts of his flesh with red hot irons. Here, it's softer and subtler, more realistic, perhaps, and quite possibly rooted in the man's real love life at the time (dating Jerry Hall while not yet fully divorced from Bianca). In any case, the disco arrangement is mostly just a tip of the hat to 1978's musical fashion — the main melodic line of the song is far more reminiscent of, say, ʽMother's Little Helperʼ, than any of the disco hits of the era. That's why it is so cool — once the Stones decided to move really deep into the realms of disco on their next album, that is where they began to truly suck at it.
Rounding it all out with Keef's first completely solo tune since 1973, Some Girls complete the picture with a nice set of personal touches — Mick's love life in focus on ʽMiss Youʼ and Keith's drug and law problems on ʽBefore They Make Me Runʼ, the man's second cocky, arrogant statement of character after ʽHappyʼ, but this time with a touch of humility and acceptance of fate: saying goodbye to "another old friend" (Uncle Heroin) and "gonna walk before they make me run". Funny, isn't it? A Keef rocker that sounds rebellious if you don't listen to the words, but is actually quite submissive if you do. For some reason, it still sounds less banal and more honest than something like Aerosmith's ʽMonkey On My Backʼ — Keith has this really uncanny ability of conforming and compromising while still looking like a total badass guy. Man, that open G tuning really works wonders, doesn't it?..

That said, Some Girls is not immaculate. Like I said, its relatively light, satirical attitude almost always succeeds, but it also makes the album almost always sound superficial — a bit of disco psychologism in ʽMiss Youʼ, then rock, rock, rock your boat all the way until the end. Nothing here really creeps under your skin like ʽFingerprint Fileʼ, or triggers that «old sinner» vibe like ʽMemory Motelʼ, or evokes certain subliminal fears like ʽ100 Years Agoʼ — the point being that they adopted this tongue-in-cheek attitude at the expense of even trying to dive somewhere really deep in your soul; not that they succeeded at that too well from 1973 to 1976, but occasionally, they did. Some Girls, much like its front sleeve, is essentially a smart joke of an album: a great smart joke, but a joke nevertheless, and that would continue to be the base attitude for the Stones until at least Dirty Work (where they tried to get more serious, but trying to get serious in 1986 after having not been serious for ten years was a sure recipe for disaster). This is why I would never put the record on par with the 1966-72 period — but then, if we have to be saddled with the Rolling Stones as a bunch of clowns for a while, I'd rather have them as smart, sarcastic, sexy clowns rather than unfunny buffoons, and Some Girls gives me precisely what I need. (For an example of how the clowning attitude did not help out a bunch of aging dinosaurs in a similar context, check out the Kinks' Low Budget — sort of an answer to Some Girls, but far less efficient for its own reasons).
Naturally, this gets a big thumbs up, much as I am disappointed, though, with the 2011 deluxe edition of the album: like Exile, it is one of those strange experiences where they took a bunch of old outtakes (including the infamous ʽClaudineʼ, a mean boogie about Claudine Longet that was left off the original album for legal reasons), left some parts, and completely re-recorded others, in​cluding all of Mick's lead vocals. There's some good stuff out there (including a bunch of blues and country numbers that do not at all sound like the average material on the main album — more of a throwback to the 1971-72 era), but do seek out the original bootlegs if you are really interested.

EMOTIONAL RESCUE (1980)
1) Dance (Pt. 1); 2) Summer Romance; 3) Send It To Me; 4) Let Me Go; 5) Indian Girl; 6) Where The Boys Go; 7) Down In The Hole; 8) Emotional Rescue; 9) She's So Cold; 10) All About You.

I must confess: I have absolutely no idea how an album like Emotional Rescue could have been put together in the Stones' camp right on the heels of an album like Some Girls. For all their fluctuations, the Rolling Stones rarely leave me baffled and bewildered, but even after all these years, forcing myself to relisten to this total pile of crap (at least, by the average Stones' standard of the time) is as uncomfortable as looking at Mick Jagger with a full-grown beard, no matter how well he tries to hide it on the thermographic picture on the front cover. Goats Head Soup may have been a disappointment, and It's Only Rock'n'Roll may have been an unpleasant exer​cise in debauchery, and even Some Girls was more comical than rebel-rousing, but Emotional Rescue is the first — and, in fact, the only one of just two — Rolling Stones albums that flat-out sucks. Essentially, it sounds like a parody on the Rolling Stones, written and recorded by a bunch of guys who have no idea how to make a proper parody on the Rolling Stones.
What's really puzzling about this is that the record began life as an attempt to repeat the winning formula of Some Girls. Like its predecessor, it flirts with disco (twice now, first on ʽDanceʼ and then on the title track), country (ʽIndian Girlʼ), slow blues (ʽDown In The Holeʼ), New Wave-influenced pop-rock (ʽShe's So Coldʼ), and punk rock (ʽSummer Romanceʼ, ʽLet Me Goʼ); in fact, much of its material comes from songs that were first tried during the Some Girls sessions and then rejected in favor of better material. That, in itself, is a warning sign — for some reason, the Stones did not bother to prepare a fresh batch of compositions before going to Nassau and then back to Paris to start work on the new album. But it is not the main problem, either.
The main problem is that Emotional Rescue just sounds... dorky. It is one of the few Stones albums where I honestly wish to strangle Mick on every second song — and where, which may be even worse, I barely recognize Keith on every second song. If you listen to early versions of such rockers as ʽSummer Romanceʼ and ʽWhere The Boys Goʼ from the 1978 sessions, they're still mediocre songs, rightfully rejected in favor of much stronger tunes like ʽLiesʼ and ʽRespec​tableʼ, but at least they clearly sound like classic Stones. The sound on Emotional Rescue, mean​while, is blatantly wimpy, with Keith in particular — for no reason at all! — taking a liking to the kind of contemporary rhythm guitar playing typical of, say, Ric Ocasek: a thin, nerdy, «clucking» sound that was perfect for The Cars, but is simply ridiculous in the case of the Stones. It's the tone you hear at the beginning of ʽLet Me Goʼ or ʽShe's So Coldʼ, as well — see, it's good for ʽMy Best Friend's Girlʼ, but not the creator of ʽCan't You Hear Me Knockingʼ. In the end, this sound does not even let them preserve the biting sarcastic qualities of the rock'n'roll of Some Girls. It just makes them sound like jokers.
But the situation is exacerbated with the «shit-artistic» inclinations of Mick, who must have written and recorded all his parts in some odd drunken haze, because with his lyrics and vocal deliveries over Keith's skeletal riffs, most of this record is the pop-rock equivalent of taking your pants down in the ladies' bathroom and posting the results on Youtube. No previous Stones record had ever contained that much toilet humor and flat sexual braggadoccio reflecting the mental level of a 14-year old hick. In the place of a rough, offensive, politically incorrect, but smart and meanly aggressive ʽWhen The Whip Comes Downʼ, we now have ʽWhere The Boys Goʼ, offi​cially one of the top three or four worst Stones song ever, a limp variation on ʽLiesʼ whose only goal is to wind itself up to the triumphant barroom sloganeering at the end — "where the boys go, for a little piece of ass! where the boys go, for a little piece of cunt!". («Hey, Mick, guess what? We're now allowed to say ʽcuntʼ on record! Goodbye for good, 1964!» «No kidding? Go for it, quick, before they change their mind or something!»).
ʽSummer Romanceʼ, well fit for a soundtrack to one of those dumb teen sex comedies of the Eighties that only worked as an excuse to see some boobs, is hardly any better — no decent riff, a weak drive, and a laughable imitation of uncontrollable adolescent lust by somebody who used to be a subtle and devious Casanova, but has now willingly reduced himself to the image of a drunk flasher, scaring little girls with his bad breath rather than his midnight rambling. The sex drive extends to other genres as well — ʽSend It To Meʼ, the band's first original experiment with reggae, is an anthem to mail-order brides who could be Rumanian, could be «Bubarian» (? does he mean Bulgarian?), could be The Alien, and, in any case, seem to represent a socially relevant, artistically important topic to cover for the 1980 incarnation of the Rolling Stones. At least if they gave it to somebody like Randy Newman, he could probably find the right tone for this tune: Jagger almost makes it sound like he's serious, and in the process, ruins a bad joke by making it even worse. The only consolation here is that the band members probably understand very well how inescapably idiotic all these tunes are — when was the last time you ever saw them doing any of this stuff in concert?
The disco bits are equally disappointing. With ʽMiss Youʼ, you actually had to remind yourself that you were listening to a disco tune — so peripheral was its bassline to its general atmosphere of longing and yearning. Here, we get ʽDanceʼ, which is not even a song: it is just a dance groove, peppered with boring Jagger ad-libs. At some point, it turns out to be a less memorable variation on the funky ʽTrampled Underfootʼ rhythm, but at no point ever does it turn out to have a riff as memorable as, say, the one on ʽHot Stuffʼ, and at no point does it ever sound like something that could not have been churned out by half a million funk/R&B outfits, black or white, around the globe. Meanwhile, the title track is truly an attempt at crafting a totally superficial, suave, sexy disco-pop song, with Mick embracing Bee Gees-ish falsetto and ad-libbing stuff about being your knight in shining armor on an Arab charger. Clearly, it's all tongue-in-cheek, but it's only clear if you place it in the overall context of the Stones — on its own, it is just a bad disco song, trying to woo you over with yet another falsetto vocalise; but where the "whoo-ooh-OOH-ooh ooh-ooh-ooh" of ʽMiss Youʼ combined sexiness with a pinch of pain and yearning, the "uh-UH uh-uh uh uh-uh-UH" of ʽEmotional Rescueʼ is merely the projection of the rhythm of the lead vocalist's throbbing dick, trying to break free from the knight's shining armor, which is not that easy to do while you're being borne full speed by an Arab charger. Stupid!
In the middle of all this puerile bacchanalia, unexpectedly come two decent songs that sound so totally out of place here, it's like some other band replaced them for a brief while (or, more accu​rately, it might be the band briefly coming out of paralysis to shoo away their evil grinning twins, usurping the studio). ʽIndian Girlʼ, while still probably at the bottom list of their escapades into country, is a sweet-and-sad rumination on Latin American politics, largely restricted to just one repetitive melody line, but still poignant; and ʽDown In The Holeʼ is a slow, dark, harmonica-driven, socially-critical blues with Mick in surprisingly fine and fiery form — making it almost impossible to believe that this is the very man who has just spent twenty minutes entertaining you with toilet humor of the lowest variety. He still overbarks it, but I'd rather take this overbarking, thank you very much, in the context of a bitterly wailing harp and Ronnie's and Keith's equally bitter, soulful interplay, than in the context of a never-going-anywhere ʽSummer Romanceʼ.

On a sidenote, I admit being somewhat partial to ʽShe's So Coldʼ. Although the song dutifully fits the dumb sexist pattern of the rest of the album (this time, we find Mick complaining about the frigidity of his partner — what's next in line, ʽShe's So Not Into Analʼ?), it features a lighter, poppier tone than ʽSummer Romanceʼ or ʽWhere The Boys Goʼ, and with a slightly slower tempo, lengthier instrumental passages, and a generally more quiet Mick, gives Keith and Ronnie a good chance to practice their weaving technique — I might like it even more if it were completely in​strumental, but even as it stands, there's a bit of charm and genuine humor about it that I find completely lacking in the other raunchy songs on the album.

On a mixed note, though, the album closer ʽAll About Youʼ, handed over to Keith, returns us to the world of mushy Keith ballads that was born with ʽComing Down Againʼ seven years before and is usually appreciated by those fans to whom the very idea of «soulful Keith», singing com​pletely out of tune but completely with his heart on his sleeve, is enough to forgive everything else. Personally, I think Keith's ballads work fine when they are fully shaped and hookful, like ʽSlipping Awayʼ, but ʽAll About Youʼ is basically just a groove and a long, long string of tune​lessly delivered lyrics that may or may not be about his breakup with Anita Pallenberg (or, if you think deeper, may or may not be about his impending breakup with Mick Jagger). Nice, but Keith could probably cut a dozen pieces like that in a single session.
Bottomline is: I have managed to find plenty of redeeming factors for post-'72 Stones albums over the years, going from one-time total rejection to provisional or even unconditional endorse​ments of much of the stuff that I once thought of as «below the belt territory». It is, after all, hypocritical to confess to liking AC/DC and at the same time condemning ʽIt's Only Rock'n'Rollʼ or ʽCrazy Mamaʼ for not being «deep enough» or something. However, even now it remains very hard to find anything redeeming about Emotional Rescue — a total misstep that could, perhaps, only have originated in the turbulent, value-redefining atmosphere of transition from the 1970s to the 1980s (and it is no coincidence that 1980, after a brief period of convalescence, also brought a veritable turn for the worse in Jagger's scenic image, but you will have to wait for my review of Still Life to hear more on that). Again, it is hardly surprising that, with the exception of ʽShe's So Coldʼ, perhaps, not a single song from this record so far has managed to earn itself even a tem​porary spot in the band's post-1982 live repertoire (barring a few occasional performances of ʽDanceʼ and the title track, mostly out of boredom) — kudos to Mick and Keith for implicitly recognizing, on their own, how stupid and wasted most of this stuff has sounded from the begin​ning. Alas, a major thumbs down here, folks.

TATTOO YOU (1981)
1) Start Me Up; 2) Hang Fire; 3) Slave; 4) Little T&A; 5) Black Limousine; 6) Neighbours; 7) Worried About You; 8) Tops; 9) Heaven; 10) No Use In Crying; 11) Waiting On A Friend.

But see, this is why you can never properly give up on the Stones. In 1976, they seemed gross, antiquated, and ridiculous — and they could still groove better than most of their competition. In 1978, they proved capable of riding the new trends under a bittersweet sarcastic sauce — and thus re-ensured their survivability. In 1980, they recorded a lazy album of renovated outtakes — and fell flat on their faces. What would be the next logical move? Why, naturally: record yet another album of even more deeply rooted outtakes — and end up with an absolute winner. Whoever thought that ʽWhere The Boys Goʼ was a sign of a formerly great band in its final death throes, was in for a pleasant surprise.
Not that Tattoo You could ever hope to recapture the attitudes and atmospheres of the band's golden age — even if it tried, it couldn't, and, wisely, it does not even try. In fact, Tattoo You does not try much of anything: it is oddly de-personalized, and, apart from the opening track, does not focus too significantly either on Mick's swagger or on Keith's riffage. The entire album, as it happens, was quickly cobbled together from various leftovers (mostly selected by associate producer Chris Kimsey) as an excuse to go on tour — there was no time to rethink the image, to put together a statement, to suck in any of the latest trends; the only «conceptual» element of Tattoo You, other than Mick's and Keith's Polynesian mugs on the sleeve, is the separation of the material into a «rockier» Side A and a «balladeering» Side B (which, surprisingly, turns out to be quite a good sequencing idea in this case).
And this, apparently, is precisely what they needed at the time. Already with Black & Blue, it was quite obvious that «overthinking» their records was generally a bad idea for the Stones, since it usually led them to a give-the-people-what-they-want attitude, and, consequently, to songs that sounded more like silly impersonations of others than proper Stones material. These songs, how​ever, were unearthed by Kimsey's well-discerning eye, glossed up a bit to match current produc​tion standards, and released before Jagger had a proper chance to rethink them as mock-synth-pop, pseudo-hardcore punk, or suave disco. They're just... songs.
The «rocking» side, first and foremost, is striking in terms of diversity — even on Some Girls, you had songs like ʽLiesʼ and ʽRespectableʼ that were genristic clones of each other, whereas here, all six have their own identities. ʽStart Me Upʼ, the record's best known and most radio-friendly classic, is unimpeachable as perhaps rock'n'roll's finest aerobic number — it's almost impossible to resist its stop-and-start structure, although as far as classic Stones rockers go, this one is one of their most toothless ever: it's not so much about sex per se as it is about using sex as an allegory for push-ups and sit-ups (I think even the accompanying video sort of reflected that). ʽHang Fireʼ is punk-pop like all those failed attempts on Emotional Rescue, but here it is made good by a tight, catchy structure, infectious falsetto harmonies, and a welcome return to social provocation ("In the sweet old country / Where I come from / Nobody ever works / Nothing ever gets done" — hey, that doesn't quite sound like The Clash, now does it?). And while many people seem to cringe at ʽNeighboursʼ, one of only two songs that was largely written during the sessions rather than before them, I don't get it — not only is it an extremely catchy pop rocker with great sax solos from Sonny Rollins, but it is also a hilarious look at the problem of living like a rock star in the middle of everyday people. It's tight, it's danceable, and its sneer and bark is smarter and funnier than, say, ʽSummer Romanceʼ.

At the other end of the spectrum, there's ʽSlaveʼ, a riff-based blues-rock jam dating back to the Black & Blue sessions and also featuring Sonny Rollins on the sax. Keith's riff here is probably one of the best things about the entire album: slow, gruff, loose, and mean, perhaps the slowest and gruffest since the days of ʽHonky Tonk Womenʼ, and the band jams around it like crazy. Trivia bits such as Pete Townshend providing backing vocals for the sessions aren't nearly as important here as the realisation of how tough and cool the Stones could sound even on complete autopilot in the heroin-soaked mid-Seventies — and the inclusion of this track adds a nice, chilly feel of that old sexual menace, already practically non-existent on Some Girls and turned into toilet humor on Emotional Rescue. Next to this, even Side A's weakest track, the Keith Richards solo spot ʽLittle T&Aʼ, sounds more respectable than it would have on Emotional Rescue, for which it was originally recorded — texturally quite close to ʽShe's So Coldʼ, but even less poli​tically correct in terms of lyrics (even Keith Richards in 1981 can hardly be excused for referring to a lady as "my tits and ass with soul"); still, I'd rather have a dirty, but tight rocker from Keith than a shapeless sentimental ballad like ʽAll About Youʼ.

The truly neglected gem on the first side is ʽBlack Limousineʼ, a song that few people pay atten​tion to just because it is a generic 12-bar blues (16-bar blues, actually) — in reality, it is way above generic: a tight, concentrated blast of spite and loathing... self-loathing, one could even say, if you allow yourself to not interpret the song in the key of ʽLike A Rolling Stoneʼ (Mick taunting a former flame for wasting away her life), but as one that refers to the Glimmer Twins them​selves: "look at you and look at me!" is basically Mick addressing Keith, which is only natural, conside​ring that if you looked at Keith's face in 1981 and compared it to Mick's, you'd clearly see who of the two got more beat up by Mother Nature for a life of sin. What's even better, the whole playing team gets behind Mick — Ronnie gets a flurry, scorching solo, Ian Stewart's piano lines never sounded better, and then Mick himself blows some of the most shrill harmonica blasts since those early days. Arguably their best pure blues number here since 1972's ʽStop Breaking Downʼ, and perhaps the last great pure blues number they ever did.

The second side, meanwhile, incidentally turns out to feature a weird spiral — with three num​bers in a row that go from strange to stranger to strangest ever, far from your average platter of Rod Stewart ballads. ʽWorried About Youʼ, also dating back to the Black & Blue sessions (in fact, they'd already played it live at El Mocambo in 1977), features Mick in full-fledged falsetto mode (more accurately, slowly winding his way from falsetto to growling, handling this quite masterfully), not to mention a great solo from Wayne Perkins (the same guy who also played lead guitar on ʽHand Of Fateʼ). Then there's ʽTopsʼ, an outtake from Goats Head Soup — for some unexplainable reason, this great song was left off in favor of rubbish like ʽHide Your Loveʼ, but now it gives you a chance to hear some more lead guitar from Mick Taylor, as well as an odd mix of recited ad-libbing and sung verses; they tried to make a Spinners-style soul number out of it, but with Mick's barking and Taylor's bluesy symphonies, it becomes significantly more dark and dangerous, a ballad straight out of hell, if I might say so.
And then there's ʽHeavenʼ, which is, hands down, the weirdest piece of music from the Stones camp since... well, probably since 1967 or so. I have no idea where it came from, and even less of an idea where it is going. I know they also began recording it during the sessions for Emotional Rescue, and I'm almost glad they never put it on that album — sitting in between ʽWhere The Boys Goʼ and ʽSend It To Meʼ and all that crap. It has no Keith on it (it's mostly a Jagger / Wyman collaboration, with Bill on synth and guitars, and should have been credited as such instead of the usual Jagger / Richards credit), it almost has no discernible vocals, it's all drenched in special effects, it's totally unrecognizable as a Stones song, and it totally rules. Take the lyrics literally (once you locate the sheet, that is), and it's a love ballad: "smell of you baby, my senses be praised...". Take them figuratively, and it's a religious anthem: "nothing will harm you, no​thing will stand in your way". Disregard them completely, and the song is a bona fide psychedelic experience — is this the Rolling Stones or the Cocteau Twins? With those guitar tones, those phased vocals, the soft kaleidoscopic electronic tinkling in the background, it creates an atmos​phere of «mortally dangerous celestial beauty» that is as art-rockish as they come, and up to this day remains one of the most bizarre and overlooked sonic gems in the band's catalog.
Next to this psychedelic oddity, ʽNo Use In Cryingʼ is a return to more traditional R&B balladee​ring (and also bears an uncanny resemblance to ʽHeart Of Stoneʼ in its basic chord sequence), but the perfect final touch is ʽWaiting On A Friendʼ, a song that, for the first time since ʽMoonlight Mileʼ, ends a Stones album on a deeply positive note — though not necessarily on a deep note, considering how ʽMoonlight Mileʼ gave you the atmosphere of final blissful relaxation after a torturous journey; ʽWaiting On A Friendʼ just gives you an atmosphere of relaxation as such, and not particularly blissful — still, it might be one of those perfect, straightforward buddy anthems that get you with their simplicity and open-hearted nature (in the accompanying video, we saw this personalized in the form of Mick actually waiting for Keith down at St. Mark's Place, and it just isn't possible that anybody who saw this video at the time could have previewed the deep rift between the two that had already begun to spread open).
And really, that's what Tattoo You is all about. It's a simple, fun-lovin' record, tempered with a bit of intelligence and spiced with a couple weird surprises. There's no agenda to it, no special conceptuality, no intuitive understanding and artistic expression of their «band on the run» status as there was on Exile, and no conscious selection of songs according to the principle of «let's include this because it makes us sound like 15-year olds peeping in the girls' bathroom». There's just 45 minutes of non-stop good music, for the last time ever in Stones history. Thumbs up.
STILL LIFE (1982)
1) Intro: Take The 'A' Train; 2) Under My Thumb; 3) Let's Spend The Night Together; 4) Shattered; 5) Twenty Flight Rock; 6) Going To A Go-Go; 7) Let Me Go; 8) Time Is On My Side; 9) Just My Imagination (Running Away With Me); 10) Start Me Up; 11) (I Can't Get No) Satisfaction; 12) Outro: The Star Spangled Banner.

It was a bizarre thing, that whole Stones tour of America and Europe in 1981-82. Their last before an almost decade-long break, and yet also their first where they played almost exclusively in huge arenas and stadiums to massive, record-breaking crowds. Their most dynamic and energetic ever, with tempos driven to surrealism and any softness or sentimentality banished for good, yet also the first one where you could look at all that rush and sigh, «man, these dudes are actually getting old and pitiful». Their last one where they seemed to be adamantly refusing to rest on past glories and insisting on their ongoing relevance, yet also the first one where you'd look at the setlist and go, «come on guys... no, seriously?»
Yes, formally the tour was in support of Tattoo You, but in spirit it looked more like a tour in support of Emotional Rescue — the self-parodic, clownish atmosphere of that record permeated the stage, and although you could still have fun watching the band, it was all but impossible to take it seriously. In 1978, the show was punkish: Mick sported quasi-working class clothes and pulled stern, angry faces, while Keith and Ronnie played it as mean and gritty as possible. By the early Eighties, that style had all but evaporated, and now Mick spent most of the time running, running, running around the stage in stupid oversized sports gear, sometimes looking more like a hopelessly drunk quarterback than a rock star — and his guitar-toting friends followed suit, now also setting their minds on having as much stage-hoppin' fun as possible, and, perhaps, steal just a tiny bit of the spotlight away from their hypercocked-up frontman.
It was also the first Stones tour to be exceedingly well documented — as of now, there are at least three commercially available videos, including the original Hal Ashby movie Let's Spend The Night Together and two recent from-the-vault releases (full shows from the Hampton Coliseum in Virginia, December 1981, where some of the Still Life recordings also come from, and from the Roundhay Park in Leeds, July 25, 1982 — the last show of the tour and the last Rolling Stones concert for seven years). The Hal Ashby film, with the exception of a few moments, was dreadful, a bungled and stupid edit probably intended to present The Rolling Stones as an unstoppable force of nature, but instead presenting them as a bunch of dorks with ants in their pants, whose only purpose was to rush through all the songs as fast as possible and get back home just in time to catch the late show. The two from-the-vault releases are much stronger and allow the band to recapture some face at least — but, unfortunately, the accompanying live album is closer in spirit to Let's Spend The Night Together, and, up to this day, arguably remains as the band's most em​barrassing live release, closely followed by Love You Live.
Unlike Love You Live, it is a single, not double, LP, and considering the insane tempos at which they drive home most of these tunes, it gives the impression of a rushed job delivered by disin​terested people even more strongly than the Hal Ashby movie. The Rolling Stones are not the Ramones, and breakneck speed was never a crucial trademark of theirs — their songs are too melodically complex to allow for that much slurring without tragic results, and even though Keith was all cleaned up and ready to go, he never had that strong technique which would allow him to play fast and clean at the same time. Besides, as I already said, this was the first tour where both he and Ronnie started getting hyperactive on stage: Keith as the ardent, expressive, obsessive Don Quixote of rock'n'roll, and Ronnie as his loyal bouncy Sancho. That made it fun to watch, but it didn't exactly help to improve the playing style, and we are, after all, talking about an audio piece where watching is out of the question.
Thus, if the idea of listening to a ridiculously sped up runthrough to classics such as ʽUnder My Thumbʼ and ʽLet's Spend The Night Togetherʼ appeals to you — if you are ready to forget what it was, exactly, that provided the magic in the first place, and just accept them as Superbowlish warm-up anthems to keep those pulses beating and those limbs thrashing, then Still Life is OK. Actually, that's not a condemnation: I myself occasionally find a craving for these «let's get physical!» aerobic versions of the songs, accepting their temporarily disemboweled status. And in a way, starting those huge stadium shows with ʽUnder My Thumbʼ was an interesting gesture: with dozens of thousands of people swooning and swaying to the sounds of Keith's fanfare riff and Mick's triumphant, finger-waggin' "a change has come, she's under my thumb!" exclamations, it was almost as if the message was directed at all those people — you're under my thumb — and somehow, they still were, no matter how ridiculously dressed that lead singer was and how much he wanted to pass himself for an aging athlete, desperately set upon proving to the jury that he should still be given his last chance for the upcoming Olympics.
But yes, both the videos and the album clearly show how deeply in the pangs of their mid-life crisis the Stones found themselves at the time. All this insanity, all this rush, all the barking, all the sweating, all of it served one purpose: show the world that The Rolling Stones still «got it», that they were immune to the disease of aging and the danger of becoming irrelevant — and the more actively they tried, the more obvious it became that they weren't at all immune. On Still Life, this becomes painfully evident when they launch into ʽTime Is On My Sideʼ: the song is no longer a love ballad, but an attempt to affirm their own longevity — but if so, why does Jagger oversing it so comically? Less directly, it is also evident when they reach out for a golden rock​abilly oldie, Eddie Cochran's ʽTwenty Flight Rockʼ, and butcher the verse section while trying to go for an odd time signature at top speed — takes Ian Stewart on the chorus section to set them back on track with his marvelous boogie-woogie playing (in fact, Ian, for whom this would also turn out to be his last tour, sounded like the only musician on this tour to have been fully commit​ted to music — even Bill Wyman looked a little lost and out of his usual element).
A brief run through the few saving graces of this record. The cover of Smokey Robinson's ʽGoing To A Go-Goʼ is not sped up as ridiculously as everything else, and is actually performed quite tightly and with the same joyful revelry as the original, including a blissful solo from saxophonist Ernie Watts (who was replacing Bobby Keys for most of the tour). Same goes for ʽJust My Ima​ginationʼ, also much embellished by the sax. And, ironically, even though the only song included here from Emotional Rescue is ʽLet Me Goʼ, this is the one instance when toughening and spee​ding up actually helped the material — this version sounds angrier and punkier than the lazier, fuzzier, muddier studio original. Perhaps they should have capitalized on that and simply recor​ded an Emotional Rescue Live instead, so that our basis for comparison would be with one of their worst studio records and not with the Rolling Stones legacy as such.

Still, no thumbs down. Once again, as time goes by, it gets easier and easier to simply regard this collection as the musical equivalent of an adrenaline overdose — an embarrassment that is still fun, in a certain way. At the very least, one thing you cannot accuse the Stones of, at this time, is stagnation: this was a period when each new tour brought about an image shift, sometimes for the worse, sometimes for the better, but always with an element of curiosity. This, too, was an impor​tant milestone in their career, well worth getting to know if only for historical reasons: for in​stance, it is instructive to compare the chronologically concurrent «last» tours of the Stones (who never intended it to be their last one, but almost ended up that way) and of the Who (who did in​tend for their tour to be the last one, but fate decreed otherwise) — The Who were grim, tired, pessimistic, and seemed to represent the cruelly dark end of an era, whereas The Stones were joyful, boundlessly energetic, radiant, and seemed to represent the obnoxiously lightweight end of the same era. When both bands, against all odds, re-emerged on stage at the end of the decade, they would be coming back as revenants altogether, and life would never be the same.
UNDERCOVER (1983)
1) Undercover Of The Night; 2) She Was Hot; 3) Tie You Up (The Pain Of Love); 4) Wanna Hold You; 5) Feel On Baby; 6) Too Much Blood; 7) Pretty Beat Up; 8) Too Tough; 9) All The Way Down; 10) It Must Be Hell.

Gather round, children, and I'll tell you a story about little G. S.'s first taste of Undercover. It was something like late 1988 or early 1989, I do believe, and little G. S. was enjoying the first cultural benefits of perestroika — such as, for instance, being able to trot over to the nearest «Culture club» where some seedy dude would surreptitiously show you his album of... no, not pictures of naked women (although this was not totally out of the question, either), but titles of rock music LPs that you could get him to tape for you for an exorbitant sum that devastated all of your lunch money; but what was lunch in comparison to the ability to finally add Aftermath, or Between The Buttons, or Get Yer Ya Ya's Out!, to your already impressive (by the standards of the times) catalog of your Dad's classic Stones LPs?..
Another cultural benefit was being able to make your way to another «culture club», where equally seedy dudes (who must have made a real fortune with this), equipped with enviable VHS players and color TV screens, were just as happy to take your money for showing you pirated copies of movies you could previously only dream about — everything from Help! and Yellow Submarine to Jesus Christ Superstar and Woodstock... nope, probably not Woodstock, I think they still had a thing about nudity back then, even in a semi-underground setting like that. Any​way, what I'm getting at is that one of those days, little G.S. finally scooped together enough dough to gain entrance to the screening of Video Rewind, a musical program said to be focusing on music videos and performances by The Rolling Stones — nothing else was known beforehand about this, and so little G.S. happily went along, excited beyond measure at the perspective of actually seeing his beloved Get Yer Ya Ya's Out! come to life on screen, or something like that, at least. "Greatest rock'n'roll band in the world", remember?
What little G.S. saw on the screen that evening became one of the biggest shocks of his life, a childhood trauma that still resonates within him even (almost) thirty years later. Instead of seeing a great rock'n'roll band playing with (demon) fire on stage, he saw a bunch of clownish-looking freaks who spent most of their screen time entertaining viewers with dumb, cheap thrills. And at the center of this all were three videos that the freaks in question, as young G.S. properly learned only years later, shot for the Undercover album — a straightforward anthem to sexual arousal with focus on trouser buttons popping rather than the music (ʽShe Was Hotʼ), an equally straight​forward anthem to blood-and-guts with focus on red fluids, chainsaws and chopped body parts rather than the music (ʽToo Much Bloodʼ), and, finally, an ode to violence, guns, explosions with focus on Keith Richards shooting Mick Jagger through the head rather than the music (ʽUnder​cover Of The Nightʼ). It did not help matters much that the entire program was ran through the perspective of an awfully gynoid-like made-up leader of the band, or that one of the culminating moments was a video of ʽBrown Sugarʼ with interspersed bits of footage from the 1976 and 1981 tours, in both of which the leader of the band seemed to behave like a village idiot, justifying the worst Soviet stereotypes of what a «degraded rock musician» was supposed to look and act like. But the Undercover videos were really the cream of the crop, and life was never the same.
One thing that watching the video really did for me was make me pull the plug completely on post-1970 Stones for a long time (I think that my first listen even to Sticky Fingers, let alone everything else, did not come until the mid-Nineties or so), but what was even worse, I guess, was the odd realization that somehow, somewhere, in some dark corner of the subconscious I enjoyed what I saw — in, perhaps, the same manner as some people would feel about being acci​dentally exposed to a peep show. It was cheap, stupid, superficial, disgusting (and, of course, morally decadent, as befits an all-corrupting capitalist society!), but it was also disturbing, stimu​lating, and... fun, to some extent. In any case, it turned out to be unforgettable, and for a long time, visions of Anita Morris burning Mick to a hole in the ground or of Keith and Ronnie chasing after Mick with chainsaws through a grizzly stone mausoleum would haunt me in my dreams, no matter how much I tried getting away from them. But it took me many, many years before I'd actually allowed myself to recognize the legitimacy of that feeling.
These days, of course, it's all laughable. Nobody who'd actually lived in the West throughout the late Sixties / Seventies / early Eighties could probably experience such strong emotions about a bunch of titillating music videos in 1983 — even if they were banned for controversial reasons on stations all around the UK and the US, more because of the overall conservative trend in the Reagan-Thatcher era than because they pretended to set some new standard in TV violence and profanity. And yet, Undercover still remains an interesting chapter in Stones history — and an album that tends to polarize fans very much, with some seeing it more in the «little G. S.» per​spective (uninspired, stupid songwriting abusing modern technologies and focusing on hooligan​ry, not music) and others defending it as an unusually creative and experimental set, perhaps even as the last time when the Stones actually tried to do something innovative, instead of just settling, once and for all, into a stale formula.
The thing is, there's a bit of truth in each of these approaches. Undercover is a brave experiment, and it is also the beginning of a rotten formula. Undercover genuinely hits a nerve or two, and it is also cheesy and embarrassing. It shows that the Stones, when they really needed to, could move forward with the times — and it also shows that they could really suck at this. How many people actually bought the album just because it featured a seductive naked woman on the front sleeve? How many people did not buy the album because it featured a seductive naked woman on the front sleeve? (Or, come to think of it, how many people did not buy the album because it featured a seductive naked woman on the front sleeve with all the most important areas «under cover», har har har?) Mind you, this could have been a factor, particularly given that Undercover became the band's first album in a long, long time to not hit the #1 spot either in the UK or in the US. Guess the young G.S. was not the only fan to be disappointed.
Anyway, on to the music. This is where the Eighties finally hit us, with sampling, phasing, and other technotronic marvels of production actively employed during the sessions, probably cour​tesy of co-producer Chris Kimsey and recording engineer Bob Clearmountain — the worst ser​vice of all being paid to Charlie Watts, whose drumming is largely eclipsed here by the huge wall of electronic effects on the drums, not always abysmal, but usually effacing one of the most dis​tinctive elements of what makes a Stones album a true Stones album. Add to this Jagger's on​going fascination with new musical genres, and there are plenty of tracks here that hardly ever sound like Stones tracks — in fact, there's even one track, ʽToo Much Bloodʼ, where Keith is not present at all, with guitarist Jim Barber laying on the New Wave-style riffage instead.

Then again, this is, perhaps, not the worst feature of the album. Any true admirer of the Stones' musical ambitions should actually be happy when the Stones try not to sound like «the Stones» (were that always so, we would not have us any Satanic Majesties, or any baroque pop, or any ʽFingerprint Filesʼ or ʽHeavensʼ), and, in fact, some of the weakest songs here are precisely the ones where they try to sound too hard as «the Stones». Case in point: ʽToo Toughʼ, one of the first totally generic Stones rockers, of which they'd have at least a couple on each subsequent record, with unimpressive second-hand riffage from Keith and generic cockiness from Mick. And does anybody even begin to remember ʽAll The Way Downʼ? Imagine a ʽShatteredʼ without its characteristic riff, without its funny vocal bits, without its humor, and with a chorus whose only line forever stays in need of a good resolution — that never comes because they probably allowed themselves ten minutes to cobble the song together, at best.

More than half of the album suffers not so much from excessive overproduction or embarrassing cheap thrills as it does from sheer laziness of approach. Why does ʽPretty Beat Upʼ sound like a scuzzy vocal improvisation that Jagger performs over a stiff, monotonous groove whose basic riff seems to have been lifted by Keith from Pete Townshend's ʽEminence Frontʼ? (And this time not even the sax player can help them — where Sonny Rollins played massive, smoothly running, coherent solos to send ʽSlaveʼ into the stratosphere, David Sanborn here plays isolated, choppy, powerless licks, or, at least, that's the way they sound in the mix). Why does ʽIt Must Be Hellʼ recycle the riff of Exile's ʽSoul Survivorʼ, and keeps doing that in a manner that shows Keith completely chained to the basic chord sequence, doomed to simply replay the same phrase over and over and over for five minutes? Whatever happened to the glory days of ʽCan't You Hear Me Knockingʼ, when the band showed no signs whatsoever of this stiff paralysis?
Not all of the experimentation is successful, either. For one thing, Undercover includes what is probably the Stones' worst ever attempt at a reggae song — well, remembering ʽCherry Oh Babyʼ, they never really felt at home with the genre (despite being good pals with people like Peter Tosh and all), but ʽFeel On Babyʼ, featuring the then-ubiquitous dynamic duo of Sly and Robbie (who were also behind the stiff production of Dylan's Infidels), is basically five minutes of nothing, an unbearably slickified, groove-less groove with minimal melodic ideas and a «wet jungle» atmo​sphere that feels too humorless to be entertaining and too overloaded with production gimmicks to be taken seriously.
On the other hand, ʽUndercover Of The Nightʼ itself remains arguably the highest point in the overall tragic story of Mick Jagger's uneasy relations with modern technology. On this track, the groove is actually well established five seconds into the song, with Wyman's funky bass, while Keith lays down gunshot-like power chords that are a perfect fit with the song's overall message of violence, chaos, and anarchy in Latin America. Even the electronic percussion is a good choice here, made to sound like incessant barrages of machine-gun fire, and by the time the song gets around to the instrumental break, with Keith and Ronnie wielding their axes like a couple of homicidal maniacs, it is hardly possible not to get pulled in. Small wonder that this is only one of  three songs here that still crop up from time to time in the Stones' live repertoire.
The other relative success — although this time, the song is so un-Stones like that they never even began to think about bringing it on stage, as Keith would probably veto the decision — is ʽToo Much Bloodʼ. Corny and cheaply provoking as it is, with Mick's retelling of the Issei Sagawa story and all, it still has the catchiest refrain on the album and, more importantly, a top notch brass groove — probably the only song in Stones history which is totally made by the horns rather than guitars (the guitars, as has already been mentioned, were played by Stones roadie Jim Barber who was told by Mick to «do an Andy Summers» — I think he did more of a David Byrne, myself, but that's hardly relevant anyway). Unlike ʽFeel On Babyʼ, ʽToo Much Bloodʼ is actually quite entertaining — although, brushing off the cobwebs of childhood phobias and traumas, I'd say that it works even better in conjunction with the video, which, for my money, is downright creepier and more disturbing than Michael Jackson's ʽThrillerʼ (under whose heavy influence it was almost certainly shot by Julien Temple); at the very least, Keith never looked more believable than when wedging a chainsaw in the back of a chair where Mick was sitting just a couple seconds ago!
The third video was made for the only other Mick-sung Undercover song that would later be performed live (you can see it, for instance, in the Shine A Light movie) — ʽShe Was Hotʼ — and this is the closest they come here to creating a «retro-sounding», circa ʽStar Starʼ time, bawdy Stones riff-rocker with Chuck Berry-isms a-plenty. Aside from the hilarious realization that it had been only three years since the release of ʽShe's So Coldʼ (and all the possible ensuing jokes about a three-year period of global warming, etc.), and the trouser-busting antics of Anita Morris in the accom​panying video, there's not much to say about this other than that, if you really really really loved ʽStar Starʼ, you will probably also love ʽShe Was Hotʼ, but a little less. At least it's better than those completely lifeless rockers on Side B, not least because it features old buddy Ian Stewart in his most naturally comfortable role of the boogie-woogie accompanyist — alas, for the last time in his sweet short life.
To complete the picture, a couple of words are probably in order on ʽTie You Up (The Pain Of Love)ʼ, a song every bit as horrible as its title implies it to be, but one towards which I have always felt a strange and deeply dirty attraction. It's not the first time and not the last time when Jagger played the role of Mr. Sex Drive Incarnate, but something about this particular recording, electronic percussion and libido-choked roar and warts and all, echoes that old Stooges vibe — the rugged, braindead caveman yearning for release, release, release! Stupid, I know, but let us count this as a secret guilty pleasure. So good they never thought about making a video for this, though, or the little G.S. might have been driven to complete despair back in 1989, enough to throw all his hard-earned Stones tapes in the nearest Soviet dust bin or something.

So, as you can see, as a whole Undercover can be anything but boring, even if, in parts, it con​tains some of the least interesting and inspiring Stones songs written up to that point. Ironically, though, while it was the first album to clearly demarcate the differentiating zones of interest for Mick and Keith, and while it is usually Keith who is thought of as the integral musical engine of the Stones rather than Mick, it is the new Mick-style material that still holds up a bit rather than Keith-style material. At that point, Mick was already considering a solo career and beginning to seriously pander to mainstream pop tastes and all the crap that they brought with them — but as for the freshly cleaned-up and internally (though not externally) rejuvenated Keith, he seems to have been far more preoccupied with his new passion, Patti Hansen, than with writing good music: his only vocal number here, ʽWanna Hold Youʼ, is a pop-rocker with no signs of a decent riff and a chorus that is more of a perfunctory love mantra than a melodic highlight. (But if it played its part in getting Patti to marry him, who's to argue that a song like that cannot have a certain objective value?). Beginning with Undercover, it became more and more of a chore to get a truly great riff out of Keith — blame it on a happy family life, or on the absence of heroin, or both (can one have a happy family life and heroin? only if your wife is Courtney Love, I'd guess), but the fact is, the well had really run dry, and therefore, blaming Mick for making the Stones to sound less like the Stones and more like the Mick Jagger Experience, which Keith did a lot in those days, was a bit hypocritical.
Still, if you want to have at least a mildly positive impression of the album, it is best to think of it in the context of its times (where it sounds quite kick-ass next to much, if not most of the stuff, that the Stones' peers were doing at the time) than in the context of the band's overall career. At least it is not as grossly self-parodic and lightweight as Emotional Rescue, for which we probably have to «thank» the production team, and even if ʽToo Much Bloodʼ is like Psycho II to the original Psycho of ʽMidnight Ramblerʼ, the level of titillation on this record is somewhat higher than the locker-room-level humour of the band around 1980. This understanding is not enough to earn it a thumbs up — honestly, if you have not heard Undercover, you are not missing much — but it is enough to soothe those childhood traumas, thirty years after the fact.

DIRTY WORK (1986)
1) One Hit (To The Body); 2) Fight; 3) Harlem Shuffle; 4) Hold Back; 5) Too Rude; 6) Winning Ugly; 7) Back To Zero; 8) Dirty Work; 9) Had It With You; 10) Sleep Tonight.

It is not disputable that the overall state of the band in the mid-Eighties was quite pitiful: not only were the personal relations between Mick and Keith reaching an absolute nadir, with Mick's egotism and Keith's conservatism getting the better of them, but then there was also the problem with Charlie Watts, a notorious slowpoke whose alcohol and drug problems finally caught up with him a whole decade after Keith's crisis. Even Wyman seemed to find more comfort pro​ducing movie soundtracks in that era than working with the Stones.
Now the Stones are known as a band that often seemed to work better in a time of crisis, capable of channelling their agitation, confusion, and tension into music — think back to 1967 or to 1972 for some classic examples. Unfortunately, their worst crisis (worst, because its main reasons were internal rather than external) took place not in 1967 and not in 1972, but in 1985-86, some of the least auspicious years, to put it mildly, for Sixties' and Seventies' veteran rockers in general; and although you'd have to be deaf and dumb not to notice all that tension reflected in the sounds of Dirty Work, this time around it does not help the music, it only makes matters more obnoxious. There is no tricking the hand of fate — it was 1986, and it was the Stones' destiny to come up with their crappiest artistic statement of all time.
What is wrong with this record? Well — almost everything. To produce it, they brought in one of the biggest stars of Eighties' production, Steve Lillywhite, whose impressive resume already in​cluded Peter Gabriel's classic third album and the first three albums by U2; incidentally, he also happens to be the guy often credited with pioneering the gated reverb drum effect (which, predic​tably, is used a-plenty on this album). The problem is, what worked fine and dandy for the new styles of music developed by Gabriel and U2 could hardly be expected to work for old school rockers like the Stones — and it doesn't: the combination of glossy, plastic production with tradi​tional rock'n'roll values pretty much wastes the gloss and discredits the rock'n'roll. This was already a big problem with Undercover, but here modern production values are applied far more systematically, and the constant use of reverb and echo gets obnoxious very quickly.
Stiff production would still be a minor nuisance, though, had the songwriting and playing been kept on the level — which they are not. Ronnie Wood is credited as co-writer on a whopping four tracks here, which is already suspicious, seeing how reluctant Mick and Keith had always been to share the songwriting credits with anybody else; this is essentially a sign of their not giving a damn whatsoever (for the record, ever since the 1989 comeback, poor Ronnie never got a single other songwriting credit). Even more ridiculously, ʽBack To Zeroʼ is co-credited to their guest piano player, Chuck Leavell — did the late Ian Stewart or the great Nicky Hopkins ever get even one credit on some of those tracks that would never work so well without their participation?.. Throw in two covers, and you can see how much of a mess the record really was.
But hey, perhaps, against all odds, some of these songs could turn out to be masterpieces? Well, miracles did not happen in 1986. A few of them rank among the worst piles of sonic shit ever committed to tape in the name of the Rolling Stones — including both conventional rockers and songs outside of the band's typical range. For instance, ʽHold Backʼ almost manages to sound like a contemporary hair metal anthem — big fat sound with a shapeless, meaningless riff and the entire song dominated by headache-inducing drum bombast and an endless stream of tuneless barking from Mick «Turpentine Butt» Jagger (which, by the way, is also a common problem with the record: the only style for Mick to sing in here is gurgle and bark, bark and gurgle, as if he wanted to compete in monotony with some bona fide hardcore punk outfit). ʽFightʼ, true to its title, is not nearly as shapeless as to what concerns the verses and choruses, but otherwise shares all the problems of ʽHold Backʼ — no good riff, no good vocal melody, and no true Stonesy dynamics to the playing.

With the non-rockers, the situation does not get any better: there are no well-made funky sur​prises like ʽToo Much Bloodʼ here. Instead, you have ʽBack To Zeroʼ, a messy dance-pop number that finds the band genuinely struggling to find a coordinated groove — one big reason behind this, perhaps, is that, according to most accounts, the band almost never really played as a band in the studio at the time, with individual members laying on their contributions one by one, a process that could work with Paul McCartney but never really with the Stones. (At least, never since the creative peak of the late Sixties, when Keith alone could work magic with his guitar overdub layers). Meanwhile, Keith gets re-engaged with his passion for reggae, producing a piss-poor version of Half Pint's 1983 hit ʽWinsomeʼ, retitled ʽToo Rudeʼ and overlaid with so much echo on everything that you get the feeling of standing on one side of a cave entrance while the band is getting it on on the other side. Sh-sh-sh-sh-shak-e-e-e! And pointless: who really needs to hear the Stones doing reggae?
A couple more of the rockers barely make it to the «mediocre» level due to slightly higher levels of tightness and catchiness (ʽWinning Uglyʼ; the ridiculously belated anti-capitalist rant of the title track), but on the whole, there are only three songs here that I would recommend salvaging for compilations — not surprisingly, two of these were chosen for single releases and were also the only ones temporarily resurrected for the 1989-90 touring program. ʽOne Hit (To The Body)ʼ, even with the stupid production and the barking vocals (here, they work though), is a good piece of ravaging rock'n'soul, again, with no decent riff to speak of, but at least a catchy chorus that does a good job of conveying the mixed love-and-pain emotion of love addiction. The most poignant bit about it, of course, is that the song's lyrics seemed to be more of an allegory for the love-and-hate relationship between the band's two members — as further confirmed by the half-hilarious, half-frightening pseudo-karate match between Mick and Keith in the accompanying video (no chainsaws this time, but Mr. Richards can get even spookier with a guitar). As a ques​tionable bonus, you can throw in a guest guitar solo from Mr. Jimmy Page himself — strange they didn't bring in Eddie Van Halen, who'd probably be even more suitable.
The same trick is also reprised on the far less known ʽHad It With Youʼ, which I have always held a soft spot for because of all the songs in here, it is the one that is least encumbered with bombastic production and, consequently, the most close one to reflect those good old col​lective Stones values. Apparently, Keith wrote the lyrics and Mick got to sing them, tacitly acknowled​ging the truth of lines like "You always seem to haunt me / Serving out injunctions / Shouting out instructions" and "You're a mean mistreater / You're a dirty dirty rat scum" — and putting his bark to good use on the pissed-off "I HAD it, HAD it, HAD it wich'ooo!" chorus. It is not a great song — it is simply a charming autobiographical moment, done in style, including, finally, a normal drum track from Charlie and a proper harmonica solo from Mick. Too bad they'd never dare perform this live in public, meaning that the song will forever dangle in obscurity, even though, in my mind, it deserves to be included in any comprehensive musical biography of The Rolling Stones.
Then, finally, there is their cover of ʽHarlem Shuffleʼ, a resuscitation of the old Bob & Earl hit from 1963 — probably just to see how well this «Lillywhite Stones» sound of 1986 could acco​​modate the old soul values from the young and innocent days. They made a good choice, because the bass-heavy original already had a shade of surprising darkness to it, which is here emphasized even further: the Stones' take lays it on even thicker in the bass department, and even the organ has a certain doom-laden atmosphere to it, so that most of the time it's not so much a ʽHarlem Shuffleʼ as it is a ʽHighway To Hellʼ (much less «happy fun» in spirit than the AC/DC song, for that matter). The good news is that the song was catchy from the beginning, and also that it is taken at a respectable mid-tempo rather than whipped up to crazy frenzy like most of the stuff here — and even Jagger's barking makes sense as he is playing a possessed figure with all those "whoah, whoah, whoah, I can't stand it no more!" Ironically, this is the tune that reveals the most psychological depth on the entire album — there's dancing as an allegory for the sex drive, and there's all those primal and hellish connotations for both, bringing back memories of how this band once used to set the tone in the art of on-the-brink temptation.
But are three songs enough to properly pull Dirty Work out of the Stones' asscrack where it has remained firmly wedged for thirty years now? I don't think so. Together with Emotional Rescue, these are the only two records in the band's catalog that, on the whole, have an offensive aura to me — even if they sound quite different from each other and offend in completely different ways. (Funny enough, both of them also end with an amorphous lullaby from Keith: ʽSleep Tonightʼ has a slightly more memorable chorus than ʽAll About Youʼ, mainly due to repetition, but overall is undistinguishable from the large pool of slow soul ballads written by the guy, not to mention just as poorly produced here as anything.) Simply put, with a few moments' exception, the band's heart was not clearly in this when they went ahead and did it — this is a record that never should have happened in the first place. Had Mick and Keith truly broken up for good after this, Dirty Work would have been a fairly pitiful way to end an illustrious career; as it happened, it ended up just being a time-marking embarrassment, a certified thumbs down record, only out there to prove the universal applicability of the term «mid-life crisis», even to superhumans, and to serve as yet another piece of strong evidence for the «mid-Eighties curse» from which not even Keith Richards was exempt. Perhaps if he'd still been on heroin though...
SMALL FACES 



SMALL FACES (1966)
1) Shake; 2) Come On Children; 3) You Better Believe It; 4) It's Too Late; 5) One Night Stand; 6) What'cha Gonna Do About It; 7) Sorry She's Mine; 8) Own Up Time; 9) You Need Loving; 10) Don't Stop What You Are Doing; 11) E To D; 12) Sha-La-La-La-Lee.

Although the Small Faces' debut was not released on the market until May 1966, by its very nature it properly belongs in 1965: most of the recordings were produced in the latter half of that year and, more importantly, occupy the same style-shelf as the early Yardbirds and Who: at the time, Small Faces subscribed to the same Mod subculture as the Who and, for whatever it's worth, were commonly regarded as The Who's junior partners. Considering that Small Faces is essen​tially a mix of straightfaced R&B and rebellious garage rock, without the tiniest smidgeon of psychedelia, for mid-'66 it already sounded a tad anachronistic — which should not, however, prevent us from still enjoying the hell out of it more than half a century later.

It is hard, actually, to discuss the merits of Small Faces without inevitable comparisons to The Who's My Generation — at this point, the preferences and goals of both bands were almost the same, except that Small Faces would lose to The Who on almost all counts. They did not have as crazy a drummer as Keith Moon (Kenney Jones was competent and energetic, but utterly sane); as dexterous a bassist as John Entwistle (Ronnie Lane could play it mean and thick, but ultimate​ly went down in history as more of a songwriter than a player, let alone singer); or as intellectual and inventive a guitar player as Townshend (Steve Marriott knew how to produce feedback, but not how to destroy the listeners with it). They were far less accomplished songwriters, too, with most of the «originals» on this album recycling stolen musical ideas — ʽWhatcha Gonna Do About Itʼ, for instance, simply rides the riff of Solomon Burke's ʽEverybody Needs Somebody To Loveʼ — and the subject matters rarely transcending the usual love/sex subjects: no ʽMy Genera​tionʼ-style ideological anthems for these guys.

They did have one unquestionable advantage over The Who, though, which is precisely the one that makes the album sound cool even today: Steve Marriott — not as a guitar player, but as one of the greatest white vocalists of his era. Many people at the time strove to imitate the great black R&B screamers and crooners, but almost everybody ended up sounding pathetic (Roger Daltrey included); Marriott, long before Rod Stewart and Joe Cocker carried on the tradition, was among the first, if not the very first white R&B belter across the Atlantic (ocean) that could hold his own against anybody on Atlantic (label) — to which he further added an overtone of garage aggres​sion that you'd never hear from the well-behaving Otis Redding or Wilson Pickett. In 1965/66, Marriott blew away all competition on that scale — well, maybe with the possible exception of Van Morrison. (There was also Steve Winwood of the Spencer Davis Group, but his approach was always far more restrained and polite).
The key track to understanding early Small Faces is arguably ʽYou Need Lovingʼ — a stepping stone, as most would see it, on the way from Muddy Waters' original to Led Zeppelin's ʽWhole Lotta Loveʼ; but while this version does lack the quintessential-iconic heavy metal riff that would elevate Zep to a whole new level, there is not a single reason I could think of that would make me honestly prefer Robert Plant's performance over Steve's. Except Plant's voice is much higher, so I guess that his "I'm gon' send you back to schoolin'!" is far quicker registered in your ear than Steve's somewhat lower-pitched histrionics. Nevertheless, the combination of heavy bass, power​house drums, and rabid vocalizing makes the Small Faces' version an important milestone in the evolution of heavy soul music, opening certain dark Freudian depths that were closed to even the best British bands of the epoch. Ironically, one other thing in which Small Faces also happened to precede Led Zeppelin was shameless pilfering of credits — ʽYou Need Lovingʼ was far closer to Muddy Waters' ʽYou Need Loveʼ in all respects than ʽWhole Lotta Loveʼ, and yet Willie Dixon never sued them for copyright breaching. I guess there are certain advantages to not being a mega-million-dollar superstar team, after all.

What with all the fresh energy scattered around and with Steve Marriott at his most unhinged, the shady issue of songwriting can get easily lost in the fray — even though, by modern standards, the band is really not behaving well, adding insult to injury as, for instance, they pillage James Brown (ʽThinkʼ) for their ʽCome On Childrenʼ; as for their instrumentals such as ʽOwn Up Timeʼ, they all seem to be taken right out of the Booker T. & The MG's songbook, a fact that is hardly covered up by the band «disguising» the acquisitions with extra feedback. The few true originals that they managed to place on the record, usually credited to Marriott/Lane in Lennon / McCart​ney or Jagger / Richards style, are nothing special, second-rate pop-rock or blue-eyed soul only distinguished by Steve's permanently-over-the-top vocal deliveries; there is nothing here yet to suggest that pretty soon they'd be growing into Britain's finest pop songwriters of the decade. But like with many other such debut albums, songwriting should be far from the first reason why one should get interested in this stuff.

Or, at least, not the band's own songwriting: three of the most professionally written tunes here were contributed to the band by Kenny Lynch, either on his own or in tandem with Jerry Rago​voy or Mort Shuman. ʽYou'd Better Believe Itʼ and ʽSorry She's Mineʼ are catchy, but shallow soul-pop tunes; however, real gold was struck with ʽSha-La-La-La-Leeʼ, essentially a stupid (and, unfortunately, quite irony-free) novelty number with more surface appeal to 6-year olds than 16-year olds. The band, especially Marriott, hated its bubblegummy guts, but since it went on to be​come their biggest hit so far (and stayed that way until finally vindicated by the No. 1 status of ʽAll Or Nothingʼ), they had no choice but to stick with it. Even so, it says a lot about Marriott as a vocalist that the song avoids being completely cringeworthy due to the powerhouse effect of his vocal cords — in the hands of Manfred Mann, a song like this would be specifically targeted to the pre-pubescent part of the audience, whereas Steve almost makes you take it seriously. Almost, because no amount of vocal magic can reverse the damage done by an endless string of "sha-la-la-la-lee"s, or by the song's Mother Goose-like lyrical level.
Still, once all the damage has been properly assessed, Small Faces deserves its modest thumbs up. Listening to it once again, I can't help wondering what sort of an album could have been pro​duced in late '65, had The Who decided to dump Roger as their vocalist and replace him with Steve (not that I'd dare dismiss Roger, but he truly did not come into his own properly until Tommy and those late Sixties / early Seventies live shows). Such a decision, perhaps, would have rendered Small Faces completely superfluous — and yet, on the other hand, it might also be true that this slightly re-written bunch of classic R&B standards agrees better with Steve's vocal style (owed to Sam Cooke and Otis Redding) than, uhm, ʽMy Generationʼ. In other words, it is good to be able to have them all, especially now that you can make yourself a mixed playlist of Pete Townshend originals and Steve Marriott covers — and enjoy the best of both worlds.
THE WHO 



MY GENERATION (1965)
1) Out In The Street; 2) I Don't Mind; 3) The Good's Gone; 4) La-La-La Lies; 5) Much Too Much; 6) My Generation; 7) The Kids Are Alright; 8) Please, Please, Please; 9) It's Not True; 10) I'm A Man; 11) A Legal Matter; 12) The Ox; 13*) Circles.

When this LP was finally released on the market, The Who were not particularly happy about it, and few of its songs would survive as radio classics or stage favorites. Of course, they were still luckier than The Kinks: almost twenty months of non-stop work separated the congealing of the band's classic line-up from the marketing of their first LP, a period during which Pete Townshend had solidly cut his teeth as a songwriter — you can easily tell that they included those James Brown and Bo Diddley covers on the final version not because they had gaps to fill, but because those had become an essential part of their live act at the time. And yet, Pete was still left behind with the feel of an immature rush job, one that neither managed to properly catch up with all the musical groundbreaking of the epoch nor managed to capture their live ambience.
The second argument is moot, though. In the studio, The Who were perfectionists who could never even begin to set themselves the goal of sounding just as wild and out of control as they did on stage — and this is a good thing, as they are one out of a small handful of «effortlessly two-faced» bands whose studio and live output live two different — connected, but autonomous — lives. But it is also true that both onstage wildness and studio perfectionism are complex arts that require the accumulation of experience, and in 1965, The Who were still learning on both fronts. In retrospect, My Generation is a formative album whose flaws almost outweigh its virtues; the saving grace is that the flaws themselves are downright bizarre from time to time.

No review of My Generation, however, can bypass the point where it all begins — ʽI Can't Ex​plainʼ, one of the greatest songs of 1965 and perhaps of the entire decade. The Who burst through with the same kind of blast as did The Kinks with ʽYou Really Got Meʼ, and indeed Townshend has always acknowledged the huge influence that Ray Davies had on his own songwriting. But The Who did something bigger with that song: where ʽYou Really Got Meʼ amends the rules of pop music with its minimalism and brutality, ʽI Can't Explainʼ downright rewrites them, reversing the roles of the instruments — placing the guitar in the rhythm section and making a lead instru​ment out of the drums. With John's bass staying somewhat low in the mix and Daltrey's vocals still suffering from certain stiffness, ʽI Can't Explainʼ is a Pete / Keith show all the way, and every note, every beat punched out on those instruments feels like a wake-up call to action. The lyrics of the song primarily appeal to young people — it is one of those classic "I'm eighteen, and I don't know what I want" moments — but the musical core of the song is far more mature than your average garage rock nugget from sex-crazed youngsters. And it has one of Keith Moon's greatest drum parts ever: despite the initial feel of crazy chaos, every fill is perfectly calculated and in its rightful place. (And no, this does not apply to every song Keith had ever played on, live or in the studio — he could be extremely messy if he was in a different kind of mood).

As far as I'm concerned, it is a better song than ʽMy Generationʼ itself, if only because ʽMy Gene​rationʼ suffers from being a bit too self-conscious: it spells out openly (and a bit trivially) the same things that other youth anthems were conveying more metaphorically at the time (even ʽSatisfactionʼ was never quite as explicit as ʽMy Generationʼ is with its simplistic philosophy), and its chorus is too simplistic and sloganeering. There are three things that people always re​member about the song — "hope I die before I get old" (a line that got compromised a long, long time ago, what with «The Who» still trudging their sorry asses on stage fifty years after it was written); Roger's bizarre and gratuitous stuttering gimmick; and John's fantastic bass solo — and only the last one of these still gets my head spinning. Yet it was a very important song for The Who and for rock music in general, and without its success, the band's career might have turned out very differently (if only for the fact that they'd only just kicked Roger out of the band when the single began to rocket up the charts, and so they quickly had to bring him back in), and then there's the Live At Leeds version which is an entirely different thing... anyway, who am I kidding? This is friggin' ʽMy Generationʼ, and nothing I say can change that fact.
There is that other fact, though, that Pete Townshend actually wrote some fun songs for the rest of this album, and they sort of got lost in transit when compared to the success of the band's singles. ʽThe Good's Goneʼ — now there's a completely different musical approach to the subject of breaking up, surprisingly deep and mature: not an ʽIt's All Over Nowʼ where the indignant lover is dumping the cheating bitch, but a simple irritated acknowledgement that the feeling is no longer there on both sides, punctuated by Townshend's cold guitar tones and Daltrey's weary and frustrated delivery. (As a psychological portrait, I think the song works better than ʽMy Genera​tionʼ, but don't tell anyone). ʽMuch Too Muchʼ — another really good one: "If it's you I need I've got to pay the levy / Got to pay 'cause your love's too heavy on me". Let alone the fact that nobody probably ever used the word ʽlevyʼ in a pop song, the subject of the protagonist moving away from his object of affection because the affection has become too chain-like is also relative​ly new to the pop sphere — already at this point, Townshend was not interested in writing stereo​typical love ballads, and made sure that the musical atmosphere always correlated with the lyrical message. Perhaps they aren't too great from a straightforward melodic perspective, but they are interesting songs, and Daltrey, even with his still uncertain and underdeveloped voice, understood fairly well how to do them justice.

On Side B, there are a few joke songs, seriously influenced by the Stones (ʽIt's All Over Nowʼ, ʽThe Last Timeʼ), but they rank among the greatest joke songs of the Sixties — ʽIt's Not Trueʼ is an early example of an anti-tabloid rant, and ʽA Legal Matterʼ is the first of many Who songs about running away from their wives or fiancées, although its most distinguishing feature is pro​bably the cute little ringing riff at the beginning (so nice to hear it cropping up in the middle of the song as well). But, of course, the greatest Townshend original here is ʽThe Kids Are Alrightʼ, a song that had probably stunned many with its "I don't mind other guys dancing with my girl" (so whatever happened to the half-chivalrous, half-egotistic ideal of "If somebody wants to take my place / Let's pretend we just can't see his face"?) — and, if you want to entertain darker thoughts, it is not impossible to interpret the whole thing as an invitation to share... oh, never mind. The important thing is that, for all its questionable lyrical content, ʽThe Kids Are Alrightʼ is a magnificent power pop creation, a rip-roaring-ringing anthem that does for The Who pretty much the same that ʽPlease Please Meʼ did for The Beatles. Except The Beatles showed them​selves to be quite egotistic, whereas Daltrey and Townshend are, uhm, happy to share. You know, in a way this record actually makes the Stones' attitude towards women seem downright courte​ous — at least Jagger and Richards despised their imaginary girlfriends for imaginary promiscu​ousness; Townshend puts down his ones just because he is afraid they might be getting a bit too possessive of his personality. But that's the way life works sometimes, too, and even this kind of attitude deserves its musical depiction — and gets it, fair and square.

Against this background, the James Brown covers recorded here sound disappointing: ʽPlease, Please, Pleaseʼ in particular seems almst ridiculous, coming off the heels of ʽThe Kids Are Alrightʼ — "I don't mind other guys dancing with my girl" immediately followed by "Baby please don't go, I love you so?". Is this an apology or something? And Roger Daltrey taking on the challenge of covering James Brown... there's a reason why neither The Beatles nor The Stones dared to cover any of Brown's classics, you know. Most likely, the covers were there simply for instructive purposes: being huge fans of American R&B, Townshend and the boys thought it was their duty to properly introduce British audiences to the Godfather, a figure somewhat underrated in comparison to blues and rockabilly greats — a noble, but obviously obsolete purpose.
But who really cares about the James Brown covers when we got 'The Oxʼ? A sonic marvel that still sounds impressive today, with Keith playing a relatively straightforward, but totally relent​less tom-tom pattern and Pete experimenting with feedback on the wildest of all possible pre-Hendrix levels. (Special mention, by the way, should be made of Nicky Hopkins, who adds his energetic piano rolls not only to this song, but to the majority of the other tracks on the album as well: this was one of his earliest big breaks as a session player, and although for the most part he is content to be staying in the background, his piano parts do a good job of «thickening» the sound — it is not for nothing, after all, that Pete was worried for such a long time about the lack of a keyboard player with The Who onstage). ʽThe Oxʼ sounds absolutely nothing like the majo​rity of blues-rock instrumentals at the time: it is accessible and avantgarde at the same time, a celebration of well-structured noise, inspired by the likes of Link Wray but pushing such influen​ces as far forward as they could go at the time. Play it loud and proud today, and it will proudly compete against any noise rock achievements of the past half century.
With all these wonderful breakthroughs, I really do not care that ʽOut In The Streetsʼ begins with the exact same guitar trills that Townshend also used for the far superior single ʽAnyway, Any​how, Anywhereʼ; or that ʽLa-La-La Liesʼ sounds woefully underproduced, a catchy pop song that deserved Beatles-level production but got Shel Talmy; or that the group's vocal harmonies sound frail and shaky next to their peers; or about those noble James Brown covers. No amount of filler can bury the fact that here, in late 1965, when you could think you'd already heard it all, we have emerging one of the most unique and intelligent voices of the first generation of British beat bands. And they were only beginning to heat up — yet My Generation is still a thumbs up all the way, just like any Keith Moon-era Who record.
Technical note: the US equivalent of the album was retitled The Who Sings My Generation and featured a less interesting cover photo on which The Who were no longer seen scrutinizing you from below (but you had Big Ben there, because how else you'd know that these guys came from across the water?), as well as replaced the band's cover of Bo Diddley's ʽI'm A Manʼ with the proto-psychedelic B-side ʽCirclesʼ, apparently because of strong sexual connotations in the for​mer (ironically, The Yardbirds had their version of the song released fair and square in the States that same year). In 2002, the album (previously unavailable for a long time on CD due to a legal matter, baby) got a deluxe edition with numerous alternate takes that are mostly of historic inte​rest — but at least it is now delivered together with ʽI Can't Explainʼ. On the whole, though, I do not recommend the deluxe edition as strongly as the other reissues of the band's catalog that come together with rare B-sides, EP-only tracks and other autonomous, well-rounded songs that often add a lot to the catalog.
A QUICK ONE (1966)
1) Run Run Run; 2) Boris The Spider; 3) I Need You; 4) Whiskey Man; 5) Heatwave; 6) Cobwebs And Strange; 7) Don't Look Away; 8) See My Way; 9) So Sad About Us; 10) A Quick One, While He's Away; 11*) Batman; 12*) Bucket T; 13*) Barbara Ann; 14*) Disguises; 15*) Doctor, Doctor; 16*) I've Been Away; 17*) In The City; 18*) Happy Jack (acoustic version); 19*) Man With Money; 20*) My Generation / Land Of Hope And Glory.

The Who's second attempt at staking a solid claim on the LP market ended up even less convin​cing than the first. While they did secure some personal and (questionably) financial freedom by cutting ties with Shel Talmy and negotiating a new contract with the aid of the Kit Lambert / Chris Stamp managing team, this happened under an extremely bizarre condition — namely, that each member of the band should contribute to the songwriting on an equal level. Apparently, Lambert thought of this as a financially beneficial strategy, and it may have put a bit of good money in the individual pockets of the four band members at the time; but in the long run, it only made sure that A Quick One would remain of The Who's most inconsistent (and, in spots, even em​barrassing) albums, at least in the Keith Moon era.

Do not get me wrong: it is still a fine LP, and the goofiness of the concept adds a certain naïve charm to the experience as a whole, one that you will never find on later, Townshend-dominated packages. And the approach did result in at least one excellent consequence — it stimulated John Entwistle into beginning to write songs and establishing a unique style that would later be ex​plored in depth both on The Who's and his own solo records. On the other hand, forcing Daltrey and Moon to write songs was the clear equivalent of making a legless person climb a pine tree: while listening to ʽI Need Youʼ and ʽSee My Wayʼ, I do not so much hear actual music as feel the sharp nervous pain experienced by both when trying to put this stuff together. And, even worse, the process seems to rub off on Townshend, since he was definitely not contributing his best efforts to the LP, either, mostly saving them up for several great singles.

On the whole, the album ended up surprisingly lighter and poppier in tone than My Generation. Throughout, there is not a single «monster noise» track like ʽThe Oxʼ, or even a properly noisy coda or mid-section — Pete still uses plenty of power chords, fuzz, and feedback, but only as extra melodic elements rather than chaos generators. There is, in fact, only one properly aggres​sive and abrasive song — the album opener ʽRun Run Runʼ, whose somber stomp is slightly re​miniscent of ʽMy Generationʼ, but whose message is more akin to The Beatles' ʽRun For Your Lifeʼ, albeit wrapped in slightly more intricate wording ("your horseshoe's rusty and your mirror's cracked / you walk under ladders, then you walk right back" is Lennon's syntax crossed with Dylan's lexicon). As a sidenote, the song has nothing to do with The Velvet Underground's ʽRun Run Runʼ, but both tunes do share the grim one-string vamp structure that, perhaps, simply brings on inevitable associations with run-run-running. And it is fun, but it ain't ʽMy Generationʼ.
Pete is being even more lightweight on ʽDon't Look Awayʼ, a rare excourse into folk-rock, if not country-rock, for him (another subconscious nod to Rubber Soul, perhaps?) — a catchy, but fairly throwaway tune on the whole; and ʽSo Sad About Usʼ, the album's only acknowledged Townshend semi-classic, seems to be a little too worshipful of The Kinks (in their pre-Face To Face songwriting stage) — to be honest, I have never been much of a fan of this tune, just be​cause it feels strained and suppressed to the kind of simplistic pop formula that Townshend had already outgrown at this point. (Odd enough, this is a rare case where I prefer the cover versions: both The Jam and The Breeders did slightly sped-up, tightened-up covers on which they sound more dedicated to the material than Pete and Roger seem to be on the original). Plus, the bridge section of the song really sucks — seems like they threw together the key change and the clumsy lyrical skeleton in about thirty seconds, and the line "you can't switch off my loving like you can't switch off the sun" is mega-corny for Pete even in 1966. It is allegedly Paul Weller's favorite Who song, though, so what do I know? So bad about us!
In any case, in the Great Inter-Who Songwriting Competition of 1966, Pete Townshend is only awarded second place after the silent John "Ox" Entwistle. Introduction of dark humor and creepy absurdity into pop music had only just begun, and luckily, John was just the kind of guy to whom the perspective of writing a simple (or even a complex) love song did not really appeal as much as the perspective of writing one song about a spooky spider and another one about delirium tremens. His spiritual predecessors in this whacky business include Screamin' Jay Hawkins and Bobby ʽBorisʼ Pickett, but John's big advantage was being a professional and innovative bass player, which sort of made him the obvious choice for the band's mascot-of-macabre — plus, he had a poker face attitude, and nothing could be more helpful when singing about ʽBoris The Spiderʼ. Of course, ʽBorisʼ is essentially a spooky kid song, but that does not prevent it from being innovative in the bass department — John's rumbling, sinister descending riff is another small step in rock's evolution toward heavy metal. In addition, ʽBorisʼ gives us Entwistle's full range, from the falsetto of "creepy crawly, creepy crawly" to the pharyngeal depths of "Boris the spider, Boris the spider!", so throw in a bit of amazing showmanship as well.
Next to the ubiquitous ʽBorisʼ, which went on to become a stage favorite (hundreds of imaginary spiders named Boris were fictitiously hunted, maimed, and trampled on stage over the years), ʽWhisky Manʼ remained practically forgotten, because it is a comparatively quiet little pop song, yet it also has its share of fun and sorrow, and, most importantly, introduces the French horn as a secondary favorite instrument for Entwistle — he may have never learned to play it in as virtuoso a manner as he played the bass, but he had a knack, from the very start, to extract impressive melodic content from it. You can already hear faint echoes of Tommy's overture in his slightly «Eastern raga-meets-Siegfried»-style horn lines, which end up to be one of the artsiest flourishes on the entire album. As to the lyrical content of the song, I would not take it too seriously: in 1966, the band's problems with alcohol were not that great yet, so ʽWhisky Manʼ is more of a darkly humorous tidbit in good old British style than a truly autobiographical representation. It would go on to become autobiographical for at least two members of the band, though.
Next to the somewhat slacking Pete and the unexpectedly enthusiastic and original John, the less said about the con​tributions of Moon and Daltrey, the better. At least Roger had the good sense to restrict himself to one composition: ʽSee My Wayʼ is a very poor attempt to write something in the semi-meditative style of The Beatles circa 1965-66, and would end up being one of only two songs he'd ever written for The Who completely on his own. Moon's ʽI Need Youʼ is even worse, although that one is at least curious for its novel character — Keith actually trying his hand at a sentimental love song? during a short break in between stuffing cherry bombs in toilets, no doubt. He must be complimented on diligently trying to go for a verse, bridge, and chorus structure with a powerful build-up, but ultimately the powerful build-up remains squarely dependent on his drumming force rather than the song's melody. Much more Keith-like is ʽCobwebs And Strangeʼ, a drunken-elephant circus romp that is best taken with the accompanying video (fortunately pre​served in its entirety in The Kids Are Alright) — an accurate enough illustration of Keith's friend​ly destructive force, but little else.

So far, we have seen some boring and some fairly successful entertainment value in A Quick One (including, among other things, a mighty fine cover of Martha & The Vandellas' ʽHeat​waveʼ, with surprisingly effective and tuneful falsetto harmonies that totally rival the original), but not a lot of substance. That substance might theoretically be expected from seeing a nine-minute track round out the second side of the album — but while ʽA Quick One While He's Awayʼ may have been a musically and lyrically groundbreaking composition for 1966, time has not been very kind to it: its multi-section structure became routine in the wake of the art-/prog-rock explosion, and its storyline — the silly tale of a housewife seducted by an «engine driver» — may have been somewhat titillating in the still somewhat innocent 1966, but today the story is not even very funny, just a bit of bad, clumsy comedy.
That said, from the purely musical side ʽA Quick Oneʼ is a daring and entertaining creation, although, like so many other Who songs, it truly came to life on stage — arguably the finest version I have heard to this day is their performance in The Rolling Stones Rock'n'Roll Circus, where the overall environment was perfect for a bit of dazzling vaudeville, and The Who turned up the amps, tightened up the riffs, and gave the show of a lifetime (better, I think, than on the Live At Leeds version, where the song was played more like an obligatory prelude to Tommy and was ever so slightly sloppier). Still, even on the studio version the creativity is admirable: all the different sections are played in different styles, from pure pop to a bit of ska to a bit of Roy Rogers-style country-western (the "soon be home" section) to the grand finale where, unable to hire themselves a chamber orchestra for better effect, they ended up singing "cello cello cello" instead, and whose "you are forgiven" section is like Beethoven for pop toddlers.
Not that Who fans expected anything like that at the time, I think — and it is not so much the issue of a multi-part nine-minute suite as is the ostentatiously pop nature of the album. In fact, 1966 marked an important stylistic split in The Who's creativity: with My Generation, they tried to bridge their studio activities with their live shows, but starting with A Quick One, The Who live and The Who in the studio would essentially be two different bands for the rest of their lives, and especially for most of the Sixties (it was not until Who's Next that the bridge was brought back, and even then only tentatively). And A Quick One was almost shamelessly poppy; but this actually reflected Townshend's changing attitudes toward pop art, in whose lightness, humor, and relative freedom-from-conventions he saw — at least, pretended to see — something approaching true progress at the time. This conception would not reach its peak until late 1967, though; in 1966, The Who still seemed too dazed and confused about their transformation from Shel Talmy pet dogs into posh artsy trendsetters under Kit Lambert's creative directorship.
Modern CD editions of the album come with a slew of bonus tracks, yet end up omitting the classic string of 1966 singles that pretty much obliterated anything on the album — ʽHappy Jackʼ (there is an alternate acoustic take here, though), ʽSubstituteʼ, and ʽI'm A Boyʼ still have to be purchased separately on hit compilations, such as the classic Meaty Beaty Big And Bouncy, or later best-of packages. I do not think that it is a sound decision, but at least the bonus section does a good job of collecting various B-sides and other rarities that should never ever be forgotten (this is the goddamn Who in their liveliest years we're talking about — every sound bite is priceless). In this particular case, what we have is arguably the single best version of the ʽBatmanʼ theme found on record (the theme is all about its thunderous bass line, and who'd handle thunderous bass lines better than The Ox?); a couple of hilarious covers from the early Sixties (ʽBucket Tʼ, with another endearing passage on that French horn; ʽBarbara Annʼ, a particular favorite of Keith Moon's that The Who perform with less pure vocal harmonies than The Beach Boys, but far more kick-ass energy); and at least one perennial classic — Entwistle's ʽDoctor Doctorʼ, which I honest​ly think is his single most underrated song in the entire catalog. It's got all the pizzazz of ʽRun Run Runʼ (fast tempo, chugging bassline, nasty feedback pops from Pete's guitar) plus some of the most hilarious lyrics you ever get to hear in 1966, yet just as relevant for some people (I'm sure we have all met characters like that in our life) these days.
Even the bonus tracks, though, are almost universally jocular and sarcastic: the stuttering semi-psychedelic B-side ʽDisguisesʼ is just about the only exception, and it seems to be trying a little too hard to emulate the slow, lazy, hazy style of Beatles songs like ʽRainʼ (at this point Pete would probably start throwing rocks at me, since he'd spent a large part of 1966 trying to explain to fans and journalists that The Beatles really weren't where it was at). But they are all fun, catchy songs, proving that the pop idiom was not at all out of reach of The Who — in particular, their attempts at adapting the style of The Beach Boys (ʽIn The Cityʼ) were moderately successful, and with three capable and one tone-deaf (Keith) singers in the band, they achieved impressive suc​cess in the art of multi-part vocal harmonies, far more than could generally be expected of a band that seemed to place loudness, noise, and reckless experimentation before everything else at the start of their career.
So what would be the final verdict? From a purely «objective» stance, A Quick One should be considered a failure — too much pop, too many strange contributions from invalid songwriters, and a nine-minute mini-rock opera that turned out to be just a dress rehearsal for much more ambitious and profound things to come. I do not think that many will disagree with the obvious: in the big creative album race of 1966, The Who lost to the other biggies (Beatles, Stones, Kinks, Beach Boys, Dylan, etc.) fair and square. Yet the band's talents, multiplied by the overall magic of the year 1966, still ensure that A Quick One is a fun listen — the most lightweight The Who ever got, but for some people, this might actually be preferable to the «heavyweight» Who of Tommy and particularly the post-1970 period. Subtract one or two really weak songs, throw in the hilarious bunch of bonus tracks (even a bizarre take on ʽMy Generationʼ that segues into a quaky-wobbly ʽLand Of Hope And Gloryʼ), and you are set for a fun roller coaster ride populated with spiders named Boris, engine drivers named Ivor, whiskey men, cobwebs, and strange. No matter how serious life is, there should always be a moment left for a quick one, and the album is such an important link in The Who's evolution anyway that thumbs up are still guaranteed.
THE YARDBIRDS 



FIVE LIVE YARDBIRDS (1964)
1) Too Much Monkey Business; 2) Got Love If You Want It; 3) Smokestack Lightning; 4) Good Morning, Little Schoolgirl; 5) Respectable; 6) Five Long Years; 7) Pretty Girl; 8) Louise; 9) I'm A Man; 10) Here 'Tis.

Every time I listen to this record, I am reminded of just how irrepairably skewed our modern per​ception is of all those young R&B bands that sprang up all over Britain in the early Sixties. We hear them somewhat timidly recording short, thin, quiet covers of Chicago blues and Chuck Berry in the studio; see them properly dressed and, most of the time, lip-synching to the same studio recordings on scant TV appearances; read condensed biographic descriptions of their early years that largely focus upon their managers, producers, and girlfriends; and, if we are very lucky, treat ourselves to awful quality bootlegs that are a total chore to enjoy.
The club scene, however, is where it was all really happening — where bands like The Animals and The Rolling Stones felt themselves free from public image shackles and studio restrictions long before the psychedelic revolution. This was where you could really go wild, where you could extend your three-minute singles into lengthy jams or dance grooves; at the expense of clarity and precision of sound, perhaps, but with the added benefit of releasing the BEAST inside you. We know the huge difference between a studio and a live Stones, or Who, or even Led Zep​pelin album from the late Sixties / early Seventies, but, if anything, this difference was even larger in the early Sixties — it's just that we don't get to experience it all that often.
Consequently, manager and producer Giorgio Gomelsky's pioneering decision to make the first album by his latest acquisition, The Yardbirds, a real live one was nothing short of entrepreneu​rial genius — and exceptionally favorable for The Yardbirds themselves, a band that had not yet properly found its studio wings, and had a lot going against it in terms of competition. Its strict separation between rhythm and lead guitar left rhythm guitarist Chris Dreja without any active voice whatsoever. In the rhythm section, bass player Paul Samwell-Smith was, at best, competent, and drummer Jim McCarty, even being somewhat more than just competent, was, after all, just a drummer. The weakest link, however, was their frontman: Keith Relf, next to the wildman image of people like Mick Jagger and Eric Burdon, looked and sounded like a well-behaved, clean-cut college student, probably very nice to know, handsome in an almost teen idol sort of way, but clearly loving his blues and R&B idols much more than he could imitate them.
Their best bit of luck came along in 1963, when their lead guitarist Top Topham had to leave for art school and cede his place to Eric Clapton, of The Roosters' (non-)fame. With the young guitar prodigy at their side, The Yardbirds finally had something that nobody else had in the British R&B scene — a top-notch blues guitarist who could not only cop all the black dudes' licks to perfection, but put his own stamp on those as well. However, as their first album clearly shows, The Yardbirds never had the slightest intention of turning into «The Eric Clapton Revue» (or, for that matter, any guitar player's revue, be it Eric, Jeff, or Jimmy). The man was too shy to sing, too stiff to show off on stage, and he did not even take solo turns on at least half of the numbers that they performed — drastically underused, some might say; admirably humble, others might object. Regardless, Clapton's presence on these tracks is a good, but far from the only, reason why Five Live Yardbirds still deserves your attention more than half a century since its release.
The most important thing about Five Live Yardbirds is that it is the only document of its epoch, at least outside the territory of crappy-sounding boots, that lets you hear what a genuine club-based «rave-up» sounded like at the time. Those of the album's songs (recorded, by the way, at the Marquee Club on March 20, 1964) that go well over three minutes usually turn, sooner or later, into loud, noisy, «primitive» jams, with all the band members kicking the shit out of their instruments — about as far removed from one's idea of an Eric Clapton-led band as possible. And in those blessed moments when the band reaches its energetic peak, any individual shortcomings on the part of the players just melt away, and what remains is an awesome tribal groove, perhaps best felt on dance-oriented R&B numbers such as the Isley Brothers' ʽRespectableʼ or Bo Did​dley's ʽHere 'Tisʼ that closes the show. ʽHere 'Tisʼ, in particular, features a mammoth groove from the rhythm section — for a short while, Jim McCarty ceases to be a suburban British kid and becomes one of those Loa-possessed mythical African savages... yes, clichéd praise, I know, but you really don't get such tribal bombast from anybody else in the Britain of 1964.
Straightahead rock'n'roll and blues numbers are, of course, generally saved by the young Mr. ʽSlowhandʼ Clapton — with ʽToo Much Monkey Businessʼ, if you want great lead vocals, hear The Hollies, if you want young punk flavour, your best bet is The Kinks, but if you want top level lead guitar with the rawest, sharpest, screechiest tone of 1964 and the speediest, most easily fluent picking style of 'em all, you'll have nowhere to turn to but The Yardbirds. The sound quality is hardly ideal, and Eric's soloing on ʽFive Long Yearsʼ is too deeply embedded in the mix (you'd have to wait thirty more years to hear Eric truly let rip on the song), but you can already hear all the principal reasons for the ʽGodʼ tag here. That said, ʽMonkey Businessʼ, ʽFive Long Yearsʼ, and John Lee Hooker's ʽLouiseʼ are pretty much the only songs on which Eric gets a proper solo spot — all the more ridiculous considering how often Keith Relf gets a solo spot with his harmonica, which he really only plays because he's a non-guitar-playing frontman and if you are a frontman without a guitar, you have to play harmonica. Like Mick Jagger, you know? Even on ʽGood Morning Little Schoolgirlʼ — the studio version had Eric playing a solo, but this live version only has Keith. What the hell?.. (Admittedly, he is not a bad harp blower, and the perfor​mance on ʽSmokestack Lightningʼ is suitably evil, but too much of this is perfunctory). 
Anyway, all criticism aside, Five Live Yardbirds is more than just a priceless historical docu​ment: it is a special experience that lets you penetrate those «wild and innocent days» like nothing else — before egos and drugs took over and added extra wildness, but took away most of the innocence. Never mind that the band remained unable to carve out an unmistakable identity for themselves: Five Live Yardbirds has no need for an identity, as long as a certain nameless power can clench all five of them in its grip from time to time and make them produce such exciting, truly bacchanalian pandemonium. And on top of that, you get a few of those Clapton solos — as a bonus for getting into all the grooves. Thumbs up.
PS: since the dawning of the CD era, Five Live Yardbirds apparently has been released in a million different repackagings, many of which throw on tons of bonus tracks — such as the band's early studio singles (which shall be tackled in a separate review for For Your Love), or additional live performances from the Crawdaddy Club and other venues: seek out the one that has a rippin' version of Chuck Berry's ʽLet It Rockʼ on it, a really tight performance and another great occasion to hear Eric do Chuck Berry, something you would almost never get a chance to hear again in the post-1964 universe.
FOR YOUR LOVE (1965)
1) For Your Love; 2) I'm Not Talking; 3) Putty (In Your Hands); 4) I Ain't Got You; 5) Got To Hurry; 6) I Ain't Done Wrong; 7) I Wish You Would; 8) A Certain Girl; 9) Sweet Music; 10) Good Morning Little Schoolgirl; 11) My Girl Sloopy; 12*) Baby What's Wrong; 13*) Boom Boom; 14*) Honey In Your Hips; 15*) Talkin' 'Bout You; 16*) I Wish You Would (long version); 17*) A Certain Girl (alt. take); 18*) Got To Hurry (take 4); 19*) Sweet Music (take 4); 20*) Heart Full Of Soul (sitar version); 21*) Steeled Blues; 22*) Paff Bumm; 23*) Questa Volta; 24*) Paff Bumm (Italian version).

The Yardbirds never really had a proper studio album out until mid-1966, by which time most of their classic material had already been released as singles. So thank the crooked American market for putting out two Yardbirds albums in 1965 that, in between them, contained all these singles and more — with screwed-up track sequences and some real dreck wedged in between the clas​sics, but still, providing us with some sort of foundation for collecting and reviewing their output. Not surprisingly, both For Your Love and Having A Rave Up were later re-released on CD with tons of bonus tracks, and both these editions are absolute must-haves for any fan of good music, let alone specific fans of early British R&B.
For Your Love, released in the States in June '65, collects all but one of the singles originally produced for the UK market to that point, along with a few album-only tracks culled from session leftovers. As it is, this is really two bands: the majority of the tracks still hail from the Clapton era, but four already feature Jeff Beck as his replacement, recruited after Eric's departure in March 1965. (The official reason has always been quoted as Clapton's frustration at the «pop» turn in the band's sound with ʽFor Your Loveʼ, but he may have been generally dissatisfied with his limited role in the band — in fact, for all of Eric's alleged friendliness and humbleness that you read about in his biographies, it is curious that he never managed to last more than two years in any single band, before giving up on bands altogether). However, the chronological cut-off is quite clear: For Your Love stops precisely before their first truly ambitious and innovative single, ʽHeart Full Of Soulʼ (an alternate take of which, with a sitar part, is included as a bonus track), and so here we have a portrait of the early days of this band, when the only thing that separated it from the rest of the pack was having England's finest young blues guitarist in their midst. First one, that is, then another.
If you rearrange the tracks on the extended CD edition in more or less chronological order, the studio history of The Yardbirds begins with early demos that show them taking their cues from The Animals — ʽBaby What's Wrongʼ and ʽBoom Boomʼ were both done by that band earlier and much better, since Keith Relf is no match for Eric Burdon as a blues screecher, and Eric's lead guitar parts here are surprisingly quiet and muffled, though already fluent and melodic. There's also a Keith Relf «original» called ʽHoney In Your Hipsʼ, an uninspired Bo Diddley imitation that should have earned Keith a good slap in the face — hey man, if you're trying to make a girl by telling her "pretty baby, you got honey in your hips", at least sing it like you mean it; the only thing worse than sexism is bland sexism.
The true story of The Yardbirds begins with Billy Boy Arnold's ʽI Wish You Wouldʼ: here, for the first time, they show that they mean business, with that wonderfully nasty and fuzzy guitar riff, doubled by Relf's harmonica and drenched in cavernous echo for the sake of adding an extra whiff of danger. The band's propensity for «raving up» is also well served here, with all five members joining in for some loud collective racket in the middle. However, I personally prefer the B-side, where they cover Allen Toussaint's joke song ʽA Certain Girlʼ and almost turn it into a dangerous tune — not least because of Samwell-Smith's surprisingly thunderous bassline, but most of all because of Clapton's guitar. To my knowledge, this is the first officially released Eric Clapton solo part on record, and the man does not hold back one bit, delivering a short, but per​fectly constructed, fire-crackling, ecstatic solo that could proudly decorate any of the nastiest garage-rock nuggets of its era: I particularly love it how he is not being afraid of overdriving the sound here — something he'd usually steer clear of in the future.

For the second single, they'd agreed to let Clapton shine on both sides: ʽGood Morning Little Schoolgirlʼ repeats the joke formula of ʽA Certain Girlʼ with a bit extra salaciousness, but the best bit is from 1:18 to 1:39 with you-know-what, as well as the earliest stage of what would later be known as Eric's «woman tone» (not yet, but he is beginning to get there). And with ʽI Ain't Got Youʼ, they finally manage to one-up The Animals, since now they have their own Eric, and he sure knows how to extract the sharpest, snazziest sounds from his six-string... but would it have hurt these suckers to give him just a few extra bars? At least he gets to solo at length on the brief blues jam ʽGot To Hurryʼ, the B-side of ʽFor Your Loveʼ, but here he is not particularly on proto-punkish fire, and this kind of stuff would soon be done much better with John Mayall.

ʽFor Your Loveʼ, contributed for the band by professional hitmeister Graham Gouldman, is really an excellent pop song — though we would hardly expect anything less from the writer of ʽBus Stopʼ and future key member of 10cc. The harpsichord, played by Brian Auger, adds a nice baroque touch, and for the first time in his life, Keith Relf actually turns in a decent performance: as a young romantic with a touch of morbid paranoia (ʽFor Your Loveʼ seems to be sung from a deliriously suicidal point of view, if you ask me), he is much more convincing than as an authen​tic Delta bluesman. Blame it on Eric (who is formally credited for playing on the song, but there is no discernible lead guitar) to not know the difference between conventional and daring pop music: on the other hand, it is also true that ʽFor Your Loveʼ is not much of a Yardbirds song, being neither written by any of the members nor featuring any of their creative instrumental ideas, what with Auger's harpsichord being its most notable musical feature and all.
Finally, we get to the first small series of tunes from the Jeff Beck era, and things slowly start cooking: Mose Allison's ʽI'm Not Talkingʼ is a violent hard rock groove, with no less than three guitar solos from Beck, who wastes little time in experimenting with feedback, bends, wobbles, sustains, and generally makes his guitar sound like a mean and lean drunk driver, spiralling all the way home but somehow making it without crashing the car. ʽI Ain't Done Wrongʼ is more of a group rave-up thing, but even this features Jeff in experimental mode as he works in a suitably evil wah-wah tone in his solo. And The McCoys' ʽMy Girl Sloopyʼ is the first time that the band crashes the three-minute — actually, the five-minute — barrier, but I have never been a major fan of it: like ʽLouie Louieʼ, it is a very, very silly song, and unless your band can credibly pass for a bunch of drunk sailors, you should probably never even try it. The Yardbirds may pass for a bunch of mopey kids with a penchant for sunshades and guitar feedback, but for drunk sailors... not really. Not the most shining of their moments, as is ʽSweet Musicʼ, a pop/R&B hybrid that should have been left to professional crooners.
The bonus tracks on the CD are a mixed bunch, including some of the band's most embarrassing moments, such as an inexplicable decision to venture into corny Italian pop (the early 1966 single ʽQuesta Volta / Paff Bumʼ); an extended take of ʽI Wish You Wouldʼ that adds nothing to the laconic original; and several alternate takes with collector's value only. But they do have that weird sitar version of ʽHeart Full Of Soulʼ — and although the reworked version with Beck's sitar-imitating guitar is decidedly better, it is still a bit underwhelming that they never got around to working in a proper sitar part: that way, they'd have at least something on the Beatles, who would only release ʽNorwegian Woodʼ a few months afterwards. Still, this take is of major his​torical importance for being, in strict chronological terms, probably the first recorded use of the sitar in a Western pop song.

Anyway, if anything, For Your Love simply gives us some examples of two great guitar players honing their chops at the very crack of dawn of the age of Guitar Gods, and for that alone, it deserves a thumbs up. Some of the finest electric leads of 1964-65 are to be found here, as far as technique, melody, and tone are concerned; and although both Clapton and Beck would obviously go on to far more ambitious feats, it might be argued that the proportion ratio of length to quality of these leads has never really been outdone by either of them.
HAVING A RAVE-UP (1965)
1) Mr. You're A Better Man Than I; 2) Evil Hearted You; 3) I'm A Man; 4) Still I'm Sad; 5) Heart Full Of Soul; 6) Train Kept A-Rollin'; 7)Smokestack Lightning; 8) Respectable; 9) I'm A Man; 10) Here 'Tis; 11*) Shapes Of Things; 12*) New York City Blues; 13*) Jeff's Blues (take 1); 14*) Someone To Love (pt. 1); 15*) Someone To Love (pt. 2); 16*) Like Jimmy Reed Again; 17*) Chris' Number; 18*) What Do You Want; 19*) Here 'Tis (instrumental); 20*) Here 'Tis (version for RSG); 21*) Stroll On.

It is fairly bizarre how The Yardbirds were so screwed up by the LP market in their native country, although it may have been more of a personal than a marketing problem: all through 1964 and 1965, the band members had serious trouble coming up with original material — of the six brilliant songs present on the first side of this album, not more than one was self-penned. And the option of releasing entirely cover-based LPs in 1965 may not have appealed to anybody, what with the major players in the field now having to face the challenge of proving their artistic worth on their own. Nevertheless, the American market would not take this sitting down, and by the end of 1965, dutifully spat out another Yardbirds LP — an embarrassing rip-off by the standards of that time, a priceless masterpiece by the standards of ours.
What Epic Records did was simple: they just took four of the band's A- and B-sides, added two more tracks recorded at the same time but not yet in use, and then, since there was nothing to pad the second side with, simply took a few numbers off Five Live Yardbirds to round out the pack​age — admittedly, since the latter had not been released in the States, this was somewhat legiti​mate (at least the customer was not buying the same stuff twice), but the sequencing was quite silly: by mid-65, The Yardbirds were long past their «rave-up» roots, and putting together Beck-era expe​rimental material with Clapton-era R&B workouts made very little sense (not that it bothered any of the record executives, of course). In today's world, the original release seems extremely silly. However, advent of the CD era and intelligent track sequencing has reinstated the album's reputation: today, the most common edition adds ten more bonus tracks, rounding out the score with at least one more classic single (ʽShapes Of Thingsʼ) and a slew of lesser numbers that are still impressive from a guitar-based perspective.
The quality of the singles on the album's first side remains so astonishing that The Yardbirds, as a result, look like one of the most befuddling Sixties puzzles in my personal book. By all accounts, the band had very little personality — its individual members, with the questionable exception of the gruff, reclusive Jeff Beck, were bores (if not downright squares) — and, as I already said, none of them ever truly matured as challenging songwriters. Yet this small handful of songs they put out over the course of one year is still one of the greatest streaks of its time, easily ranking up there with The Beatles, Stones, Kinks, Who, etc. How they managed this feat, I have not the slightest idea; blaming it all on the spirit of the time still won't cut it. Unquestionably, it was the presence of Beck that acted as a catalyst, yet The Yardbirds were still a group, of which Beck was just one part (and a Johnny-come-lately, too, who could not have a decisive say in everything they did — one reason why he never lasted too long). In the end, it's just a mystery that I personally have little interest in de-mistifying.
While it would be a serious exaggeration to say that each of the six songs on the album's first side (seven, if you throw in ʽShapes Of Thingsʼ — and you rightfully should) had started its own musical genre, it is still a point worth defending, at least for the fun of it. First, ʽMr. You're A Better Man Than Iʼ is one of the progenitors of socially-conscious punk rock. Clearly Dylan-in​fluenced at least in terms of lyrics (it was written by the drummer of Manfred Mann), its verse-to-chorus buildup of rage and indignation is carried off by Relf and the boys splendidly — over the chorus, he seems to picture himself flinging a gauntlet in the face of his imaginary bigoted racist opponent, and then Beck's heavily distorted solo, spiralling upwards in fury and frenzy and ec​stasy, is the imaginary duel... with an undetermined ending, perhaps, but then again, that's life. I have a hard time trying to remember a «political» rock song from 1965 that would kick so much racist butt — so you could check it as the godfather song for Bad Religion and Dead Kennedys, if your heart so desires.

Two of the songs were contributed by Graham Gouldman, in a successful attempt to capitalize on the good luck of ʽFor Your Loveʼ. ʽEvil Hearted Youʼ seems to have been written with the band's «rave» reputation in mind, since the contrasting mid-section is played with fussy Bo Diddley-style rhythmics — but the major focus is on the brooding, gloomy atmosphere of the main section, with Eastern influences and hints of black magic (big difference between the Stones and the Yard​birds: when it came to women, Mick Jagger would always prefer the time-honored practice of bitch-slapping, while Keith Relf was more into the «witchy» side of his female counterparts, and damned if I know which of the two stereotypes is more forgivable). Again, the key moment arrives with Beck's solo — to the best of my knowledge, nobody in the UK at least had managed to wring that kind of tone out of a slide guitar up to that time, and as he rises higher and higher up the scale and as the instrument begins to sound like a throttled kitten, it is almost scary to think of the associations that went through the band's minds as they listened to this...
The other Gouldman song is ʽHeart Full Of Soulʼ, technically similar to ʽEvil Hearted Youʼ (both in terms of lyrics and melodic structure), but where ʽEvil Hearted Youʼ only flirted very tangen​tially with Eastern elements, this here song was first tried out with a sitar (you can still hear the original take as a bonus track on For Your Love), and once that did not work out, Beck simply re-recorded the parts with a special fuzz box. The result is a fascinating mash-up of broken-hear​ted folk-pop and raga borrowings; purists might deride it as bullshit-mystic cultural appropriation, but there's really nothing wrong in appropriating a few raga-like lines to describe a state of ag​gres​sively fermenting melancholy, is there?

The studio version of ʽI'm A Manʼ is probably the most old-fashioned song here, and the one that most clearly justifies the Rave Up tag, but even that one has been modernized by Beck's presence: Jeff's «scratchy» sound is not something you can easily find on the Clapton-era rave-ups, and the wall of noise generated by the band during the coda is almost as impressive as contemporary Who exercises in controlled (or not so controlled) chaos, which is already a huge compliment, so check this as a milestone in the evolution of noise-rock or whatever. Yet clearly, it pales in com​parison to the achievement of ʽStill I'm Sadʼ — not only because it is the only truly original song here (written by McCarthy and Samwell-Smith), but also because it was a unique experiment at the time. The vocal arrangement, making use of Gregorian chant legacy, creates an atmosphere of a black-plague-like funeral procession here — a bit heavy-handed for the description of a failed teenage romance, perhaps, but it falls in the same category of «overblown dark-sentimental mas​terpieces» of the time as do all those Shangri-La's classics: utter sincerity of design and challen​ging butt-throughs into the terrifying world of grown-up music make it an ultimate win, and for once, I am actually happy here that Keith Relf never had a great singing voice. Add a Dietrich Fischer-Diskau to ʽStill I'm Sadʼ, and the song explodes. Leave in the well-meaning, moderately talented nerdy frail British kid, and it survives.
ʽThe Train Kept A-Rollinʼ was not invented by The Yardbirds. The ferociously sexual potential of the song had already been disclosed by The Rock'n'Roll Trio, with Paul Burlison letting it all out with early aggressive guitar distortion in 1956. But it still took The Yardbirds to update that sound for the Sixties — just as it would take Aerosmith to update it for the Seventies (and then rock music died and nobody cared about updating it for the Eighties, I guess). I have no idea whose particular version could be considered the best or «definitive» one, but the immortal riff of the song, I believe, took on its ultimately refined shape with the Yardbirds — although, as a mat​ter of fact, I have to say that the definitive Yardbirds version of the song is the one that was re-recorded for Antonioni's Blow Up: renamed ʽStroll Onʼ, it is fortunately featured as the last bonus track on the CD edition and is unquestionably the single heaviest track recorded in the year of 1966 — by that time, Jimmy Page had already joined the band as second guitarist, so you can catch a rare glimpse of the twin Beck/Page soloing here; and the riff is at least twice as heavy as on the original. Ever imagined a Panzer tank blitzing along with the speed of an express train?...
Finally, even though ʽShapes Of Thingsʼ was released in 1966 rather than 1965, and thematically is more cohesive with the band's first proper LP (Roger The Engineer), there is no better way to conclude this stellar run of singles than with the band's full-fledged conversion to psychedelia, a song that matters almost as much to the genre as ʽTomorrow Never Knowsʼ or ʽPurple Hazeʼ. It is a creative masterpiece — rising out of an almost music-hall melody (you can easily picture somebody like Paul McCartney banging that "shapes! of things before my eyes!" stuff on the piano), going through a ʽWe Gotta Get Out Of This Placeʼ-like R&B bass groove, and finally entering that sonic realm where everything is possible. The second part of the single is the soli​tary domain of Jeff Beck (in fact, he would continue to explore those psychedelic volcanoes on ʽBeck's Boleroʼ and other stuff), but it is the three-stage merger of pop, R&B, and total freakout that really counts — and introduces both the band and their audiences to the concept of true (and deep) thematic development in a pop song. It may lack a single power hook like ʽPurple Hazeʼ, and it may not be as openly mesmerizing as ʽTomorrow Never Knowsʼ — which is why you will never find it in any «top five psychedelic masterpieces» list — but it still has a triumphant ring to it after all these years.
Of the other bonus tracks, besides the already mentioned mastodontic attack of ʽStroll Onʼ, it is necessary to remember ʽJeff's Bluesʼ, an instrumental jam that takes the ʽDust My Broomʼ groove and evolves it into furiously psychedelic guitar soloing (with none of Clapton's contemporary inhibitions). The rest are mostly there to at least somehow justify the Rave Up tag — for instance, two studio takes on ʽHere 'Tisʼ that had previously been played on Five Live Yardbirds — but with Beck in the band, pretty much everything is fun to some degree, even a couple slow blues numbers (ʽNew York City Bluesʼ) that would have been unbearable, had Clapton been replaced by a player of lesser rather than equal caliber. (And oh yes, best part of the bonus tracks: No Keith Relf singing in Italian anywhere in sight!) 

There is no way anybody is going to rotate the bonus inclusions more often than the first seven tracks, though — but even if the entire album had been left simply as a modest 20-minute long EP, it would still deserve one of the strongest thumbs up judgements for the masterpiece-heavy year of 1965. If you only want to own one Yardbirds album, this is the one to get: everything else will necessarily look like a disappointment in comparison (and this is coming from somebody who sincerely believes that the band's entire career remains quite heavily underappreciated).
ROGER THE ENGINEER (1966)
1) Lost Woman; 2) Over, Under, Sideways, Down; 3) The Nazz Are Blue; 4) I Can't Make Your Way; 5) Rack My Mind; 6) Farewell; 7) Hot House Of Omagarashid; 8) Jeff's Boogie; 9) He's Always There; 10) Turn Into Earth; 11) What Do You Want; 12) Ever Since The World Began; 13*) Psycho Daisies; 14*) Happenings Ten Years Time Ago.

The first Yardbirds album to be properly conceived and recorded as an album, rather than a bunch of disconnected singles, was supposed to be simply titled Yardbirds — fate, however, has deter​mined that it be forever known as Roger The Engineer, after a short clarifying scribble by Chris Dreja who wanted all the world to know that the grotesque figure on the front sleeve was Roger Cameron, the band's audio engineer. Unfortunately, as tempting as it is to imagine the album as a conceptual rock opera about the adventures of a humble studio technician in the psychedelic age, this is not to be, because The Yardbirds were simply too disjointed and confused to care about any sort of cohesiveness and conceptuality. Instead, Roger The Engineer is a total mess, retro-oriented one minute and sloppily futuristic the next one — a potential disaster turned into a glorious delight because of the presence of at least one musical genius in the group, and also because it was friggin' 1966, when «messy» and «visionary» were just two sides of the same coin.
In a decisive departure from past times, all the material here was written by the band members themselves — which, naturally, ensured that much of it was very derivative in terms of basic melody, since the creative instincts of most of The Yardbirds did not venture too far away from their R&B foundations. However, after two years of distinguished service they were capable of an occasional great riff; of cool ideas on atmospheric overdubs and psychedelic sound effects; and of projecting their eclectic experience onto LP territory, as just about every sub-genre that was explored on their 1965-66 singles is also represented on the album, from bone-crushing hard rock to sinister Gregorian chants to top-of-the-line blueswailing.
The album gets off to a solid, but inauspicious start: ʽLost Womanʼ is merely another in a stable line of their R&B rave-ups, with a noisy, but not too ecstatic crescendo in the middle and a memorable rolling bass line from Samwell-Smith. Possibly not the best way to immediately make an impression on the progress-spoiled audiences of '66 — ʽOver Under Sideways Downʼ would have made a far more efficient opener: the combination of a rousing "hey!" and a snakey Indian-inspired riff from Beck (incidentally, a similar pattern, but played already on a real sitar, can be heard on Harrison's ʽThe Inner Lightʼ two years later) sounds really novel even for The Yardbirds, as does the marriage of a catchy-bouncy pop melody in the verse with the somber Gothicness of the "when will it end?" reprise. Throw in a bunch of lyrics that deal with liberation, hedonism, and retribution, and all of a sudden, the song stands out as a laconic artistic masterpiece from both the formal and the substantial points of view.
This is the frustration and the charm of Roger The Engineer — you never know what's coming next, a predictable reenactment of some long gone glory or a dazzling futuristic twist. Sometimes both of them come within the confines of the same tune: ʽThe Nazz Are Blueʼ begins as the 5,000th rewrite of Elmore James' ʽDust My Broomʼ, but quickly turns into a playground for some provocative guitar experimentation from Beck that remains exciting to this day (ah, that sweet sustained note at 1:24! it is also interesting that Jeff takes a rare lead vocal on the song himself, something that he would very rarely follow up on in the future). Sometimes the odd twist ends up sounding stupid, at least in retrospect: the contorted Oompa-Loompish Africanisms of ʽHot House Of Omagarashidʼ, made to look even sillier by the «bubbly» effect (are we supposed to have visions of five live Yardbirds, all plucked and boiling in a steamy cauldron?), can hardly be saved even by Beck's shrill psychedelic solo.
But then you also have The Yardbirds surprisingly successfully competing with Manfred Mann in the «ironically sunshine pop» category (ʽI Can't Make Your Wayʼ, whose bounciness makes it a prime candidate for Britain's slyest pop sellout to cover); engaging in melancholic piano Brit-pop with a music hall flavor (ʽFarewellʼ); expanding the borders of heavy rock with a simple, proto-metallic descending fuzz bass riff (ʽHe's Always Thereʼ); capitalizing on the success of ʽStill I'm Sadʼ with another moody piece of Gregorian chant (ʽTurn Into Earthʼ); and pretty much inventing classic Black Sabbath with the first part of ʽEver Since The World Beganʼ: "Ever since the world began / Satan's followed every man / Trapping evil if he can / I tell you now his greatest plan" — tell me, with a straight face, that these lyrics have not been written by Geezer Butler and have not been delivered by Ozzy Osbourne. Okay, so they weren't, but that is the entire Sabbath formula, in a nutshell, over one minute, just without the heavy riffs. Come to think of it, even the unexpec​ted transition into a fast rave-up is Sabbath-like to a certain degree, considering how the bad boys of Birmingham liked to introduce boogie bits in their slow metallic drawls.

Keith Relf, predictably, remains the weakest link. Nice guy overall and a competent singer by the book, he remains incapable of injecting the songs with strong emotion or distinct personality, and this is, perhaps, the harshest blow to the potential of Roger The Engineer — it is all but impos​sible to get deeply involved in them, unless they are flat-out instrumentals (ʽJeff's Boogieʼ). But, in all fairness, this whole thing should have really been credited to «The Yardbirds Featuring Jeff Beck», or even «Jeff Beck and The Yardbirds», the same way John Mayall's Bluesbreakers were smart enough to put «With Eric Clapton» on their quintessential record from the same year — and once you have settled into accepting the vocals as largely a side accompaniment for the lead guitar, rather than vice versa, Roger The Engineer will be on the verge of slipping into the masterpiece category. Because, truly and verily, some of the most outstanding pre-Hendrix era guitar work can be found here, be it the spiralling Indian riff of ʽOver Under Sideways Downʼ, or the beastly sustain of ʽThe Nazz Are Blueʼ, or the finger-flashing arpeggios of ʽJeff's Boogieʼ, or the sick acid tone of the six-string on ʽHe's Always Thereʼ — the first, and one of the finest, full-scale demonstrations of the genius of Mr. Beck.

Whether you are buying the CD or downloading a digital copy, make sure that it is (admittedly, a rare) edition that also adds one slightly later single as a couple of bonus tracks — ʽPsycho Daisiesʼ, the B-side, is a Chuck Berry pastiche with angry garage rock guitar splattered all over it, but the real deal is ʽHappenings Ten Years Time Agoʼ, the only A-side of theirs that features dual lead playing from Beck and the freshly joined Page and remains one of the quintessential psyche​delic tracks of 1966 — in fact, the chaotic, earth-rattling solo in the middle is one of the very few instances of a typically Hendrix-like sound prior to Hendrix, although its most memorable ele​ment is probably the fussy descending guitar riff, which, to me, seems borrowed out of the Link Wray or Duane Eddy textbook, but transferred to a whole new level of intensity (those guys would probably just use the «toppling» chords as a gimmick, whereas here they are put at the skeletal center of the song). 

Together with ʽShapes Of Thingsʼ, this song was The Yardbirds' best bet at becoming messiahnic prophets for their generation — with epic and ominous declarations like these, even the lack of a great lead singer was not much of a problem — but, alas, this was not to be because, so it seems to me, nobody in The Yardbirds ever had anything resembling a cohesive, transparent «vision» for the band's music. Roger The Engineer is a clear example of that — it's a mish-mash and a hodge-podge, often brilliant despite the intentions of its authors rather than according to them, or so it reads to me. Naturally, a thumbs up rating is self-evident here, but I also understand why the album never managed to become a timeless 1966 classic along the same lines as contem​porary albums by the Beatles, the Stones, the Beach Boys, or the Kinks. Fortunately, it has always enjoyed a cult status among connoisseurs, and let us keep it that way.
THE ZOMBIES 



BEGIN HERE (1965)
1) Road Runner; 2) Summertime; 3) I Can't Make Up My Mind; 4) The Way I Feel Inside; 5) Work 'n' Play; 6) You've Really Got A Hold On Me; 7) She's Not There; 8) Sticks And Stones; 9) Can't Nobody Love You; 10) Woman; 11) I Don't Want To Know; 12) I Remember When I Loved Her; 13) What More Can I Do; 14) I've Got My Mojo Working; 15*) You Make Me Feel Good; 16*) Leave Me Be; 17*) Tell Her No; 18*) She's Coming Home; 19*) I Must Move; 20*) Kind Of Girl; 21*) It's Alright With Me; 22*) Sometimes; 23*) Whenever You're Ready; 24*) I Love You; 25*) Is This The Dream; 26*) Don't Go Away; 27*) Remember You; 28*) Just Out Of Reach; 29*) Indication; 30*) How We Were Before; 31*) I'm Going Home.

My own pet theory about why The Zombies failed to achieve the same commercial success as many of their far more lucky, but not any more talented peers is that they simply took a very stupid name for themselves. I mean, who on Earth would want to associate gorgeous, romantic, baroque-influenced pop music with the idea of zombies? Even «The Kinks» sounded less corny; «The Zombies» would inevitably bring on associations with horror films. Reportedly, the band members themselves had very vague ideas of what zombies are when they decided to take that name, largely out of consideration that this way, they would never have to be confused with any​body else. Well, they were not — they were simply shunned and ignored.
To be fair to the public, the Zombies were also a very average rock'n'roll / R&B band. Just listen to the first two tracks on their first album and then ask yourself whether you have preferred their treatment of Bo Diddley's ʽRoad Runnerʼ or George Gershwin's ʽSummertimeʼ — as far as I am concerned, the former, in terms of energy level, drags way behind The Animals and The Pretty Things, whereas the latter is sung and played quite beautifully, with a deep romantic undercurrent that no other British Invasion band circa late '64 / early '65 could boast. Yet, in the spirit of the times, The Zombies had to play many of those rowdy rock'n'roll numbers just in order to be hip. They probably liked this kind of music, like most young people in these days — they simply lacked the proper spirit to play it.
There's not that many R&B / rockabilly / blues covers on their first album, to be fair. Unimagi​natively titled Begin Here (and even less unimaginatively self-retitled The Zombies in the US and repackaged with a somewhat different tracklist), it consisted of recordings made at different points in mid-to-late 1964 and, by the time it was released in March 1965, already reflected a somewhat out-of-date version of the band. Bookmarked with two of the weakest tracks — the already mentioned ʽRoad Runnerʼ and a completely perfunctory, almost embarrassingly amateu​rish ʽI've Got My Mojo Workingʼ — it almost immediately makes you think that the people who assembled the sequencing were intentionally trying to sabotage the band. Somewhere deep in the middle rests buried the band's first glorious single, ʽShe's Not Thereʼ, but you have to wade your way up to it through such unnecessary oddities as the harmonica-driven pseudo-Stonesy ins​trumental blues jam ʽWork 'n' Playʼ and the lengthy medley of ʽYou've Really Got A Hold On Meʼ (sounding like an inferior copy of the Beatles version — it is possible that the boys never even heard the Miracles) and ʽBring It On Home To Meʼ that certainly posed no threat to Sam Cooke's popularity, not even posthumously.

One particular problem with these covers is that Colin Blunstone, the band's lead vocalist, while in possession of one of pop music's most haunting set of pipes, sucks real, real bad as an R&B screecher. Singing R&B requires a certain amount of «vocal muscle», but Colin's natural timbre is somewhat effeminate, and every time that he tries to sound nasty and/or self-assured, it comes across as an ugly whine: on ʽRoad Runnerʼ, he looks more like a drunk loser in the corner, double daring you in a stupid bluff, than a convincing British answer to the Big Black Threat of Ellas McDaniel. Pretty much the same effect happens on ʽSticks And Stonesʼ, where Ray Charles successsfully impersonated a bad luck guy ready to fight back with all he's got — in the Zombies version, all he's got is an awesome Hammond organ solo, whose smoothness, speediness, and near-psychedelic overtones kick the shit out of primary competitor Alan Price; unfortunately, the song is supposed to be much more than a great organ solo.

This is all the more unfortunate considering that the band, from the very start, had no less than two talented songwriters in its midst: keyboard player Rod Argent and bass player Chris White, the Zombies' own John Lennon and Paul McCartney (though it's fairly hard to decide who was who, since their songwriting styles are fairly similar). Only half of the songs here are original, but they are clearly superior to most of the covers, reflecting an early level of melodic and even spiri​tual sophistication that, one could claim, not only makes them stand up to The Beatles but in some ways make them the winners. Certainly ʽShe's Not Thereʼ, written by Argent in mid-'64, has something that no single song on A Hard Day's Night has. But what is it, exactly?..
The simple answer is that this is «art rock» (or «art pop», whatever) that preceded, by about two or three years, the baroque-pop boom of the mid-Sixties. It would be arrogant to say that without the early Zombies, there would be no Moody Blues, no Procol Harum, no Yes, no Caravan, etc., but if we want to draw slightly simplified chronological lines, then the whole thing about clas​sical influence on British pop music really begins with the Zombies. ʽShe's Not Thereʼ was, in fact, every bit as revolutionary as the much-more-often-talked-about ʽYou Really Got Meʼ that came out around the same time — only where the latter redefined the standards for contemporary rock'n'roll, the former thrust open the gates for new opportunities in the creation of three-minute pop songs. It is pop, but it is also jazz (the main piano riff and particularly Rod's convoluted, post-boppy solo), and also romantic-classical, if only in terms of atmosphere rather than actual melody. Throw in the strange, hard-to-decipher lyrics that may refer to the protagonist justifying the murder of a loved one — and you have here the oddest choice for a pop hit in 1964, though it sure is hard to resist the psychotic vocal build-up from verse to bridge to chorus.
And this is far from the only unusual song on the album. ʽThe Way I Feel Insideʼ begins with a few resonating steps towards the mike and then becomes a solo vocal test for Blunstone — quite a daring decision for a tune that almost seems to beg for a nice Merseybeat arrangement (it bears some melodic similarity to ʽDo You Want To Know A Secretʼ, but is far more complex). ʽI Re​member When I Loved Herʼ, with its acoustic guitar and hushed vocals, feels like a morose sequel to ʽAnd I Love Herʼ — in a world where everything has eventually gone dead wrong, and the singer's loving feelings are just memories, impersonated by Argent's evocative «puffy cloud» organ solo. Even Rod's single composition in the nasty-R&B genre, ʽWomanʼ, is still superior to the covers, as he cleverly fools around with the tempo changes and fuses together boogie-woogie, the Isley Brothers, and another Animals-style organ solo.

Next to Rod's, compositions by Chris White seem a bit less challenging and more dependent on traditional R&B cliches, but each of his three numbers is still catchy one way or another, my per​sonal favorite being ʽWhat More Can I Doʼ — a strange song whose main hook actually comes at the beginning of the verse (the desperately rapped-off "...what more can I do... lose myself to you..." segments), while the rest simply serves to build up some chaotic madness that would explode into another couple of organ / guitar solos, like on ʽSticks And Stonesʼ. (It is too bad, while we are on the subject, that the band's guitar player Paul Atkinson was, at best, merely com​petent — I cannot help but think how awesome it would have been for them to have somebody of Eric Clapton's stature in the early days, considering that in terms of technique and overall awe​someness, Rod Argent was probably the Eric Clapton of the Hammond organ back in 1964-65).

Most important of all, these Zombies songs are dark. Minor chords, moody atmospheres, a Lord Byron-styled lead vocalist, lyrics about lost love, constant desperation, depression, all the way to possibly implied murder — anything but a general feeling of the joy of life, as epitomized by The Beatles, or of grinning, arrogant, self-assured rebellion, as epitomized by The Stones. From that perspective, the Zom​bies probably had their precedents in the world of folk music, but what they are doing here is not folk-pop (they certainly sound nothing like The Searchers) — this is really the earliest form of «chamber pop» with a heavy streak of lonerism and a slight academic feel. So this is why they did not become popular, right? Well, yeah, but one should still not forget about how ʽShe's Not Thereʼ became a big hit for them both in their native country and across the Atlantic — and how it was eventually followed by ʽTell Her Noʼ, also included on some of the album's editions as a bonus track and featuring the same romantic desperation.
In fact, most of their singles that were released through 1965-66 are, if anything, less moody and scary than ʽShe's Not Thereʼ. Since the Zombies never got a chance at a second LP before the conceptual effort of Odessey And Oracle, these tracks are only available on various compila​tions and boxsets; there does, however, exist a special extended edition of Begin Here that more than doubles its length with seventeen additional tracks — A-sides, B-sides, and EP-only tracks from 1964 to mid-June 1966 — which, all by itself, would make for an awesome second album, far more consistent than Begin Here proper with its weak covers. All of those flopped singles are wonderful in their own right: ʽWhenever You're Readyʼ (such a great mix of reproach and tenderness!), ʽJust Out Of Reachʼ (blues-pop with a cool vocal hook), ʽIs This The Dream?ʼ (guitar-based power pop with an anthemic twist), and particularly ʽIndicationʼ, which starts out as a fairly ordinary pop rock number but transforms into a psychedelic jam for the third minute, with Atkinson and Argent both in transcendental raga mode.
As far as ratings go, I would say that Begin Here deserves a solid thumbs up even with all of its flaws — no album that has ʽShe's Not Thereʼ on it, one of the most unique pop creations of 1964, can get anything less than unconditional support, and then it does have all those other beautiful originals (and even some of the covers, like ʽSummertimeʼ, are still heavily recommendable). But if the album is seen in the context of its preceding and following singles, then the Zombies' overall legacy from 1964-66 should stand out as one of the top five or six greatest streaks of pop singles on the UK market, along with the Beatles, the Stones, the Kinks, the Who, and maybe the Yardbirds — and quite possibly, the single most influential streak for the development of the cham​ber-pop / baroque-pop  / symph-prog tradition. But even if that last point is highly debatable (after all, it is never clear just how many successful British musicians had even heard anything past ʽTell Her Noʼ, what with the awful marketing the Zombies got in their home country), that takes away nothing from the fact that this is just wonderful pop music, sounding every bit as fresh and lovely and coldly-romantic today as it did half a century ago. And special kudos to the album cover, featuring The Zombies as the nerdiest-looking musical group ever — I mean, two out of five band members wearing glasses? In an age when John Lennon would rather be caught dead than bespectacled, despite being blind as a bat, this may have been a braver act of defiance than urinating on a garage wall.
Part 3. The Pop Art Era (1965-1970)
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FRESH CREAM (1966)
1*) I Feel Free; 2) N.S.U.; 3) Sleepy Time Time; 4) Dreaming; 5) Sweet Wine; 6) Spoonful; 7) Cat's Squirrel; 8) Four Until Late; 9) Rollin' And Tumblin'; 10) I'm So Glad; 11) Toad; 12*) The Coffee Song; 13*) Wrapping Paper.

In 1965, Eric Clapton left The Yardbirds because, instead of playing the blues, they decided to play pop. In 1966, Eric Clapton left John Mayall's Bluesbreakers because they played nothing but the blues — and joined a supergroup whose first album was far poppier than anything Eric had ever been previously engaged in. Inconsistency? Not really; more like a case of self-deception, when, in any situation where his creative ambitions felt stiffed and strangled by his subordinate position, his first instinct was to break free, regardless of the context.
Cream was the first band in which Clapton was an equal partner, though, as of yet, far from un​disputed leader. Leaving aside the immensely talented and artistic drummer — who, despite all the immense artistry, was still only a drummer — Cream reflected the vision of Eric Clapton and Jack Bruce in more or less equal proportion. One might even argue that it was primarily Jack's project, since during all two years of Cream's existence, Bruce was both the primary songwriter and singer, in addition to all the magnificent innovations in the sphere of bass guitar playing that he contributed. But even if Eric did not write much, he was the driving wheel behind the reima​gining and modernizing of most of the blues covers they played; and with the minimal guitar-bass-drum setup that they had, most of the melodic power behind the songs ended up coming from Clapton anyway, let alone all the experimentation with guitar tones, effects, and various studio trickery. As we look back at this from half a century of experience, it becomes clear that much of this experimentation had to do with the spirit of the times rather than Clapton's own inquisitive nature — back in 1966-68, it was clearly important to him to keep up with the likes of Jimi Hendrix, Pete Townshend, and other guitar innovators. But even a conservative musical talent, when linked to the proper spirit of the proper time, can sometimes work marvels. (I mean, hell, look at Ted Nugent around 1967!).

Anyway, here is what they wanted to do. Eric Clapton wanted to continue playing the blues, albeit in an admittedly more experimental manner, exploring new technological possibilities of the electric guitar. Jack Bruce, who had just finished a brief stint with Manfred Mann, got interes​ted in exploring the artistic side of pop music and how a decent pop hook with commercial poten​tial could be combined with intricate jazzy flourishes and bits and pieces of improvised freedom. And Ginger Baker, fresh from the Graham Bond Organisation (where he'd already managed to spoil his relationship with Jack one year earlier), just wanted to play a drum solo.
All of them got their wishes fulfilled on Fresh Cream, a record that seems slightly confused and misdirected in the overall context of 1966, but, like so much from that era, charming and exciting regardless of — or maybe even because of — said confusion. The three songs that sometimes bookmark its later CD counterparts at both ends are very indicative here. ʽWrapping Paperʼ, the first single Cream ever released, is a fluffy piece of vaudeville jazz with Jack at his purriest and Eric more noticeable as a syrupy provider of backing harmonies than a guitar player — a song that Ginger apparently hated and that they never ever played live, but one of those adorable Jack Bruce whimsical bits that still manages to weave an atmosphere of tenderness, sadness, and con​templativeness, even if they probably released it mainly to confuse the audience. ʽThe Coffee Songʼ is an outtake that was only released on the original Swedish edition of the album, but later began to be attached to many CD pressings — written by British musicians Tony Colton and Ray Smith, it is a slow, semi-humorous folk-pop song with exactly one musical phrase that was pro​bably tried out by Jack, Eric, and Ginger just for the sake of finding out which musical formulas they could or should tackle.

Finally, there's ʽI Feel Freeʼ, their breakthrough single in the UK that loudly and proudly announ​ced Cream's arrival not as a hardcore blues-rock supergroup, but as a blues-based psycho-pop ensemble — replete with colorful flowery outfits and wildly frizzed hair, as seen on TV (and might I add that Eric cut a pretty dashing figure those days with that hair). This is where Jack introduces his «clean» falsetto, weakly backed by Eric, and the entire song gets by on the contrast between the chilled-out, spaced-out chorus of "I feel free" and the nervous, almost hysterical verses — the impression being that the cool drugs that the singer is on keep on wearing down by the end of each chorus, and that he has to pop a few fresh ones before the next one starts. This is also the true beginning of Eric's «woman tone», which he may have perfected in direct response to Bruce's falsetto — though the genius of that guitar solo is that for the last bar he drops the woman tone altogether and forces a «wake-up» wailing shriek from the guitar instead, so as to properly prepare the transition into the next hysterical verse. This is Cream at their finest, a song that could have, perhaps, been written by anybody with a bit of talent, but could never have been played so perfectly by anybody other than those three. (And, for the sake of justice, pay close attention to the nimble bass picking style on the verses).

ʽI Feel Freeʼ was clearly an anthem — the title alone says it all — but when it came to recording a whole LP, the band still seemed to be somewhat locked in on the «single-based mentality», since there is hardly any material on Fresh Cream that would rival ʽI Feel Freeʼ in terms of grandness and, well, sense of purpose. Most of its songs fall into two categories: pop ditties writ​ten by Bruce (or Baker), and blues covers largely controlled by Eric, though sometimes also by Jack. The pop ditties, since they are completely original, seem more important: ʽN.S.U.ʼ and ʽSweet Wineʼ in particular are quite catchy and energetic, but even in the studio they give the impression that the most important thing about them is how they begin in fluffy mode, then sud​denly transition into dark improvised sequences, then return to fluffy mode like nothing happened. On stage, when they would be extended into 10-to-20-minute long jams, this was made even more obvious — the main themes would simply look like mere excuses for jamming; here, the main themes take on more importance, but still, what are you left with at the end of ʽSweet Wineʼ? Are you left thinking "hey, these serious blues-jazz dudes just wrote a song that goes ʽbap-pa, pa-doo-bap-pa, pa-doo-bap-pa pa-pa-doo-baʼ! Cool!"? Personally, I am left thinking "man, it's really bizarre how this silly bap-pa pa-doo-bap-pa song turns into such an evil scary deep jungle voodoo jam in the middle, and then goes back to being silly! And, more importantly, how these two parts have so absolutely nothing to do with each other!".
But this is Cream for you — you either have to deal with the fact that many of their songs consist of logically incompatible parts, or this band is not for you. Of course, if one of these parts sucked, that would be a different matter. But the fact is that Bruce and Baker write catchy pop themes, and then Eric comes in and starts doing his bad-acid-trip solo schtick, and I tend to think about it the same way I'd think about a master surrealist hooligan sneaking in after dark and ruining the half-ready masterpiece of his master expressionist colleague, only to have the colleague come in the next day and restoring the canvas to its former shape. Which, come to think of it, is a pretty awesome analogy if both colleagues are from the big leagues.
In a way, it also works for songs like ʽSpoonfulʼ, which begins as if it belonged to Jack, with his strong post-Chicago harmonica blowing, massive bass, and wicked singing — well, not exactly Howlin' Wolf, but in some way, Jack gets even more excited and entranced when singing about the joys of that lovin' spoonful than old Wolf. Then, midway through the song, Clapton takes it away from Jack with a solo that sounds like a three-headed Cerberus attack from Hell — heavier and angrier than almost anything at the time, and, I would say, with more darkness and evil lurking within those overtones than on any given Hendrix tune; not until Jimmy Page unleashed his own demons onto the world with his early Led Zep recordings did electric blues guitar begin to sound that mean once again. By the time the solo is over, Jack has to struggle to regain full control over the song, and he never quite manages to do that, since, once aroused, that lead guitar is fairly hard to tame back, you know.
On the other hand, the only completely Clapton-controlled blues song here is one of their weakest: the cover of Robert Johnson's ʽFrom Until Lateʼ, for some reason, is re-conceived as a limp, piti​fully friendly hoedown dance number, with a weak Eric vocal, a so-so harmonica solo from Jack, and no lead guitar whatsoever. Much better is their ʽRollin' And Tumblin'ʼ, which they cover with two specific purposes: (a) build a perfect showcase for Jack's harmonica playing (if there was ever a song to which the metaphor of having rough, brutal sex with a mouth harp could be applied without hesitation, it is this song) and (b) show that the three-piece Cream can have a kick-ass noisy rave-up that would put the five-piece Yardbirds to shame (for about two minutes, they sound like they are going to explode or at least drop down dead any second). And as for Skip James' ʽI'm So Gladʼ, well, there's creativity for you — they took an old acoustic blues number and turned it into yet another incarnation of ʽN.S.U.ʼ/ʽSweet Wineʼ, with a psycho-poppy falsetto-laden sung section and an almost completely unrelated acid blues improv section. (On a very generous note, Eric made sure that old Skip got all the royalties from the song, despite it having almost nothing to do with the original — guess he didn't really have the business sense of a Jimmy Page).

As for the great and inimitable Ginger Baker, I am not entirely sure if ʽToadʼ marked the first ever apparition of an extended drum solo improvisation on a «pop» (rather than jazz) record, but I do believe this is the earliest example known to me, and while no sane person, I think, can be a devoted fan of the drum solo genre, this particular solo — still reasonably short, as compared to later live versions — is symbolic, as it formally places the drummer on equal footing with the rest of the team, and is perhaps not so great per se as simply to remind us of the immense role that Ginger plays on all these songs, from the opening thunderous beats of ʽN.S.U.ʼ and right down to the last closing fill on ʽToadʼ. So he started a bad tradition — from now on, every half-assed drummer thought it his God-given right to place a boring drum solo somewhere on an album — but, like all great people who start bad traditions, he is somehow not to be held responsible for it. Anyway, ʽToadʼ is OK, though tough-going hard rockers will probably never choose it over ʽMoby Dickʼ, because, you know, which do you prefer — a drummer impersonating a toad or a drummer impersonating a whale that choked on its own blubber?

With all the confusion and the somewhat uncertain experimentation and the lack of coherence in song structure, Fresh Cream is the sound of a band that seems poised on greatness, but does not yet properly understand how to nail it. They want to do some blues, and some pop, and some of that new-fangled psychedelic stuff, and show off their individual and collective skills, but they cannot yet properly construct a unified message from all those constituents. Nevertheless, as a creative mess, Fresh Cream remains cool — I will still take its disjointed brilliance over the coherent mediocrity of, say, 90% of contemporary American psychedelic bands any time; and in terms of the sheer number of terrific Clapton solos or unforgettable Bruce vocal hooks it can proudly stand its ground along with Disraeli Gears and Wheels Of Fire. Consequently, the rating is an unquestionable thumbs up. (But some points have to be docked for Jack allowing his wife to pen those crappy lyrics for ʽSleepy Time Timeʼ and ʽSweet Wineʼ. Didn't anybody tell him women cannot be trusted with such delicate jobs? Next thing you know, they'll start singing about free men in Paris, stoned soul picnics, and wuthering heights, oh my!).
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JOHN MAYALL'S BLUESBREAKERS WITH ERIC CLAPTON (1966)
1) All Your Love; 2) Hideaway; 3) Little Girl; 4) Another Man; 5) Double Crossing Time; 6) What'd I Say; 7) Key To Love; 8) Parchman Farm; 9) Have You Heard; 10) Ramblin' On My Mind; 11) Steppin' Out; 12) It Ain't Right.

Formally, this album belongs in John Mayall's discography, not Eric Clapton's. However, with all due respect, it was not because of Mayall that history chose it to count as one of the seminal blues-rock records of the Sixties — and there is not a single reasonable discography or Eric Clapton, pure or annotated, that would omit it or place it in parentheses, either. It is no incident that, out of all (quite numerous) Mayall albums, this is the only one, ever, that would explicitly mention another band member in its title: cynics will say that John understood that such a move would boost sales, while idealists will counteract that John was simply willing to acknowledge the unquestionable superiority of his partner.
Prior to the «Beano» album (informally titled this way because of the comic that Eric is reading on the front sleeve photo, already staging one of his «I'm-not-really-with-these-guys» moods), Mayall only had one record out — the live album John Mayall Plays John Mayall, with Eric's predecessor Roger Dean on guitar (not the Roger Dean of the Yes artwork fame). It was one of Britain's first blues / blues-rock albums, but that's about it: together with Alexis Korner and a few other chaps, Mayall represented the sincere, hard-working, educational side of the British blues movement that, honestly speaking, was of more interest to purists and snobs than people vying for genuine excitement and innovation.

Mayall himself, a solid musician in his own right, would remain that way until the present day; but things briefly took a different, and quite sharp, turn when a young Eric Clapton, having freed himself from any obligations to the «pop-going» Yardbirds, was convinced to join Mayall's Blues​breakers. He actually served two brief stints with the band — in mid-'65 for the first time, and then again in 1966 (in between, he had a weird side project with «The Glands», while his position in the Bluesbreakers was being filled in by Peter Green). The problem with Eric, as is slightly hinted at by his biographies and autobiographies, is that he was regularly caught between fits of modesty/humility and severe egoism — as shy and reclusive by nature as he was also ambitious and determined to have his own way. No band in which he'd ever served before going full-time solo in 1974 could be said to be completely dominated by him, yet none of these bands ever gave him complete satisfaction. But his relations with John Mayall and his gang seem to have been particularly tense — ultimately, it was Beano all the way.

Nevertheless, John Mayall's Bluesbreakers With Eric Clapton, at least nominally, sounds precisely like the kind of record that would have made Eric totally happy. Unlike in The Yard​birds, he is given almost complete control over the most powerful aspects of most tracks, his only «competing» instrument being Mayall's harmonica, and that's not much of a competition. Unlike  in Cream, the Bluesbreakers play straightforward blues and R&B, without any jazzy edges or psychedelic experiments. Unlike in Blind Faith, the musicians — including the rhythm section of John McVie and Hughie Flint — sound like a tightly focused outfit, rather than a pack of super​heroes that got together by accident. And while the atmosphere in the band is predictably conser​vative and the music is formulaic, there are no bans on approaching the material with a creative, experimental edge that allows Eric to preserve that duality — humble and modest relative to his predecessors, ambitious and narcissistic relative to his peers.

It might not be easy, more than half a century after the fact, to understand the link between this record and the ensuing «Clapton Is God» legend, what with the large army of superb electric guitar players that arose over the next five years and made Bluesbreakers With Eric Clapton into just another electric blues record. It becomes easy enough if you line up a whole series of electric guitar records from 1965-66 across both sides of the Atlantic, of course. In the UK, only Jeff Beck, who had, ironically enough, replaced Eric in The Yardbirds, could probably make up for some healthy, juicy competition; certainly Jeff was already taking blues guitar to places where Eric neither could nor would take it, ranging from Indian ragas to European avantgarde. But when it came to «regular» blueswailing, combining soul, technique, and a little help from those over​driven Marshall amps, not even Beck could compete.

The greatness of the album becomes evident in its first three seconds — three seconds. The mag​nificent Otis Rush had penned ʽAll Your Loveʼ back in 1958, a unique example of tango-blues that converted aching yearning into music like few things did that year. But like with so many other things in the Fifties, technology and spiritual restraint did not allow the song to play out to its full potential. Eric's guitar has a thicker, juicier tone, each of the notes feels more «fulfilled», and, unlike Otis, Eric has learned a thing or two about the power of sustain. Where that guitar used to prick and bite, Clapton's guitar groans and moans: as he reaches the first solo, each phrase has a «sinking» effect, creating the atmosphere of a living hell. The sharp, crisp, dry nature of the tone that he gets out is really as good as blues guitar ever gets; in this department, his sound would later be frequently matched, but never surpassed.
Some of Eric's finest soloing is captured on the slow blues tunes here — ʽDouble Crossing Timeʼ on Side A and ʽHave You Heardʼ on Side B in particular, generic blues-de-luxe frameworks populated by new lyrics for songwriting credits and elevated to heavenly status by blues guitar fireworks from Eric's Gibson Les Paul. A lot of these licks, for sure, were copped from Albert King and Freddie King records — but, much as I revere and enjoy those giants, Clapton took the formula to a whole new level here, with richer, thicker, more resonating phrasing, and, most importantly, borrowing some spirit from the garage-rock movement, using mild distortion and wild-high screechy pitch to make the songs burn. (It is safe to say, I think, that while early Clap​ton was unquestionably highly influenced by Freddie King, late Freddie King was likewise back-influenced by early Clapton — compare Freddie's playing in the early Sixties with his barn-stomping live shows in the early Seventies and you'll know what I mean).
Freddie gets directly Claptonized on the cover of his classic instrumental ʽHideawayʼ, which is, again, a vast improvement on the original: Freddie laid down several cool riffs (with a relatively «thin» guitar tone), but did not significantly improvise — the Bluesbreakers version faithfully reproduces all the riffs with a thicker, more aggressive tone, and on top of that, Eric lays down some improvised solos that make this version, too, a quasi-garage classic. More difficult would be the comparison between this version of ʽSteppin' Outʼ and the Memphis Slim original, because they are so stylistically different — the old variant was piano- and sax-driven, with a very interes​ting jazzy acoustic solo from Matt Murphy. The Bluesbreakers (despite preserving the sax part for rhythm) transform the composition into a vehicle for more of Eric's maniacal soloing, and it assumes an anthemic «don't-mess-around-with-me» quality in the process — good enough to have smoothly made it over into Cream's live repertoire a few months later.

So much for Clapton; but what, may you ask, about the record in general — what is it worth as a sample of the general British blues scene at the time? And what about Mr. Mayall? Well, this is where assessments become a bit more ambiguous. Mr. Mayall is primarily a blues singer, whose singing voice is not a personal preference of mine — it is much too high and «whiny» for the general purpose of the blues, where the vocalist is supposed to be a bit tougher — but is at least individualistic and recognizable. He can also blow a mean harmonica, but, alas, not mean enough to blow Little Walter off the map (ʽIt Ain't Rightʼ); and his solo spot on ʽAnother Manʼ (actually a lyrical rewrite of ʽBaby Please Don't Goʼ), where it's just him, his harmonica, and somebody's handclapping, is nothing more than professional. (Compare Cream's ʽRollin' And Tumblin'ʼ and Jack Bruce's escapades on the mouth harp — the quintessential difference between professional homage and crazyass inspiration).
On the other hand, Mayall certainly has to be commended for making an intriguing, diverse set​list. Where lesser pundits would see no problem in populating the record with nothing but similarly arranged 12-bar blues, Mayall cares about attracting a wider and more exploratory audience, as the track listing, in addition to slow 12-bar stuff, features Mose Allison's jazz-blues (ʽParchman Farmʼ), Ray Charles' R&B (ʽWhat'd I Sayʼ — with most of the sex stuff replaced by a drum solo, unfortunately, but also slyly incorporating the riff from the Beatles' ʽDay Tripperʼ), and some blues-rockers in which brass instrumentation plays a prominent role (ʽKey To Loveʼ, credited to Mayall and actually featuring a perfectly constructed brass melody). In the end, it means that, while some of the recordings are in themselves fairly expendable on a global scale, the album never becomes boring. Every time you think they might be running out of ideas, John adds a tiny nudge — like, for instance, urging Eric to sing on ʽRamblin' On My Mindʼ. Admittedly, Eric was a poor singer, suffering from lack of confidence, but his nervousness serves him right on this cute, stripped-down performance, and it is a nice one-time change from the ever-present Mayall as lead vocalist anyway.
So, as a British blues-rock record, John Mayall's Bluesbreakers is a decent stab at the genre, certainly a huge advance over Alexis Korner's Blues Incorporated and less predictable than, say, the first Fleetwood Mac records with Peter Green. But there is no getting away from the plain truth that it is Clapton's presence only that advances it to the status of a masterpiece — one that still sounds totally fresh today, with some of the best blues tones to ever be captured on record, and, as far as I'm concerned, deserves an unconditional thumbs up outside of any historical con​text, because that lead guitar simply rips through the speakers.

Completists and fans of that Sixties' sound should probably hunt for the deluxe 2-CD edition of the album which, in addition to both mono and stereo editions of the album (personally, I'm a sucker for stereo, since proper separation only lets the lead guitar ring out louder and clearer), collects just about every piece of Clapton's legacy with the Bluesbreakers — most importantly, two non-LP singles (ʽI'm Your Witchdoctorʼ is an absolute classic: dark, tense, voodooistic, and featuring a proto-psychedelic solo that is nothing but sustained woman-tone howling, as far re​moved from stereotypic Clapton as possible), and some live tracks, including those recorded during Jack Bruce's brief stint with the Bluesbreakers. These are, however, mainly interesting for historical reasons, since the sound quality of the recordings from London's Flamingo Club is pretty poor — but still, indispensable for a brief history of musical relations between Bruce and Clapton. All in all, the package radiates an aura of excitement from an era where things that we take for granted nowadays were, like, totally happening — and an era when young Eric Clapton, still working his way up to God status, was not yet afraid of letting a bit of distortion and punkish anger spoil his blues credibility.
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GENE CLARK WITH THE GOSDIN BROTHERS (1967)
1) Echoes; 2) Think I'm Gonna Feel Better; 3) Tried So Hard; 4) Is Yours Is Mine; 5) Keep On Pushin'; 6) I Found You; 7) So You Say You Lost Your Baby; 8) Elevator Operator; 9) The Same One; 10) Couldn't Believe Her; 11) Needing Someone; 12*) Tried So Hard (alternate version); 13*) Elevator Operator (alternate version); 14*) Only Columbe; 15*) The French Girl; 16*) So You Say You Lost Your Baby (acoustic demo); 17*) Is Yours Is Mine (acoustic demo).

Gene Clark did not really have enough time with The Byrds to establish himself as a significant frontman in the people's eye — too much of it was simply spent standing out there, shaking an unimpressive tambourine and contributing one of several group harmonies; and out of the band's early A-sides, the only Clark-penned song, ʽSet You Free This Timeʼ, scored the lowest on the charts, so, ultimately, only the most astute of the band's fans could have correctly sensed his crucial importance to the band's early period. But he was indeed the first Byrd to be marked with a strong sense of songwriting individuality — preceding David Crosby by at least a couple of years, not to mention a couple extra pounds of intelligence (sorry, Dave!) — and so it was pro​bably inevitable that he would also be the first Byrd to leave the band and start a solo career. (Stage fright and fear of flying are also given as reasons for his quitting, but I guess all of this is really related in the end).
Clark's solo career has always been a hipster's delight: here is a guy who possessed all the know-hows of his original band, yet never achieved (or even strived for) serious commercial success, and cultivated a far more reclusive, solitary image than his bandmates. He did, in fact, spend a large part of 1966 in seclusion, before eventually realising that he had no choice other than to get back into the musical business, and signing up with Columbia for a solo deal — thus becoming one of the first former members of a major rock band to start his own solo career (I think that, technically, only Alan Price of The Animals precedes him in this), and unquestionably the first former member of a major rock band to proudly release his solo debut at the same time (February '67, in this case) as his former band. (A typical opinion is that sales of the record suffered precise​ly because of its simultaneous release with Younger Than Yesterday, but I do not think it could make that much of a difference — after all, if you enter a music store and have to choose between Gene Clark and The Byrds, how is this different from entering the same store on a different day and having to choose between Gene Clark and, say, Jimi Hendrix, or The Beatles?).
Anyway, truth of the matter is that Gene Clark With The Gosdin Brothers is a very lovely (and tiny — less than half an hour long!) record, but it does not exactly show you a Gene Clark that would be significantly improved over, or even just different from, the Gene Clark of ʽI'll Feel A Whole Lot Betterʼ or of ʽSet You Free This Timeʼ. Aided here by some of his Byrds pals (Chirs Hillman plays bass, and Michael Clarke shares drum duties with session players such as Jim Gordon), a big chunk of the Wrecking Crew, and those Gosdin brothers (a country and gospel singing duo with whom the Byrds had already been friends since the early Sixties), Gene delivers a set of folk-pop and country-pop numbers that, some say, pioneer the country-rock twist of the late Sixties, but, as far as I'm concerned, are really a logical and organic continuation of the schtick that Gene had been doing with the Byrds from the very inception. After all, these diffe​rences are subtle — we all know, for instance, that Sweetheart Of The Rodeo is considered to be almost a «revolutionary» album in the genre, but play it back to back with Mr. Tambourine Man to somebody not well-versed in the differences between country-western and, say, Appala​chian folk, and he will never sense much of a gap here.
The charm of the album, however, lies not in its being revolutionary, and not even in its song​writing: from a melodic standpoint, Gene Clark is not much of a genius, and a lot of these tunes rely on stock phrasing from folk, country, and blues-rock — to the extent that two of the songs (ʽIs Yours Is Mineʼ and ʽElevator Operatorʼ) have the exact same introductions, albeit played in a folksy, jangly manner on the former and in a rock-out manner on the latter. The charm lies in Gene Clark's personal charisma, and his ability to perfectly integrate his handsome and intelligent vocals into equally handsome and intelligent musical arrangements.
Thus, the opening number, ʽEchoesʼ, is not so much of a song as it is a long poem, somewhere midway between Dylan and Van Morrison, set to a baroque-influenced arrangement of wood​winds and strings floating above its folk-rock underbelly. Put out by Columbia as a single, it probably had no hopes due to a concise lack of anything resembling a hook — perhaps they thought the flutes and strings would give it a ʽWalk Away Renéeʼ look, forgetting that the Left Banke actually had a singalong chorus as well — but it did well enough in confirming Gene's reputation as a visionary musical poet, revealing a stream-of-consciousness approach that would have probably been judged as way too extreme for the Byrds (although Crosby was already beginning to follow the same path at the time). For the record, Leon Russell himself is respon​sible for the string arrangements here, and he did a great job ensuring that they sound lush and expansive without being too sappy or corny.

Later on, verses and choruses begin to appear, but compared to Gene's Byrds material, they all seem low-key and suffering from a lack of dynamics — nothing like, for instance, the group harmony punch that cuts across the verse of ʽI'll Feel A Whole Lot Betterʼ and provides a hefty conclusion to the soft sarcasm of the first three lines. Compare this album's ʽThink I'm Gonna Feel Betterʼ, dealing with pretty much the same feeling but having nothing like that punch (it does have a key change from verse to bridge, but it doesn't do the song much good) — a far inferior folk-pop ditty here, though the vocal sentiment is still adorable.
Repeated listens bring out patches of cool musical ideas here and there; for instance, the «wag​ging», spiralling lead guitar lines on ʽIs Yours Is Mineʼ, rolling across the sharp main bluesy riff, surprisingly predict the guitar gymnastics of Television on ʽMarquee Moonʼ (and whoever said Television weren't influenced by classic country-rock?), and the dirge-like procession of ʽThe Same Oneʼ, lulling you with its monotonous jangle, is interrupted now and then by an almost dangerous-sounding downward bass/guitar drift — a bit of proto-Sabbath doom atmosphere making a surprising guest appearance on what began as a meditative mournful performance. But you do have to hunt for them, and unless you are already sold on Gene's voice and style, you will probably not be inclined to delve into such intricacies — especially since for every one non-stan​dard musical move, you will have two or three generic country or blues-rock riffs.
The hardest rocking number is ʽElevator Operatorʼ, whose title currently has the disadvantage of sounding similar to Aerosmith's ʽLove In An Elevatorʼ — but Gene uses his elevator for meta​phors of turbulent relationships rather than sexual fantasies, and lands a tune that is also, elevator-style, caught somewhere between the Beatles' and the Stones' respective floors (the basic melody is close to ʽTaxmanʼ, the harmonies show traces of Beatlesque '65-'66 psychedelia, but the guitar tones and solos are far closer to the Richard/Jones line of work). It is decent enough, but feels a bit lonesome surrounded by all these baroque ballads and fast country-poppers. The theme is pretty much the same, though: stay away from mean bitches. And by «mean bitches», I assume he is really referring — meta-metaphorically — to some of his former bandmates rather than his former (or current) love interests. I mean, "s/he was an elevator operator, s/he had her ups and downs" could just as well refer to Roger McGuinn, no?
In the end, the record is certainly a must for all Byrds / classic country-rock-with-a-slightly-baroque-and/or-psychedelic-twist fans, but I could not define it as some sort of «lost classic»: to do so requires falling in love with Gene Clark, the loner, the visionary, the poet, the troubadour, on the same level that people fall in love with their Nick Drakes or their Syd Barretts, and the man is just a tad too smooth for that. Which certainly does not prevent the album from getting its thumbs up, because how could a young, romantic, solo-going Gene Clark not be altogether love​ly all the way back in 1967? Even if that special something that he took away with him from The Byrds needed The Byrds — and certainly not The Gosdin Brothers, whose contributions to this album, in my opinion, certainly do not deserve any special mention and only reflect a degree of friendliness on Gene's part — to set it truly aflame, it is very comforting to see it still giving off some treasurable warmth for some time afterwards.
On a technical note, the expanded CD reissue of the album, despite bringing its running time up to a respectable 42 minutes, is hardly essential — with a few alternate takes, acoustic demos, and only two really new extra songs (one of them a pretty, piano-based rearrangement of Ian & Syl​via's ʽThe French Girlʼ) that do not provide any special insights. For big fans, however, this will be an extra 15 minutes of pleasant prettiness — and on the acoustic demos, you get to really feel how Clark's vocals merge with the Gosdin Brothers into one (although why should they?). 
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