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    I dedicate Elton John: Fifty Years On to my dear friends and fellow musicians Nick Fradiani Sr. and Tom D’Agostino, who know why…


    


    —Stephen

  


  
    



    



    



    



    



    



    



    This book is dedicated to all classic rock bands and their fans. New music still gets released, but nothing new can match the tunes from the ’60s and ’70s. May this music live on for generations to come.… Samantha Lewis and Sydney Lewis:

    do what you can to pass this music on.


    


    —Michael

  


  
    



    



    



    



    



    



    “My career is gonna be very short. One and a half years, that’s all. I want to quit while I’m at the top and then I’ll fade into obscurity.”


    


    —Elton John


    The Record Mirror, February 20, 1971
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    INTRODUCTION



    Teacher, I Need You



    Elton John taught me how to play the piano.


    I have been playing Elton John’s songs since I was in my teens. I don’t mean playing them on vinyl, cassette, 8-track, MP3, or CD (although there certainly was, and still is, plenty of that), but rather playing them on the piano. I learned, played, and sang as many of Elton’s songs as I could handle as a self-taught piano player.


    And I did, in fact, get good.


    In the seventies, I had a piano/vocal act in the New Haven, Connecticut, area. This was back in the day when clubs had grand pianos instead of DJs.


    My stage name was Stephen John. Many people laughed and said, “Oh, you’re trying to copycat Elton John with your name, right?” I laughed along with them but then explained that, no, I wasn’t trying to be Connecticut’s Elton with my name; my middle name is actually John, so all I did was drop my last name as a performer. It was musical kismet.


    And even though I described myself as “self-taught,” again, the truth is Elton John taught me how to play the piano. Learning his fingering and riffs for songs like “Amoreena,” “Tiny Dancer,” “Don’t Let the Sun Go Down On Me,” “Levon,” “Sorry Seems To Be The Hardest Word,” “Your Song,” and hundreds more was a master class in rock piano. And I quickly learned to adapt his fingering and riffing techniques and apply them to everything I played (unless I was learning something very specific, like the Beatles’s “Martha My Dear,” a song which took me weeks to learn and which does not suffer improvisation gladly).


    Elton is a classically-trained and blues-inspired pianist. This makes for some truly magnificent songs and instrumental compositions. And his voice—both iterations (more on that later)—was made for rock and roll.


    Considering the magnitude of his song discography—around five hundred songs, give or take—we can still state with certainty that, just as there is such a thing as a “Stephen King novel,” there is also such a thing as an “Elton John song.” Certain riffs, chord progressions, melodic phrases, and lyrical reveries are instantly recognizable as “Elton-esque,” for lack of a better term.


    Whether it’s a rocker off 2016’s Wonderful Crazy Night or a ballad from Elton John or Madman Across the Water, it will sound like an Elton John song. This is an indication of a lifelong devotion to craft and creativity and the development of a personal, identifiable style.


    Elton John, after fifty years of making music, is revered—and not just by fans. To wit:


    • There are three albums of Elton John covers done by the biggest music stars in the world: Two Rooms (1991), Revamp (2018), and Restoration (2018).


    • The background vocals for the song “White Lady White Powder” on the 21 at 33 album are sung by The Eagles.


    • The background vocals for the song “Cage the Songbird” on the Blue Moves album are sung by Graham Nash and David Crosby. (Stephen Stills must have been busy?)


    • “Candle in the Wind 1997,” Elton and Bernie’s revision of “Candle in the Wind” (“Goodbye England’s rose…”) as a tribute to Princess Diana after her untimely death, is the biggest-selling single in the UK and the second-biggest selling single in music history (after Bing Crosby’s “White Christmas”).


    • The biggest music stars in the world routinely show up at Elton John concerts to sing duets with the Rocket Man, including Lady Gaga, Miley Cyrus, George Michael, Bruce Hornsby, Lionel Richie, Mary J. Blige, Bryan Adams, Demi Lovato, Shawn Mendes, and many more. (See the sidebar on Elton John and Billy Joel’s “Face to Face” concert tours in this volume.)


    • Stars line up to collaborate with Elton. He’s the piano player on Wham!’s 1986 hit “The Edge of Heaven.” He played piano on tracks by The Hollies. He has collaborated with Bob Dylan, Luciano Pavarotti, Jackson Browne, John Lennon, Neil Sedaka, Dionne Warwick, Kate Bush, Fall Out Boy, Engelbert Humperdinck, Red Hot Chili Peppers, Guns N’ Roses, Jack White, A Tribe Called Quest, Leon Russell, Sara Bareilles, and Queen, to name a few.


    Elton himself has admitted he doesn’t usually write lyrics (although he did contribute the “There’s a man over there” lyric to “Border Song.”). Thus, it’s quite fortunate that he met Bernie Taupin, isn’t it? Bernie is a chap who most certainly can write lyrics. Reportedly, Elton also wrote “What have I got to do to make you love me?,” the first line of “Sorry Seems to Be the Hardest Word.”


    Bernie wrote the lyrics to “Your Song” when he was, as he described himself, “a seventeen-year-old virgin.” He gave the lyrics to Elton and it took the piano man fifteen minutes to write the song, which many polls say is the fans’ favorite. In a recent documentary, Elton agreed with the interviewer that it was fifteen minutes “well-spent.”


    This book is a song-by-song look at Elton’s body of work, focusing primarily on the thirty studio albums released to date.


    Why such detailed study? Because Elton and Bernie’s work is just that important. And just that wonderful.


    


    — Stephen Spignesi


    New Haven, Connecticut


    2019

  


  
    PART I:



    THE MUSIC



     


    
      This section looks at the music of Elton John, album by album, and song by song. Our intention is for these entries to serve as a companion of sorts as you listen to the albums, providing insight, background, trivia, and other stuff about each of the 323 songs on Elton John’s thirty canonical studio albums.


      What kind of “stuff”?


      For instance, did you know that “Rocket Man” was inspired by a Ray Bradbury short story? And is “Tiny Dancer” really about Maxine Feibelman, and if it is, who is Maxine Feibelman? And did you know Neil Young sang backing vocals on Elton’s album with Leon Russell, The Union? And that Elton did a duet with Andrea Bocelli?


      That kind of stuff.


      Elton John has achieved fifty-seven Top 40 hits in his career—out of 128 official singles. That leaves plenty of deep cuts to discuss and perhaps call attention to. Not every song on every album gets airplay, so we hope this song-by-song review will introduce you to Elton songs with which you may not be familiar, and encourage you to have a listen.


      (And by the way, if there is just one somewhat lesser-known song that we’d especially call your attention to, it’s “American Triangle.” It might be Elton and Bernie’s most important.)


      Steve and Mike

    


     


    
      LEGEND


      B = Ballad


      R = Rocker


      I = Instrumental

    


     


     


    NOTE: Please remember that the opinions and assessments offered within are those of your authors and in no way do we claim them to be definitive or the last word on Elton and Bernie’s music. We tried to be primarily objective, but we’re Elton and Bernie fans as well as writers studying their work, so some personal views may pop up here and there.

  


  
    1



    THE ALBUMS

    AND THE SONGS


    1. Empty Sky (1969)



    Empty Sky was Elton John’s first official album. It was released on June 6, 1969, in the UK, but not until January 13, 1975, in the US. Elton was twenty-one when he began recording Empty Sky. He was living at the Salvation Army at the time. Several songs that Elton would later play and re-record on the piano were played on harpsichord for this album. There are some interesting tracks on this record, but it mostly serves as a harbinger of what Elton was capable of and the leaps and bounds his talent would make over the years. Well, actually over one year. His next album, Elton John, is more highly regarded than Empty Sky. In 2015, Rolling Stone had this to say about Empty Sky (and style points to writer Andy Greene for “twee”): “Elton John seemed to arrive out of nowhere when ‘Your Song’ exploded on American radio in 1970 and his self-titled LP flew up the charts. Many presumed it was his first album, but the previous summer he had released Empty Sky in England. The eight-minute title track is a strong rocker and the beautiful ballad ‘Skyline Pigeon’ remained a part of John’s live repertoire for decades, but the majority of the album is simply too twee and slight. The production is thin and simply can’t compare to the work that John crafted in the 1970s with the brilliant Gus Dudgeon. ‘Making the Empty Sky album still holds the nicest memories for me,’ John said years later. ‘I suppose it’s difficult to explain the enthusiasm we felt as the album began to take shape.’ The rest of the world wouldn’t share John’s enthusiasm until his timeless second record hit shelves the following year.”


    1. “Empty Sky” (8:28, R) This is Elton’s first song on his first album and it was immediately obvious that this new songwriting team of John and Taupin was heads above what was common at the time. The bongo beginning, the chord changes, the lyrics, the incredible chorus, the super-long ending and the fade and return…. Who were these guys?


    2. “Val-Hala” (4:12, B) If we didn’t know better, this song, with its weird spelling, could easily be heard as a lost Bob Dylan song. Elton goes out of his way to sound like Dylan with his singing. It also sounds like something The Band would have written and recorded. It’s got great chord changes and a very rustic sound that foreshadows Elton and Bernie’s musical visits to the American West. (Even though Valhalla is a hall in Norse mythology in Asgard that is ruled over by Odin, nowhere near Wyoming. But that’s nitpicking.).


    3. “Western Ford Gateway” (3:16, B) We’ve always felt that this song vividly illustrates the influence of the Beatles on Elton’s songwriting. The beginning of this song (when the singing starts) is suggestive of “A Day in the Life,” isn’t it? Go ahead, sing along. You’ll see. Many fans (including your humble writers) feel this is one of the best songs on Empty Sky.


    4. “Hymn 2000” (4:29, B) This is a weird song, and not a favorite of your authors. The lyrics are bizarre and pretentious, and the chord changes seem random and pedestrian, particularly the chorus. The lyrics bring to mind songs that must have incredible, deep-seated meaning to the songwriter, but result in complete confusion on the part of the listener. Certain songs by Tori Amos, for example, often have arcane, Byzantine lyrics that we just know must mean a lot to Tori, but confuse the hell out of anyone trying to make sense of them. “Cornflake Girl” (which will be referred to again in this book), for example: “She’s putting on her string bean love.” Exsqueeze me? “Hymn 2000” is like that. Apparently Elton has never performed this song live. Maybe he doesn’t like it much either.


    5. “Lady What’s Tomorrow” (3:10, B) This is a by-the-numbers ballad that isn’t all that memorable. Don’t get us wrong—it’s still heads above lots of similarly-constructed and-themed ballads written then (and now, truth be told), but there’s probably a reason Elton has never performed it live, except once on the radio.


    6. “Sails” (3:45, R) Lucy and the narrator are sailing on a merchant vessel “in search of the living or the spices of China.” It’s not clear who Lucy is, but the sense is she’s the sailor’s daughter, based on her gleeful announcement that she had guessed the number of bales in the back room and her covering the sailor’s eyes with her fingers—things an adolescent girl would do. Musically, the song rocks with compelling chord changes and a blistering guitar break by Caleb Quaye. It’s a lesser-known deep cut that would probably be a successful single if a contemporary band did a remake.


    7. “The Scaffold” (3:18, B) Bernie Taupin must have been reading about the “Orient” while working on songs because “The Scaffold” makes two Far Eastern-themed songs in a row on Empty Sky. The opening line is “In Orient where wise I was to please the way I live.” Elton uses his best Dylan-esque voice, and it’s a pleasant-enough-sounding, but rather lame, folky song…and the lyrics are super weird.


    8. “Skyline Pigeon” (3:37, B) This song is so good, it’s the only one Elton continued to play from the Empty Sky album in concerts throughout his career. It’s a gorgeous piano ballad that is as moving today as it was when it was first released. On Empty Sky, Elton plays harpsichord on the song, but moved to piano for later releases. Bernie Taupin has described his lyric for this song as “fairly naïve.”


    9. “Gulliver/Hay Chewed/Reprise” (6:59, I, B) “Hay Chewed” is a jazz instrumental. “Gulliver” is about the death of a dog and, if you’re an animal lover (as both your authors are), is a very upsetting song. ‘Nuff said.


    


    
      Eighteen-year-old Ryan White died of AIDS in 1990 contracted from a blood transfusion he received in his early teens. Ryan was a hemophiliac and was given contaminated blood. He was diagnosed in December 1984 and given six months to live. He lived six years, however, and died on April 8, 1990. Elton John and Ryan White had become friends during Ryan’s teen years and Elton John not only served as a pallbearer at his funeral on April 11, 1990, but performed “Skyline Pigeon” in Ryan’s memory. Elton formed his AIDS Foundation in part because of his friendship with Ryan White.

    


     


    BEST SONG: “Skyline Pigeon”

  


  
    2. Elton John (1970)


    Elton has acknowledged this album as his breakout record, and he’s right. It was released on April 10, 1970, and in 2012 it was inducted into the Grammy Hall of Fame as an important historical record. It’s a good album, but not of the caliber of what was to come. Rolling Stone wrote, “As hesitant as one might be to own up to it in the light of all the superlative-drooling and hive-breaking-out that’s been going on since his first American visit, Elton John really is a gas. The sad part is that those assigned to give him a hand in the recording studio during these sessions were apparently something less than positive about his being a gas and consequently gave him all manner of over-production as well as a hand, the result being that his first American album is something less than the gas it might have been. The major problem with Elton John is that one has to wade through so damn much fluff to get to Elton John.”


    1. “Your Song” (4:02, B) This was the song that made Elton John “Elton John.” It’s a beautiful ballad that Bernie Taupin himself has described as a song written by a seventeen-year-old who had obviously never had sex (Bernie was seventeen when he wrote the lyrics). Elton has described it as a “perfect song,” and he plays it at every concert. The Hollies wanted to record this song, but Elton beat them to it. Bernie is quoted as saying, “This one is the one I recall like it was yesterday.… I see this song as a bookend and its counterpart would be a song like ‘Sacrifice.’ ‘Your Song’ [is] a song about absolute naiveté in love while ‘Sacrifice’ is the complete opposite, the story of someone who’s seen and done it all, as far as love’s concerned, and come out the other end scarred but realistic about certain aspects of the real world.” Bernie is on record as having written the lyrics sitting at Elton’s mom’s kitchen table. He was not on a roof, nor, it is assumed, was there moss on the table. No less a musical luminary than John Lennon heard “Your Song” and said, “[Elton John is] the first new thing that’s happened since [the Beatles].”


    [image: ]


    2. “I Need You to Turn To” (2:35, B) This is a pretty love song which is performed only with strings and a harpsichord. The lyrics are direct and sweet and express the heartfelt love the singer has for his beloved. Notable lines include, “You’re my guardian angel who keeps out the cold,” and “You’re pure and you’re gentle with the grace of a dove.” It’s essentially a somewhat forgotten track, but still a lovely example of Elton and Bernie’s ability to write a love song.


    3. “Take Me to the Pilot” (3:47, R) Even Bernie Taupin has admitted he doesn’t know what this song means. Is it about a trans person or cross-dresser (“For he may be she…”), and why is the singer/narrator “bent with high treason”? And who the hell is the pilot anyway, and where is he? Regardless of its ultimate meaning, or lack thereof, it is a kickass rocker that has long been a staple at Elton’s concerts.


    4. “No Shoe Strings on Louise” (3:31, R) This is Elton doing a Jagger-esque forgettable, pastiche, country-western song, and it’s not a pretty sight (sound). Apparently, Louise is a venal hooker (“She milked the male population clean” and she “goes to church to pray for Lucifer”) and there are no shoe strings on her. Like we said, forgettable.


    5. “First Episode at Hienton” (4:48, B) This is a song about a first love, written as a stately, piano-driven ballad that is pleasant enough on the surface, but ultimately a bit saccharine and plodding. Her name was Valerie, and the song chronicles the narrator’s initial flirtations with her when she was a schoolgirl (and he made fun of her clothes) and her transformation into a woman, signaled by the line, “Now Valerie’s a woman.”


    6. “Sixty Years On” (4:35, B) This melodic song’s opening line and other lyrics are a vivid example of what young people (twenty-year-old Bernie Taupin, in this case) think “old” means. It thematically resonates (albeit more gloomily) with the Beatles’s “When I’m Sixty-Four.” Elton sings, “Who’ll walk me down to church when I’m sixty years of age?” Just as Paul sang about likely needing help to eat when he was sixty-four. The funny thing is, when Paul was sixty-four, he was performing in three-hour live concerts (and still is, at seventy-plus). It’s unlikely he was asking “Will you still feed me?” y’know? Bernie and Elton thought they’d need help walking to church when they were sixty. Once again, the narrator is a veteran who has “laid down” his gun. It’s a lament, perhaps about his wartime past, perhaps about losing his faith. All in all, it’s a significant song in the Elton/Bernie oeuvre.


    7. “Border Song” (3:22, B) This is one of Elton’s greatest ballads, and it begins with the elements of traditional piano/vocal ballads, but then veers into a lane that makes incredible use of a gospel choir and strong assertive strings. It’s a pro-tolerance anthem, too, which includes the (written by Elton) in-your-face lyric, “There’s a man over there. What’s his color? I don’t care.” This song was covered by Aretha Franklin, which says a lot about its gospel underpinnings.


    8. “The Greatest Discovery” (4:12, B) A little kid is introduced to his “brand new brother.” The kid is told by the singer “They have made for you a friend.” Siblings everywhere relate to this song. Musically, it’s a classic chord progression Elton has used previously, especially the opening “G-Bm/F#” chords to start off the verses (see “The Canon” sidebar at the end of the song reviews).


    9. “The Cage” (3:28, R) The “ah-roo” chorus alone in this rocker makes it a fun song. The lyrics are somewhat vague and talk about the cellar being the “room in your lives.” There’s a vague reference to an abusive father, and the narrator’s assertion that he’s never lived in a cage. Like we said, a tad vague. But still a toe-tapping rocker. And again, there’s that “ah-roo.”


    10. “The King Must Die” (5:23, B) This is a standard Elton John song, in that Elton received the words from Bernie and then he came up with chords and melody. So musically, it’s average, if a wee bit forced and overlong. Lyrically, though, it comes closer to narrative poetry in its depiction of the plot to kill a king.


    BEST SONG: “Your Song”

  


  
    3. Tumbleweed Connection (1970)


    This is an amazing concept album, even though Elton is on record as saying that was not their intention when putting the album together. It was released on October 30, 1970. Elton and Bernie had never set foot in America when they wrote and recorded this album of American West-influenced songs. Bernie, certainly, had done a lot of reading about the American Old West and American history in general in order to come up with lyrics that are undeniably on point regarding the American West experience. It was, and still is, a fascinating historical period for not only Americans. See: Deadwood. AllMusic.com wrote, “A loose concept album about the American West, Tumbleweed Connection emphasized the pretensions that always lay beneath their songcraft. Half of the songs don’t follow conventional pop song structures; instead, they flow between verses and vague choruses. These experiments are remarkably successful, primarily because Taupin’s lyrics are evocative and John’s melodic sense is at its best.”


    1. “Ballad of a Well-Known Gun” (4:59, R) A rock song by two young Brits about being robbed by the Pinkertons in the Old West? Now that’s unique. The poor bastard, who is the “well-known gun” of the title, gets robbed and the thieves ask him for his name. He spends the rest of his life terrified they’re going to come after him, and he laments, “Now they’ve found me.” Good song.


    2. “Come Down in Time” (3:25, B) This is one of Elton and Bernie’s loveliest ballads and there’s an ongoing discussion as to whether the narrator actually unites with his beloved or just ends up “counting the stars in the night.” The last lines suggest that even though she told him to “come down in time,” she hasn’t shown up. This was supported by the line in a previous verse when he says, “I’m getting to thinking if she’s coming at all.” As sad as it might be, this is a beautiful song in C/A minor.


    3. “Country Comfort” (5:06, R) It seems that Grandma, at eighty-four, needs help running the farm, Deacon Lee is writing a new sermon for Sunday, and down at the well, they got a new machine. For two young British lads, Elton and Bernie pretty much nail what American country life is like, and, using their narrators’ voices, rave about how much they love it. This song is a lot of fun and, with an irresistible sing-along chorus, captures a lifestyle England never experienced. See what reading can do? (The first official release of this song was not on this album. Rod Stewart covered it on his album Gasoline Alley four months earlier.)


    4. “Son of Your Father” (3:48, R) This is a rather ordinary rocker in which Elton uses a standard (and overused in rock) 1-4-5 chord pattern (for the most part) with a few change-ups for the chorus. Lyrically the song tells a story that could be a movie if it was adapted into a screenplay. Two guys get into an argument on a farm. One is blind and one has a hook for a hand. Mayhem and death ensue. Reportedly, Elton has never performed this song live anywhere.


    [image: ]


    5. “My Father’s Gun” (6:20, B) This song is an example of a perfect Elton/Bernie collaboration. There have been certain sets of lyrics by Bernie that Elton immediately connected with and was able to write a song that seemed like it was “meant to be,” if that makes any sense. (The songs we refer to have usually been his biggest hits, too, e.g., “Tiny Dancer,” “Daniel,” “Your Song,” “Rocket Man,” “Levon,” “Candle in the Wind,” etc.) “My Father’s Gun” is one of those songs. It feels like Elton and Bernie sat together and Bernie created lyrics for Elton’s melody and vice versa. But that’s not how it came into being, of course (See: Two Rooms). The song tells the story of a Confederate soldier whose father has died and the son inherits his father’s gun. He takes it up and continues to fight for the cause of the South.


    6. “Where to Now St. Peter?” (4:11, R) This is yet another song on this record from the point of view of a Civil War soldier, only this time, the guy’s dead. The lyrics are first person, and the soldier directly addresses St. Peter, the saint who, in Christian mythology, guards the gates of heaven. There are some compelling lines in this song, including “I may not be a Christian, but I’ve done all one man can” and “I understand I’m on the road where all that was is gone.” This is one of Elton and Bernie’s more contemplative songs, seeing as it’s about what happens after we die. (Also, some fans believe the “blue canoe” phrase refers to a canoe-shaped pill and that the whole song is a hallucinatory experience.) It’s in the unusual-for-Elton key of B major.


    7. “Love Song” (3:41, B) This song, which is a duet sung with the late Lesley Duncan, was solely written by Duncan. It’s a pretty love song with some Beatles-esque guitar finger-picking. It’s in B flat/G-minor and is pleasant enough for a few listens.


    8. “Amoreena” (5:00, R) This is a rocking love song sung to and about, of course, Amoreena, who apparently can brighten the daybreak in the cornfield. The song was played during the opening credits of Al Pacino’s 1975 hit movie Dog Day Afternoon. Musically, this is classic Elton: piano riffs, and the piano as the driving instrument throughout. It’s in the key of G, and Elton revels in the opportunity to use the piano for funk.


    9. “Talking Old Soldiers” (4:06, B) This is one sad song, that’s for sure. The soldier, old Joe, who has “a graveyard as a friend,” sits at the bar and drinks every day. The song is presented as a conversation between a bar patron and Joe. The bar patron offers Joe another glass of beer and listens to him talk about his past. But the generous guy isn’t really listening to Joe. After Joe has told him about growing old and losing his friends—and we realize he may also be suffering from PTSD—the visitor wraps up the conversation by telling him to ignore what other people say because “you’ve got your memories.”


     


    
      Only someone with that wild, uninhibited view of his music would dare ask the audience to sing along—something that is almost never done anymore—or drop to his knees, like Jerry Lee Lewis used to do, in a rousing piano finale on “Burn Down the Mission.” It worked wonderfully well.


       


      By the end of the evening, there was no question about John’s talent and potential. Tuesday night at The Troubadour was just the beginning. He’s going to be one of rock’s biggest and most important stars. Beyond his vocals, melodies and arrangements, there is a certain sense of the absurd about John as a performer that is reminiscent of the American rock stars of the mid-1950s.


       


      From Robert Hilburn’s original August 27, 1970, review of Elton John’s historical performance at The Troubadour.

    


     


    10. “Burn Down the Mission” (6:22, R) This is one of Elton and Bernie’s greatest achievements. Four key changes, an epic story about a hapless soul doomed to die for his attempts to help his loved ones, multiple rhythmic changes, and a great vocal performance by Elton make for an Elton classic. Elton played this song in concert well over six hundred times from 1977 through 2012, but seemed to then retire it from live performances.


     


    BEST SONG: TIE: “My Father’s Gun” and “Burn Down the Mission”

  


  
    4. Madman Across the Water (1971)


    This is an undeniably great album. Is it Elton’s magnum opus? Many fans who consider Goodbye Yellow Brick Road the greatest album Elton John ever released would consider that question blasphemous, yet Madman is so good, it’s a valid question. This record came out on November 5, 1971, and is as fresh-sounding today as the day it was released. Rolling Stone wasn’t crazy about the album: “Madman won’t really crush any John fans, for he sings with the same power and brilliance he’s shown since he broke. But, it probably won’t draw any either. Madman is a difficult, sometimes impossibly dense record. America is worthy of a better story than this record and Elton John needs a better story than this to sing.”


    1. “Tiny Dancer” (6:15, B) This is one of the greatest piano rock songs ever written. Yeah, we said it. So, is it about Bernie Taupin’s girlfriend and later wife Maxine Feibelman? In a 1973 interview with Rolling Stone, Paul Gambaccini says to Bernie, “Elton says ‘Tiny Dancer’ is about Maxine. Is that true?” to which Bernie replies, “That’s true, yes.” The credits to Madman Across the Water end with “With love to Maxine,” and Maxine herself has stated that she was, in fact, a “seamstress for the band.” But Bernie later told Rolling Stone it was about all California girls: “I guess I was trying to capture the spirit of that time, encapsulated by the women we met, especially at the clothes stores and restaurants and bars all up and down the Sunset Strip. They were these free spirits, sexy, all hip-huggers and lacy blouses, very ethereal the way they moved.… They had this thing about embroidering your clothes. They wanted to sew patches on your jeans.” So is it about Maxine or not? Yes and no. We take Bernie at his word. It was about the entire California experience, but there are also specific lines that seem to be about Maxine. Plus—and this is probably the most relevant fact—Bernie himself said, “Yes, that’s true,” when asked if the song was about Maxine. Regardless, it’s an awesome, classic song. Even before Almost Famous.


    2. “Levon” (5:22, R) There is often a temptation when discussing the Elton John discography to make bold, sweeping statements like “If Elton had written only (fill in the blank), his legacy would be cemented in musical history for all time.” “Levon” would be one of those songs if someone were nonsensical enough to make that statement. So, what is “Levon” about? Bernie Taupin said of the lyrics, “It was a free-form writing. It was just lines that came out that were interesting.” Elton says, “It’s about a guy who just gets bored doing the same thing. It’s just somebody who gets bored with blowing up balloons and he just wants to get away from it but he can’t because it’s the family ritual.” Also, “Alvin Tostig” is apparently completely fictional, and the fact that his son is named “Jesus” seems to have no religious meaning. Maybe it is just free-form writing? Regardless, “Levon” is a classic. And it has one of the greatest piano beginnings of all time (co-author Stephen says, “It was fun learning it.”).


    [image: ]


     


    
      The phrase “God Is Dead” (cited in “Levon”) actually did appear in The New York Times. It was on the front page of the March 24, 1968, issue of the newspaper.

    


     


    3. “Razor Face” (4:44, R) A young man sings to a man known as “Razor Face,” likely a homeless alcoholic returning to the place he once called home. He’s ailing (“Needs a man who’s young to walk him round”—which some have interpreted as a reference to Razor Face being gay, but we don’t see it), and the narrator calls him “his old friend” and offers him a “bottle of booze.” This song has been called by some critics one of Elton’s most underrated songs, but frankly, we’ve always rated it quite highly and it is, after all, off Madman Across the Water. How can any song from that record be underrated?


    [image: ]


    4. “Madman Across the Water” (5:56, R/B) Who is this “madman across the water” anyway? Is it Elton? Bernie? Richard Nixon? This title track is extraordinary, both musically and lyrically. The story is told in two voices: the visitors to the insane asylum and the guy institutionalized (the madman) they are there to see. (This is according to Bernie Taupin.) “Madman” is an odd song that has immediate appeal. There is an undercurrent of edginess throughout the song that the stabbing strings and Elton’s vocal reinforce. And the song seems to want to go on forever. At one 1973 live performance, Elton and company played the song for twenty minutes. Interestingly, a much more bizarre version of “Madman” (with sound effects) was recorded for the Tumbleweed Connection album but discarded.


     


    
      Davey Johnstone, Rolling Stone, 2019: “We’ve been trying to do this song ‘Madman Across the Water,’ but we can’t get the guitar part right for it. Would you be interested in coming down and trying?” I said, “Of course,” and came in. When you’re that age, [Davey was about twenty-nine at the time], you don’t turn down anything, period. I showed up and there was this quiet, shy little guy behind the piano. Gus said to me, “Davey, this is Reg. Reg, this is Davey.” They played me the song and he played me the riff he wanted the guitar be prominent on. I went, “Well, what about this?” and played a riff and he went, “That’s it!”

    


     


    5. “Indian Sunset” (6:45, B) Rolling Stone magazine has called this “the greatest song that Neil Young never wrote.” We find that apt. The song is a narration by a Native American (we defer here to the current term for America’s first residents) mourning the death of his Iroquois “warlord.” (The song also uses another term—“squaw”—that is very politically incorrect these days. It used to mean Native American woman or wife; now, apparently, it’s considered an ethnic slur and some sources claim the word means “vagina.”)


    6. “Holiday Inn” (4:17, R) This is “a day in the life of a touring band” song and it can be summed up as: band gets to town, band stays in a Holiday Inn, band does the gig, and band moves on. It’s got a country-rock feel to it with some terrific bass lines by Brian Odgers. Plus, there’s a wonderful frisson of energy when the strings come in. Nice song.


    7. “Rotten Peaches” (4:56, R) This song is about a prisoner lamenting his life and his days now spent picking rotten peaches. The opening chord progression moves up the scale from A to Bm to A/C# and it almost sounds optimistic, so to speak. But then there’s a D minor chord that tells us, “Uh, oh…this guy’s story is not a pleasant one.” And it isn’t. We learn he’s had his fill of cocaine and pills and that there ain’t no green grass in a US State Prison. The chorus feels like a fun sing-along with a lyric that is the poetically structured “rotten peaches rotting in the sun….” In the chorus he admits, “Mercy, I’m a criminal….” Maybe we can listen to this as a cautionary tale? Perhaps, but musically, it’s a lot happier than the words indicate.


    8. “All the Nasties” (5:08, B) This song is an all-time-classic Elton John ballad and a real highlight of the album. Elton’s trademark piano work is extraordinary. Elton introduces this song in concert as a “song about criticism.” It’s about the maturing of “a full-blooded city boy into a full-blooded city man.” It’s got a great, repeated “Oh my soul” fadeout, too.


    9. “Goodbye” (1:48, B) My (Stephen’s) lifelong friend Tom (one of those to whom this book is dedicated) reminded me recently of the two of us sitting in my room listening to Madman the year it came out (I was eighteen, Tom was seventeen) and being awestruck by this particular track. We had long endeavored to write a minor key piano ballad that only needed the right words and the right chords to move the listener. Elton and Bernie went and beat us to it—and did it in under two minutes. And the final “I’ll waste away…” refrain is sad beyond description.


    BEST SONG: “Tiny Dancer”

  


  
    5. Honky Château (1972)


    This is a highly acclaimed Elton John album, and it appears on many fans’ and music critics’ “Top 10 Elton Albums” list. Just the appearances of “Rocket Man” and “Mona Lisas and Mad Hatters” makes this record far superior to many works by other artists that may not even boast one major song. The album was recorded in the French mansion Château d’Hérouville and reached Number 1 on the US charts. “Honky Cat” and “Rocket Man” were the singles released from Honky Château. The album itself was released on May 19, 1972. Rolling Stone wrote, “Elton John’s Honky Château is a rich, warm, satisfying album that stands head and shoulders above the morass of current releases and has now succeeded in toppling the Stones from the top spot on the charts in only three weeks. Musically more varied, emotionally less contrived, lyrically more lucid than Tumbleweed Connection, Château rivals Elton John as his best work to date and evidences growth at every possible level.”


    1. “Honky Cat” (5:13, R) This was the second single from the album and is a fun, kind of funky tune lamenting childhood idylls on the farm. The narrator talks about how naïve he was back on the farm, and how, after reading some books and magazines and learning about the ladies in New Orleans, his eyes were open. The song is in the key of G with Elton playing both a Fender Rhodes electric piano and a grand piano. This was—and is—a popular Elton song and it peaked at Number 8 on the US Billboard Hot 100 chart. He’s performed it almost six hundred times in concert, as recently as 2013.


    2. “Mellow” (5:32, B) This is a lovely ballad using one of Elton’s favorite chord progressions. It’s a love song in which a lover extolls the beauty and wonder of his paramour. Lyrically, this could have been pretty saccharine if Bernie had turned up the cringy descriptions of the scenes in bed, but he’s pretty reserved. He does talk about “Wrecking the sheets real fine,” and how his lover curls her toes, but overall, it’s not something your grandmother would find offensive. It’s got a great chorus and is in the key of F. Elton has rarely performed this live, and never after 1972.


    3. “I Think I’m Going to Kill Myself” (3:35, R) This is a tongue-in-cheek (we hope) depressive’s theme song. When the song begins, the narrator hates mankind and the world, and is bored and thinking about buying a .44. He’s clearly not the happiest of dudes. We later find out he’s obviously a teenager going through typical “I hate my parents” teenage angst. He’s got a ten o’clock curfew, he can’t use the car (“who do they think they are?”), and he assures the listener that they could save his life if Brigitte Bardot visited him every night. All righty, then. Elton did this one live close to one hundred times between 1972 and 2012.


    4. “Susie (Dramas)” (3:25, R) This funky, countrified rocker is about the narrator, an “old hayseed harp player,” and his love for his “pretty little black-eyed girl” Susie. It’s fun, but somewhat forgettable. It’s in the key of D and is the type of rocker we’ve heard Elton do repeatedly. He performed this live about a dozen times in the year the album came out.
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