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VINYL ME, PLEASE


INTRODUCTION


I want to believe we’re living in a time when irony is being put out to pasture. So many of our most important words are regaining their single-entendre strength. I want to believe that phrases like “I love you”, “it’s beautiful”, and “that was worth it” are beginning to be less of a barricade against loneliness and more of a rich, generous truth; less hungry-eyed insistence, and more good-hearted fact. I want to believe that because, while the Internet Age has been wonderful in many ways, it’s been exhausting in many more. As the adage goes, for as much information as we have about the world around us now, we know less about ourselves and the ones we love. And it shows. It’s harder to untangle ourselves from the myriad possible lives parading through our minds and commit to one in the real world. It feels scarier to put down roots.


As I was thinking about what would fit best as an introduction to this book, I was reminded of this quote from The Writing Life, Annie Dillard’s essential handbook on exactly what you would guess. She wrote, “How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives. What we do with this hour, and that one, is what we are doing.” Simple, I know. All the most useful stuff is. And it burrows down to the heart of why we wrote this book. If our time and the way we spend it ends up being the essential piece of who we are, then what we listen to and the way we listen to it ends up being much more important than we may think. It means when we’re talking about the music we love, we’re talking about our life and our identity. It means that what’s on our record shelves is serious stuff.


We started Vinyl Me, Please years ago with a simple idea: we all need to spend more time with albums that matter. Albums that are worth your time. And we’ve put together a list of one hundred records that we think are worth your focused attention. We aren’t arguing that you have to like every single one of these, or that this is the only possible list like this that could be made. Instead, we humbly suggest that each of these records has something to teach you —from each individual track, to the carefully crafted album cover artworks, they all have something important to say. And as with all important things, it can take time to hear what that is. I’m not going to gripe about whether you’re listening to these on a Crosley or a Pro-Ject or any other system. That’s not what this book is for. What it’s for, instead, is to give you a collection of works that each have a particular way of opening your eyes and introducing you to yourself; that each have something valuable to add to you. All one hundred of these bring with them their own stories, styles, characters, and lessons, and we’ve gathered some of the best writers we know to tell you all about them. I don’t know where the process of listening all the way through this book will take you—it will be different for everyone—but I do know that in a tangible, unironic way, you will be better for it. Tyler Barstow


Vinyl Me, Please Co-founder, 2016
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VINYL ME, PLEASE


RYAN ADAMS


LIVE AT CARNEGIE HALL


by Luke Winkie


Carnegie Hall: 42 tracks spanning two nights in the winter of 2014; just Ryan, his guitar, harmonica, and honeysuckle voice. Stripping everything down to an equal level, dodging his more polarizing work, and giving fans what they want. And you know what? Not a lot of people on earth can step to an opening triptych like “Oh My Sweet Carolina,” “My Winding Wheel,” and “Dirty Rain.”


The vinyl release of Live at Carnegie Hall is particularly handsome—a box set spanning six 180-gram records, imbued with all the ultra-limited fetishistic qualities that make collecting a worthy hobby. And while it might not be the definitive Ryan Adams suite (like it or not, you have to include albums like 29 and Orion in the biography,) it might be the Ryan Adams I enjoy the most. Calm, peaceful, and actually kind of funny. “I would assume many of you, probably like 86 percent of you, are on Paxil, so you understand about depression,” he says during one particularly inspired bit of banter. “You’re at a fucking Ryan Adams show, you know what I mean?”


When all’s said and done, Ryan Adams might have the most ridiculous career in the history of pop music. Rollicking Whiskeytown Ryan Adams; sad-boy derelict Heartbreaker Ryan Adams; Grammy-nominated, “New York, New York”-era Gold Ryan Adams; slightly infuriating “Wonderwall”-covering weirdo Ryan Adams; divergent, heavy-metal, are-we-sure-he’s-okay Ryan Adams, and of course the equally divergent, Taylor Swift-covering, aren’t-we-lucky-to-have-him Ryan Adams. He’s released 15 albums, written two books, left one insane voicemail, and has worn out countless jean jackets. It’s occasionally not been easy being a Ryan Adams fan, but it’s certainly never been boring. I suppose that’s all you can ask for.


On the other side of our last 15 years with Ryan Adams, we have a man who seems happy, artistically fulfilled, and big enough to play Carnegie Hall. The album-cover artwork captures this neatly: Adams’ rapt audience packing out the vast hall; the man himself hovering between the shadows and the spotlight. That’s what you get on Live at


Like this?


Check out these


three too


Heartbreaker


Blood on the Tracks


Pneumonia


Ryan Adams


Bob Dylan


Whiskeytown
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VINYL ME, PLEASE


AFRIKA BAMBAATAA & SOULSONIC FORCE


PLANET ROCK – THE ALBUM


by Gary Suarez


Like so many members of hip-hop’s first wave, Afrika Bambaataa came up during an era of gang factionalism and violent turf wars in New York City. A South Bronx native, he rose in the ranks of the Black Spades to become a warlord, a powerful title charged with some obvious responsibilities and duties. In the wake of 1971’s historic Hoe Avenue Peace Meeting and that street summit’s resultant treaty, Bambaataa built what would become a unifying, more peaceable organization ultimately dubbed the Universal Zulu Nation.


DJ Kool Herc’s legendary parties brought everyone together regardless of affiliation, prompting the former warlord to pursue his own musical path (though the Afrofuturist artwork on the cover gives a nod to Bambaataa’s warrior status). With co-production by dance-music pioneers Arthur Baker and John Robie, “Planet Rock” drew from Kraftwerk and Yellow Magic Orchestra to make something undeniably hip-hop, fusing two nascent genres in the process. A milestone in modern music history, the track was followed by the electro anthems “Looking for the Perfect Beat” and “Renegades of Funk,” making for a potent trio of early 1980s singles.


With seminal funk collaborations “Frantic Situation” with Shango, and “Go Go Pop” with Trouble Funk, Planet Rock – The Album is more than mere compilation, but a veritable Rosetta Stone for understanding late 20th-century American music. Much like George Clinton’s Parliament-Funkadelic saw their vision expand and multiply with the masses, these Soulsonic Force records aided in spearheading genre and cultural movements they didn’t necessarily even intend.


Detroit-techno originator Juan Atkins derived inspiration from Bambaataa’s work, in turn producing masterful Afrofuturist music of his own as Model 500 and other monikers. Bambaataa’s records like “Looking for the Perfect Beat” ushered in not only the 1980s electro scene but also the urban Latino sound known as Freestyle. Without Bambaataa, a teenaged Andre Young might never have become Dr. Dre, whose work as part of World Class Wreckin’ Cru and on early N.W.A. cuts like “Panic Zone” owes a great deal to Bambaataa’s vital template. For that latter example alone, Planet Rock – The Album merits replay after replay.


Like this?


Check out these


three too


Eric B. & Rakim


Grandmaster Flash & The Furious Five


Kool Moe Dee


Paid in Full


The Message


Kool Moe Dee
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ARCADE FIRE


NEON BIBLE


by Levi J Sheppard and Joshua Lingenfelter


In early 2007, the news of a follow-up to Arcade Fire’s breakout release was everywhere. At the time, Arcade Fire had already amassed such a high level of critical acclaim from Funeral that everyone wanted to know if they could measure up to expectations. Fans could anticipate something dark, but no one knew which direction Win Butler would focus his gaze. Before the album hit shelves, the band went on a short concert tour of churches in Ottawa, Montreal, London, and NYC, a setting that was altogether appropriate and ironic. Like the experience of listening to the album, it felt like something sacred.


Funeral was universally accepted, in spite of—or perhaps thanks to—its dark and depressing themes of personal loss; Neon Bible takes the listener in a different direction, defiantly exploring personal and political issues—showing believable desperation in Butler’s voice when he sings, “I don’t wanna work in a building downtown” on “(Antichrist Television Blues).” The songs vary in tempo and intensity, but they all stand as expressions of discontentment and rebellion. In the echo


of the tragic tones of Funeral, Neon Bible moves sadness further up the emotional scale to anger, while still holding on to hopefulness. The subject matter of the songs has as much to prove to the listener as the band did to the music industry upon the album’s release.


Here, the Bible is neon because the worship of advertising and materialism has become commonplace. This image serves to epitomize what this album is asking of the listener: to see the truth behind the bright lights. It’s a cathartic experience, a shelter from the pressures and absurdities of modern life, somewhere to feel consoled and to take comfort in the confessions of another, a place to get angry and then to feel the relief of finding that, outside your own windowsill, things might not be so bleak. Solidifying Arcade Fire’s reputation as being an honest band that sings about serious and urgent topics, a reputation that has continued to evolve well beyond the limits of their breakout efforts, Neon Bible is an album that proved Arcade Fire could still mine the depths of the well, for the purpose of lifting us to the lighthouse.


Like this?


Check out these


three too
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Talking Heads


Wolf Parade


Return to the Sea


Fear of Music


At Mount Zoomer
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THE BAND


MUSIC FROM BIG PINK


by Jes Skolnik


Big Pink is a real house (yes, with siding the color of cotton candy) in West Saugerties, New York, not that far from Woodstock. It’s where Bob Dylan and The Band (then Hawks, the band that backed him on his infamous 1965–6 electric tour) would write and record what would become The Basement Tapes while Dylan recovered from his notorious motorcycle accident. It was where The Band began to find their own independent voice, where they composed much of the lovingly named Music from Big Pink (for which Dylan produced the bright, naïve cover art).


Growing up the daughter of erudite hippies who are both musicians themselves, Music from Big Pink loomed large in my childhood. The album, which bridges nearly every genre popular with my parents’ cohort at that time (rock, country, and folk, with bluesy R&B arrangements), didn’t sound terribly unique or interesting to my young ears. It wasn’t until I started reading about Dylan and The Band in my parents’ basement library of ’60s and ’70s rock journalism that I realized that Music from Big Pink had had such an inexorable impact on so much of the “classic rock” that had come after it—Clapton’s post-Cream bands, Pink Floyd, and so forth—that I was collapsing the experimental history-making template into everything it had influenced.


There’s “This Wheel’s on Fire,” a Dylan-penned basement song that offers a grim peek into dystopian future possibilities and hinges its menace on bassist Rick Danko’s serpentine playing. There’s the ebullient “Chest Fever,” built and carried on The Band’s camaraderie, spinning out from the most structured music possible (a musical phrase from Bach’s “Toccata and Fugue in D Minor”) into a steady groove that breaks down in the middle and reforms. There’s “The Weight,” perhaps The Band’s most famous song, immortalized at Woodstock and by Easy Rider (though contractual reasons impeded it from appearing on the soundtrack), covered by Aretha Franklin and Diana Ross—a country-folk rocker inspired by Levon Helm’s own Southern upbringing and the moral quandaries at the heart of filmmaker Luis Buñuel’s storytelling. Music from Big Pink thoroughly messes with the concepts of high and low art: it’s Bach and Buñuel, it’s an improvised, intuitive, wordless jamming. It’s country-fried rock, deriving from Appalachian folk, and Dylan-inspired poetics. Music that began as an experiment changed the face of the rock world so thoroughly that I couldn’t even recognize it as the original when I encountered it years later. No wonder my parents loved it so much.


Like this?


Check out these


three too


The Basement Tapes


Ode to Billie Joe


American Beauty


Bob Dylan & The Band


Bobbie Gentry


Grateful Dead
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THE BEACH BOYS


PET SOUNDS


by Cameron Schaefer


Pet Sounds is often heralded as one of the best albums ever made, but it’s also one of the darkest. This may seem antithetical to the sunny, California-dreaming ethos of the Beach Boys, but that leads us to the second thing. Pet Sounds is not a Beach Boys album, it’s a Brian Wilson album.


In December of 1964, the same year the Beatles made landfall on American soil, Wilson suffered a nervous breakdown on a flight to Houston, sobbing and screaming into a pillow. Soon after, he ceased touring with the band, vowing to stay behind and write great songs. Severed from the band, recently introduced to marijuana and LSD, witness to the separation of his parents, and desperate to create something meaningful, Wilson retreated to the studio and gave himself over completely to his music.


During this time the Beatles released Rubber Soul, which came to Brian as both an oracle and an expertly thrown gauntlet. Of the album Wilson said, “When I heard Rubber Soul I said, ‘That’s it. That’s all. That’s all, folks.’ I said, ‘I’m going to make an album that’s really good, I mean really challenge me.’ I mean, I love that fucking album, I cherish that album.”


Inspired by the lack of filler in Rubber Soul, Wilson came into the studio with songwriting companion Tony Asher on a mission to “make the greatest rock album ever made!”


The resulting sessions—recorded mostly by the LA session wizards called The Wrecking Crew—brought forth great songs, but more importantly a multi-layered piece of art that mined Wilson’s shadow self. In contrast to the somewhat frivolous cover image, and an album title that Asher felt ‘trivialised what [they] had accomplished’, “That’s Not Me,” “I’m Waiting for the Day,” “I Know There’s an Answer,” “I Just Wasn’t Made for These Times”—are songs whose lyrics pulse with dark doubts, and fatigue that could be as easily appropriated by teenagers experiencing their first heartbreak as it could soldiers returning home from Vietnam. The album would prove a prophetic road map for a world that would soon need to confront similar demons as the wet sheen of ’60s optimism calcified.


Just prior to the album’s release, it was played for John Lennon and Paul McCartney in a London hotel room where they listened once all the way through, sat quietly, and asked for it to be played again. With Pet Sounds, Wilson took a cacophony of sounds, instruments, and emotions and produced a universally human album; a longing, searching, desperate album. Deeply inspired by the experience, Lennon and McCartney soon began work on what would become Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, while Pet Sounds would be released a few weeks later to a lukewarm reception. Brian Wilson was 23.


Like this?


Check out these


three too


The Beatles


The Beach Boys


The Ronettes


Rubber Soul


Surf’s Up


...Presenting the Fabulous


Ronettes Featuring


Veronica
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BEACH HOUSE


TEEN DREAM


by Jes Skolnik


After exhaustive touring for their previous record, Devotion, the Baltimore dream-pop duo of Victoria Legrand and Alex Scally found themselves with a surfeit of creative ideas that they’d developed on the road together and couldn’t wait to get back home to refine and record. The result, Teen Dream, is an expansive and diverse record that saw the duo breaking out of their previous slow, reverb-heavy, gloomy style. They spent as much money as they could on the recording and production process, trying to push themselves artistically and put as much care and intent into recording as possible.


The change in sound from Devotion is immediately evident upon hearing the first warm, clear, twinkling notes of Teen Dream opener “Zebra” and mirrored in the referential cover art. This was a significant departure in nearly every conceivable way. Teen Dream was recorded in a converted church in upstate New York with producer Chris Coady, and it does indeed arch toward the experience of the sublime. It’s a record that sparkles and


shimmers, full of air, light, and movement. Scally’s guitar lines whirl like golden ribbons around Legrand’s droning keyboards and twine with her smoky, languid vocal melodies. Legrand’s lyrics are oblique, but never reach the kind of gossamer glossolalia pioneered by Elizabeth Fraser of the Cocteau Twins; she spins recognizable, relatable tales of isolation, loss, all-consuming romantic love, and desire. Beach House diversify their ethereal sound here; there is pure pop on this record (“Walk in the Park”), even moments recalling Fleetwood Mac’s early ’80s crystalline hits (“Lover of Mine”). When they do drift into ambient melancholy (“10 Mile Stereo”), it is redolent with pulsing tension. On some more delicate and spacious moments (“Take Care,” “Better Times”) there are instrumental and stylistic nods to folk, country, and soul.


Teen Dream was an immediate fan and critical favorite, making many publications’ “best of” lists for the year and the decade. It catapulted Beach House from a niche locally based fan favorite to real indie-rock stardom.


Like this?


Check out these


three too


The Noise Made by People


The Modern Tribe


So Tonight That


I Might See


Broadcast


Celebration


Mazzy Star
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BEASTIE BOYS


PAUL’S BOUTIQUE


by Chris Lay


By nature of its length and breadth, ranking the Beastie Boys discography is intensely subjective. Sure, Paul’s Boutique might not be your personal-favorite album of theirs (they definitely have a few other albums that are equally legit “masterpiece” contenders), but it’s almost inarguable at this point that their second album is their most artful in its conception and execution. Despite their massive album sales, Mike D, MCA, and Ad-Rock were quickly burning through the gleefully immature “Fight for Your Right” frat-rap persona established by their debut album Licensed to Ill, so they headed out to LA to clear their heads and record a follow-up.


From a production standpoint, this album could never get made today for legal reasons. The years before Gilbert O’Sullivan fleeced Biz Markie in court over flipping “Alone Again (Naturally)” were simpler times, where you could get away with liberally sprinkling bits and pieces from a hundred or more songs all over your album with minimal hassle from lawyers. With the mysterious Matt Dike behind the boards tossing everything but the kitchen sink at the boys—from Superfly to Loggins and Messina to the damn Jaws theme—the trio broke open and dropped some of their most densely referential rhymes. “Hey Ladies,” for example, puts Magilla Gorilla, Timothy Leary, Chuck Woolery, Vincent van Gogh, and Japanese baseball player Sadaharu Oh in the same room, all rubbing shoulders and competing for the attention of the ladies in question...and this is the lead single?! Living up to its title, Paul’s Boutique bites liberally from McCartney himself when the whole affair ends with “B-Boy Bouillabaisse,” a 12- minute opus that, across its nine movements, rips a conceptual page from the back of the Bible that is Abbey Road and rolls a fat spliff with it.


Rap as a genre had been around for more than a decade, and while Paul’s Boutique wasn’t the first truly transcendent rap album, it was the first to really explode its borders, coloring outside of the lines and jotting notes in the margins at the same time. It’s a throwback to the days before sampling laws clamped down on producers, making rap records on that scale financially untenable, but it looks forward to what rap could be and documents the moment when the trio became much more than the sum of their parts.


It is a credit to the album’s cult status that the intersection of Ludlow Street and Rivington, which features on the panoramic photo on the album’s artwork, has become something of a tourist spot for music-lovers today. Jeremy Shatan, the Beastie Boys’ former bandmate in the Young Aborigines, took the now famous image, although it is credited to the nom de plume of the band, Nathanial Hörnblowér.


Like this?


Check out these


three too


One for All


3 Feet High and Rising


Psychoanalysis:


What is it?


Brand Nubian


De La Soul


Prince Paul
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VINYL ME, PLEASE


THE BEATLES


SGT. PEPPER’S LONELY


HEARTS CLUB BAND


by Eric Sundermann


The Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band is widely regarded as the greatest album of all time by a band that’s widely regarded as the greatest rock band of all time. This was the eighth studio album from the Beatles, and the influence of its bold exploration of concept and songwriting has been felt in nearly every piece of music that’s been recorded since. Gone were the silly little love songs from Paul McCartney and John Lennon that made the Beatles the biggest band the world had ever seen and the four most eligible bachelors on planet Earth.


Instead, here we had 13 songs—none of which was a single, by the way—attempting to redefine what it means to make a rock album in a time when the genre was barely old enough to drink coffee. The endeavor was successful, as Sgt. Pepper’s would go on to be the first rock album to win the Grammy for Album of the


Year, and introduced the world to the idea of the concept album and what that could be as an artistic expression. It attempted to show that high-minded, complicated music could be presented in a pop-friendly manner, not restricted to the genre of jazz or classical.


The simple idea to present the group as a phony live-performance band shaped everything about the record—looking at more than just the recordings, but also the recording process and the way it packaged itself. Everything felt calculated and purposeful, which was a new idea that would set the tone for decades to come. Even half a century later, much of the motivation for the manner in which artists release music can be traced back to those stupid outfits that look like they escaped from a locked closet in Las Vegas.
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