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Preface


By Michael Lydon, Founding Editor of Rolling Stone





Red-letter dates in the history of recorded sound:


1877  Thomas Edison, looking for a way to record telephone messages, invents the “phonograph” and predicts correctly that soon every home will have one.


1925  Records become electric, with microphones used for recording and loudspeakers for playback.


1948  Ampex introduces editable magnetic tape recording. First big customer: Bing Crosby.





Which is where I come in, a kid in Boston, Massachusetts, as the 1950s began. We had a Victrola phonograph in the living room and, in a cabinet beneath, thick, black, shellac records so fragile I was not allowed to touch them until I was older. Mom and Dad bought a few records of single hit songs, but mostly we had “record albums” that looked like photo albums: paper sleeves bound between cardboard covers that held three, four, or more discs. Turning over or changing these every four minutes, we heard Beethoven symphonies, Peter And The Wolf, and Porgy And Bess.


Then, overnight it seemed, everything changed. Single discs became little with a big hole in the middle, spinning at 45 revolutions per minute. Albums became light and unbreakable 331/3 rpm long-playing (LP) discs that sounded much better, lasted 20 minutes each side, and came tucked inside classy covers that had photos and liner notes that you could study as you listened. Benny Goodman At Carnegie Hall, My Fair Lady, and Errol Garner’s Concert By The Sea—these early LP albums burned their way into my youthful soul.


At first, pop albums were mostly no more than collections of hit singles, but jazz and rock ’n’ roll musicians loved the rich possibilities offered by the LP’s length and “high fidelity” sound. Just as composers had once created sustained statements in the form of symphonies, they began to use LPs to issue personal musical manifestos. Frank Sinatra’s In The Wee Small Hours (1955) and Ray Charles’ Genius Hits The Road (1960) stand as early examples of what we later called “concept albums.”


With the new decade, Billboard reported that durable LPs had outpaced disposable 45s, 6 million to 4.5 million sold—in the United States, that is. In the UK, it took a further eight years for LP sales to surpass sales of singles and EPs (extended play discs with four or five songs). The output of many Sixties pop stars grew in a classic curve from hit-single beginnings to “album artist” maturity. Their audience followed suit, graduating from singles to LPs, which became loved and treasured possessions to be carefully boxed and carried from home to college to first apartment. Whether Disraeli Gears or Aretha: Lady Soul, albums became mind-opening milestones in millions of lives: we were what we listened to. We followed the tumultuous cultural debates of the 1960s through albums—Bob Dylan answering The Beatles’ sumptuous Sergeant Pepper … with his acerbic John Wesley Harding, The Rolling Stones renouncing the psychedelic excesses of Their Satanic Majesties Request with the back-to-basics Beggars Banquet. If you still fail to understand album mania, read Nick Hornby’s highly entertaining novel High Fidelity (or see the movie), and you will.


Occasionally, when one LP could not hold enough music, artists issued “double albums”—some pompous monstrosities, others popular masterpieces such as Dylan’s Blonde On Blonde and The Who’s Tommy. Single or double, the classic LP album ruled the roost for 30 years, long enough to transmit progressive rock, punk, disco, and early rap to the world. Then, in 1985, a revolutionary new format arrived: the digital compact disc. CDs played for an hour or more, had a brilliant, hiss-less, scratch-free sound, and never wore out. Yet CDs had two drawbacks. First, being much smaller than LPs, their photo-and-notes packaging had less graphic impact; and second, just as guitarists preferred tube over transistor amps, discerning audiophiles preferred the warmer sound of LPs—which captured an “analog” of the music’s sound wave in its vinyl grooves—to the cooler sound of CDs that “digitized” sound into long strings of computer code imprinted on shiny glass.


The vinyl Luddites howled in vain. CDs, their sound rapidly improving, began outselling LPs in 1988, and by the mid-1990s LPs had virtually disappeared from the new record market, although countless great LPs were subsequently reissued on CD, often with bonus tracks. Music lovers everywhere came to agree that a CD could be an album—a new kind of album, perhaps, but a similarly pleasing medium for meaningful musical statements. (Indeed, the uninterrupted play that CDs allowed meant that some LPs worked better in this format—think of Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going On, heard best as a continuous song suite.) On the other hand, CDs posed a challenge to the traditional album concept. Since CDs contain music as digital information, their music comes to consumers in computer-friendly form. Personal computers, ubiquitous by 2000, allowed digitized music to travel the world via the Internet, and listeners began grabbing music they loved song-by-song, downloading tunes from legal and illegal websites, then burning them on their own CDs and sharing them with friends. These trends (still changing as I write) have cut into the album’s traditional dominance over singles. But unsigned bands still yearn to make album deals, and most fans still feel that to get the real work of art, they have to own and hold the actual CD made and sold by their favorite band.


The record album, now half a century old, has long since established itself as a major object and experience of popular culture. If singles are like magazines and TV shows, albums are like books and movies. They carry a certain weight and influence: The Godfather, Thriller, and Bridget Jones’s Diary all touched countless lives. For musicians, making an album poses the same kind of challenge that faces writers and film directors; it demands the same reach for excellence, and excites the same ambitions for riches and renown. Although often collaborative, albums tend to have one auteur in charge—by no means always the lead singer or player—and (usually, even today) a producer working behind the board. Like books and movies, albums can come in familiar forms, sit comfortably in well-known genres, and still surprise us with fresh content and original styles. When an album, by hook, crook, or musical magic, strikes a responsive chord, its music pours through an interlinked media network to a wide world of listeners, starting new fashions in clothing and slang, and turning onetime hipsters into fuddy-duddies who hate the new sound that has got all the kids dancing.


On first listening, albums unfold as books and movies unfold, each track (or chapter or scene) carrying us further into unknown territory, past terrifying peaks and pools of calm. Over weeks and months we explore the album, hearing new beauties with each replay. That, indeed, may be the biggest difference between how we experience books and movies and albums: even if we love a book or movie, we are unlikely to read or see it more than three or four times. Albums stay with us for months, often years. We hear them hundreds if not thousands of times, though seldom at full attention; we absorb their licks and hooks by osmosis until we find ourselves singing and air-guitaring along with the music, even when we are only hearing it in our heads.


The love that people have for their vinyl treasures and stacks of CDs is in itself strong proof that albums can be worthy works of art. As a college kid surviving on summer jobs and scholarships, I spent hours flipping through bins of LPs trying to decide which was worth my precious $2.99. Who was this Bob Dylan who wrote nutty poems for his liner notes? In the New Year of 1968, in the bare attic office of the brand-new Rolling Stone, we listened to Magical Mystery Tour (released as an album in the United States), “All You Need Is Love” resounding in our heads. Later that same year, we lined up in San Francisco at Tower Records (just opened) to buy the “White Album.” Right after Ray Charles died, I heard his last album, Genius Loves Company, and burst into tears.


We dance, drive, argue, laugh, and make love to albums; their music enters our lives, our souls. Some we may later find juvenile, but maybe we were juvenile back then too. Whether it is an Eddie Cochran, Fats Domino, James Brown, David Bowie, Led Zep, Funkadelic, or Nine Inch Nails album does not matter. “Different strokes for different folks,” as Sly Stone sang on one album back in 1973.


It is time to close the preface and open the book. I know you will discover dozens of your favorites within this great galaxy of albums, and I hope that while flipping through its pages you will be inspired to seek out dozens more soon-to-be favorites that, without 1001 Albums You Must Hear Before You Die, you might never have heard.
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Introduction


By Robert Dimery, General Editor








Albums provide the soundtrack to our lives—and the more obsessive music fans among us would not have it any other way. Moreover, as a skim through 1001 Albums You Must Hear Before You Die reveals, albums also track the breathtakingly swift rise and fall of musical tastes in the past half-century.


The scope of this book affords the reader the chance to re-examine accepted critical assessment of the musical high and low points during those 50 years. The 1970s are frequently dismissed as a badly dressed poor relation of the vibrant ’60s, but how could any decade that gave rise to heavy metal, glam, reggae, disco, punk, new wave, post-punk, and Marvin Gaye’s What’s Going On get such a bad press? What is more, some years, such as 1967, are absurdly overburdened with classic album releases.


Of course, the overall choice of albums featured here is highly subjective. As editor, I take a lot of the responsibility for compiling the list, although the energetic input of Project Director Tristan de Lancey cannot be praised highly enough. And many of the writers you are about to read provided invaluable help and advice too, steering us clear of the rocks of mediocrity and toward the straits of the sublime.


Some of you may question that there are multiple entries for a number of artists. To my mind, an uncommonly gifted songwriter such as Joni Mitchell, Elvis Costello, or Nick Cave easily warrants such attention, in order to convey some idea of the breadth and development of his or her work. You may also find that the same artist inspires very different views in our writers. This strikes me as an excellent thing—we are aiming for informed, articulate individual opinions here, not bland consistency.


In this book you will also find a tremendous amount of fascinating trivia about the genesis of these records. Which album’s release was delayed as a mark of respect after President John F. Kennedy was assassinated? What inspired Paul Simon’s “Mother And Child Reunion?” Which vegetable does Paul McCartney “play” on The Super Furry Animals’ Rings Around The World? Read on and find out.


One of the best things about putting together this survey was that it threw up a whole heap of surprises. The 1950s may have marked the dawn of rock ’n’ roll but, in terms of high-quality, consistent LPs, the jazz of that period beats the early rockers hands down. (Honorable exceptions include Little Richard and Fats Domino—each of their albums discussed here is a joy from start to finish.) Likewise, disco outsold punk by a mile in the singles charts, but aside from a handful of artists (the sublime Chic, Michael Jackson’s wonderful Off The Wall), disco artists did not cut many classic albums.


“What about Saturday Night Fever?”, you may ask. Well, you won’t find compilations or soundtracks by “various artists” in this book, although we have made room for soundtracks that consist entirely of original material composed by a particular artist. Otherwise, we would not have been able to tell you about Superfly, Shaft, or Purple Rain—three milestones in pop and some of the best work by Curtis Mayfield, Isaac Hayes, and Prince respectively.


The release details (label, date, track listing, and so on) relate to the album as it was first released, in the artist’s country of origin. Thus, for any Beatles album featured herein, the track running order given is that of the UK (Parlophone) release, and not that of its U.S. (Capitol) equivalent.


We have also taken the step of excluding any bonus tracks from the track listings, as these were not part of the original package. The key tracks, in the writer’s opinion, are marked by a [image: images], and if a particularly strong track was later added to a reissue of the album, thereby making it an even more mouthwatering prospect, we have usually alluded to it. (“Teenage Kicks” was not included on the first version of The Undertones’ debut, for example, but not to mention it at all would have been churlish in the extreme.)


Wherever possible, we have also mentioned who was behind the art direction for the album sleeves. You will notice that certain names crop up again and again, visionaries responsible for some of the most iconic covers in popular music. Then again, if you look back to the 1950s, art directors were very often unsung heroes, members of a record company’s art department who neither expected nor received credit.


Finally, we have striven to ensure that all the albums listed in this book are currently available to buy. In some cases, the recommended album has been reissued on CD together with another album by the same artist.


I hope you find that the cross-section of artists and genres contained herein makes for a stimulating introduction to some of the greatest albums released over the past 50 years. I have learned an astonishing amount myself in the months it has taken to bring this book to fruition—and one thing above all: music is one thing you can never overdose on.
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1950s

In The Wee Small Hours


Frank Sinatra (1955)





Label | Capitol


Producer | Voyle Gilmore


Art Direction | Tommy Steele


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 50:25
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In the early 1950s, Frank Sinatra was washed up—unable even to land a regular nightclub gig, much less a record contract. His savior arrived just in time. Alan Livingston, then VP of A&R at Capitol Records and a confirmed Sinatra fan, signed him to a seven-year deal on March 14, 1953, against the advice of every colleague whose opinion he sought.


Sinatra’s Oscar-winning turn in From Here To Eternity the same year showed Livingston’s prescience. It also signaled the singer’s second chance, which he grabbed with Songs For Young Lovers and Swing Easy. Both are fine sets, but they are most notable because they introduced Sinatra—initially against his wishes—to a young arranger named Nelson Riddle.


In The Wee Small Hours arrived not long after Sinatra’s relationship with Ava Gardner collapsed, and it is this split that defines perhaps the all-time greatest break-up album. The wisecracking, finger-snapping Sinatra of popular legend is absent; this is a man alone. Record store clerks who filed Sinatra under easy listening had surely never heard the barfly confessional of “Can’t We Be Friends?” much less the pleading take on Cole Porter’s “What Is This Thing Called Love.” Duke Ellington’s “Mood Indigo,” meanwhile, never sounded bluer.


Riddle frames this melancholy in wondrously delicate arrangements on what, in hindsight, is the first record where the pair really clicked. Others would follow, though in a new and then-exotic format. Initially issued as two 10-inch discs, In The Wee Small Hours was soon reissued in 12-inch format, inadvertently ushering in the album era. WF-J
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Elvis Presley


Elvis Presley (1956)





Label | RCA


Producer | Uncredited


Art Direction | William V. Robertson


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 28:42
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“Man, I was tame compared to what they do now.” Elvis Presley, 1972





This is not the holy grail. Indeed, when heard through twenty-first century ears, long since attuned to the art and technicalities of the album, Elvis Presley’s first LP is a frustratingly inconsistent record.


The collection was pieced together from several sessions: seven tracks were cut in early 1956, just prior to the album’s March 13 release, but five were virtual leftovers from Sam Phillips’ Sun Records in 1954 and 1955, recorded before RCA bought out his contract. The overwrought vocal on the Sun take of “I’ll Never Let You Go (Little Darlin’)” verges on self-parody; the irony is that Elvis had no public self-image to mock at that point. And here’s a curiosity: though every CD reissue includes “Heartbreak Hotel”—the track which propelled the 21-year-old from Memphis notoriety to global fame in mere weeks—the original release did not.


Yet there is magic here, and plenty of it; certainly, revolutions have sprung from less. The white-boy gospel of “I’m Counting On You” and the jittery rumble through Ray Charles’ “I Got A Woman” are an early one-two punch; near the end sits the definitively lonesome version of “Blue Moon.” But the key cut is the most stunning “Trying To Get To You,” which pitches Presley halfway between country boy and torch singer. It is a landmark recording.


And, for that matter, a landmark cover. Believed to have been shot by photographer William V. “Red” Robertson on July 31, 1955 at a concert in Tampa, Florida, it is among the most iconic Elvis shots ever snapped. The Clash agreed, subverting the design for the sleeve of 1979’s London Calling. WF-J
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Tragic Songs Of Life


The Louvin Brothers (1956)





Label | Capitol


Producer | Ken Nelson


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 35:58
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“That word broadminded is spelled S.I.N…” The Louvin Brothers, 1952





You don’t have to be mad, murderous, drunken, driven, lonesome, ornery, or blue to sing country music …but it sure helps. Ira Louvin wasn’t all of the above, but he was something. Emerging in the 1940s, Charlie and Ira Louvin slotted neatly into the country music tradition of close-harmony brother duet singing—following in the footsteps of The Delmore Brothers and acting as an early template for The Everly Brothers. This, their first full album, remains one of country’s essential bedrock releases. Charlie’s baritone and Ira’s pure high tenor trade and fuse with lilting style and beauteous grace. It is gospel-fired bluegrass shot straight from the heart.


The artwork most commonly associated with the record features Charlie and Ira superimposed over a distraught blonde clutching a crumpled letter, dime store novel style. This illustration was added for later reissues, and it romanticizes the truth. In fact, for Ira and Charlie these songs of sin and weakness, tragedy and temptation were all too real. There was nothing at all knowing or kitsch about them.


Still, it was Ira’s self-destructive bent that lent them their knife-sharp edge. Charlie was stable but Ira was a drinker, a womanizer, and prone to flying into violent rages. By 1963 Charlie had had enough and quit to go solo. Ira had survived much—including being shot by his third wife, Faye—but in 1965 he was killed (with his latest bride) in a car crash in Missouri.


Gram Parsons would later be responsible for a renewal of interest in the brothers’ music, and since then the Louvin legend has continued to deepen and grow over the decades. RF
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The Wildest!


Louis Prima (1956)





Label | Capitol


Producer | Voyle Gilmore


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 32:00
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“I’ve had hit records, but I never liked ‘em …But this is it.” Louis Prima, 1956





A popular nightclub singer/trumpeter in the 1930s and ‘40s, initially in his native New Orleans and then in New York, Prima found work had dried up by 1954. With new wife and stage partner Keely Smith in tow—he a rugged 43, she a whitewashed 22—he called in a favor and landed a gig in the lounge of the Sahara, Las Vegas, hiring young New Orleans saxophonist Sam Butera to drill the band. Success came immediately; this sparkling half-hour, cut live in the studio in April 1956, iced the cake.


Jazz hounds often dismiss Prima as just an Italianate Louis Armstrong impersonator, perhaps because of the three Satchmo hits here: “You Rascal You,” and a medley joining a restrained “Basin Street Blues” to a non-soporific “When It’s Sleepy Time Down South.” But that is to miss the point: this is simply irrepressible music that more than matches its glorious cover shot. Prima is joyous, rumbustious, and irresistible, making even the band chuckle on “Oh Marie,” with Smith in contrast, a delightfully straight-laced foil. Butera and pals, meanwhile, set them up with some of the fizziest jump-jive ever recorded. The sound has been imitated often, not least when Brian Setzer’s cover of “Jump, Jive, An’ Wail” helmed a GAP® commercial. Butera, whose arrangement it appropriated, grumbled that he was paid three pairs of pants for the privilege.


Prima died in 1978, but his legacy lives on through daughter Lena, herself seen recently performing at the Sahara, and through his later turn as a regal, jive-talking orangutan in The Jungle Book. Truly, the man was the king of the swingers. WF-J
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This Is Fats


Fats Domino (1956)





Label | Imperial


Producer | Dave Bartholomew


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 27:11





[image: Image]





“My biggest ambition is to keep the Ten Commandments.” Fats Domino, 2002





Six years before Bill Haley recorded “Rock Around The Clock,” 21-year-old Antoine “Fats” Domino wrote the blueprint for early rock ’n’ roll with 1949’s “The Fat Man.” From that million-selling debut single, the New Orleans-born vocalist/pianist would produce more hits than any other 1950s-era rocker besides Elvis Presley, including a staggering run of 39 straight singles that charted between 1954 and 1962.


While selling some 65 million records in the decade, Domino was arguably the man most responsible for bridging the gap between R&B and rock—although Little Richard might dispute that claim. What is beyond debate is the influence of the singer’s 1950s work, which has run and spread through popular music and influenced everyone from Pat Boone to The Beatles.


This Is Fats, the singer’s third full-length album on Imperial, was released at the height of Domino’s career and remains the most powerful portrait of his artistry thanks to such boogie-woogie beasts as “Blue Monday” and “Honey Chile” and such mournful masterpieces as “So Long” and “Poor, Poor Me.”


Triumphant opener “Blueberry Hill” had been a hit for Glenn Miller in 1940, but despite its characteristic charm and warmth, the track proved surprisingly difficult to record. No one could find the sheet music that day in the studio and Domino kept forgetting his lines. No complete take was ever recorded and the studio had to splice the song together out of aborted efforts. The resulting single would top the U.S. R&B charts and hit No. 2 on the pop charts—the highest Domino would ever reach in pop. JiH
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Ellington At Newport 1956


Duke Ellington (1956)





Label | Columbia


Producer | George Avakian


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 44:00
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After a spell in the doldrums when swing bands went out of fashion, Duke Ellington’s performance at the Newport Jazz Festival on July 7, 1956, heralded a dramatic resurgence in his popularity. The irony is that the record rushed out by Columbia to capitalize on the concert was not really recorded at Newport at all.


Informed that the concert recording was flawed, Columbia executives sent Ellington into a New York studio to re-record the set on the Monday after the gig. The resulting album is a patched-together fusion of live recordings, studio retakes, and canned applause. It became the biggest selling record of Duke’s career.


However, a brilliant 1999 reissue finally set the record straight. The original release is included, but thanks to a complicated piece of post-production work using the original masters and a long-lost radio recording, it also presents the actual concert in full, and at last offers insight as to why the show was received so rapturously. The three-part Newport Jazz Festival Suite—so new, says Ellington, “We haven’t even had time to title it yet”—offers some typically squealing trumpet work by Cat Anderson. But the concert’s reputation, and that of the album, rests on the fizzing blues of “Diminuendo And Crescendo In Blue,” and specifically on tenor saxophonist Paul Gonsalves’ staggering, reputation-making 27-chorus turn in the spotlight, among the most famous solos in jazz history. WF-J
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Songs For Swingin’ Lovers!


Frank Sinatra (1956)





Label | Capitol


Producer | Voyle Gilmore


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 45:00
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By the mid-1950s, Frank Sinatra was back on top of both his game and the charts, bringing the lie to F. Scott Fitzgerald’s credo that “There are no second acts in American lives.” Regrouping with Nelson Riddle late in 1955, Sinatra mapped out a record with a very different flavor.


What emerged from these sessions, held a month after Sinatra’s 40th birthday, was day following night. Next to In The Wee Small Hours’ scotch-soaked, 2 a.m. atmospherics, the euphoric Songs For Swingin’ Lovers! is a sunny summer afternoon walk in the park, positively skipping with joie de vivre. Sinatra never sounded more at ease, breezing giddily around “You Make Me Feel So Young,” delivering “How About You?” as though it is one long marriage proposal, and practically winking his way through “Makin’ Whoopee.” But it would all be wasted without Riddle’s glorious scoring. Legend has it that his unsurpassable arrangement for “I’ve Got You Under My Skin,” hurriedly completed the night before the session, was greeted with spontaneous applause by the musicians who played it on January 12, 1956.


The resulting album is the closest any artist has come to defining the Great American Songbook. However, keen-eyed students of pop music may also notice the symmetry in the 15-cut, 45-minute track listing. Truly, the art of the three-minute pop song begins and ends here. WF-J
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The “Chirping” Crickets


The Crickets (1957)





Label | Brunswick


Producer | Norman Petty


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 25:59
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Surprising to note that this milestone in rock history lasts well under half an hour. But it demonstrates the virtue of brevity—a dozen great songs, many of which are familiar to any pop musicologist, and none of which lasts anywhere near the magic three minutes.


Buddy Holly formed the band with school friend drummer Jerry Allison. The Crickets’ mix of rockabilly, blues, R&B, and keen pop sensibility found them in the vanguard of the first flush of rock ’n’ roll. This debut album (the only LP to feature Holly released during his lifetime) includes their first three classic hit singles (and the B-sides) as well as two songs that were part-written by Roy Orbison. Numerous aspiring guitarists have striven to duplicate the guitar intro to “That’ll Be The Day,” a song that Holly titled after an expression used by John Wayne in the 1956 movie The Searchers.


Holly’s pioneering singer-songwriting skills were to be immensely influential, notably on the songwriting partnerships at the heart of The Beatles and The Rolling Stones. The apparent shortage of songwriting credits for Holly here is explained by the fact that, as a composer, he was often billed as Charles Hardin—his real name was Charles Hardin Holley.


Note also the cover versions of songs written by Chuck Willis and Lloyd Price; whatever accusations have been made posthumously about Holly being racist are debatable. JT
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The Atomic Mr. Basie


Count Basie (1957)





Label | Roulette


Producer | Teddy Reig


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 39:30
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By 1957, the halcyon days of Bill Basie’s seminal 1930s group were two decades behind; indeed, changing fashions had forced him to drop his big band for a spell in the early 1950s. Happily, it was the last time he would be without one. All Basie needed, it turned out, was a little fresh blood, which he found in the veins of young arranger Neal Hefti. Just five years after his first job with the band, Hefti was asked to score the whole of Basie’s first record for Roulette.


“I have never bragged on anything,” the ever-modest Basie wrote in his autobiography, “but [the Atomic Basie] band … was one I could have bragged on.” He’s not wrong. Powered by saxophonist Eddie “Lockjaw” Davis and an all-star trumpet section led by Thad Jones, the 12-strong brass section alternate fire (“Whirly-Bird”) and ice (the slinky “After Supper”) to effervescent effect on Hefti’s 11 compositions. But, as always with Basie, the rhythm section is the key: bassist Eddie Jones, drummer Sonny Payne, guitarist Freddie Green, and Basie himself, playing piano with typical economy, bring a swing even to the tender “Li’l Darlin’.”


It was Basie’s last great record. By the mid-1960s, he had slipped comfortably into his position as one of jazz’s most likeable elder statesmen, a role he would hold until his death in 1984. Hefti, meanwhile, largely ditched the serious jazz in favor of Hollywood, finding fame for his themes to Batman and The Odd Couple. WF-J
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Brilliant Corners


Thelonious Monk (1957)





Label | Riverside


Producer | Orrin Keepnews


Art Direction | Paul Bacon


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 43:08
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“I wasn’t trying to create something that would be hard to play. I just composed music that fit with how I was thinking. I knew musicians would dig it, because it sounded good.” Thelonious Monk, 1965





Given his status as one of the most widely revered composers of the twentieth century, to say nothing of his pervasive influence as a pianist, it is difficult to comprehend the marginal position of Thelonious Sphere Monk in 1957.


While he had played a key role in the creation of bebop at the Harlem nightspot Minton’s in the mid-1940s and contributed several standards to the jazz canon, a bogus drug conviction that kept him out of Manhattan jazz clubs, along with a disinterested record label, served to sideline Monk throughout the 1950s. It was only when Orrin Keepnews—the guiding spirit behind the indie jazz label Riverside—managed to sign Monk that he started gaining due recognition.


Keepnews reintroduced Monk to the jazz public with two trio sessions, the first exploring Ellington and the second pop standards. Brilliant Corners marked Monk’s return as a composer of the first order, with a quintet featuring rising tenor sax star Sonny Rollins, the tragically short-lived altoist Ernie Henry, bassist Oscar Pettiford, and drummer Max Roach (trumpeter Clark Terry and bassist Paul Chambers replace Henry and Pettiford on “Bemsha”). The jaw-dropping title track is the reason for the personnel change, as its difficulty meant that there was not one complete take after some 25 attempts.


The tension is palpable on the recording, even though Keepnews spliced together pieces, resulting in Monk’s first mid-career masterpiece. Other highlights are the tender melody “Pannonica,” written for Monk’s friend and patron, Baroness “Nica” Koenigswarter, and Monk’s solo version of “I Surrender Dear.” AG
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Palo Congo


Sabu (1957)





Label | Blue Note


Producer | Alfred Lion


Art Direction | Reid Miles


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 40:52
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“First I played on tin cans in backyards. Then when I was 11 years old I joined a trio and got a job on 125th playing for 25¢ every third night.” Sabu Martinez, 1968





Chano Pozo nailed the Afro-Cuban conga drum into jazz playing with Dizzy Gillespie’s orchestra in the late 1940s. In doing so, he opened a door for such talented percussionists as Louis “Sabu” Martinez, who replaced him in Diz’s band following Pozo’s death in 1948.


Equipped with a powerful spirit and slap, Sabu triumphed as a session sideman for Blue Note Records, working on Art Blakey’s Orgy In Rhythm and Holiday For Skins among others. As a leader on Palo Congo, he served up a variety of beats, drawing on his mixed Spanish/African/West Indian heritage.


Engineered by Rudy Van Gelder, the recording captures the fury of the Cuban rumba and son styles in a studio performance. Martinez hosted a band that included Ray Romero, who played with Miguelito Valdes, and the tres (a Cuban folk guitar with three doubled-up strings) of the prolific Arsenio Rodriguez, a pillar of modern salsa. Musicians chosen largely from the band of Arsenio Rodriguez interact with Sabu in warm, non-distorted analog. The recording is mono, but its judicious balance allows drums, voices, and acoustic bass to emerge individually.


Sabu’s singing opens “El Cumbanchero,” by Rafael Hernandez, with its infectious melody. The genius of Arsenio permeates through “Rhapsodia Del Maravilloso” where he introduces variations on “El Manisero.” The tone of his tres guitar has a soulful, funky timbre.


Sabu himself delivers tough-fisted solos on Palo Congo, while interweaving Santeria prayers into an album that illuminates his roots as a native New Yorker living in El Barrio of Spanish Harlem. JCV
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Birth Of The Cool


Miles Davis (1957)





Label | Capitol


Producer | Pete Rugolo


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 37:56
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“I always had a curiosity about trying new things in music.” Miles Davis, 1962





The year 1949: stepping out from under the wing of Charlie “Bird” Parker and Dizzy Gillespie, a 24-year-old Miles Davis realizes he is wasting time attempting to replicate the dizzying harmonic flights of his bebop mentors. His solution: collect a hip young cast of New York City sidemen and set about de- and reconstructing bebop’s vocabulary into a fresh improvisational space. And space, for Miles, is the pivotal creative place on this, his first session as a leader.


Threading his muted trumpet tones through urbane orchestral arrangements from the likes of Gil Evans, Gerry Mulligan, and John Lewis, Miles shapes a harmonic “cool” jazz signature that owes as much to European classical music as the “hot” jazz of bebop or ragtime. His vibrato-less horn solo on the opening “Move” sets the pace for a series of impressionist tone poems that offer an understated corollary to bebop’s chord-obsessed excess. But this is a cool that still swings: witness Miles trading licks with Lee Konitz’s airy alto saxophone on “Jeru.”


Photographer Aram Avakian captures precisely this interplay between controlled detachment and focused emotional power in his iconic album cover shot. Critics too identified the album’s “quietly audacious” attitude—the public however, disagreed. “Cool” was overlooked until its resurrection in the West Coast revisionism of Mulligan’s mid-1950s groups. And Miles? Well, he would ease his cool into the cinema on Louis Malle’s L’Ascenseur Pour L’Echafaud (1957), distilling it into his masterpiece Kind Of Blue (1959) and a career-spanning penchant for collaboration and idiomatic renovation. MK
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Kenya


Machito (1957)





Label | Roulette Jazz


Producer | Ralph Seijo


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 35:46
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“If you’ve got rhythm, you have everything. Without rhythm you have nothing.” Mario Bauza, 1992





In the 1940s, Machito and his orchestra brewed a hot cup of mambo-mania, blending Afro-Cuban beats with American jazz. Frontman Frank Grillo, a.k.a. Machito, sang and shook maracas, while musical director Mario Bauza guided the cross-pollination of early big band sounds into afrocubano musical frameworks.


Bauza had long dreamed of creating a Latin big band that fused the fire of early Cuban orchestras he heard growing up in Havana with the hipness of Duke Ellington, whom he saw in Harlem. (Landing in Harlem aged 19, Bauza had played sax and trumpet in the bands of Chick Webb, Don Redman, and Cab Calloway.)


Bold original compositions and arrangements by Bauza and René Hernandez, who plays piano here, Chano Pozo, and AK Salim (a noted jazz composer and arranger) define this underrated gem. Special guests Cannonball Adderley, Doc Cheatham, and Joe Newman bring strong voices as improvisers, riffing neatly in short but sweet choruses.


Opening cut “Wild Jungle” establishes the unbridled prominence enjoyed by the drummers. José Mangual (bongo), Uba Nieto (timbales), Candido Camero (conga), and Carlos “Patato” Valdes (conga) propel the pieces. “Holiday” and “Blues À La Machito” fuse blues and swing with exceptional cohesion and interplay from the orchestra. “Tin Tin Deo” is a stirring rendering of the Pozo Latin jazz standard.


The Machito Orchestra had set the guideposts for what Latin jazz could be. The all-instrumental Kenya, their most African-inspired album, marks a pinnacle of their sterling musicality. JCV
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Here’s Little Richard


Little Richard (1957)





Label | Specialty


Producer | Bumps Blackwell


Art Direction | Thadd Roark


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 27:31
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“On stage I’d do anything.” Little Richard, 1980s





“A-wop-bop-a-loo-bop-a-lop-bam-boom—tutti frutti, oh rootie!!” In the summer of 1955, rock ’n’ roll was busting out all over, with Fats Domino, Ray Charles, Chuck Berry, and Bo Diddly all scoring hits within weeks of each other. Keen to ride the rock ’n’ roll wave, Art Rupe of Specialty Records told his top talent scout, Bumps Blackwell, to find him a Ray Charles-alike. Sensibly, Bumps went south, and at the legendary Dew Drop Inn in New Orleans he found a flamboyant (and openly gay) jump blues singer and pianist named Little Richard Penniman. By September, Bumps had coaxed Richard into Cosimo Matassa’s little J&M studio, and on a one-track quarter-inch Ampex they made history.


“Over the top” does not begin to describe the shameless, nearly insane energy recorded by Richard, Bumps, Cosimo, and New Orleans’ funkiest session men. “Tutti Frutti” started climbing the charts in October, with “Long Tall Sally,” “Slippin’ and Slidin’,” “Ready Teddy,” and “Jenny Jenny” following in 1956. This manic procession was collected on Here’s Little Richard, featuring an unforgettable photo of Richard in action.


A flat-out classic, Here’s Little Richard is the artist’s highest charting LP. It may prove hard to find on vinyl, but the tracks are collected on many CDs—checking for the Specialty name should ensure that the copies are originals and not the inferior covers that Richard made for many other labels. Here’s Little Richard is rock ’n’ roll’s stem cells—from this album (and half a dozen others in this book) the whole genre grew. ML
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Dance Mania, Vol.1


Tito Puente And His Orchestra (1958)





Label | BMG


Producer | Uncredited


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 38:41
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When Tito Puente passed away in the year 2000, at the age of 77, he was known to younger generations as the author of the Santana-covered classic rock/R&B radio staple “Oye Como Va” and also for appearing on a season-ending cliffhanger episode of animated pop culture touchstone The Simpsons. But prior to that, the timbales master-bandleader-composer enjoyed life as the King of Mambo. And Dance Mania, his best-selling album—and his first devoted wholly to dance music—shows why.


Puente had already been leading a big band for more than a decade before going into a New York City studio to record Dance Mania. Hipsters had long known of the Puerto Rican-American’s danceable synthesis of Afro-Cuban rhythms, jazz principles, and the musical traditions of his ancestry. Now the rest of the world was beginning to catch on.


Dance Mania also marked the recorded debut of Puente Orchestra vocalist Santitod Colón, whose engaging voice could fire up or seduce an audience. “El Cayuco,” the opening track, urbanely slithers through the uptown streets with a tightly orchestrated syncopation propelled by Puente’s hypnotic timbales work and spot-on unified horn blasts and lines. Puente brings out his tuned percussion skills on a couple of other standout and stylistically diverse tracks: the instrumental “Hong Kong Mambo” has his slick marimba playing at its fun, cosmopolitan core, while on the regal “Estoy Siempre Junto A Tí” he frames the entire piece with his fluid, often sustained vibraphone flows. YK
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Lady In Satin


Billie Holiday (1958)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Irving Townsend


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 39:10
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“I have to change a tune to my own way of doing it.” Billie Holiday, 1939





Is Lady In Satin merely a voyeuristic portrait of an artist in decline or actually a seminal slice of soul baring from one of jazz’s most gifted interpreters of song? Granted, the vivacious “Lady Day” siren call of her 1930s Verve recordings is long gone, now replaced by the ravaged, bittersweet rasp of a singer struggling with a serious heroin habit. With Holiday now sounding more like a 70-year-old than a 40-something starlet making a comeback, arranger Ray Ellis was initially less than happy with her faltering timbre.


Yet by consistently stripping down standards like “You Don’t Know What Love Is” and “Glad To Be Unhappy” to their emotional core, Holiday channels her junkie pride into some of the most naked blues ever recorded. These are torch songs unlike anything jazz had heard before: love as distraction, despair, resignation, and above all else, brutal honesty. Unsurprisingly, this was Holiday’s own favorite recording and it also proved a myth-making final will and testament.


While Ellis’ “satin” string arrangements seem eager to airbrush out Holiday’s vocal scars, they actually result in accentuating her singular ability to swing no matter how corny her accompaniment. When she stretches her syllables out into a blistered sigh on “I’m A Fool To Want You,” it is as though she is lost in her own imaginary blues frequencies. Granted, there is a grim fascination about the album that is as mesmerizing and harrowing as watching a heroin addict shoot up. But without Lady In Satin there would simply have been no divas like Nina Simone or Janis Joplin crying their hearts out so uncompromisingly in the decades to come. MK
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Jack Takes The Floor


Jack Elliott (1958)





Label | Topic


Producer | Bill Leader • Dick Swettenham


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 31:45








In the engine of modern music, this is one of the spark plugs. Jack Elliott Takes The Floor (later released as Muleskinner) was recorded off the cuff at London’s Topic Records. Jack talks us into each song with wry, leisurely intros that are worth the price of admission alone. His guitar technique was an education to the hard-strumming “folk singers” of the time, but also impacted on later popular music.


The album pulls together a pantheon of previously little-known sources—including Jesse Fuller, Reverend Gary Davis, field hollers, and prison blues—and is remarkably hard edged. The raw, unadorned beauty of “Dink’s Song” and “Black Baby” remain spine-chilling highlights. “Mule Skinner’s Blues” and “San Francisco Bay Blues” became hallmarks of Elliott’s work.


Jack played frequently with Woodie Guthrie in the 1950s. Having settled in New York in 1961, he met a kid in Guthrie’s hospital room who was soon to have a poster out announcing his own first NYC gig: “Son of Jack Elliott—Bob Dylan.” In Chronicles, Dylan describes first hearing … Takes The Floor: “I felt like I’d been cast into sudden hell …His voice leaps all over the room … and he plays the guitar effortlessly in a fluid flat-picking perfected style…”


Paul McCartney, Mick Jagger, and Keith Richards have all also acknowledged Jack’s influence. Little wonder: this release is still as engaging as it was in 1958. SJar
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Sarah Vaughan At Mister Kelly’s


Sarah Vaughan (1958)





Label | EmArcy


Producer | Bob Shad


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 37:00








Sarah Vaughan was already one of jazz’s most beloved divas when she opened a week-long run at the Chicago nightspot Mister Kelly’s in the summer of 1957. While Ella Fitzgerald swung harder and Billie Holiday got deeper into a lyric, no jazz vocalist has ever come close to matching Vaughan’s flawless delivery and sumptuous sound. A virtuoso with complete control of pitch, timbre, and dynamics, Vaughan used her rich contralto voice like a horn, embellishing melodies with the imaginative leaps and compositional structure of the most profound instrumental improvisers.


Known as “Sassy” for her earthy irreverence, Vaughan was a key, though often uncredited, participant in the formation of bebop. She was best in small group settings, and she never had a better band than the trio she brought into Mister Kelly’s, with the underrated pianist Jimmy Jones, bass monster Richard Davis, and seminal modern jazz drummer Roy Haynes, whose idiosyncratic fills and lightning reflexes made him a perfect foil for Vaughan.


The 1991 EmArcy CD Sarah Vaughan At Mister Kelly’s is a good argument for reissues, containing twice the music of the original album. She is ineffable on “September In The Rain,” and sensually assured on “Honeysuckle Rose.” When she forgets the lyric to “How High The Moon,” she proceeds with aplomb, offering some impromptu props to Ella Fitzgerald. AG
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Sings The Gershwin Song Book


Ella Fitzgerald (1959)





Label | Verve


Producer | Norman Granz


Art Direction | Bernard Buffet


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 194:10








Norman Granz took 28-year-old Ella Fitzgerald under his wing in 1946, enlisting the singer to take part in his Jazz At The Philharmonic all-star concert series. However, it was not until Granz signed Fitzgerald to his new Verve label, and set her working on a series of albums, each devoted to the works of the great American songwriters—Richard Rodgers and Duke Ellington among them—that her reputation became unassailable.


While a little of Cole Porter’s archness was lost in Fitzgerald’s translation, and not every Rodgers and Hart song proved worthy of her attention, Fitzgerald’s easygoing voice and George Gershwin’s unmatchable melodies were made for each other. A tender “Oh, Lady, Be Good!” is a revelation next to the more familiar uptempo scat masterclass she delivered at shows for decades; a slumbersome “Embraceable You” is just as warm. But it is the uptempo numbers that really dazzle. The gentle, effortless swing Fitzgerald brought to everything she sung finds its métier on the likes of “Clap Yo’ Hands,” “Bidin’ My Time,” and a delicious “’S Wonderful”; the relish with which Fitzgerald delivers Ira Gershwin’s silly sarsaparilla/” sasparella” couplet on “Let’s Call The Whole Thing Off” is priceless. Riddle, at the peak of his powers after several sessions with Frank Sinatra, is inspired throughout. It is the best of the Song Book albums, and the definitive collection of the works of perhaps the definitive American songwriters. WF-J
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The Genius Of Ray Charles


Ray Charles (1959)





Label | Atlantic


Producer | Nesuhi Ertegun


Art Direction | Marvin Israel


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 37:58








During the 1950s, Ray Charles had trouble sitting down at his piano without pioneering a new style of American music. Though he had introduced himself to the mainstream (i.e. white people) with his 1959 crossover smash “What’d I Say,” Charles was a veteran of the gas-and-go chitlin circuit, having developed along the way a revolutionary fusion of blues, jazz, R&B, and gospel. By his third proper LP, the suitably anointed genius had the blueprints for soul music at his fingertips.


Categories seemed futile, though, when Charles entered the studio late in 1959. At his essence, he was a romancer of the senses. Genius …comes on strong with a ravishing set of six big-band-flavored jazz numbers, highlighted by the swanky horns and walking bass lines of “Let The Good Times Roll” and “Alexander’s Rag Time Band.” With arrangements by Quincy Jones and accompaniment from members of the Count Basie and Duke Ellington bands, Charles was helming the most richly crafted popular music of the era.


For the second side, Charles turned in a more seductive direction and arrived at a roster of ballads backed by massive, swooning string sections and a chorus of what sounds like flirtatious mermaids. His tuneful command of standards like “Just For A Thrill” and “Come Rain Or Come Shine” was truly astounding for a man still in his twenties, and signaled both his eagerness and ability to transcend genres at will. MO
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Kind Of Blue


Miles Davis (1959)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Irving Townsend


Art Direction | Jay Maisel


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 45:52
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“I don’t pay no attention to what critics say about me, the good or the bad. The toughest critic I got is myself …and I’m too vain to play anything I think is bad.” Miles Davis, 1962





Sometimes an album’s hype becomes all too stifling. Easy epithets such as “classic,” “groundbreaking,” and “milestone” are all too lazily tossed around, and in their midst we lose sight of the original material’s worth. Thankfully, Kind Of Blue comes with no such critical health warning—it is a genre-defining moment in twentieth-century music, period.


Since 1955, Davis had played with saxophonist John Coltrane, and the following years saw Davis’ group honing their sound before arriving at Kind Of Blue.


Recorded at Columbia’s 30th Street Studio in New York, the five tracks were laid in nine hours over two sessions, a time frame all the more remarkable for the band having never encountered the pieces before—this was a ploy Davis frequently used, feeling that individual artists would consequently focus more on their performances. Davis also only relied on brief preparations, but managed to lead his players in a scintillating display of spontaneity.


From mid-tempo opener “So What,” the album swings through a wide range of styles; the haunting “Blue In Green,” with Bill Evans’s subdued piano accompanying Davis’ mournful trumpet; and the languid Hispanic influences of “Flamenco Sketches.” The band’s tightness is reflected in the six takes needed to record five tracks—yep, only “Sketches …” required a second run-through.


The album was showered with plaudits from its release. But even Miles was not flawless. Three tracks were recorded in the wrong key (later to be tidied up on re-releases). Like you noticed. SJac
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Gunfighter Ballads And Trail Songs


Marty Robbins (1959)





Label | CBS


Producer | Don Law


Art Direction | Howard Fritzson


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 35:53
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“I despise honest labor.” Marty Robbins, 1982





Martin Robinson often claimed that his childhood was unhappy. One positive he did take from his upbringing, however, was a love of the West. He was raised in the dusty Arizona town of Glendale, stealing off to catch the latest Gene Autry film when he was not working as a horse breaker with his brother. After several mainstream hits during the 1950s (including “Singing The Blues,” simultaneously taken to No. 1 by Guy Mitchell), the renamed Robbins turned to his Western heritage for this mold-breaking, trend-setting record.


Recorded in a single day with a well-drilled yet understated band, Gunfighter Ballads And Trail Songs was a homage to the Old West. Some cuts were traditional story-songs, most notably “Billy The Kid” and “The Strawberry Roan.” What set the record apart was the quartet of Robbins-penned songs, delivered in his unmistakably tender croon. “Big Iron” is a wonderfully evocative piece of widescreen Western myth-spinning, informed by tales told to the young Robbins by his Texas ranger grandfather. “El Paso” worked the theme into a first-person narrative, Robbins telling of how he shot cold a stranger for the love of a mysterious Mexican girl. The recording won the first Grammy awarded to a country song; the LP from which it came set the template for the countless country concept albums that followed.


Robbins went on to further successes: in the charts, sure, but also as an actor, TV host, writer (he penned a novel, The Small Man), and stock-car racing driver. WF-J
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Time Out


The Dave Brubeck Quartet (1959)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Teo Macero


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 38:21
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“I look forward to the day I’ve recorded everything I’ve written, but I don’t think that day’s going to happen.” Dave Brubeck, 2002








A hit was the last thing that pianist Dave Brubeck expected when he went into the studio in 1959 with a sheaf of odd-metered music. The bespectacled pianist had already built up an enviable empire of fans through his pioneering concerts at college campuses. A cheerfully experimental player who never let his popularity interfere with his muse, Brubeck recorded one of the most popular jazz albums of all time with material that was unlikely fare, to say the least.


The tune “Take Five,” conceived in the previously swing-proof time signature of 5/4, finds the pianist maintaining a steady, percussive vamp while altoist Paul Desmond weaves a sinuous line. In many ways, Brubeck is not the star of the proceedings. It is often forgotten that it was Desmond, whose dry-martini sound played such an important role in the quartet’s success, who wrote the enduring hit. Just as important is Joe Morello’s supremely confident drum work and Eugene Wright’s rock-solid bass playing, which turn such tricky material as the 9/8 “Blue Rondo À La Turk” and “Three To Get Ready,” which vacillates between 3/4 and 4/4 time, into enduring jazz staples. Remember, this was the era when John Coltrane, Cecil Taylor, and Ornette Coleman were blazing free-jazz trails.


In the self-defeating logic of jazz critics, the often maligned Brubeck lost even more stature with the crossover success of Time Out. But the album continues to sell well to this day, and, despite its pervasive use in advertisements, is a captivating achievement. AG
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•    Armstrong walks on Moon


•    Contraceptive pill on sale


•    Gagarin first man in space


•    Kennedy assassinated


•    Cuban missile crisis
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Joan Baez


Joan Baez (1960)





Label | Vanguard


Producer | Maynard Solomon


Art Direction | Jules Halfant


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 46:07
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“My devotion to …social change …will go on until I fall into the grave.” Joan Baez, 1993





After playing to coffee houses around Boston in the late 1950s, Joan Baez’s break came with the 1959 Newport Folk Festival, where the pretty girl with the angelic voice astounded the crowd. And despite the seeming absence of the trademark ideological stance she later became known for, even in the early days politics mattered—Baez opted for a record deal with small label Vanguard, impressed by their decision to release material by folk act The Weavers despite many of the members being accused of being Communists.


The decision certainly paid off, for both Baez and Vanguard—her self-titled debut is still one of the highest selling solo female folk albums of all time—and saw her receive the first of her six gold records (a success even more impressive considering that this was a time when the singles charts governed supreme). She released 17 records through Vanguard, and while she later was to become known as “Queen” to Bob Dylan’s “King Of Folk Music” (Dylan was in awe of Baez at first), her name was not connected with Dylan’s until her third album, on which she first began performing contemporary material.


The debut album from the 20-year-old consisted of traditional songs, including several ballads, from England and America—particular highlights being “Wildwood Flower” and “House Of The Rising Sun,” which showcase Baez’s vibrant, clear voice. Although her place at the forefront of the protest movement was still around the corner, Baez’s strength, compassion, and courage were apparent on this initial release, which did much to revitalize folk music for a new generation. AH-N
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Elvis Is Back!


Elvis Presley (1960)





Label | RCA


Producer | Chet Atkins • Steve Sholes


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 31:54
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“I don’t know anything about music. In my line you don’t have to.” Elvis Presley, c.1960





Starved of material for nearly two years, RCA were desperate to record Elvis the moment he left the army; Presley’s manager wanted to keep them hungry, so he retained the upper hand in negotiations. It proved to be one of the rare occasions on which the colonel did not get his way.


Gathering the cream of musicians from Elvis’ pre-draft days meant that the King felt at home immediately. That said, the first two cuts they attempted, “Make Me Know It” and “Soldier Boy,” took forever to get right. But then two sides of a single were cut very quickly (“Stuck On You” was to be in stores within days), and the band sensed the years fall away.


The final pair of songs combined to catapult Elvis right back to his roots after 24 long months. “A Mess Of The Blues” (a non-album track) and “It Feels So Right” are pulsating, sexy teases—the sound of a man who had not been getting any for too long.


Two weeks later, the team reconvened under strict instructions to lay down eight songs—no more—a contractual obligation that would complete the LP. But this was to be a night in which the Memphis Flash came to the fore, as excited and as exciting as he had been for, and since his first Sun sessions. The more they played the looser they got, the rowdier they became. They did pop (“The Girl Of My Best Friend”), they tackled opera (“It’s Now Or Never”), they did torch (“Fever” and “Are You Lonesome Tonight”), and then they got lewd (“Such A Night,” “Like A Baby,” and “Reconsider Baby”). Twelve tracks; it would be nine years before Elvis got so much freedom again. DH
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Miriam Makeba


Miriam Makeba (1960)





Label | RCA Victor


Producer | Harry Belafonte


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | South Africa


Running Time | 34:42
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“My life has been like a yo-yo.” Miriam Makeba, 2000





Traditional Xhosa wedding songs swing into airy African jazz moods, mellifluous Indonesian lullabies, and infectious Calypso romps—myriad influences and styles working to enormous effect. Recorded a year after the international hit musical King Kong (1959), which provided many black South African musicians with the opportunity to escape apartheid, Makeba’s debut album paints a compelling portrait of the artist in exile.


Building on the rapturous reception she received performing at New York’s Village Vanguard, Miriam Makeba showcases a 28-year-old singer stepping confidently onto the world stage. To Western ears, much of the album’s magic lies in the “exotic” timbres of her Xhosa vocal “clicks” on Afro-pop breezes like the “Click Song” and the melodic lilt of “Mbube” (featuring The Chad Mitchell Trio). Time Magazine immediately tuned into this marriage of authentic African sounds and polished Western pop, hailing Makeba as “the most exciting new singing talent to appear in many years.” Yet the album failed to translate critical plaudits into sales, and her record label declined to renew her contract. Granted, novelty pop ditties (“The Naughty Little Flea”) and folk standards (“House Of The Rising Sun”) were tailor made for crossover success, but earthy ballads like “Umhome” remained too quintessentially African for mainstream audiences to fully appreciate.


Less roots-driven offerings would soon reward Makeba with “Mama Afrika” status as the continent’s premier diva, but here, it is the sound of a South African émigrée channeling her yearning for her homeland through an exiled lens that most captivates. MK
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A Date With The Everly Brothers


The Everly Brothers (1960)





Label | Warner Bros.


Producer | Don Everly


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 27:53
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They had label problems, management woes, marital difficulties, and drug troubles, and Elvis was back from the army to reclaim his throne—the brothers responded to this challenge in 1960, creating their finest body of work. Their first LP for their new label, It’s Everly Time, had been recorded over two weeks in March and issued in April, becoming a Top Ten hit on both sides of the Atlantic. They had also taped a couple of songs, “Cathy’s Clown” and “Always It’s You,” that were held back for single release. When it rocketed to No. 1, the boys were back in the studio to get a second LP ready.


It would have been reasonable to expect the cupboard to have been bare, and the first tracks recorded, “Lucille” and “Baby What Do You Want Me To Do,” suggest that material was in short supply. But the radical reinterpretations showed the Everly harmonies could refresh the most familiar songs. In addition, the brothers’ favorite songwriters, the husband-and-wife team Boudleaux and Felice Bryant, offered five songs, so Don and Phil, who had hardly contributed to the previous album, were under pressure to put pen to paper. Within two weeks, they had a dozen paradigm Everly songs (“Love Hurts,” “Made To Love,” “Stick With Me Baby”) that would have kept the singles chart busy for months. Had they waited until the end of the year, it would have been even better: “Temptation,” “Ebony Eyes,” and “Walk Right Back” had then been recorded. DH
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Back At The Chicken Shack


Jimmy Smith (1960)





Label | Blue Note


Producer | Alfred Lion


Art Direction | Reid Miles


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 43:49
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Redolent of church pews and skating rinks, the organ was once relegated to hip-free zones, a square cousin to the autoharp and accordion. And then along came Jimmy Smith, who turned his attention to the instrument in 1954 just as the Hammond company was unveiling its relatively compact new B3 model.


Smith transformed the organ’s lamentable image with his soulful synthesis of bebop, blues, and gospel, creating a powerfully grooving new sound. He spawned a new style of music—soul jazz—and a host of disciples who took up the Hammond B3 and formed combos.


Back At The Chicken Shack is arguably Smith’s greatest album, relentlessly grooving, harmonically sophisticated, and earthy as the Delta mud. Recorded on April 25, 1960, it put saxophonist Stanley Turrentine on the map, but the contributions of the elegantly economical guitarist Kenny Burrell and irresistibly funky drummer Donald Bailey are just as crucial.


Whether distilling a hoary standard such as “When I Grow Too Old To Dream” down to its essential notes or surging through “Minor Chant,” the quartet sounds ready for a rumble. Almost as arresting as the music is the album’s cover. Instead of Reid Miles’ typically moody Blue Note character studies set in his trademark uncluttered esthetic, Back At The Chicken Shack features a playful shot of Smith in a bright red shirt, seated in front of said shack with a hound dog at his feet. AG
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Muddy Waters At Newport


Muddy Waters (1960)





Label | Chess


Producer | Uncredited


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 32:38





[image: Image]





Muddy Waters spent most of the 1950s on the R&B charts with hits like “Rollin’ and Tumblin’” and “Louisiana Blues,” but it was not until 1960 that he introduced himself—and live blues—to the white mainstream audience. After seeing his sales begin to dip toward the twilight of the 1950s, Chess Records decided to market its greatest talent as an album-based performer, and subsequently brought a tape recorder to Muddy’s performance at the 1960 Newport Jazz Festival.


When he took the stage that afternoon, Waters was about as unfamiliar with his white audience as they were with his countrified brand of Chicago boogie. The walloping refrain of “Hoochie Coochie Man” and unvarnished wail of “Baby Please Don’t Go” were a stark departure from Dizzie Gillespie’s chilled trumpet. But by the close of the set, Muddy’s powerful baritone, James Cotton’s crying harmonica, and Otis Spann’s barroom piano had the hip kids dancing in the aisles on the show-stopping “Got My Mojo Working.”


If this album simply represented the moment when live blues invited itself into suburban homes, it would still be remembered. If it were only the album that acquainted the likes of Jimmy Page and Eric Clapton with America’s urban sound, it would be a landmark. But after 45 years of consistent sales, Muddy Waters At Newport is, at its essence, a testament to the magnetism and soulfulness of raw blues at its best. MO
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Sunday At The Village Vanguard


Bill Evans (1961)





Label | Riverside


Producer | Orrin Keepnews


Art Direction | Ken Deardoff


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 68:09
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One of the most widely influential pianists of the 1960s and ’70s, Bill Evans was a seminal force in jazz who seemed to emerge as a fully formed artist in the late 1950s. A ravishingly lyrical player of tremendous harmonic sophistication, he attained a unique, bell-like tone from the piano, which made his long, flowing lines glow with a blue-flame luminescence.


He had already made a huge impact through his work as a sideman with George Russell, Lee Konitz, Jimmy Giuffre, Charles Mingus, and most famously Miles Davis, contributing significantly to the trumpeter’s groundbreaking album Kind Of Blue. Evans left Davis to start his own band in 1959, and he found the perfect collaborators in virtuoso bassist Scott LaFaro and the supremely sensitive drummer Paul Motian. By the time Evans decided to record the trio at the Village Vanguard in June 1961, it had attained a level of communication that verged on the telepathic. The highly interactive approach the trio developed, erasing the boundaries between accompanist and soloist, introduced radical new possibilities for small-group jazz. Each tune bears repeated listening, but “Gloria’s Step” is astonishing, while the interplay on “Alice In Wonderland” ranks among jazz’s greatest achievements.


Evans died at only 51 after a decades-long struggle with drug addiction. But even if this was his only legacy, his spot in the jazz firmament would be assured. AG
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Modern Sounds In Country And Western Music


Ray Charles (1962)





Label | ABC-Paramount


Producer | Sid Feller


Art Direction | Flynn • Viceroy


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 39:51





[image: Image]





“… if I play it right I just might gain more [fans] than I lose.” Ray Charles, 1962





Hard, perhaps, to imagine what a jolt this must have been in 1962: a raw and strung-out black R&B singer tackling Hank Williams and Don Gibson 18 months before Martin Luther King had a dream. But while the record’s shock value has grown blurry in the last four decades, the quality of Modern Sounds In Country And Western Music is still crystal clear from the first, irresistibly swinging bars of opener “Bye Bye Love.”


No record before Modern Sounds…, and only a few that came after it, mixed soul with sentimentality so effectively. Witness the way Charles’ heartbroken vocals bounce off the supper-club choir on Gibson’s “I Can’t Stop Loving You,” released only reluctantly as a single—Charles, who made the record against his label’s wishes, wanted the album to be treated as a single body of work—but eventually it became a chart-topping million-seller. The ache in his voice is no more restrained on hardy perennial “Born To Lose,” but Charles’ genius is that he never milks it. He almost whispers his way through Floyd Tillman’s “I Love You So Much It Hurts,” but treats Eddy Arnold’s “Just A Little Lovin’” as a casual come-on, a keyed-in rhythm section adding an acre of sass to what was, in Arnold’s hands, little more than a wink across the honky-tonk floor.


Throughout, Marty Paich’s string arrangements stay just to the right side of the line that separates sensitive from cloying; there is great big-band scoring from Gil Fuller and, especially, Gerald Wilson. The album spent 14 weeks at the top of the U.S. charts. WF-J
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Green Onions


Booker T. And The M.G.s (1962)





Label | Stax


Producer | Jim Stewart


Art Direction | Haig Adishian


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 34:55
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“A lot of drummers copy Al Jackson.” Steve Cropper, 1994





Every few years in the early days of rock an instrumental slipped through the endless ranks of vocal discs and shot to the top—Bill Doggett’s “Honky Tonk” in 1956, or The Champs’ “Tequila” in 1958, for example. In 1962 it was the turn of “Green Onions,” an insinuating organ-guitar blues album that reinvented Jimmy Smith’s organ jazz for the pop market, highlighted by taut snatches of guitar. Booker T. and the M.G.s were the most soulful bar band in the whole world.


The album that followed, fronted by its photo of fresh green onions ready for a Southern stew, featured the hit (an improvised studio jam recorded while the group were waiting to start a recording session) along with grooves like the slow-burning “Behave Yourself” and R&B covers of Ray Charles’ “I Got A Woman” and Smokey Robinson’s “One Who Really Loves You.” Other highlights include dynamic reworkings of pop tunes like Acker Bilk’s “Stranger On The Shore” and “Rinky-Dink,” and the jazzy “Comin’ Home Baby.” In time, the Stax sound behind Otis Redding and Carla Thomas became famous and we finally learned who the mysterious M.G.s were: organist Booker T. Jones, guitarist Steve Cropper, bassist Duck Dunn, and drummer Al Jackson—unusually for a black music label, Cropper and Dunn were white.


In 1962, Green Onions’ short, unadorned tracks sounded ultra cool, Cropper’s stinging lines cutting through Booker’s mellow chords. Green Onions is a truly seminal album: its naive vigor and rock-soul fusion were to inspire The Allman Brothers, Lynyrd Skynyrd, and a generation of Southern blues-rockers. ML
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Jazz Samba


Stan Getz And Charlie Byrd (1962)





Label | Verve


Producer | Creed Taylor


Art Direction | Olga Albizu


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 33:08
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“… the reason why I play now is just to bring music to people who want to hear music. To me that’s the ultimate.” Stan Getz, 1950





While it is often credited with sparking the bossa nova craze, Jazz Samba didn’t introduce Brazil’s new sound to the rest of the world. Marcel Camus’ hit 1959 film Black Orpheus had already intrigued international audiences with its haunting score by Luiz Bonfa and Antonio Carlos Jobim. But when guitarist Charlie Byrd returned from a trip to South America with tapes of the music he heard in Brazil and started passing them around to his friends, he lit a fuse that gently detonated with this captivating collaboration. Stan Getz’s lithe, luminous tenor sax sound turned out to be a perfect match for bossa nova’s ineffably graceful melodies and swaying rhythmic pulse.


Recorded in a single session in a Washington DC church, the album is a perfect melding of swing and samba, with Getz’s velvet tenor flowing seamlessly from one track into another. A jazz star of the late 1940s and early ’50s, Getz had struggled with drug problems and only recently returned to the United States after several years in Europe when “Desafinado” turned into a runaway hit. The album’s success, and Getz’s even more popular bossa nova sessions with Joao and Astrud Gilberto, turned the Brazilian sound into a real commercial force at a time when the initial energy of rock ’n’ roll had dissipated into forgettable bubble-gum pop and The Beatles were still playing seedy dives in Hamburg.


The partnership of Byrd and Getz soon ended in acrimony, but their music stands as an island of calm, transcendent beauty in a pop music universe too often ruled by flash and image. AG
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Night Life 


Ray Price (1962)





Label | Koch


Producer | Frank Jones • Don Law


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 37:36
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“If I was a vet I’d be a rich man.” Ray Price, 2002





Ray Price was at a crossroads. In 1952, on the advice of Hank Williams, the Texan had moved to Nashville; with Williams’ band he soon carved out a successful career as one of honky-tonk’s toughest operators. A decade later, though, country was cleaning itself up. Buck Owens’ crisp, Telecaster-heavy sound—tailor-made for AM radio and emanating not from Nashville but from Bakersfield, California—was alerting country music to its commercial possibilities. Changes were afoot.


In the record’s spoken introduction, Price describes what will follow as “songs of happiness, sadness, heartbreak.” There is a lot of the latter here, however almost none of the former. Don’t be fooled by Price’s trademark dance floor shuffle—Night Life is Nashville’s answer to Sinatra’s In The Wee Small Hours.


The title track, written by Willie Nelson (who played in Price’s band for a time before the pair fell out, apparently when Nelson shot one of Price’s roosters), is one of the most covered country songs, but Price owns it, his bluesy vocal both implacable and defiant. The 11 songs that follow keep to the same settings: empty houses, dim-lit barrooms, boulevards of broken dreams. A string section appears on two songs, but the key presence is Buddy Emmons, whose pedal-steel work both keys the record to a honky-tonk sound and swamps it in melancholy.


Price traded in his Nudie suits (the Indian headdresses that paid homage to his nickname, the Cherokee Cowboy) for a dapper lounge look and a chart-topping cover of “Danny Boy.” But he never made a better disc than this archetype of closing-time misery. WF-J
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With The Beatles


The Beatles (1963)





Label | Parlophone


Producer | George Martin


Art Direction | Robert Freeman


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 33:24
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“Till death do us part.” George Harrison, 1964





The first-ever million-selling album by a group in Britain, With The Beatles cemented The Beatles’ unassailable location at the very zenith of the UK hit parade. Recorded over six days between July and October 1963, it is a record that captures their northern soul blazing brightly and assuredly. Although still fundamentally a selection of live favorites and hastily written originals, the album revealed the confidence EMI had in their charges, as it contained no singles—virtually unheard of for that time.


The influence of Motown, in particular, is felt throughout the choice of cover versions. George Harrison and John Lennon’s harmonies on The Miracles’ “You Really Got A Hold On Me” are arguably the best tribute the group performed on record, and Lennon’s tear through Barrett Strong’s “Money” provides a show stopping moment. Of the originals, “Little Child” and “It Won’t Be Long” continue the frantic rush of the first album, while “All My Loving” is Paul McCartney’s first classic. However, a particularly low-key moment steals the show: although absent from any Beatles retrospective, “All I’ve Got To Do” is one of their most intimate moments—Lennon at his raw and direct best.


Taken by Robert Freeman in Bournemouth’s Palace Court Hotel in August 1963, the sleeve photo is arguably the most iconic of The Beatles ever taken, as well as being one of the Sixties’ most defining images.


With The Beatles was received rapturously and remains fun and fresh. The sleeve and eight of the tracks became Meet The Beatles, their debut album release in America. World domination was but a step away. DE
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The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan


Bob Dylan (1963)





Label | Columbia


Producer | John Hammond


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 50:04
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“I never wanted to be a prophet or a savior.” Bob Dylan, 2004





While folk music throughout the 1950s and ‘60s was often a mainstay of American popular culture, no one quite typified the tensions of the time as well as Bob Dylan. And The Freewheelin’ Bob Dylan in particular did much to cement his reputation as a singer-songwriter of near-perfect skill, gifted with a poet’s eye for detail, narrative, and humor.


The album underlined Dylan’s commitment to social change. (Its cover shows Dylan with his then girlfriend, Suze Rotolo, walking in Greenwich Village, where he first drew attention as a folk singer.) A trilogy of songs contained here—“Blowin’ In The Wind,” “A Hard Rain’s A-Gonna Fall,” and “Masters Of War”—seemed to encapsulate one generation’s desire for change. The three remain, in many respects, Dylan’s most enduring songs, covered by artists from all genres, including rap, reggae, and country.


As ever, Dylan went out of his way to defy categorization—setting a pattern for the rest of his career. On songs like “Don’t Think Twice, It’s All Right” and the sublime “Girl From The North Country,” he toyed with tragic love balladry, surrealism, and even comedy. In that respect at least, The Freewheelin’… owes much to the body of work that initially inspired him: that of Woody Guthrie. These songs similarly ignore swathes of American society, preferring to identify with the country’s downtrodden masses. As such, the album can be viewed as a manifesto.


While Dylan endlessly bemoaned his typecasting as a spokesperson for his era, The Freewheelin’… was a rare and timely evocation of his country. BW
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A Christmas Gift For You


Phil Spector (1963)





Label | Philles


Producer | Phil Spector


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 35:11
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Phil Spector is arguably the best-known record producer of the rock era, not least because he is more famous than most of the acts he produced. Artistically, this audacious album of seasonal material was his greatest achievement, but commercially, it was disastrous—due to the assassination of President John F. Kennedy the day after it was released in November 1963. Spector withdrew the album immediately as a mark of respect.


The Ronettes, Bob B Soxx and The Blue Jeans, The Crystals, and Darlene Love worked on this project, and it is rumored that it had been designed to give Spector the No.1 album in a Christmas chart, introduced in 1963.


Most of the material on the album allowed Spector to use his celebrated “Wall Of Sound” technique to transform familiar oldies like “Rudolph,” “Frosty,” and “Sleigh Ride” into contemporary classics, but he had also written a new song, “Christmas (Baby Please Come Home),” with regular collaborators, Jeff Barry and Ellie Greenwich, and this was given to Darlene Love after an unsuccessful attempt by The Ronettes. The closing track is a soliloquy by Spector himself, wishing listeners a Merry Christmas while the assembled artists sing “Silent Night” behind him.


For many, this album, which has been reissued several times on other labels, remains the greatest seasonal collection ever. Strangely enough, it was recorded during a hot Los Angeles August. JT


See all albums from the 1960s








1960s

Live At The Harlem Square Club


Sam Cooke (1963)





Label | RCA


Producer | Uncredited


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 35:65
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Confined to mellow politeness on his pop-oriented studio recordings, Sam Cooke revamped himself on stage into a raw R&B singer who oozed sexual cool. Live At The Harlem Square Club illustrates this drastic transfiguration more clearly than any other Cooke album—an exorcism drawing a definitive line between the sacred and the profane in his gospel-rooted career.


In 1963 Cooke was a successful black icon, a proven hit maker, owner of the SAR record label and publishing company (with a new record deal that assured him full artistic control), and a recent Top Thirty Best Of compilation that confirmed him as R&B’s biggest star. Captured at a working-class club in Miami’s ghetto, Live At the Harlem Square Club has long been considered one of the best live albums, period—all the more ironic, then, that it remained unreleased for 22 years.


With a joyful radiancy, this posthumous document stands alone in Cooke’s output. Backed by the sturdy and sharp pulsation of a band that included sax supremo King Curtis and ace guitarist Cliff White, a freewheeling Cooke delivers sweaty, exhilarating renditions of gems such as “Feel It,” “Chain Gang,” “Twistin’ The Night Away,” and “Bring It On Home To Me,” mostly picked from his more recent songbook.


Throughout, Cooke is a triumphant showman, brimming with self confidence and delivering a torrid, swaggering performance. JG
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The Black Saint And The Sinner Lady


Charles Mingus (1963)





Label | Impulse!


Producer | Bob Thiele


Art Direction | Hollis King


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 39:25
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Start with the liner notes, which were penned by Charles Mingus’ psychologist, and it is clear that this is no typical modern jazz album. Of course, nothing about the virtuoso bassist and composer could be described as typical, but in a discography filled with masterpieces and near masterpieces, this stands out as his most powerfully realized extended work.


From the first chords of “Solo Dancer,” underpinned by Don Butterfield’s rasping tuba, the music announces itself as a seething psychodrama. Altoist Charlie Mariano attains astonishing heights of lyricism and intensity, while the roaring, growling, plunger-muted trombone of Quentin Jackson, echoed by trumpeters Rolf Ericson and Richard Williams, is startlingly beautiful. There are also quiet moments, in which Jay Berliner’s flamenco-influenced guitar engages in a nimble pas de deux with Jaki Byard’s quicksilver piano. Holding the music together and driving it forward is Dannie Richmond, the extraordinary drummer who spent some two decades in Mingus’ employ.


While clearly inspired by Ellington’s orchestral palette, Mingus ventures into far more emotionally combustible territory than the Duke. What is particularly remarkable about The Black Saint And The Sinner Lady is that it was recorded just three months after Mingus’ most public disaster, the notoriously chaotic Town Hall concert—the bassist obviously didn’t let that debacle stop him. AG
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Live At The Apollo


James Brown (1963)





Label | King


Producer | James Brown


Art Direction | Dan Quest


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 31:33
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His nickname, The Hardest Working Man In Show Business, fitted him as snugly as his famously slick stagewear. James Brown’s early hits had been driven by his relentless touring regime: by 1962, he was clocking more than 300 dates a year. Noticing the enthusiastic response his shows were getting, he pitched the idea of a live album to label boss Syd Nathan. When Nathan refused, Brown went it alone, spending $5,700 of his own money on taping a session at Harlem’s Apollo Theater in October 1962. Nathan reluctantly released it—Brown got his money back, and more besides.


There is no fat here. Brown and musical director Lewis Hamlin had drilled their band to an immaculate, fiery precision; there is barely room for the eight-strong horn section to catch its collective breath. The group belt through four hits in the blink of an eye before an extraordinary, gospel-soaked slow-dance through “Lost Someone.” Just as it appears to be lolling toward an explosive climax, Brown roars through a nine-hit medley and leaves the stage to a storming “Night Train.” The crowd respond to all this with screaming enthusiasm. Exactly why Nathan felt the need to overdub applause on to the original release is anyone’s guess.


Live At The Apollo was a phenomenon, reaching No. 2 on the Billboard charts. Two years later, Brown dropped the funk for the first time, and set about accumulating the music world’s greatest collection of sobriquets. WF-J
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Getz/Gilberto


Stan Getz And João Gilberto (1963)





Label | Verve


Producer | Creed Taylor


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | Brazil • USA


Running Time | 34:02
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“Stan sounds like he’s trying to charm every woman on the beach of Ipanema.” Charlie Byrd, 1964





America’s love affair with Latin American dance music is nothing new—throughout the twentieth century the tango, the cha-cha, the rumba, and the mambo had provided the soundtrack to many a U.S. ballroom and jazz club. Philly-born West Coast tenorist Stan Getz recorded Jazz Samba in 1962 as an exotic diversion from his lyrical hard bop, distilling the clattering rhythms of the Brazilian samba to a simple, undulating acoustic guitar vamp that became known as bossa nova.


Unwittingly, Getz and Byrd found themselves surfing a huge international wave, their version of “Desafinado” by Brazilian songwriter Antonio Carlos Jobim selling a million copies. Unlike the subsequent bossa nova bandwagon jumpers, Getz’s music was not dismissed as “inauthentic” by Brazilians, but reciprocated by bossa pioneers like Baden Powell and Jobim.


Stan Getz was the only gringo on Getz/Gilberto, joined by Jobim on piano (he had also played guitar with Getz) and Brazilian drummer Milton Banana. But the true star here was guitarist and singer João Gilberto, the grumpy bossa nova purist whose hesitant vocal drone and gentle guitar vamps had created the genre.


Legend has it that the producer wanted one verse of “Girl From Ipanema” to be sung in English, not Portuguese. João could not speak English, so his young wife Astrud volunteered to sing a take. Of course, her breathy, girlish vocals became one of the defining vocal performances of the century and her two tracks here—including a reading of Gene Lees’ lyric to “Corcovado”—are among this album’s many highlights. A 1990s reissue added the 45 rpm versions of both songs. JLe
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A Hard Day’s Night


The Beatles (1964)





Label | Parlophone


Producer | George Martin


Art Direction | Robert Freeman


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 29:47
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“We’re out!” Ringo Starr, A Hard Day’s Night, 1964





Career peaks for most mortals, two chart-topping albums were merely hors d’oeuvres for The Beatles. Just weeks after Meet The Beatles and The Beatles’ Second Album claimed the USA top slot in quick succession, A Hard Day’s Night followed.


The difference? For the first time on a Beatles album, all tracks are Fabs originals. Though credited to Lennon/McCartney, all bar three are actually by Lennon, although McCartney’s “And I Love Her,” “Can’t Buy Me Love,” and “Things We Said Today” prove quality is more than a match for quantity (appropriately, the all-original gambit had been pioneered by Paul’s beloved Buddy Holly). The album was however butchered for the U.S., with George Martin-helmed instrumentals replacing “Any Time At All,” “Things We Said Today,” “When I Get Home,” “You Can’t Do That,” and “I’ll Be Back.”


From the unmistakable opening clang of Harrison’s 12-string Rickenbacker on the title track, the album is a lesson in superlatively simple guitar pop. Aware of his hero Elvis’ cinematic shortcomings, Lennon insisted the Hard Day’s Night film be more than “a fuckin’ shitty pop movie,” and its accompanying album adheres to similarly strict standards.


True, there are cheery throwaways like “I’m Happy Just To Dance With You” and “Tell Me Why,” but they are balanced by the lovely likes of “And I Love Her” and “If I Fell.” Meanwhile, rockers like “A Hard Day’s Night” and “Any Time At All” had an electrifying effect on would-be guitar heroes The Byrds (and, in due course, baby Byrd Tom Petty)—and will remain influential for as long as young men continue to pick up guitars. BM
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Olympia 64


Jacques Brel (1964)





Label | Barclay


Producer | Jean-Marie Guérin


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | Belgium


Running Time | 47:56
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“I will die, loving.” Jacques Brel, 1966





Brel’s second album of 1964 was also his second recorded at the Parisian concert hall, a venue that was to Europe what Carnegie Hall or the Royal Albert Hall were in their respective countries: you hadn’t made it until you’d played there. By October 16–17, Brel hadn’t just made it—as far as the French and the Belgians were concerned, he was king of the world. Unlikely though it might seem, French chanson was even starting to build a hip following in the notoriously resistant Britain and America. (Bob Dylan once described Charles Aznavour as one of the greatest performers he had ever seen.)


Following close behind Brel’s 1964 studio LP Les Bonbons, Olympia 64 introduces “Amsterdam,” “Mathilde,” and “Tango Funèbre,” and revives “Au Suivant,” all of which would be covered by Scott Walker. It also features “Les Bonbons,” “Les Vieux,” “Les Toros,” and “Les Bigotes” from his previous album, but the repetition simply demonstrates the difference between Brel in person and in the studio. At Olympia, he inhabits the songs, living the stories, throwing himself in from the outset, acting them out. There is no let-up in drama, satire, or passion. He dies many, many times over the course of the 48 minutes; the rest is spent in sick beds, mobile brothels, and bars. In “Les Toros,” he becomes a dying bull, staring up at his tormentors, relating it to Waterloo, Verdun, and contemporaneous wars on formerly French territories.


Released as Music For The Millions in America and Britain, this album is the reason a Belgian chanson singer is still the coolest rock cult of all time. DH
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Rock ’n Soul


Solomon Burke (1964)





Label | Atlantic


Producer | Bert Berns


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 34:06
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“Once you record a song it becomes a part of your life.” Solomon Burke, 2002





Of all the great songs Philadelphia-born Solomon Burke recorded for the Atlantic label in the years between 1962 and ‘68, none showcase the sublime talent of the self-ordained “King of Rock ’n’ Soul” with the aplomb of those that feature on 1964’s Rock ’n Soul, Burke’s third album for the label.


Previous to his music career, Burke had served as a certified mortician, sometime TV evangelist, and father to 21 children, but on Rock ’n Soul he plays the role of lover to sensual perfection. The wistful “If You Need Me,” written by contemporary Wilson Pickett, sees Burke howl a gloriously uncouth vocal. It is a demonstration of breathy grace that utilizes every nuance of the man’s astonishing voice.


“Cry To Me”—later covered by The Rolling Stones who were huge Solomon fans—calls upon Burke’s time as a childhood chapel preacher to deliver a devoutly impassioned sermon. “Just Out Of Reach,” however, curiously juxtaposes Burke’s velveteen croon with a country and western-infused swing. It is a style atypical of many songs Burke recorded for Atlantic in the 1960s, a decade when, in Burke’s opinion, Atlantic was “the greatest rhythm and blues label in the world.”


While the record is still officially deleted, repackaged editions of Rock ’n Soul have surfaced alongside Burke’s Atlantic 1963 release If You Need Me. Mastering and presentation of said records leave something to be desired, but the combined collection ably explains the prolific run of greatness Burke enjoyed in the Sixties—though the real meat is in the brilliance packed into 1964’s Rock ’n Soul. JJ
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A Girl Called Dusty


Dusty Springfield (1964)





Label | Philips


Producer | John Franz


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 28:37
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“I was a total, unadulterated, obnoxious idiot …” Dusty Springfield, 1995





In retrospect, it was clear that from the beginning, Dusty Springfield was something of a musical schizophrenic. Her many hit singles were mostly pop princess stuff (“I Only Want To Be With You,” her first UK hit, was the first song to be played on the UK’s weekly music show Top Of The Pops), but the lady herself was more interested in the soulful sounds of Motown, Atlantic, and Scepter.


The latter was the label that released 40 hits by Dionne Warwick and 25 by The Shirelles, and this delightful album—Dusty’s first, and arguably best—has a Motown cover (of the first U.S. Top Thirty hit by The Supremes), a Shirelles cover, and two Warwick covers, as well as more obscure material like Lee Dorsey’s “Do-Re-Mi” and Lesley Gore’s feminist anthem “You Don’t Own Me.”


Significantly for a white artist of the time, Dusty’s versions of these songs retain the edge and warmth of the originals, and helped to establish her as one of the UK’s finest soul singers. (Her respect for black R&B and soul strayed into other areas too—she was deported from South Africa later the same year for playing in front of a non-segregated audience.)


Few singers conveyed the acute pain of love as convincingly as Dusty Springfield. Even on this debut album she was already laying a claim as a superlative torch singer, with “Anyone Who Had A Heart” and the plaintive “My Colouring Book”—musical territory that she would explore more deeply in later tours de force, such as her version of Jacques Brel’s “If You Go Away.”


And all this from an ex-convent girl. JT
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The Rolling Stones


The Rolling Stones (1964)





Label | Decca


Producer | Andrew Loog Oldham


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 32:59
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“I don’t regret nuthin’ …” Keith Richards, 1980





Forty years young, The Rolling Stones is as pivotal a moment as John meeting Paul or Nirvana knocking Michael Jackson off No. 1. Jagger, Richard (as he was credited then), and co. weren’t strangers to the studio when they began their debut in January 1964. They’d already scored hits in 1963 with Chuck Berry’s “Come On” and Lennon and McCartney’s “I Wanna Be Your Man.”


Confident songwriters, however, they were not. Judging initial efforts unsuitable for the Stones, Jagger and Richard gave them to Marianne Faithfull and Gene Pitney. Of the album’s originals, “Now I’ve Got A Witness” and “Little By Little” (credited to the collective nom de plume Nanker Phelge) are indebted to, respectively, Marvin Gaye’s “Can I Get A Witness” and Jimmy Reed’s “Shame, Shame, Shame,” while “Tell Me (You’re Coming Back)” is almost a Mersey beat pastiche.


But relying on covers did not do Sinatra or Elvis any harm, and the Stones established a reliable template: take a blues tune; make it harder and faster and scarier.


In The Beatles’ wake, the result was a smash. In America, London Records added “England’s Newest Hit Makers” to a sleeve that, in Britain, boldly bore no information bar the label’s logo. London also replaced Bo Diddley’s “I Need You Baby (Mona)” with a hit take on Buddy Holly’s “Not Fade Away.”


The Rolling Stones is not as good as material they would release in ensuing years—or even months. But its arrogant raunchiness had a seismic impact on polite pop then—and continues to echo today. BM
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I’ve Got A Tiger By The Tail


Buck Owens And His Buckaroos (1965)





Label | Capitol


Producer | Ken Nelson


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 28:19
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“I came from the dirt people.” Buck Owens, 1995





Country music emerged, before World War II, as a hybrid of styles from the American South. But in the 1950s and ’60s, musicians on the West Coast made Bakersfield, CA an important site for a new movement in country—an electrified sound influenced as much by rock as by what was still sometimes referred to as hillbilly music.


One of the brightest luminaries of the Bakersfield scene was Buck Owens, the son of a Texas sharecropper. In 1951, when he was 22, Owens moved to Bakersfield and began honing his sound in honky-tonk bands, the most distinctive component of which would eventually be the guitar playing of Don Rich. Rich famously played a Telecaster, the twangy Fender instrument that has become country music’s standard guitar.


Owens was in the middle of a string of No. 1 hits in 1965 when he and his band, the Buckaroos, released I’ve Got A Tiger By The Tail. Produced by Ken Nelson, a Capitol executive who championed Bakersfield music, the album is typical of Owens’ sound, with its driving rockabilly beats, Rich’s trebly guitar lick, and Owens’ plaintive tenor. Legendary Nashville tunesmith Harlan Howard collaborated with Owens on the rollicking title track, and it is one of his most appealing songs, as is “Cryin’Time,” which Ray Charles famously covered.


Beginning in 1968, a year-long stint hosting the television show Hee Haw! eroded Owens’ musical credibility. But in the 1980s, the Bakersfield Sound was revived by Dwight Yoakam, who collaborated with Owens on a remake of “Streets Of Bakersfield.” KB
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Live At The Star Club, Hamburg


Jerry Lee Lewis (1965)





Label | Philips


Producer | Siegfried E. Loch


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 37:48
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Most people would be hard pressed to name four songs made famous by the Killer, but almost everybody knows of the news story that engulfed his 1958 tour of Britain. Fortunately, his marriage to his 13-year-old cousin Myra did not finish Jerry Lee—it just drove him underground, where, away from public gaze, he could record the wildest live album in rock ’n’ roll.


When he arrived at the Star Club in April 1964, Lewis had just toured Britain with another group of Liverpudlians, The Nashville Teens, who were booked into a residency in Hamburg, so the American joined them for one night. You can feel the years in the wilderness roll off the 30-year-old veteran from the second he hurtles into “Mean Woman Blues.” It is safe to say that his piano stool lay in splinters by the end of the first song. Count-ins? Synchronized endings? Nowhere. The band can barely keep up with Lewis for the first 20 minutes, which include “Mean Woman Blues,” “High School Confidential,” and perhaps the definitive version of “What’d I Say,” which removes any reference to gospel sensuality and replaces it with pure lust. The home straight—“Hound Dog,” “Long Tall Sally,” and “Whole Lotta Shakin’”—is distilled anarchy.


Supercharged? This is rock as it was always meant to be: faster, more breathless, and more possessed than anything the world would pay money to hear until the arrival of The Ramones. DH
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Here Are The Sonics


The Sonics (1965)





Label | Etiquette


Producer | Kent Morrill • John Ormsby


Art Direction | John Vlahovich


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 29:20
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“The Sonics weren’t great musicians,” said Buck Ormsby, the guy who signed them to Etiquette Records, “but they had this magic thing.” With their 1965 debut album, the Tacoma, WA five-piece managed to distill just about everything that was going on musically at the time—from the “British Invasion” scene championed by The Kinks to the rock ’n’ roll sounds of Little Richard—with a ferocious energy and wildness that predates punk by more than a decade.


The idea of a “garage band” was not exactly new before The Sonics. But it was clear from debut single “The Witch” that The Sonics were going to shake things up. Drummer Bob Bennett remembers the engineers fretting over the recording: “One guy says, ‘That doesn’t even sound like drums,’ and the other guy goes, ‘Well, what am I going to do—look at this guy!’”


After “The Witch” became the biggest selling single in the Northwest, the band recorded their album at Audio Cuts in Seattle. The songs were recorded live, and it shows—from the rat-a-tat battering of Bennett’s drums, to the bloodcurdling screams of frontman Jerry Roslie on standout tracks like the mighty “Pscyho.” Little wonder the group’s name was inspired by the local Boeing factory and their own jet-like sound.


Despite never breaking nationally, The Sonics scored a run of hits in the Northwest, inspired a legion of bands, and left a dirty great mark on rock ’n’ roll. SH
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Bringing It All Back Home


Bob Dylan (1965)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Tom Wilson


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 47:21
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The year 1965 saw Bob Dylan cutting a swathe through the pop world at such a speed that not even The Beatles could keep up with him. While Britain’s best were asking for Help!, Dylan was serenading Mr Tambourine Man. It would take a motorcycle accident and a long lay-off before everyone else could catch up.


Enclosed in a sleeve that displayed plentiful signifiers for those who would one day dedicate themselves to Dylanology, the music itself is just as much of a head trip. The first side, the electric half, blows folk music open: “Outlaw Blues” and “On The Road Again” are rambunctious 12-bar blues; “Subterranean Homesick Blues” is a stream of nonsense consciousness based around Chuck Berry’s “Too Much Monkey Business”; “She Belongs To Me” and “Love Minus Zero/No Limits” are extraordinarily tender love songs. Flipping the LP over should have pleased the purists, but even solo Dylan and an acoustic guitar was too much for them by this point: what had “Mr. Tambourine Man” or “Gates Of Eden” got to do with the dignity of labor? What did they mean?


Dylan, of course, did not look back. He could not: the words were pouring out too fast. He was about to record two even greater albums, but here you can still feel the excitement of the world being turned on its head, of a cult figure discovering his talent and joyously making the most of it. DH
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Otis Blue: Otis Redding Sings Soul


Otis Redding (1965)





Label | Stax


Producer | Jim Stewart


Art Direction | Haig Adishian


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 32:54
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The world of music has thrown up its fair share of cheats, scoundrels, and downright swine, and often seen them prosper in a degree out of proportion to their worth, making the tragedy of Otis Redding’s short life especially sharp. Less than three years after this breakthrough record, on December 10, 1967, sweet Otis’ plane crashed into Lake Monona, Wisconsin.


As the son of a minister, gospel was in Redding’s blood, yet Otis Blue encompasses soul, R&B, and pop. Recorded at the legendary Stax studio in Memphis with a team of session musicians that included the classic M.G.s line-up, it boasts a lush sound throughout—all arrangements were mastered by Redding.


The tracks are a mix of originals and covers—two by Redding’s mentor Sam Cooke—yet the intensity of emotional delivery is Otis’ alone. “Respect” sees a cocksure and punchy Redding, while “Down In The Valley” is fruity and funky in equal measure. There is also a cover of the Stones’ “Satisfaction”—ironic, perhaps, considering the group was selling black soul back to the USA—which puts Jagger’s vocals to shame.


The album set Redding on the road to crossover fame, the zenith of which was 1967’s Monterey Festival, where he wowed a predominantly white audience with numbers such as “Try A Little Tenderness,” which he ended with the cruelly fateful words, “I’ve got to go now, but I don’t want to.” SJac
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The Beach Boys Today!


The Beach Boys (1965)





Label | Capitol


Producer | Brian Wilson


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 28:42
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“For months, I plotted and planned …” Brian Wilson, 1965





Despite containing what is easily the worst track in this entire book, this is the perfect Beach Boys LP, split evenly between carefree boy-meets-girl pop and dramatic ballads inspired by Phil Spector’s girl groups. Even arguing that it is better than Pet Sounds is a cinch, with a bit of practice—there is none of the self-pity that weighs heavy on the later album.


Although it was recorded shortly after Brian Wilson had broken down while on tour, exhausted by his relentless schedule, …Today! opens with one of the most exuberant songs the band ever recorded. After a muted first couple of verses of “Do You Wanna Dance?,” Brian turns the volume up for the first chorus and the Sixties start swinging. The rest of the side continues the party groove: “When I Grow Up” was the most complex and mature thing Wilson had written to date; “Help Me, Ronda” was an early attempt at what would soon become one of their most celebrated singles (with an extra “h” in the title).


But it is the second side that gets connoisseurs purring. The five ballads are lush, personal, sensitive, and vulnerable love songs, unlike anything else in pop at the time. There are clear blueprints for what would evolve into Pet Sounds in “Please Let Me Wonder” and “Kiss Me, Baby,” but the latter is every bit as good as “God Only Knows.”


For the first time, Brian had overtaken The Beatles and the Stones, catapulting the band into the A-list and beginning a two-year battle for supremacy that would end with another breakdown and the aborted Smile sessions. Remember them this way. DH
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A Love Supreme


John Coltrane (1965)





Label | Impulse!


Producer | Bob Thiele


Art Direction | George Gray


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 32:59
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Coltrane’s definitive tone poem A Love Supreme was his fifth studio recording for the hip indie jazz label Impulse!, following a spell on the R&B imprint Atlantic. Previous incarnations had seen him zigzag through jazz history—responding to Miles Davis’ modal innovations; immersing himself in the “New Thing”; recording a collection of ballads and an unlikely collaboration with crooner Johnny Hartman; assembling a fearsome orchestra for Africa/Brass; and even sharing the bill with Duke Ellington.


By 1962, however, Coltrane had developed a brand of modal jazz that invoked Indian and Arabic scales while maintaining an impassioned spiritual focus. As he spoke in tongues on tenor and soprano sax, his now legendary Fab Four rumbled beneath him, playing hard bop that pushed toward India and Africa, toward soul, even toward psychedelia.


A Love Supreme pulls off the rare trick of being utterly uncompromising yet completely accessible. Garrison’s insistent four-note bassline that kicks off “Acknowledgement” (“a LOVE su-PREME”) serves as a leitmotif, constantly restated, explored, and mutilated, both on tenor sax and with haunted vocals. “Resolution” takes us into Coltrane’s more familiar upbeat territory, complete with Jones’ flailing drumming (he sounds like he is soloing for the entire song, yet the pulse remains solid) while the album’s coda, “Psalm,” is an instrumental expression of a prayer.


As a journey through awakening, understanding, and spiritual enlightenment, it is damn near perfect. JLe
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Live At The Regal


B.B. King (1965)





Label | ABC


Producer | Johnny Pate


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 34:46
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It could not have been easy to learn how to play electric guitar growing up in a town with no electricity, but by the time B.B. King reached Chicago via Indianola, or Mississippi, to play the Regal Theater in November of 1964, he had spent 39 years trying. Taking the stage that night with more than 20 charted singles under his wide belt, a notorious Gibson guitar named Lucille strapped on his back, and an army of women dangling from the balconies, one might say he had pulled it off.


Lucille spoke first when the band picked up, introducing herself and her man to the rapturous crowd with two or three dancing riffs over the tight horns and double-time drums. B.B. quickly responded, proclaiming in his signature gallant wail, “Everyday I Have The Blues!” It was an undying conversation that over the previous decade had made them both stars.


King commanded his room like a Delta preacher, inducing moans and whimpers from the congregation, luring each of them into a three-way exchange with him and Lucille. After the opener came the sweltering “Sweet Little Angel” and how “she loves to spread her wings.” The shrieks wafted from the floor like fog.


But this was not sex; it was the blues, and B.B. was the one bursting with longing and heartache. Burning renditions of “It’s My Own Fault,” “How Blue Can You Get,” and “You Upset Me Baby,” accentuated by King’s emotive caresses of Lucille’s neck, would become the standard bearer of live blues and help crown the King as the greatest guitarist in the genre’s history. MO
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Rubber Soul


The Beatles (1965)





Label | Parlophone


Producer | George Martin


Art Direction | Robert Freeman


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 35:50
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In 1964, American album buyers invited to Meet The Beatles met moptops in suits that may as well have been straitjackets for all the freedom they embodied. Just two years later, fans got closer to meeting the real Beatles—pop stars with imagination to spare. Much later, the band—particularly Lennon—would bare their souls. But this Rubber one is much more rewarding.


The album injected mystique into FabWorld. The psychedelic cover—angled, shot through a fish-eye lens, giving the unsmiling group a distinctly “turned-on” air—even omits the band’s name (a first in America).


Of the elliptical lyrics, finest is Lennon’s “Norwegian Wood (This Bird Has Flown)”—which, like McCartney’s “I’m Looking Through You,” alludes to turbulence in his personal life. “Nowhere Man,” meanwhile, jettisons romance entirely—a rarity for the group until then.


The soppy “Michelle” makes up in loveliness what it lacks in depth, while “Girl” is deceptively simple (“a good deal more sophisticated than Dylan’s ‘Just Like a Woman,’” sniffed critic Greil Marcus).


Musically, too, Rubber Soul is a step forward. Key elements include the sitar, and fuzz bass on “Think for Yourself”—which, like “The Word,” rocks in a way that does not sound outdated.


The biggest indignity in Beatledom is not “Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da.” It is that Rubber Soul is so often overlooked. It contained no hits (the U.S. smash “Nowhere Man” was left off the American version), yet would be the highlight of a lesser band’s discography. BM
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Bert Jansch


Bert Jansch (1965)





Label | Transatlantic


Producer | Bill Leader


Art Direction | Brian Shuel


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 39:25
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Bert Jansch began playing his personal mix of folk, blues, and jazz on the folk club scene of the early 1960s, having hitchhiked down from Scotland to London. His eponymous debut album was released in April 1965, on the opening day of the now famous Les Cousins folk club in London’s Soho. Performed on borrowed guitars and recorded with portable equipment in freelance producer Bill Leader’s flat in Camden Town, it was sold for the modest sum of £100 ($180, and no royalties) to Nat Joseph, founder of Transatlantic Records.


The songs, highlighted by fluid, astonishingly accomplished guitar playing, all bear the stamp of Jansch’s strong personality—from easygoing opener “Strolling Down The Highway” to the poignant “Needle Of Death,” written about a friend who died from a heroin overdose; from the reflective, spine-tingling “Running From Home” to the riveting guitar showcase “Angie,” written by Davy Graham and later covered by Simon And Garfunkel.


With its innovative guitar technique and strong material, the album caused a sensation, and it has remained deeply influential ever since. Many of the songs were covered by other singers of the era, including Donovan, Julie Felix, and Marianne Faithfull, while guitarists including Jimmy Page, Neil Young, Johnny Marr, and Noel Gallagher have acknowledged its impact on them. But its reputation does not rest exclusively on Jansch’s musicianship, its beauty lies also in his lyricism. GSu
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Mr. Tambourine Man


The Byrds (1965)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Terry Melcher


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 30:45
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“Regardless of what Dylan meant, I was turning it into a prayer.” Roger McGuinn, 1998





When leader Jim (later Roger) McGuinn’s vocals—pitched halfway between John Lennon and Bob Dylan—combined with Gene Clark and David Crosby’s beautiful harmonizing and the chiming sound of McGuinn’s 12-string Rickenbacker guitar on the single “Mr. Tambourine Man,” The Byrds became the first U.S. group to rival the artistic and commercial dominance of The Beatles. They also gave the song’s composer Bob Dylan his first international No. 1 hit, inspiring him to go electric and kickstart the folk-rock movement.


The Mr. Tambourine Man album, expanded on the sound of the single, containing three more souped-up Dylan covers including sophomore hit single “All I Really Want To Do.” It also introduced the extraordinary songwriting talent of Gene Clark. He contributed the quintessential Byrds rocker “I’ll Feel A Whole Lot Better” (later covered by Tom Petty), and wrote or co-wrote a further four tracks, including the tender, poetic love odes, “You Won’t Have To Cry” and “Here Without You.” The Byrds nodded to their folk roots with the sublime “Bells Of Rhymney,” which directly inspired The Beatles’ “If I Needed Someone.” Elsewhere, as a thank you to Byrds champion Jackie De Shannon, they covered her “Don’t Doubt Yourself, Babe,” adding a Bo Diddley beat, and bizarrely tackled Vera Lynn’s WWII anthem “We’ll Meet Again” from the Dr. Strangelove soundtrack, an early live favorite.


The Byrds’ jangling guitars and soothing harmonies have endured, inspiring countless contemporary outfits, The Pretenders, The Smiths, The Stone Roses, R.E.M., and Primal Scream, to name but a few. JoH
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Highway 61 Revisited


Bob Dylan (1965)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Bob Johnston


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 51:34
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“I couldn’t go on being the lone folkie out there, you know, strumming ‘Blowin’ In The Wind’ for three hours every night.” Bob Dylan, 1978





Not since the premiere of Stravinsky’s groundbreaking Rite Of Spring incited a riot at Paris’ Théâtre des Champs-Elysées in 1913 has a musical transformation caused the kind of controversy that resulted when Bob Dylan plugged in on July 25, 1965 at the Newport Folk Festival. But the jeers from folk purists would soon fade amid the cheers Dylan received when he released Highway 61 Revisited one month later.


In transforming from acoustic folkie to electrified rocker, a process begun in earnest on side one of 1965’s Bringing It All Back Home, Dylan rewrote the rulebook for pop music. A hit song, such as the swirling organ-drenched anthem “Like A Rolling Stone,” no longer had to adhere to a three-minute limit. (Only two of the album’s nine tracks are under four minutes; the mighty closing number, “Desolation Row,” runs for more than 11 minutes.)


With such artful, literate songs as “Just Like Tom Thumb’s Blues,” which obliterated the traditional focus on sing along choruses, Highway 61 Revisited was a huge success that established the singer-songwriter as the dominant figure in rock. Dylan’s voice, although seldom more earnest or powerful, was not the selling point. It was what he said as opposed to how he said it—another paradigm shift for the genre.


Although debated and critiqued like no pop album ever before, Highway 61 Revisited works best when it is enjoyed for itself outside of the classroom. It does not take a literary reference guide to enjoy the pure adrenaline rush of “Tombstone Blues” and “From A Buick 6,” which is the likely reason Dylan turned to rock ’n’ roll in the first place. JiH
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My Generation


The Who (1965)





Label | Brunswick


Producer | Shel Talmy


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 36:13
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“We won’t let our music stand in the way of our visual act.” Pete Townshend, 1967





The Who’s first album, which nowadays evokes the spirit of a kind of Carnaby-Street-London-that-never-was, is only superficially the sound of mod. In reality, My Generation is the desperate sound of a young band confused about their identity, helplessly exploited by senior industry figures, and only sure of one thing: their fearsome energy and their ability to channel it into audience-leveling songs.


Having been through three name changes in just one year, personnel and management shuffles, record label changes, and a failed single (the Pete Meaden-penned “I’m The Face,” released in 1964 in an attempt to bracket them into the mod scene), Daltrey, Townshend, Entwistle, and the newly arrived Moon knew that their first album needed to attract attention.


It did. Having secured the production services of Kinks producer Shel Talmy (for whom Townshend had adapted “I Can’t Explain,” whose chopped chords recall The Kinks’ early hits), the band recorded a high-quality clutch of songs. Obvious highlights are “My Generation,” in which Daltrey emulates the stutter of a speed user on lines such as the overly quoted but succinct “Hope I die before I get old”; “I Don’t Mind,” the luxurious vocal harmonies and rolling guitar riff of which were ahead of their time in production terms; and the almost-anthem for a generation, “The Kids Are Alright,” in which Townshend addresses (not for the last time) the rigors of youth.


The Who may have evolved into a much more sophisticated beast on later albums, but the rawness of My Generation makes it a landmark. JM
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Revolver


The Beatles (1966)





Label | Parlophone


Producer | George Martin


Art Direction | Klaus Voorman


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 34:58
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“We played it to the Stones …” Paul McCartney, 1966





Once The Beatles were fab and gear; now they oozed self-assurance. It is there in the mysterious black-and-white cover, a line drawing-cum-collage created by Klaus Voorman, whom The Beatles knew from their Hamburg days. It is there in the ambiguous title—so much cooler than the mooted Abracadabra, Magic Circles, and Beatles On Safari.


And it is there in 14 unimpeachable tracks. Or 11 if you were American in 1966, since Capitol put “I’m Only Sleeping,” “And Your Bird Can Sing,” and “Doctor Robert” on Yesterday and Today, a hodgepodge of album and single cuts that Revolver actually knocked off the top of the Billboard chart (again, very cool).


Revolutionary at the time—“I am sick,” declared McCartney, “of doing sounds that people can claim to have heard before”—Revolver resounds down the decades. Earth Wind And Fire brought the brassy strut of “Got To Get You Into My Life” into the disco era. The Jam carbon-copied the rifftastic “Taxman” for their UK chart-topping “Start!” And The Chemical Brothers based a career on “Tomorrow Never Knows.”


Revolver is cited as the point when The Beatles broke up: they played their last paying gig weeks after its release, Lennon and McCartney were no longer writing together, and Harrison was rumbling with resentment.


The payoff was astonishing, and summed up by its sole single, “Yellow Submarine/Eleanor Rigby”: one side a children’s song that will outlive us all, the other a string-driven lament that even today sounds nothing at all like pop music—yet is still, like its parent album, simply brilliant. BM
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Pet Sounds


The Beach Boys (1966)





Label | Capitol


Producer | Brian Wilson


Art Direction | Capitol Photo Studio • George Jerman


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 36:19
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“I dreamed I had a halo …” Brian Wilson, 1990





If Rubber Soul marked a pivotal moment for The Beatles, signaling the psychedelic journey they were to embark on, it also served as a spur to Brian Wilson, the errant genius at the heart of The Beach Boys. Inspired by “every cut [on Rubber Soul being] very artistically interesting and stimulating,” Wilson headed for the studio to create Pet Sounds, an album that matched—and even topped—the Fab Four’s effort.


Wilson spent two months in early 1966 writing the album with Tony Asher, an advertising executive who specialized in jingles. The tenor of the album is radically different from previous releases. Gone were the one-dimensional sun ’n’ surf anthems; in their stead, a more complex sound emerged, joyous but tinged with deeper, troubled emotions.


Opening with the astonishing “Wouldn’t It Be Nice,” a rich outpouring of heartfelt emotion backed by gorgeous layers of horns, percussion, and bicycle bells, Pet Sounds transcends the genre of pop. Wilson’s flair for songwriting, both lyrically and melodically, shines through every song, from “I Just Wasn’t Made For These Times” to “Caroline No,” his favorite track of the album.


After Pet Sounds (the front cover, shot in San Diego Zoo, was a pun on the album being full of Wilson’s favorite—or “pet”—sounds) Wilson’s slide into madness began. Confused by this new music, many fans shunned the album (ditto Capitol, who failed to promote it). Henceforth, Wilson became obsessed with the quest for the perfect pop album. Meanwhile, in England, The Beatles were rising to the challenge Pet Sounds had set with the release of Sgt. Pepper’s … SJac
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Fred Neil


Fred Neil (1966)





Label | Capitol


Producer | Nick Venet


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 37:56
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Although his own recording career was brief, the late Fred Neil was a key figure in the transition of folk to folk-rock. Born in Florida but based in New York’s bohemian Greenwich Village, he made an immediate impact with his 1965 debut Bleecker & MacDougal, which featured John Sebastian (The Lovin’ Spoonful) on harmonica. Having outraged genre purists by mixing acoustic and electric instrumentation, Neil went a step further with a groundbreaking synthesis of folk, rock, and jazz, bound by hypnotic songs and his low, honey-thick croon.


Essential listening for all singer-songwriters, this album contains no filler. That said, there are two obvious peaks. Understated classic “Everybody’s Talkin’” became a global pop smash for the great Harry Nilsson, whose speeded-up version featured in the movie Midnight Cowboy. “The Dolphins” insinuates itself with a yearning, elliptical melody, while the lyric conflates philosophy and environmentalism. The track was regularly covered by Tim Buckley; its author donated all royalties to dolphin conservation charities.


Another famous Neil acolyte was Mama Cass Elliott of The Mamas And The Papas, who is rumored to be the “UFO” credited with backing vocals on “Badi-Da.” The artist’s coffee-black humor surfaces in the funky groove of “That’s The Bag I’m In,” while the bluesy “Sweet Cocaine” observes without passing judgment. Progressive work-out “Cynicrustpetefredjohn Raga” makes an exotic closer, driven by Cyrus Faryar’s “magic bouzouki” and loose ensemble playing. MA
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Fifth Dimension


The Byrds (1966)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Jim Dickson • Allen Stanton


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 29:25
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It is a curious feature of The Byrds’ career that as their popularity waned, and as personality clashes arose, they produced their best work. The pressures of touring, and of being the group’s chief songwriter, finally got to Gene Clark, who quit in early 1966. Forced to push their own songwriting skills to offset this crucial loss, David Crosby and Roger McGuinn began to find their own voices.


McGuinn’s fascination with things spacey and sci-fi characterizes the title track and the country-esque, whimsical “Mr Spaceman.” Crosby’s proto-hippy musings in “What’s Happening?!?!” are answered by McGuinn’s snakey 12-string solos. McGuinn’s guitar spits fire on the jazz-raga-rock stunner “I See You” and—famously—on the extraordinary “Eight Miles High.” Co-written with the departed Clark, the song is an impressionistic, psychedelic account of the culture shock the group experienced during their ill-fated UK tour in 1965. A heavy diet of Ravi Shankar and John Coltrane on the tour bus inspired McGuinn’s freeform solos, grounded by Hillman’s rumbling bass and Clarke’s fizzing drums. Alas, the word “high” in the title saw the track banned in the U.S., crippling sales. The Byrds’ slide from the charts starts here.


Elsewhere, there are nods to the group’s folk roots and, uncharacteristically, R&B. This makes for an uneven album, true, and it is not without filler. But come on! The Byrds were now straddling rock ’n’ roll, folk, jazz, “raga” rock, and country—and their best was yet to come. RD
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Blonde On Blonde


Bob Dylan (1966)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Bob Johnston


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 71:00
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Bizarrely, in the aftermath of the infamous Manchester Free Trade Hall “electric” concert on May 17, 1966 (erroneously bootlegged as “The Royal Albert Hall Concert”), at least two people claimed the voice that infamously branded Dylan “Judas” was theirs. It seems strange anyone is proud of the attack because, on hindsight, it was horrifically misguided.


If 1965’s Highway 61 was the impressive rock ’n’ roll debut, then this album, which followed six months later, was no simple consolidation; it was Dylan providing the new genre with its first masterpiece.


Blonde On Blonde’s wild blues establishes a sense of late-night rants, reflections, and desperation. The direct rock ’n’ roll songs such as “I Want You” switch in a heartbeat into heartbreaking ballads such as “Visions Of Johanna” or the touching melancholy of “Just Like A Woman,” while closer “Sad Eyed Lady Of The Lowlands” is a manifesto for the lovelorn.


Surreal yet perceptive, Dylan’s poetic observations suggest that the “voice of a generation” tag is more deserved for charting an age’s inner feelings rather than protesting its political beliefs.


This was rock’s first double album and its success helped ensure that progression, experimentation, and excitement became key to rock ’n’ roll’s outlook. Little wonder, then, that the cover photo is blurred. In 1966, Bob Dylan was, in creative terms, moving so fast that the rest of the world was struggling to catch up. In many ways, it never did. PS
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Black Monk Time


The Monks (1966)





Label | Polydor


Producer | Jimmy Bowien


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 28:01
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Recorded in late 1965, The Monks’ Black Monk Time is one hell of a contender for the “first punk album,” and as hollow and silly as such a title might be (after all, punk was a cross-fertilizing, fashion-conscious, countercultural movement and these guys were geopolitical exiles) the group certainly do sound much more normal today than they possibly could have in their milieu.


Though The Monks never played outside Germany (reluctance to undertake a mooted tour of war-torn Vietnam was one of the reasons they broke up; what they really wanted to do was play in their native America), this five piece group, all ex-U.S. servicemen and all dressed for the part (robes and bald heads), have developed a strong and deserved reputation in certain quarters, based almost entirely on this exceptional album (and a short-lived reunion in the 1990s).


Organ and a custom-made electric banjo join traditional rock instruments on this album, all played with precision and in anger. Black Monk Time is at turns hilarious, raucous, radical, and exhilarating, with opener “Monk Time” perhaps one of the greatest fanfares to mayhem ever recorded. “I Hate You” would not have been entirely out of place in Sixties cult movie Bedazzled. Other tracks, like “Boys Are Boys And Girls Are Choice” and “Drunken Maria”, reference a bastardized Teutonic folk music—but is it affectionate, condemnatory, or simply stuff that rubbed off onto these poor deluded soldiers far from home? The sleeve notes, after all, tell us “The Monks believe in nothing” [sic]. DN
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Face To Face


The Kinks (1966)





Label | Pye


Producer | Shel Talmy


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 38:31
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“They must love us, really.” Ray Davies, 1969





Ray Davies did not like the sleeve of The Kinks’ fourth album. “I wanted the cover to be black and strong like the sound of the LP,” recalled the north London band’s leader, “instead of all those fancy colors.”


Face To Face signaled a change of approach for Ray, his guitarist brother Dave, drummer Mick Avory, and bassist Pete Quaife. It was the first time they had spent months on a record, overdubbing tracks over the course of several sessions. It also marked the end for American producer Shel Talmy, whose rough ’n’ ready methods did not suit the cleaner arrangements.


“Party Line” kicks things off in familiar rock ’n’ roll style, while “Dandy” follows up the Swinging London satire of early hit “Dedicated Follower Of Fashion.” Much of the rest is deeper and darker. Ray explores his fragile mental state in the harpsichord-laden “Too Much On My Mind”; UK chart-topper “Sunny Afternoon” floats its world-weary sentiment on a beautifully descending bassline. “House In The Country” and “Most Exclusive Residence For Sale” fit the accepted view of the album as a song cycle about British society. However, the “quintessentially English” cliché underplays the diversity of both the music and lyrics. Chuck Berry homage “Holiday In Waikiki” laments the commercialization of Hawaii. “Fancy” is a droning mood piece inspired by Indian ragas, while “Rainy Day In June” is awash with thunderclaps and mystery.


Face To Face was not a big hit—No. 139 in the U.S. chart, No. 13 in the UK—but it heralded the start of The Kinks’ classic period. The fiery chart stars were now a multi-faceted albums act. MA
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If You Can Believe Your Eyes And Ears


The Mama’s And The Papa’s (1966)





Label | RCA Victor


Producer | Lou Adler


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 34:10
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“I’ve never heard anything like this in my life.” Lou Adler, 1966





After forming in the Virgin Islands from the remnants of folk-rock groups The Journeymen and The Mugwumps, the quartet of Denny Doherty, Cass Elliott, Michelle Gilliam, and her husband singer/songwriter/guitarist John Phillips moved to Los Angeles in 1965, where their sublime vocal harmonies secured them work with Barry (“Eve Of Destruction”) McGuire and his manager, Lou Adler. The group’s first hit was the million-selling “California Dreamin’,” a wistful paean to the West Coast that highlighted their sumptuous vocals and stellar harmony work, followed by the gold U.S. chart-topping “Monday, Monday.”


Both feature on If You Can Believe …—their debut album—which also topped the U.S. chart and was certified gold. Alongside the big hits were tracks that reflected the quest for personal freedom which characterized the times (“Go Where You Wanna Go”); the closing track, “The In Crowd,” is a hugely enjoyable piece of social satire (“If it’s square, we ain’t there!”), which was later memorably covered by Roxy Music.


John Phillips was undoubtedly the architect behind their sound, although the group’s backing musicians included drummer Hal Blaine, Joe Osborn on bass, and Larry Knechtel on keyboards. Phillips’ songwriting prowess is demonstrated (he also wrote Scott McKenzie’s “San Francisco [Flowers In Your Hair]”), but he brought a fresh approach to cover versions as well—“Do You Wanna Dance,” “Spanish Harlem,” and “I Call Your Name”—all set sparkling by the group’s harmonies. JT
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Midnight Ride


Paul Revere And The Raiders (1966)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Terry Melcher


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 27:38
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“I wanted the band to be fun … not just a jukebox with legs …” Paul Revere, 2004





Was ever any band more maligned than the Raiders? In the face of an onslaught by a whole host of British beat groups, they stood shoulder to shoulder with The Byrds and The Beach Boys.


In the period that remains the high-water mark of pop music, they scored a succession of hits and played with a unique verve forged through years of gigging at every club that would take them. Their lean punk sound has never dated, and is still every bit as gritty as it was 40 years ago. Yet those who remember them generally recall the Revolutionary War costumes, the clowning and acrobatics, and the fact they were Dick Clark’s pet outfit on the daily TV show Where The Action Is. Even The Monkees have more cred.


But in 1966, the trademark snarl of lead vocalist Mark Lindsay on “Louie, Go Home” sounded every bit as fierce as that of The Animals’ Eric Burdon or Them’s Van Morrison, and was a significant influence on The Who’s Roger Daltrey. And musically, everything came together perfectly on Midnight Ride, on which nine of the tracks are band compositions. The remaining tunes are arguably two of the greatest singles of the 1960s. Barry Mann and Cynthia Weill’s “Kicks” is a pounding antidrugs warning that nevertheless treats your brain as if it has been reduced to mush already. Garage classic “I’m Not Your Stepping Stone” (by Tommy Boyce and Bobby Hart) would later be covered by The Monkees, but this version is the one that inspired the Sex Pistols’ cover.


Pop-punk just does not get any better. DH
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1960s

Freak Out!


The Mothers Of Invention (1966)





Label | Verve


Producer | Tom Wilson


Art Direction | Jack Anesh


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 60:05
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“I wasn’t doing drugs,” Frank Zappa, 1989





Frank Zappa’s band had been known simply as The Mothers until a nervous MGM realized what the company had on their hands with this cataclysmic debut. On the verge of releasing Freak Out!, rock’s second double LP (Dylan’s Blonde On Blonde just pipped it), the label panicked that the implications of the group’s controversial monicker might scare off DJs. “As if our name was going to be The Big Problem,” Zappa observed dryly in his autobiography.


Coming from the heart of the burgeoning freak culture on the West Coast, and having been signed by producer Tom Wilson, Zappa and his band set out to blow minds with this debut release. What’s more, this record was about something. “Each tune had a function within an overall satirical concept,” said Zappa.


“Who Are the Brain Police?” sums up that concept neatly: creepy, antiauthoritarian moaning that describes the melting of objects and minds alike. Alongside overtly weird numbers are parodies of bubbly pop, such as the doo-wop pastiche “Go Cry On Somebody Else’s Shoulder,” juxtaposed with intricately arranged love songs such as “How Could I Be Such A Fool?” Psychedelic guitars and dirty blues riffs start dragging the album deeper as it enters its second half: “Help, I’m A Rock” distills the freak essence and turns everything abstract; “The Return Of The Son Of Monster Magnet,” the entirety of side four on the vinyl release, is an experimental and noisy showstopper.


Freak Out! signaled the emergence of a uniquely exciting and challenging composer who made a career out of breaking down boundaries. MBI
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1960s

Aftermath


The Rolling Stones (1966)





Label | Decca


Producer | Andrew Loog Oldham


Art Direction | Sandy Beach


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 53:58
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“It’s the first time we wrote the whole record …” Mick Jagger, 1995





In the 1960s it was simple: Beatles good; Stones bad. By 1965, the Fabs had got deeper but, “Help!” aside, not much darker. The Stones, however, were snarling “Satisfaction” and “She Said Yeah.” These appeared on albums, such as the delicious December’s Children, which were ragbags put out by production line labels and eyes-on-the-prize manager Andrew Loog Oldham.


Aftermath, in contrast, was a proper album, not padded with off-cuts. It saw the Stones stretching out: literally in the case of “Goin’ Home,” but, more entrancingly, in experimental songs.


“Lady Jane” is most startling: an Elizabethan ballad whose icy delicacy would reverberate through the Stones’ later laments. “Under My Thumb” is astonishing both for its imperious sexism and marimba-driven rhythm. “Mother’s Little Helper” is a portrait of pill-popping housewives, embellished by sitar—although, like “Out Of Time,” “Take It Or Leave It,” and “What To Do,” it was left off the U.S. release. America did not fare badly, though: it got the brilliant “Paint It Black” instead.


Key to these departures were Jack Nitzsche—an innovative writer, performer, and arranger who had come to the Stones via Phil Spector—and Brian Jones. The latter, recalled Keith, “was so versatile” but had “lost interest in guitar”—hence his sitar and marimba work.


The conventional cuts do not disappoint either; best being the impishly rude “Stupid Girl.”


Aftermath was the first Stones album to consist entirely of originals, and hence is their Hard Day’s Night. The Beatles and the Stones had come of age—and the world was theirs. BM
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1960s

Parsley, Sage, Rosemary And Thyme


Simon And Garfunkel (1966)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Bob Johnston


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 28:30
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The world was about to fall apart but there was still room for beauty when Paul Simon and Art Garfunkel recorded their first great album, Parsley, Sage, Rosemary And Thyme. Indeed, it is the tension between the sense of impending doom and Simon’s insistence on emotional connection that makes the album such an enduring work, despite numerous phrases and lines that reveal it as an artifact of the 1960s (“Feelin’ Groovy”).


Where their previous album, Sounds Of Silence, was a rush job driven by the label’s desire to capitalize on the hit title track, Simon insisted on total control this time around, which perfectly explains the brilliantly detailed production, achieved with ace engineer Roy Halee. The painstaking work is instantly obvious on opening track “Scarborough Fair/Canticle,” an intricate, haunting pop masterpiece that rivals any of Brian Wilson’s creations. But Simon is no one-trick pony. The range of material he created for Parsley, Sage, Rosemary And Thyme revealed him as one of the era’s most gifted songwriters, from Garfunkel’s luminous showpiece “For Emily, Whenever I May Find Her” to “Homeward Bound,” arguably the greatest song written about a musician’s life on the road. The literary ennui of “The Dangling Conversation,” is pitch perfect, while the caustic rock of “A Simple Desultory Philippic” still hits home, even if many of its targets no longer inspire scorn.


The final track is a sweet rendition of “Silent Night” over a news broadcast mentioning the death of Lenny Bruce and the escalation of the war in Vietnam. AG
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1960s

The Psychedelic Sounds Of The 13th Floor Elevators


The 13th Floor Elevators (1966)





Label | International Artists


Producer | Lelan Rogers


Art Direction | John Cleveland


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 35:43
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“Them doctors and nurses … They couldn’t hold me in!” Roky Erickson, 1980





Hailing from Austin, Texas, the Elevators had already played shows in San Francisco, before the psychedelic movement there came to prominence. Thereafter, they had to be threatened with contract suspension to get them to Austin to record what would be the first acid rock album. It sold surprisingly well, due partly to the success of an already released single, the classic garage sneer “You’re Gonna Miss Me,” which made it to No. 55 on the Billboard charts.


Openly promoting the benefits of hallucinogenics in the album’s sleevenotes was never going to endear the band to the authorities; Texan police officers even dismantled the band’s gear to search for drugs. “The quest for pure sanity … forms the basis of the songs on this album,” according to the back cover, but the brand of garage rock and R&B contained here is anything but sane. “Reverberation (Doubt)” and “Tried To Hide” are intense rockers, while “Roller Coaster” and “Fire Engine” have a dark, eerie quality to them. Frontman Roky Erickson yelps and howls like a man possessed while the alien sounds from Tommy Hall’s electric jug add to the already gorgeously skewed mood.


The Elevators burnt out quickly, and Erickson has pursued an erratic (though intermittently brilliant) solo career since. But the band’s legend lives on, partly through covers by bands such as Spacemen 3 and, most notably, Primal Scream, who memorably reworked “Slip Inside This House” (from the Elevators’ sophomore Easter Everywhere) on Screamadelica. AET
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1960s

Blues Breakers With Eric Clapton


John Mayall’s Blues Breakers (1966)





Label | Decca


Producer | Mike Vernon


Art Direction | Decca Publicity Art Department


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 37:06
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“I had an accelerator going. I just moved at speed.” Eric Clapton, 1966





Around the time that Blues Breakers With Eric Clapton was released, graffiti started appearing around London, which stated, simply, “Clapton is God.” Anyone who doubts Clapton’s credentials as a bluesman should listen to this scorching 1966 recording, which ignited the British scene like a tinderbox.


Clapton had quit the chart-friendly Yardbirds in search of a purist outfit, and in Mayall he found both a bandleader who shared his tastes and a father figure.


In the studio with bassist John McVie and drummer Hughie Flint, the aim was to reproduce the energy of the band’s live performances. This can be felt from the first track, a smoldering cover of an Otis Rush song, “All Your Love,” which hustles along on its Hammond and splintered guitar lines.


The next track, “Hideaway,” is an unforgettable slice of Clapton grandstanding—on this instrumental version of Freddie King’s classic, the young guitarist lets rip with everything he has got, delivering a storming performance with zest and assurance. He also shines on “Steppin’ Out,” a switchblade-sharp boogie.


Mayall’s own contribution was no less a part in the album’s success. His original songs, such as “Little Girl” and “Key To Love,” epitomized the jubilant Sixties but gave little away to populism, remaining squarely within the blues tradition.


The Thames Estuary may have been a thousand miles from the Mississippi Delta, but Blues Breakers With Eric Clapton made it seem a whole lot nearer. JDi
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1960s

The Yardbirds


The Yardbirds (1966)





Label | Columbia


Producer | Various


Art Direction | Chris Dreja


Nationality | UK


Running Time | 33:10
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The Yardbirds finally unleashed their first studio LP in August 1966, by which time the band featured the incendiary guitar soloing of Jeff Beck (who replaced Eric Clapton). The album was much delayed by heavy touring of Europe and the U.S. (where The Yardbirds became a primary inspiration to the myriad garage and psychedelic bands springing up) and was eventually written and recorded in just one week at Advision Studios in London.


The Yardbirds (aka Roger The Engineer) mixes up supercharged blues, prototype psychedelia, feedback, and Gregorian monk chants to great effect. Anticipating the heavy blues-rock of Cream and Led Zeppelin, the searing “Lost Woman,” “The Nazz Are Blue,” and “Rack My Mind” reflect the way the band built fiery workouts from traditional blues riffs and licks (Snooky Pryor’s “Someone To Love Me,” Elmore James’s “Dust My Broom,” and Slim Harpo’s “Baby Scratch My Back” respectively), in the process showcasing Beck’s astonishing talent (he makes a sustained one-note solo exciting on “The Nazz Are Blue”). Hit single “Over, Under Sideways, Down” is based around the bassline to “Rock Around The Clock,” yet manages to sound positively futuristic with the addition of Beck’s winding guitar, the stop-start structure of the song, and the rabble-rousing calls of “Hey!”


Reissues include “Happenings Ten Years Time Ago,” a storming rave-up featuring the dream-team of Beck and Jimmy Page, and its B-side “Psycho Daisies.” JoH
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1960s

Wild Is The Wind


Nina Simone (1966)





Label | Philips


Producer | Various


Art Direction | Uncredited


Nationality | USA


Running Time | 39:07
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Nina Simone could be as bluesy as Billie or as jazzy as Ella. The fact that she was never as consistent as either, stylistically speaking, was a major roadblock in her career, causing many critics to underrate her. But by the mid-1960s, she had proven herself to be equally comfortable in the worlds of jazz, Broadway, gospel, pop, and folk, and produced her share of satisfying, as well as confounding, music everywhere she roamed.


Although culled from studio and live recordings from 1964 to ‘65, Wild Is The Wind is nonetheless the best example of how Simone’s eclecticism could gel into a cohesive musical statement. The album shows staggering range, the 11 hitherto unreleased tracks taking the listener on a zigzagging, yet always convincing, ride through styles and emotions.


Simone is at her most joyous with the rowdy juke-joint opener “I Love Your Lovin’ Ways,” which makes the somber follow up, “Four Women,” an even more devastatingly effective turn. The song, which tells of the hardships of four black women, simmers with the type of barely subdued rage that would color much of the songwriter’s later, more politically oriented, material.
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