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Sultans of Swing, Walking on the Moon,

Losing my religion, Smells like Teen Spirit
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One, two, three o'clock, four o'clock, rock... With his little curl on his forehead and the look of an accountant raised on caramel popcorn, Bill Haley didn't exactly cut an outlandish figure. Yet it was this stocky little man who set the split in motion. America, in its white socks and plaid shirts, threw off its shackles and let loose its newfound thirst for vitality on the dance floor. Boys twirled cowgirls in circles and shimmied for all they were worth across the living-room floor. It was only the beginning.

And then a handsome young man with a slicked-back quiff turned up the heat even more. Elvis Presley drew on the performances of Black dancers and performers relegated to white city ghettos, but he brought it onto prime-time television. Direct as an uppercut to the chin, he sent the American youth into a frenzy. Though not for long. With enough make-up to rival a freshly chromed truck, he would soon turn into a bloated, grease-slicked creature, and only regained his original fire when he fully gave himself over to the thing he was born to do: rock ’n’ roll.

The seed had sprouted on the other side of the Atlantic. Four boys were about to send British teenage girls into raptures of ecstasy. The Beatles were able to graft their melodic genius onto rock’s fiery energy. The era was open to artistic experimentation, and they moved in, changed the scenery and repainted the ceiling in psychedelic colors. Another band, the Stones, managed to water a wilted flower called the Blues and make its coquettish petals shine once more.

The signal had been lit. This new energy sparked a musical movement, and Led Zeppelin, The Police, R.E.M. and Nirvana all rode its waves. Five decades of rock wrapped themselves around civilization, leaving behind a string of legendary hits. Landmarks even. If you take the tracks at face value, they’re just songs. But they’re so much more than that. The great hits are like mythical citadels: unshakeable and impervious to the passing of time.

The major tracks in rock history have a knack for taking us by surprise. On the radio, sandwiched between yesterday’s and today’s tunes, “Stairway to Heaven” comes on and, for a few minutes, time suddenly stands still. A whiff of the supernatural is in the air. A layering of guitars, a soaring vocal riff, an unexpected response from the bass...

Before rock, jazz was the only genre seemingly capable of these moments of gloriously happy accidents, but it delivered them in homeopathic quantities and scattered them through long stretches of improvisation. What sets the legendary hits apart from the rest is that these magic carpet rides last for several minutes, indeed more than five in “Like a Rolling Stone.”

This book will retrace the story of a few immortal idols of rock, a few residents of Mount Olympus with extravagantly long names like “Stairway to Heaven,” "Walking on the Moon,” “Like a Rolling Stone,” “Losing My Religion.”  As is only fitting, each one had an extraordinary journey, each a story that deserves to be told.

Everyone sees rock in their own way. Refined or raw, rushed or inspired. Like a forest, it unfolds into a canopy of mutating saplings. Choosing just a few from such an abundance of choice is no easy task. At the start of this project, it took me weeks to select, weigh up, discard, and start afresh. Eventually a list of ten songs emerged from the mix: subjective, biased, debatable, but mindfully chosen.

There evolved a common theme of this collection, a single idea: authenticity. A word that clings to rock like a second skin. From Dylan in his early days refusing to compromise to Kate Bush fighting against all odds to champion a song no one believed in, that energy is present from beginning to end. In their finest moments, the archangels of rock refused to be derailed. They disagreed with the consensus. They dreamed of another world...

​Rock’s vibrations entered culture and gave it wings. You might have thought it frivolous or ephemeral, but it became an art form in its own right. The Beatles, the Stones, Dylan, and Led Zeppelin wrote the greatest music of their time.

There was a before, but there is no after.
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​​​​​​1 - Satisfaction
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I can't get no...!

The Stones dug up their battle-axes, pounded their drums on the rocky ground, and kicked up the dust as they surged across the plain, a cavalcade punctuated by their war-like cries. Shaken from their slumber and startled by the sudden gust of wind, the town elders could do nothing but dread their passing as wherever they trod, the grass would never grow again. If rock’s attitude was about to become harsher and more explosive, these five storm-riders had more than a little to do with it.

What did it matter if they reeked of uproar? The know-it-alls in their armchairs had decided: they would never last. Who would have bet a single penny on their chances of surviving their own excesses? Hadn’t Jimi Hendrix, Janis Joplin and Jim Morrison been swept away, one after the other, by the very same groundswell? Who could believe that they would persist, defying the erosive attempts of that formidable eraser called Time ? And even if they managed to defy the years, who would imagine they’d remain popular, resisting the succession of passing fads and the cohort of blockheads with the bad taste to dismiss them on the pretext that they were no longer trendy?

The Stones’ infernal permanence has made a mockery of the endless list of sourpusses who felt entitled enough to foresee their demise. The signature stuck-out tongue, their symbol since 1971, is forever aimed at those sinister vultures. Should any intellectual lightweight ever be tempted to reissue their expert opinions on the fathers of rock, let him think twice. Forgetfulness may wipe the ridiculous from collective memory, but it remains like a mark on the forehead of those who bore it, a mirror of their own vanity.

The feats of glory of the greatest rock’n’roll band of all time are enough to secure nobility, their place in Valhalla. They foresaw hits by the name of “Sympathy for the Devil,” “Honky Tonk Women,” “Angie,” “Start Me Up...” And then there was one of the most unstoppable songs ever spat out by this musical Poseidon:

“Sa-tis-fac-tion!”

Toward the end of the 1950s, jazz bandleader Chris Barber, an adherent of the New Orleans style Sidney Bechet had popularized in France, felt the winds shifting. Romance and swing were running out of steam, but the blues was attracting a new audience. Barber, who ran the Marquee Club, brought in a blues guitarist, Alexis Korner, and a harmonica player, Cyril Davies. Korner would soon form his own group, Blues Incorporated, with Charlie Watts on drums, who was a huge fan of Miles Davis’ jazz. The Marquee Club would become the spearhead of the British blues scene.

In London nightlife, the other gathering place for lovers of blues music was the Ealing Club. Several young men were regulars there, including economics student Mick Jagger (an occasional Chuck Berry impersonator); Keith Richards with his very cheap electric guitar; Brian Jones, making brilliant inroads on his acoustic guitar; and another novice in the field, Eric Clapton. Mustering his courage, Jagger would at one point join Alexis Korner for a jam session.

Brian Jones was keen to start a band, and so placed an ad in Jazz News before setting his sights on pianist Ian Stewart. He then sought out the two aficionados he had crossed paths with at the Ealing, Mick Jagger and Keith Richards. The two men were impressed by Brian Jones’ instrumental talent—he had studied piano since the age of six and taken his first steps in a group as a saxophonist. Together, Brian Jones, Mick Jagger and Keith Richards explored the repertoire of their idols, Bo Diddley, Little Walter and Chuck Berry, while Dick Taylor, a school friend of Jagger, played bass. One of the songs they adored, Muddy Waters’ “Rollin’ Stone,” would inspire Brian Jones to give the band a name. Brian wanted Charlie Watts to join the quartet, but Watts was making good money in Alexis Korner’s orchestra at the time. Various drummers would take turns one after the other in the lineup known as the Rollin’ Stones. The group made its first appearance at the Marquee Club in June 1962. Their first year was rough, their meagre earnings barely enough to support them. They were only able to live in a run-down London apartment thanks to Jagger’s student grant.

​Intrigued by these bluesmen and their potential, Russian émigré Giorgio Gomelski booked the Stones to play at Richmond’s Crawdaddy Club in February 1963 and worked tirelessly to get them noticed. Gomelski secured a glowing review in the April issue of music magazine Record Mirror. Reading that article awakened the sly fox slumbering within Andrew Oldham, an ambitious man with loose connections to the Beatles’ PR efforts. Oldham signed the Stones to a contract. Meanwhile, Charlie Watts had joined the band, and Dick Taylor—disappointed by the seeming lack of interest the Rolling Stones was generating—left and was replaced by a professional bassist recruited through an ad: the elusive Bill Wyman.

If there was ever a less-than-glorious artistic director in the music industry, it was Dick Rowe at Decca Records. It was he who on New Year’s Eve 1961 met with the Beatles, managed by Brian Epstein at the time, and who, to justify turning them down, had uttered the immortal phrase: “Guitar groups are on the way out.” In the meantime, the Beatles’ “Please Please Me” had become a hit, “From Me to You” was number one in the charts, and the first signs of Beatlemania were beginning to rumble into existence. Dick Rowe wanted to redeem himself. When Oldham came to introduce him to the Stones, he sought advice from a journalist who was unequivocal: “This is an opportunity you can’t miss!” And so, the Stones found themselves on Decca’s roster. Their first 7-inch single, a cover of Chuck Berry’s “Come On,” was released on June 7, 1963.

On August 31, 1963, the Beatles had their first truly massive hit, “She Loves You,” a light-hearted explosion of a tune. The distinguishing feature: the Fab Four were writing their own songs. The Rolling Stones, who were merely drawing from the repertoire of old school bluesmen, needed some original material of their own. Giorgio Gomelski acted as the middleman with John Lennon and Paul McCartney in the hope that they would write a song for the Stones. In just a few minutes, they whipped up “I Wanna Be Your Man,” a catchy pop ditty with an easy melody. Released as a 7-inch single in November 1963, its impact was negligible compared to the similarly titled song “I Want to Hold Your Hand” released by the Beatles on December 7, which went down in history as one of the best-selling singles of all time. Never fear: the Stones would have their revenge a year and a half later.

The heyday of Jagger, Richards, and those Rolling Stones had not yet arrived, and the press—following a strategy concocted by Andrew Loog Oldham—had taken it upon itself to sensationalize the group by inventing an artificial opposition between the “nice” Beatles and the fearsome Stones. It was baseless. Firstly, the members of both groups shared a genuine mutual respect for each other, and Lennon and McCartney, far from being well-behaved boys from good families, were known for their caustic remarks and their disregard for establishment values. For example, in March 1965, during the filming of Help! Lennon, slightly the worse for drink, distinguished himself in his irreverence toward the Finance Minister of the Bahamas: “We were filming in what we thought were army barracks, only to realize it was a home for the elderly and epileptic. It was disgusting. How can you justify this display of food here?”

For the moment, Andrew Oldham had given the Stones their marching orders: come just as you are, unfiltered. The group wore their hair long like the Beatles, but less neatly styled. They didn’t reject the suits Brian Epstein imposed on his protégés, but they were just as happy to sport more scruffy outfits. As for their attitude, they were openly provocative and brazen enough to evoke the ire of the conservative press. In an issue of the Daily Mirror, the President of the National Federation of Hairdressers called the quintet a bunch of hideous characters. Elsewhere it was reported that a high school principal refused entry to eleven students sporting Stones-style haircuts.

Contrary to their public image, the Stones’ music was authentic and inspired. Their first album, released on April 17, 1964, featured just one original composition by Jagger and Richards amid a dozen covers of Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, Willie Dixon, and Slim Harpo. On the record, which hasn’t aged a day, they pay tribute to the music they genuinely love and feel excitement for. The second album, recorded during their trip to Chicago, would be no less rooted in pure, unadulterated blues.

However, the restraint they showed on vinyl went unnoticed by the media. Reports from their June 1964 American tour only served to compound the group’s nefarious reputation: a hotel besieged by fans on Broadway, a press conference interrupted by police in Chicago for security reasons... At the end of June, just after the Stones had returned to London, they rattled the host of the programme Juke Box Jury by slouching across the set just as he stepped forward to introduce them. The young British public embraced these troublemakers, and a few days later, the group were delighted to learn that their single “It’s All Over Now,” a Bobby Womack cover, had reached number one. From then on, there were the Beatles, and there were the Stones. They were a force to be reckoned with.

On their return to Europe, the Stones were able to see for themselves the disturbance they caused wherever they went. In Blackpool in July, the violence of some fans sparked a small riot that forced the group to flee. In Lord Bath’s park, two hundred spectators fainted, and there were reports of property damage during their visit to The Hague. To make matters worse, the five scoundrels added their own fuel to the fire. In Brussels, at a reception hosted by an English diplomat, they caused a scandal by asking for chips. These various escapades, amplified by the distorting lens of the shocked or amused media, served as large-scale publicity for them. Melody Maker ran the now-famous headline: “Would You Let Your Sister Go Out with a Rolling Stone?” While Brian Jones and Keith Richards were less than happy about this side effect of their fame, Jagger seemed quite at ease with it and willingly participated in the theatrics. Just read his remark to the Daily Express in January 1965, complaining about the lack of bathrooms in New Zealand: “It won’t be our fault if we stink.”

1965 was shaping up to be a prosperous year. “The Last Time,” released at the end of February and written by Jagger and Richards, was their first hit with a reach comparable to that of a Beatles single. The best was yet to come.

One night, while sound asleep in the London Hilton Hotel, Keith Richards heard a “killer” guitar riff in his dreams. Luckily, he had a small tape recorder next to his bed and thought, “I’ve got to write this down...” Keith woke up to record the riff, along with the phrase “I can’t get no satisfaction” and a melodic verse to go with it. He fell back asleep immediately, and the tape kept running all the way through.

In the morning, the guitarist couldn’t quite remember what he’d jotted down during the night, but he pressed the rewind button anyway. After some fiddling, he managed to hear 30 seconds of a drowsy rendition of “I Can’t Get No Satisfaction” with a bit of guitar, followed by 45 minutes of snoring. Looking back, Richards would admit he was very glad he rewound that tape.

Mick Jagger heard Keith experimenting with this riff while they were staying in a motel in Clearwater, Florida, during their third US tour. “He started to sing; he only had the beginning, and the way he was playing it on an acoustic guitar, it sounded like country music to me, not rock.”

Sitting at the edge of the swimming pool, Jagger wrote the verses, a series of ferocious attacks on the land of the Yanks and on what they had seen of it during their stops on the tour. The American way of life and its relentless consumerism was hauled over the coals. The endless commercials hammered out on TV caught a few stray bullets as well. Along the way, Jagger added the “hey, hey, hey!” Without realizing it, the Stones’ singer was knocking out a new form of rock lyrics, one steeped with rebellion.

For his part, Keith Richards wasn’t particularly fond of what he’d come up with. He thought the “Satisfaction” gimmick was a joke and didn’t for a moment imagine the track would become their next single. Even the iconic riff failed to convince him: he feared people would accuse him of copying it from Martha & the Vandellas’ “Dancing in the Street.”

On the night of May 10-11, the Stones made a first recording of “Satisfaction,” with Brian playing harmonica. Only Bill Wyman showed any real enthusiasm, claiming it was the best track they had recorded to date.

Keith Richards had wanted to record the opening riff with a horn section, but there wasn’t enough time and besides, the addition would have changed the Stones’ sound. Instead, to get the most out of the riff, Keith went out to buy a pedal that would improve the guitar’s sound. In a local store he found a Gibson Maestro Fuzz-Tone, a device that radically changes the sound output of electric guitars.

Gibson had produced 5,000 of the Fuzz-Tone units in 1962, but the $40 pedal had not met with the success they expected. In 1963, the company received just three orders, and in 1964 they did not receive a single one. As a result, music shops were eager to clear out their stock at bargain prices. After trying the Fuzz-Tone, Richards realized he had found exactly what he wanted: a circuit that distorted the signal to create a “fuzzy” sound. Something that built up the guitar tone so that it sounded like a horn section. After being put through the Fuzz-Tone, the “Satisfaction” riff filled out. Little did they know: it was poised to enter the pantheon of the greats.

On May 12, the Stones re-recorded “Satisfaction” at RCA Studios in Hollywood during a session that lasted from 10pm to 2am. The fuzz pedal they had bought that very morning gave the introduction a spicy edge, and Charlie Watts had the good idea of speeding up the tempo.

“Satisfaction” would become the basis for one of the only conflicts the Stones’ songwriting duo ever had. “Keith didn’t think ‘Satisfaction’ could be a single, or even that it was worth doing anything with. It’s the only disagreement we ever had,” Mick Jagger would later say.

The question was settled democratically by having everyone involved in the track vote, including Andrew Loog Oldham, pianist Ian Stewart, and sound engineer Dave Hassinger. The ‘yes’ vote won out, and “Satisfaction” was released as a single on June 5, 1965.

Keith Richards remained convinced it was a poor choice. In his view, it was just a minor song, a filler for the album Out of Our Heads. Yet “Satisfaction” met with immediate success. Its impact on the public was already apparent on May 16, when the song made its debut on American television on the show Hollywood A Go-Go. “Satisfaction” became their first number one in the US, dethroning Sonny & Cher’s “I Got You Babe.”

The song’s line, “I can’t get no satisfaction!”, reflected the sour mood running through the younger generation at the time who were frustrated by their inability to express themselves freely, and its message irritated some American media outlets. First and foremost, in his aggressive voice, Jagger attacked advertising, which was still quite a rare occurrence at the time:

“When I'm watchin' my TV

And a man comes on to tell me

How white my shirts should be

But he can't be a man 'cause he doesn't smoke

The same cigarettes as me”

Attacking an institution like this was unusual. Moreover, in one verse, Jagger sings “I can’t get no girl reaction,” and hits the listener with other lines full of sexual ambiguity:

“And I'm trying to make some girl

Who tells me, ‘Baby, better come back, maybe next week’

'Cause you see, I'm on a losing streak”

No hit song had ever been so explicit, so wildly aggressive, and so forward in its way of seeing things differently. This song was certainly not going to do anything to burnish their reputation among the narrow-minded moral masses. At the end of the British TV show Ready, Steady, Go!, the Stones performed “Satisfaction,” and one of the presenters, Cathy McGowan, spontaneously danced in front of the cameras alongside Jagger. She then received a deluge of letters from viewers shocked by her actions.

“Satisfaction” ushered in a new tradition that rock musicians were adopting one by one, where special effects became central in the transformation of a guitar’s sound. The golden age of psychedelia was not far off. The manufacturers at Gibson were swept off their feet by the hit. The Fuzz-Tone became a sensation overnight. Before the end of the year, Gibson had received nearly 3,500 orders from music stores, and in 1966 that number would rise to 21,000. It was as if every recording studio now wanted one. The Stones would not venture too far into the realm of psychedelic frenzy, but as of 1965 they had found their sound: fiery and jubilant.

“Satisfaction” thrust the Stones to the pinnacle of the rock genre, a position they would never relinquish. The hits kept coming, alongside events on which the tabloid press feasted: 70 people injured in Berlin, fans fighting with police in New Zealand, an assault on Jagger in Lyon where he was hit in the face with a chair... “Let’s Spend the Night Together” was banned from the radio in 1967 for lyrics that would simply raise a smile today. The fear surrounding the phenomenon of drug taking triggered a raid on Brian Jones’s home, while Jagger and Richards both spent a night in jail and were convicted on June 29, 1967; one for illegal drug use and the other for allowing guests to smoke hashish in his home. The song “We Love You,” released in August with Paul McCartney and John Lennon on backing vocals, was dedicated to those who had supported them through the ordeal. It remains, however, quite the anomaly in their bluesy discography.

Several magnificent albums were recorded after “Satisfaction,” including Aftermath, one of their finest works (1966). Beggars Banquet (1969), with the momentous “Sympathy for the Devil,” another masterpiece, was one of the group’s last old-style records. It would be followed by three more outstanding albums.

When Let It Bleed was released, with its turn toward rhythm ’n’ blues and country rock, Brian Jones was gone. The distance had long been widening between the multi-instrumentalist aesthete, ravaged by drugs to the point of missing two weeks of the 1966 American tour, and the rest of the band. In private, Brian readily claimed that Jagger and Richards had stolen the band he had formed. Adding insult to injury: the German actress Anita Pallenberg had left him for Keith Richards.

Brian announced his departure from the group in June 1969, and a month later his body was found at the bottom of his swimming pool. On July 3, with Brian hastily replaced by the shy but inspired Mick Taylor, the band paid tribute to their departed member at a free concert in Hyde Park where they premiered “Honky Tonk Women.” Another event cast a dark shadow over that same year: the infamous Altamont concert, immortalized in the film Gimme Shelter, during which a spectator was beaten to death by a Hell’s Angel. The Stones, terrified for their lives, fled by helicopter.

The aesthete Mick Taylor would leave his mark on the fabulous Sticky Fingers (1972), propelling the Stones toward unexpected heights they would never quite reach again, as on “Can You Hear Me Knocking.” And then came the double album Exile on Main St., a kind of apotheosis with the wonderful “Tumbling Dice.”

After that, despite an incredible run of hits, including the tear-jerking “Angie,” the soulful “Fool to Cry,” and the disco-tinged “Miss You,” something had changed. The purism of earlier days had given way to a different kind of show. Drawing audiences in their hundreds of thousands, the Stones’ show started to resemble a circus commanded by the phenomenon that was Mick Jagger, by then an honorary member of the jet-set thanks to his marriage to Bianca Pérez Morena de Macías. Jagger would turn to the joys of sport and healthy eating to better maintain the fitness needed for his incredible onstage gyrations; Fred Astaire would be proud. Some of their albums would still contain the smoldering embers of authenticity: Some Girls (1979), Tattoo You (1980) with the infernal “Start Me Up,” Steel Wheels (1989), and also the album A Bigger Bang (2005). This band, forged by the blues, would still at times manage to honor its beginnings over the course of some wild detours.

The Stones have become a caricature of the band they once were. And yet we forgive them everything, if only for having ridden the carousel of Time with such panache. What other band, after so many career decades, could say they drew a 5.7 million-strong crowd, as they did in 1997 during the Bridges to Babylon tour?

At the height of the punk wave, Joe Strummer of the Clash publicly consigned them to the trashcan, pedantically explaining that they were the quintessential has-beens. A few years later, when questioned about the gibe, Keith Richards would merely retort: “But where are the Clash now?”

The heralds of punk had already vanished. The Stones had not. Others would make the same mistake of dismissing them too soon. “I saw them in Boston on September 9, 2002,” recalls Georges Lang of RTL, “and I was blown away by their staying power. They’re in their sixties and Mick Jagger moves more onstage than Johnny did.” Without a single advertisement, without the slightest announcement in the press, the band sold out three nights in a row. This sensation has a name: the Stones.

“Satisfaction” was voted the greatest rock song of all time by VH1 viewers in the year 2000. In a similar competition organized by MTV and Rolling Stone that same year, it just lost first place to the song “Yesterday” by their eternal rivals and friends, the Beatles. The song has been covered around fifty times, including an abrasive performance by Otis Redding. Keith Richards was especially fond of that version because it reminded him of the arrangement he had originally envisioned, with the riff played by horns.

The Stones have played “Satisfaction” so often that the song no longer inspires any particular enthusiasm. “It’s true we’ve played it to the extreme, to the point where it drives me nuts, but that shouldn’t come into it. Obviously it’s a good song. It’s not like I don’t like it. At the same time, it’s so basic, with that riff,” Jagger admits. For his part, Richards once made the surprising remark that he hears the “Satisfaction” riff in half of the Stones’ songs:

“After writing so many songs over all these years, I’ve reached the point where there’s really only one song - with variations here and there.”

​

​I can't get no!
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The show was held on May 17, 1966, at the Free Trade Hall in Manchester, England. Bob Dylan began his concert in the usual way by launching into “She Belongs to Me” with his acoustic guitar. He then followed with seven ballads, and brought the first part of his set to a close with the delightful “Mr. Tambourine Man.”

After a short break, the shaggy-haired bard reappeared surrounded by his band, the Hawks. He then launched into a volcanic rendition of “Tell Me Mama,” a performance the Stones themselves would have appreciated. But the stuffy audience had come to commune with the monotonous chants of a high priest folk singer and was not ready for this sonic fury. Dylan faced boos and whistles, a cacophony of hostility, a barrage of sound definitively condemning his shift toward the electric.

The singer and his valiant Hawks continued their performance regardless, unflappable, drowning out the shouts and insults with a wall of sound. Between songs, the applause was limp and languid, almost non-existent. Dylan pushed on with his offensive, recycling other pieces from his folk repertoire run through an electric grinder: “I Don’t Believe You,” “Baby, Let Me Follow You Down,” “Just Like Tom Thumb’s Blues”... At the end of this last song, a fan from the very beginning of Dylan’s career named Barbara stood up and made her way to the edge of the stage to slip him a hastily written note: “Tell the band to go home.” Her intervention was met with a burst of applause. The most explosive moment was yet to come.
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