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FOREWORD

This writing is addressed firstly to those who are already familiar with The Doors and the “Strange Days” LP, but want to delve into its technical features, emotions and secrets, in order to access an even more satisfying and enjoyable listening experience than they have had until now.

Those unfamiliar with this wonderful LP will be able to approach it knowledgeably and appreciate its nuances, as well as the great musical impact that comes across directly and naturally to anyone who listens to it.

However, the ultimate reason why I wrote this short book goes deeper than that. I wrote it to spread, through the knowledge of the music contained in this enchanting record, the concept of beauty, which, if internalized, is one of the few hopes of giving true meaning to life.

Have a great reading and listening experience!

st.days67@gmail.com

strangedaysbook.org - more than eighty free articles to get deep inside The Doors music (contents not included in this book).


THE SONGS

A SIDE







	1. Strange Days
	(3.05min.)



	2. You’re Lost Little Girl
	(3.01 min.)



	3. Love Me Two Times
	(3.23 min.)



	4. Unhappy Girl
	(2.00 min.)



	5. Horse Latitudes
	(1.30 min.)



	6. Moonlight Drive
	(3.00 min.)




B SIDE







	7. People Are Strange
	(2.10 min.)



	8. My Eyes Have Seen You
	(2.22 min.)



	9. I Can’t See Your Face in My Mind
	(3.18 min.)



	10. When The Music’s Over
	(11.00 min.)




All songs (words and music) written by The Doors and included in the album “Strange Days” (1967), Elektra Entertainment. Quotations of verses from the songs have been used only for the purpose of discussion of related topics, to the extent strictly necessary for that purpose.


INTRODUCTION

THE MUSICAL CONTEXT

At the beginning of the mid-1960s, U.S. and British music take on the guise of an artistic "battle" between musical groups, committed to challenging each other by creating increasingly innovative and fascinating melodies, songs and albums. The resulting atmosphere renders this period of the best quality ever experienced in the history of modern music.

In an effort to outdo each other, the greatest musicians who ever lived create a long sequence of works that are as wonderful as they are diverse. In this fertile context many styles and genres flourish in those years on both sides of the Atlantic Ocean. These indelible compositions and artistic heights were never again to be reached in terms of their creative level, rhythmic-melodic taste and lyrics’ poetic content.

In this climate, numerous groups and musical currents emerge, first building their alphabet on blues and rhythm and blues, and then developing their own specific characteristics derived from the pop-rock invented in 1963 by The Beatles.

The infinite possibilities that arise in this context lead to the formation of new idioms, unveiled to the public by brilliant groups and songwriters. Such is the case with rock, which from mid-1965 onwards would deeply mark the history of American, British and world music in its various forms and differentiations.

Bands following this path include The Doors. They quickly become acquainted with the basic elements of the black music with which they take their first steps. Like the majority of mid-1960s ensembles, they too had been crucially inspired by black artists before landing on their personal version of the rock language.

The main features of psychedelia1, introduced in late 1965 once again by the inexhaustible inventiveness of The Beatles, come to complete the sound range that distinguishes the early days of The Doors' career.

The Los Angeles based band forms in the second half of 1965, consisting of Jim Morrison (vocals), Ray Manzarek (electric organ2), Robby Krieger (electric guitar3) and John Densmore (drums4). After about nine months of concerts in California, they obtain a contract with the Elektra record company, and during the last week of August 1966 they get to record their first LP.

The songs on their first album are mostly developed live in the months leading up to the recordings. These tunes are almost always written starting with the poetic lyrics that Morrison sings to the rest of the group which are then elaborated into actual songs through the arrangements and musical structures worked out together by the whole band.

Their first album is simply titled “The Doors” and it is released in early January 1967. The single “Light My Fire”, extrapolated from that LP, is released shortly after (April ’67). Together, these two releases bring the group commercial success in America: “The Doors” reached No. 2 on U.S. charts while “Light My Fire” got to the top spot on the single’s charts. We can see how this album’s enormous importance and shining beauty are still present today.

The LP “The Doors” reliably reflects the sound the band was generating on stage at the time, with almost no special additions made in the studio and employing essentially the same instrumentation used in live performances. Only a few sporadic overdubs are made on the original tracks and the band's intent, which was precisely to make a reproduction of their live shows available to all, is complied with rather faithfully.

Adding to the excellent chart performance is the affirmation of a kind of music that does not compromise to fashion or the supposed tastes of the public, boldly adhering to the true artistic nature of the group. This is an arduous challenge that is brilliantly met with the best recording debut in the history of modern music. In this way, The Doors' original artistic expression succeeds in being appreciated as such, even by the fickle market charts.

STUDIO RECORDINGS

After presenting the first LP at many seminal concerts in the early part of 1967, during the spring of the same year The Doors receive a request from their record company to release a second album.

The band is well placed to respond affirmatively to this invitation due to the presence of a good amount of material ready to be recorded. In fact, they had accumulated several excellent songs with which they were already familiar and which were not included in their first album.

These tunes were by no means second choices and had been excluded from publication mainly due to reasons of space. Complementing them with some compositions written in early 1967, the group thus has no difficulty in quickly recording ten more tracks of great musical value for a second memorable album titled “Strange Days”.

This wonderful follow-up to “The Doors” is also almost entirely composed drawing on Morrison's poetic creations regarding its melodies, lyrics and atmospheres. Crucial to the finished songs, however, are the arrangements and their instrumental execution, masterfully developed by the rest of the group in their astonishing final version.

The recording sessions begin in April 1967, just about four months after the release of the band's first record. With the exception of "My Eyes Have Seen You”, which was completed as early as February 1967, the sessions would continue into the so-called "Summer of love”, concluding about four months later5.

Just after the band arrives at Sunset Sound Studio in Los Angeles to record their second LP, still lacking its final name, a decisive episode steers the direction of the work to come in the months immediately following. The sound engineer, Bruce Botnik, brings along one of the very first copies, in advance of the official release, of The Beatles' historical record “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band”.

This LP would soon prove to be a pivotal influence on the course of modern music, forever changing its structure, perception, and mode of performance. So, Botnik and The Doors listen attentively to “Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band”, amazed by the overwhelming creative evolutions they hear emanating from the vinyl. They are also thrilled by the innovations that revolutionary album brought to arrangements and recording technique.

It doesn’t take them long to decide to follow the same path, also bringing incisive innovations to their sound and carefully attending to the studio effects applied to it. The group therefore transitions from the first album, recorded practically live in the studio, to “Strange Days”, in which they insert bold experimentation and add abundant sound effects, which at the time were impossible to reproduce during concerts.

They had, as mentioned earlier, initially embraced rock as their own sphere of reference, making it quite varied and original in form and expression. However, the material released in “The Doors” had only moderately incorporated psychedelia in the composition and atmosphere of its songs.6

Excited by the psychedelic pop-rock of “Sgt. Pepper Lonely Hearts Club Band” and other works preceding it7, The Doors then begin to transform the songs on the second album into something more experimental, stepping outside the musical and instrumental patterns they had observed up to that moment.

Three elements dominate this process: the use of a wide range of instruments; colorful and frequent distortions applied to instruments and sometimes to vocals; and the use of numerous overdubs, performed after the main track of the song was recorded, to enrich its overall sound.

It should be noted that the extensive use of hallucinogenic drugs by the group, particularly by Morrison, during 1967 also contributed to the evolution undergone by The Doors' music. It was a habit that the singer had already begun to develop in the previous two years.

The recording studio also played a very significant role in helping the quartet to embark on this path of distortion and sound experimentation. Actually, the Sunset Sound Studio in Los Angeles had just finished upgrading to the latest technology, which attests to its being at the forefront of the industry.

The band thus has first-rate technical support at its disposal, enhanced even more by the expertise of the sound engineer Bruce Botnik. The latter elaborates, from a technical point of view, all the sound effects born from the band's creativity. Hence he must be acknowledged for having transferred to vinyl the ideas and innovations experimented in the creation of the “Strange Days” LP.

Producer Paul Rothchild also deserves to be mentioned, both for the motivation and confidence he conveyed to the group and for the executive rigor he fostered during the recordings.

Even as they thrived in these favorable circumstances, it should be remembered that the preparation of the record required a lot of painstaking work and musical craftsmanship, with the technologies available being much less advanced and reliable than today.

As the studio work progresses "Light My Fire”, the song extrapolated from the first album as a single and shortened from seven to just under three minutes to make it more marketable, climbs the U.S. singles charts. It lands at number one in the USA at the end of July 1967, providing further incentive for the band to produce new, high-level songs on the LP they were developing.

On July 22, 1967, just two months before the second album’s release, Morrison reveals its name by saying, partly excited and partly a bit high, "I think it's going to be Strange Days"8. These words are the answer given to the host of American Bandstand, a widely watched American television program to which they had been invited in the wake of the growing success of "Light My Fire”9.

While recording the album, the group unsparingly performs at about 70 roaring concerts, mostly in California, but also including a period of about twenty days in and around New York City.

These are landmark concerts, particularly because of an increasingly stable experimental presence drawn from jazz that the group incorporates into its peculiar instrumental digressions.

During that period their shows begin to take on the distinctive character that will make them famous, shaped by the personalities and aptitudes of the individual members. To technical mastery and creativity are added instrumental improvisation as well as the sublime and transgressive art form personified by Morrison during his excesses on stage.

Finally, we should not forget another relevant innovation that appears in the concerts that The Doors play during the recording sessions of "Strange Days". We’re talking about the theatre form of art that the band introduce into the history of rock and modern music through their performances. In that summer of 1967, their blend of music, theatre and poetry, forever changed the way musicians act on stage and interact with the audience.

Appearances also gain more space in live shows. For example, Morrison starts to wear the bold leather pants10 that would make The Doors’ singer both a rock icon and the image of transgression itself.

During these concerts, several songs belonging to “Strange Days”, and which were simultaneously being recorded in the studio, are offered live in advance of the LP's release, in some cases as much as four or five months earlier11. This practice would be a constant feature throughout the career of The Doors, who loved to test the effect of not yet released songs on their audiences.

The latter is an attitude that was part of their creative process, particularly during the early years of their career: developing their songs along with the people who attended their concerts before fixing them permanently on vinyl in the studio.

THE ALBUM

“Strange Days” was released on September 25, 196712 when The Doors' first album had not yet left the U.S. charts13. These circumstances certainly had a negative effect on the sales of the band's second LP, which would nevertheless achieve a more than just a decent commercial result: third place in the U.S., but without appearing on the British charts.

Its presence in the chart will last one year and four months, starting in November 1967 and ending in January 1969. It is to all intents and purposes a masterpiece, both in an absolute sense and in the niche of the psychedelic rock genre to which it belongs.

As in almost all The Doors LPs, the composition of the songs here is credited to the band as a whole rather than to an individual musician. This choice is put forward by Morrison, the author of much of the material, consequently emphasizing that the singer considered the end result of the band’s collective creativity as more important than the separate insights of its members.

This is perhaps the only The Doors album which presents a clear coherence among its component tracks and draws a continuous sound thread between them. The latter is represented by the continuity provided to the music of "Strange Days" by the psychedelic character of its songs.

These sometimes restrained, sometimes pressing rock tunes are immersed in distortions and surreal musical environments to the point of deeply conditioning not only their arrangements but also their structure.

The two sides of the LP take us through deep and compelling sensations and emotions by means of musical frescoes, played by the group with great passion, technique and creativity. We’ll discover a sequence of short stories, narrated with a dark passion and surrounded by mystery. They stand at the intersection between poetry and cinematic shorts, where lyrics and music serve to paint pictures sometimes immediate and sometimes elaborate, yet always of great beauty and charm.

As the psychedelic component in the arrangements increases, the lyrics also become more poetic, sometimes almost cryptic. They appear, in general, less tied to a concrete or precise meaning if compared to the first LP. To highlight just two of the many examples which will be analyzed in the coming pages, note this change in the lyrics of "Horse Latitudes”, or in those of "I Can't See Your Face In My Mind”14.

Moreover, the texts trigger deep, problematic and thought-provoking reflections in a powerful and unprecedented combination of poetry and investigation of the human soul. In the following chapters we will interpret the content and form of the poetry that makes up “Strange Days” lyrics, which are attributable mainly to Morrison's spellbinding inspiration. We’re going to do so through the analysis of the words used in relation to the musical characteristics of each piece.

At the same time, the reader will be able to explore the lesser-known aspects of this LP since we’ll bring to the surface, through metaphors, the emotions that words and instruments vividly convey.

The relationship between lyrics and music is fundamental here because it generates a magical language, where the boundaries between instruments and voices blur to give birth to a new and peculiar form of expression. This is an album that, it is worth remembering, stains psychedelic rock with other important artistic and musical currents15.

One final and necessary detail is the participation in the recording sessions of a 19-year-old American bassist named Doug Lubahn.16 He participated in seven of the ten total songs: all but "Unhappy Girl”, "Horse Latitudes" and "When the Music's Over”.

He was active, at the time of the recording of “Strange Days”, in a minor California band called "Clear Light”, which gravitated in the orbit of psychedelic pop-rock. In the musical context considered here, his bass guitar does not remain merely in the background.

On the contrary, it has a relevant role in both the aesthetics and the architecture of “Strange Days”17. Lubahn tastefully intervenes in the unfolding of the compositions, displaying valuable creative qualities which help define the sound of the album without encroaching on the space held by the four original band members.

However, in the remaining songs on the LP, as well as during live gigs, the bass is replaced by Manzarek's low register keyboard; it is played with the left hand while the right engages with the electric organ.
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