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      Series Editor’s Foreword

      
      
      The goal of the Listener’s Companion series is to give readers a deeper understanding
         of pivotal musical genres and the creative work of its iconic composers and performers.
         This is accomplished in an inclusive manner that does not require extensive music
         training or elitist shoulder rubbing. Authors of the series place the reader in specific
         listening experiences, in which the music is examined in its historical context with
         regard to both compositional and societal parameters. By positioning the reader in
         the real or supposed environment of the music’s creation, the author provides for
         a deeper enjoyment and appreciation of the art form. Series authors, often drawing
         on their own expertise as both performers and scholars, deliver to readers a broad
         understanding of major musical genres and the achievements of artists within those
         genres as lived listening experiences.
      

      
      The Listener’s Companion series has several titles on rock and pop topics, but Experiencing Billy Joel is the first entry in the piano-vocalist genre. Joel has had thirty-three Top 40 hits
         in America with sales of over 150 million albums worldwide. His awards include induction
         to the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame (1999), the Kennedy Center Honors (2013), and five
         Grammy Awards. But if he had not created anything beyond “Piano Man,” released in
         1973, he would still have scored a huge success. The song only peaked at a modest
         number 28 on the U.S. pop charts in 1974, but has simply refused to fade away, eventually
         becoming Joel’s signature piece and the bane of every piano-bar entertainer on the
         planet who is expected to play the song multiple times every night. Fortunately, Joel
         didn’t stop with his first hit and has a songwriting career of the greatest depth
         and breadth. A smattering of his hits include “Just the Way You Are,” “Uptown Girl,”
         “It’s Still Rock and Roll to Me,” “She’s Always a Woman,” “Allentown,” “We Didn’t
         Start the Fire,” “Leave a Tender Moment Alone,” “Moving Out,” “New York State of Mind,”
         “She’s Got a Way,” and “You May Be Right.” Joel is easily one of the most successful
         songwriters in history of American music.
      

      
      Thomas MacFarlane’s insight into the music of Billy Joel is staggering. Based on our
         communications during his writing of this book I can say that I have never met anyone
         with as much awareness of Joel’s musical output. I am particularly impressed with
         MacFarlane’s ability to place the music of Joel into the context of the times, both
         in regard to changes in the music industry and Joel’s personal life. Our awareness
         of Joel may have begun with “Piano Man,” but MacFarlane walks us through the many
         phases of the songwriter’s catalog with the kind of non-jargon writing style that
         is just perfect for the Listener’s Companion.
      

       

      Gregg Akkerman

      
      
   
      Preface

      
         
         The Girl on the Train (December 14, 1978)

         
      

      
      Singer-songwriter Billy Joel remains one of the most acclaimed and celebrated popular
         musicians of our time. More than four decades after the release of his signature song,
         “Piano Man” (1973), his work continues to appeal to new generations of listeners not
         yet born when he first appeared on the scene. Compared to many of his musical contemporaries,
         it’s clear that Joel’s standard has remained remarkably high. The eclectic nature
         of his work points to an innate curiosity regarding the potential of popular song
         and its connections with the musical and artistic traditions of the past. Although
         arguably not a producer/composer in the modern sense, his habit of developing compositions
         in the studio and writing entire albums as unified statements does suggest an ongoing
         interest in the aesthetics of recorded sound.
      

      
      Over the course of his career, Billy Joel released a series of remarkable albums that
         charted an artist’s journey from obscurity to international success. Experiencing Billy Joel: A Listener’s Companion is an exploration of that journey. Following an overview of his emergence from the
         Long Island music scene, this book will provide selected analyses for each of Joel’s
         twelve pop albums, designed to appeal to musicians and non-musicians alike.
      

      
      In earlier studies, I adapted the eclectic method of analysis developed by Dr. Lawrence
         Ferrara in the book, Philosophy and the Analysis of Music (1991). This method allowed for an effective engagement of compositional form, referential
         meaning, and musical sound. My adaptations of Ferrara’s method attempted to focus
         his approach on the peculiar aesthetics of multi-track recordings. Experiencing Billy Joel: A Listener’s Companion features a more casual, less systematic discussion that is, nevertheless, informed
         by those earlier studies. In addition to engaging Joel’s works in terms of their various
         texts and musical settings, this book will also explore the distinctive qualities
         of the production styles that characterized his development as a recording artist.
      

      
      For the most part, I have opted to discuss the lyrics first since Billy Joel typically
         begins with music and then paints his melodies with text. Thus, in terms of the direction
         of process, I will start with the surface and work my way back toward the compositional
         center. I should also point out that the song choices made here, as well as the readings
         of those choices, are not intended to be definitive. The reader is encouraged to disagree
         and develop his or her own take on the material. Ultimately, the goal is to generate
         conversation into how Billy Joel’s recorded works combine to create the foundation
         for a complex and enduring musical legacy.
      

      
      In the following section I will, with the reader’s permission, provide a firsthand
         account of Billy Joel’s emergence as a solo artist during the 1970s. This account
         will seek to engage with the reasons Joel’s music made perfect sense to the listeners
         of that time. The goal is to provide a measure of context and to create a narrative
         based on personal experience that works as a kind of fractal of cultural history.
      

      
       

      
      * * *

      
       

      
      In his book, Sex, Drugs, and Cocoa Puffs: A Low Culture Manifesto, author Chuck Klosterman writes, “[Billy] Joel is the only rock star I’ve ever loved
         who I never wanted to be . . . Every one of Joel’s important songs—including the happy
         ones—are ultimately about loneliness.”[1] Unlike Klosterman, I must admit that in my younger days, I actually wanted to be Billy Joel. He was the prototype, the one who had made it all happen. For music students
         like me, Joel was the validation of everything we’d been hearing and somehow wanted
         to become.
      

      
      It was just before Christmas and I was on my way to see Joel’s opening night at the
         Madison Square Garden. When I say “opening night,” I really do mean, opening night. He had been touring regularly since the early 1970s, but this would be his first
         gig at New York’s premier pop music venue.[2] His recent albums, The Stranger (1977) and 52nd Street (1978), had put him firmly atop the pop world, and the legend of his success was
         pervading the entire culture. The Stranger, it seems, had now become the celebrated
         native son.
      

      
      As a pianist, I’d been playing Joel’s songs for years and knew that somehow, someway,
         I had to get to that concert. My outfit for the occasion was based on the cover photo
         from the album 52nd Street: suit jacket with dress shirt and tie over blue jeans and white sneakers. At the
         time, this fashion statement made perfect sense as a blend of middle-class prepster
         with finger-snapping beatnik: conformity meeting rebelliousness head-on. It also seemed
         to reach across to the Chaplinesque wardrobe of Diane Keaton in the film Annie Hall (1977). Thus, my ensemble could perhaps be seen as a kind of cross-dressing in reverse.
      

      
      Professor Emile DeCosmo, my tutor in jazz improvisation, allowed me to leave class
         early so that I’d have enough time to get to the Garden. Between the local bus and
         the train, I somehow managed to make it on time, buy a ticket from a scalper, and
         take my seat in the upper level. The show itself was exciting and very musical and
         seemed to touch on all the things that got me into Billy Joel in the first place:
         strong, sweeping melodies, complex chord progressions, and jazz/blues flourishes in
         the overall approach. I was especially impressed with “Root Beer Rag,” since it demonstrated
         Billy Joel’s virtuosic abilities at the piano.
      

      
      Afterward, I took the PATH train back home to New Jersey. My particular train car
         was empty, but when we stopped at the 14th Street station, an attractive young lady
         got on board. She had dark brown hair, green eyes, and was wearing an elegant belted
         raincoat coat topped off with a Joni Mitchell/Rickie Lee Jones–style beret. She also
         carried a black leather backpack that she positioned awkwardly on her knee. The occasion
         demanded that I work up the nerve to talk to her. The only problem was that she seemed
         to be in her mid-twenties, while I was only eighteen. Luckily, my shirt and tie made
         me look a bit older, or so I thought.
      

      
      I had spent the previous few years studying at Rea’s Music, a neighborhood music shop
         that rebuilt, sold, and tuned all manner of acoustic pianos and also offered private
         lessons. There may be a piano shop on the Left Bank in Paris, but Rea’s was conveniently
         located in Bayonne, New Jersey, just around the corner from my house.[3] Rea’s also featured an impressive collection of sheet music. Following my weekly
         lesson, I would often linger at their display case browsing through various transcriptions
         of songs that I had heard both on radio and television. Along with the most recent
         Top 10 hits, curios such as “Casino Royale,” “Goodbye, Columbus,” and “Remembering
         You” were all prominently on display.[4] 
      

      
      Years later, I would look back on my teenage years as a kind of extended waiting room,
         and much of that waiting took place at Rea’s. As my teen years dragged on, I grew
         weary of the creeping rock ’n’ roll hangover. In an effort to fight off this malaise,
         I began to explore the exotic chordal harmonies of jazz. In the early 1970s, innovative
         artists like Chick Corea and Herbie Hancock had been attempting to bridge the gap
         between jazz and rock, and soon, pop artists like Joni Mitchell, Paul Simon, Steely
         Dan, and Stevie Wonder all began to follow suit. Expansive harmonic structures and
         complex textures were now becoming the norm rather than the exception in pop music.
      

      
      Back on the PATH train, I walked across the car, introduced myself to the girl, and
         sat down. During our conversation, I learned that she was twenty-three and a piano
         student in the graduate division at Mannes College.[5] I also learned that her name was Victoria. She was even prettier up close than she’d
         been at a distance. I thought she might be coming from class, but she said that she’d
         been practicing for a recital she was planning to give over the winter break.
      

      
      At this point, I had been studying classical piano to improve my technique, but compared
         to Victoria, I was clearly a novice. She took some scores out of her shiny backpack
         to show me what she was working on and I was suitably impressed by the difficulty
         of the pieces in her repertoire. She then asked what I was working on, so I showed
         her my copy of The Real Book and some of the charts from that evening’s jazz improv class. As I did, I became conscious
         of the gap that existed between my jazz-derived sensibility and her more traditional,
         conservatory-based approach. She perused the various charts and then said, “Ah, jazz.
         I see you’re more of a chord player.”
      

      
      There was something disquieting about that comment, but she was pretty, so I let it
         pass. She then asked where I was coming from, and finally, I had my chance. I was
         only a kid, but had just come from the biggest show in town. With all of her classical
         training, it seemed certain that the pianism of Billy Joel would impress her.
      

      
      “I just came from the concert at Madison Square Garden,” I said.

      
      “Who was playing?” she asked.

      
      “Billy Joel,” I replied.

      
      You see, at the piano shop, Billy Joel was considered the “musician’s musician.” He
         was a very skilled songwriter with an awareness of the history of popular song; he
         was also an accomplished, classically trained pianist with a natural flair for blues
         and jazz; finally, he was a gifted vocalist who could move easily between ballads
         and straight rock ’n’ roll. Seated behind a piano, he could never be as authentic
         or as sexy as your average pop star, but he did have an edge to his performance style
         that would ultimately help him transcend the limitations of “rock.” In the early ’70s,
         Joel had emerged from the suburban wilderness of Long Island to become a one-man version
         of the Beatles. Barely out of his teens, he was writing and recording entire albums
         of original material that easily matched the best work of the era.
      

      
      Like many listeners, my first exposure to Billy Joel’s music was through the 45 rpm
         single “Piano Man,” released in late 1973. That
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