
		
			[image: 1.png]
		

	
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

		
			Copyright © 2016 by Donald Brackett

			All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form, without written permission, except by a newspaper or magazine reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review.

			Published in 2016 by Backbeat Books 

			An Imprint of Hal Leonard LLC

			7777 West Bluemound Road

			Milwaukee, WI 53213

			Trade Book Division Editorial Offices

			33 Plymouth St., Montclair, NJ 07042

			Printed in the United States of America

			Book design by John J. Flannery

			Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available upon request.

			www.backbeatbooks.com

		
	
		
			To

			musical torchbearers through history

			and

			to Mimi Gellman, my extraordinary partner,

			and to Kevin Courrier, music-lover extraordinaire

			“I sell the shadow in order to support the substance.”

			—Sojourner Truth
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			Foreword

			Imitation of Life

			Donald Brackett asks highly pertinent questions about the importance of pop music in our contemporary culture in this incisive and fascinating study of Amy Winehouse’s second and last album, Back to Black. They are key questions that open the door not only to the full experience of this great record—which Brackett correctly dubs “existential entertainment”—but which also explore the seductive hook that pop artists always quest for. At the core of pop artistry is indeed an unquenchable search for a seductive sound that touches a nerve, something that strikes a pleasurable chord in the listener. The best pop unifies the incompatible world around it, and even answers a deep subliminal calling.

			In general, pop music is about the celebration and sharing of good times—and then creating a promise to stay true to those aims. When the Ronettes sang “Be My Baby,” you definitely shared the intense joy in their voices. It was overwhelming to immerse yourself in such pleasure and still not lose yourself. You could melt into their sound and still be set apart from the herd. But not all pop music happily sets you free. In Amy Winehouse’s case, the bluesy pleasure found in Back to Black also takes you to the root of a dilemma that even pop can’t ever really deliver you from.

			After doing full justice to her jazz and gospel antecedents, like Sarah Vaughan and Mahalia Jackson, on her stunning 2003 debut, Frank, Amy Winehouse reached back to the girl group sound of the 1960s for Back to Black. Her choice, as Brackett reminds us in his book, wasn’t an arbitrary one. “The girl group sound was borne equally from knowingness and naiveté,” critic Vivian Mackay once explained in Uncut magazine. “Like teenage life, it was violently honest, it lived faster and more vividly than anyone over twenty-five can remember.” Make that twenty-seven and it fits even better.

			For an artist whose personal life became the melodrama that her songs both depicted and tried to transcend, Amy Winehouse put the knowingness and naiveté of that pining sound of the Shangri-Las, the Chiffons, and the Ronettes to the test on Back to Black. Borrowing Sharon Jones’s veteran R&B band the Dap-Kings, Winehouse traced the long umbilical cord connecting the source of pop salvation to the dramatic realism of everyday life. Throughout the record, you can hear Winehouse and the Dap-Kings drawing on familiar echoes of pop hooks that instantly invoke nostalgic connections to the past.

			Whether it’s the opening notes of the Supremes’ “Baby Love” that decorate the dark shadows of the song “Back to Black” itself, or the triumphant melody of Marvin Gaye and Tammi Terrell’s “Ain’t No Mountain High Enough,” which provides a comfortable bed for the discomforting “Tears Dry on Their Own,” Back to Black doesn’t just pay a deferential debt to the past. Just like Jack White, who continually strips down the branches of popular music to draw from its muscular trunk, Amy Winehouse (with significant help from producers Mark Ronson and Salaam Remi) used the deep longing of girl group pop to fuel the torch-song sound she perfected earlier on Frank.

			The most haunting corners of Back to Black are found, for me, on “Wake Up Alone” and “Some Unholy War.” Amy Winehouse perfumes those songs with the heartache of the Shangri-Las. In an age when girl groups ruled in their own pop kingdom, the Shangri-Las were shimmering alchemists who took the melodrama of the teen angst genre in heartbreakers like “Leader of the Pack” and “(Remember) Walkin’ in the Sand” and turned them into biting psychodramas. Formed in Queens, New York, this group could make you hurt and yet simultaneously make you glad that you indeed could be wounded in the first place. They were national anthems of the hurting heart.

			“I Can Never Go Home Anymore,” their song about a young woman who leaves home for a boy and then has too much pride to reconcile with her mother, is cutting enough to draw blood. Lines such as “she grew so lonely in the end, the angels picked her for a friend,” or the part when Mary Weiss lets out her primal cry of “Mama!,” immediately invoke the conclusion of Douglas Sirk’s 1959 film Imitation of Life, when Susan Kohner, a young black woman trying to pass for white, comes back to the funeral of the mother she’s rejected and dissolves in grief before our eyes. An ironic parallel perhaps with Winehouse herself, and what some critics mistakenly claimed was a white musician trying to pass for black.

			It’s lead singer Mary Weiss’s sense of unrequited loss and its painful residue that makes the song so irresistible to the listener. “I had enough pain in me to pull off anything,” Weiss would say in a recent interview for the A&E documentary series The Songmakers Collection about a song she recorded when she was all of sixteen. Another knowing declaration that also seems ironically applicable to Winehouse once again.

			There’s something of that same residue of dissipated romanticism in her “Wake Up Alone” as if, to paraphrase Norman Mailer, Amy Winehouse sets out to cash the check that the Shangri-Las wrote back in the ’60s. She knows, though, that the heartsick yearning in the Shangri-Las, which kept us wondering whether the heroine of “Leader of the Pack” would survive the loss of her biker boyfriend or ever recover from the memories of “(Remember) Walkin’ in the Sand,” is one that remains unfulfilled because the true pop song is built on an endless quest of confronting unhappiness head on.

			“If everyone was happy,” Harry Nilsson once sang in his country song parody “Joy,” “there’d never be a love song.” In “Some Unholy War,” Amy Winehouse also borrows from the prideful sentiments of the Temptations’ “My Girl” and the mysteries of summer romance uncorked on the Drifters’ “Under the Boardwalk” to create an unwavering portrait of obstinate self-immolation that’s done with the same aching artful touches she brought to the low self-esteem in songs like “Love Is a Losing Game” and “Wake Up Alone.”

			The daily chronicling of Amy Winehouse’s road to perdition in the media often distracted us from the naked beauty in her gorgeous songs. The ongoing press coverage was also far different from the self-destruction of other earlier pop heroes. Janis Joplin’s neurosis getting transformed into devastating art might have been gleaned best from her powerful reading of Big Mama Thornton’s “Ball and Chain” at the Monterey Pop Festival in 1967.

			But what if we also had daily video, YouTube, and cellphone updates of Janis falling over due to her large consumption of Southern Comfort onstage? How would her powerful work and legacy have measured up against that?

			The legendary performers of the past could still have some semblance of personal privacy in their lives while their music alone gave us windows into their troubled souls. For some artists, Brackett reminds us, sharing such rawness of emotion is all that seems to matter. His astute assertion is perched right on the cusp of the continued fascination we’ve had for her in the subsequent ten years since her record was released.

			But it’s the superb production and songs that make up Back to Black that go far beyond our potentially prurient fascination with her early demise five years ago and instead bring vibrantly to life the pop majesty that not only faces the blues straight on but also reminds us that maybe it’s always knocking at our doors. That was one of her rare gifts: making poetry and music out of something apparently so inevitable. Facing the bluesy brilliance of Back to Black is just as important and inevitable, and this book invites us all to do just that. Face the music.

			—Kevin Courrier

			• • •

			Kevin Courrier, a well-known Canadian music journalist and former CBC Radio producer, is the author of Dangerous Kitchen: The Subversive World of Frank Zappa, Trout Mask Replica (33 1/3 series), Artificial Paradise: The Dark Side of the Beatles’ Utopian Dream, and Randy Newman’s American Dreams.

		

	
		
			Introduction

			Welcome to My World

			“When I’m singing, I’m happy. I’m doing what I can do, 
and this is my contribution to life. . . .”

			—Anita O’Day, The Life of a Jazz Singer

			This is a book about Amy Winehouse’s music and the music that inspired it; it’s not about her problems or the flaws that caused them. You won’t read the names of her boyfriends, ex-husband, family, or enablers in these pages, but you will read the many names of singer/songwriters, musicians, and producers who helped make her pop music masterpiece happen, as well as the diverse musical history that preceded and inspired them all.

			In fact, her compelling songwriting narrative was so pronounced that it was often easy for people to overlook the brilliant singer, musician, and production collaborator who was declaring it so intimately. But in these pages it’s solely her music that fascinates us, specifically the album Back to Black itself, which has proven to be so influential in its exotic fusion of styles, genres, formats, and delivery that it melted together. Blues, rock, ska, R&B, funk, jazz, hip hop, calypso, rap, folk, reggae, skiffle, soul, and finally pop music, all steamed into a dream soup that’s quite rare in today’s niche-driven marketing machine of contemporary music production, sales, and listening.

			It might also have been something almost impossible other than in the early digital twenty-first century, when traditional listening borders were being bent out of shape in a way not seen since the days of those four fabulous Liverpudlians. The perplexing beauty of her genre-bending style is evidence that Back to Black is absolutely all of those roots stirred together but none of them separately in practice, except for the last one. It transcends all the styles and sensibilities it stirred together to become what I would call quintessential pop music—music for global ears belonging to a drastically eclectic and multi-generational listening audience. Pop music is music that sells.

			Winehouse clearly invented a hybrid form of her own imagining: one that heated up the varied inspirations she inherited along her own hyper-accelerated creative passage. It will be the central thesis of this book, and my main contention, that far from being a frivolous or transitory expression of passing trends, pop music is a deeply serious revelation about where we are as human beings at a given time and in a given place. Pop needs to be taken as seriously as it deserves to be.

			Especially since the Beatles, but certainly since long before then, a perfectly crafted pop song is a work of art capable of reaching a mass audience with an intimate and nearly universal message. The first pop star, in our sense of the word, was probably Bing Crosby, followed by Frank Sinatra, followed by Elvis Presley, and finally, most artfully of all, by the Beatles.

			What interests us here is that rare and special kind of album of pop songs. Rubber Soul, Pet Sounds, Revolver, and Highway 61 Revisited are a few shining examples: records that take giant steps forward by absorbing everything that came before them. They turn all earlier ingredients on their heads and carve feelings that are apparently totally new out of the oldest sentiments lodged in the human heart. By doing so, such albums alter the sonic landscape and push both recording and performing to startling new limits that had never been conceived before. Some albums, such as Amy Winehouse’s only masterpiece, even go far beyond those limits and into a new self-invented territory that they alone can occupy.

			In the process, of course, they demonstrate that in pop music there are no limits, and Back to Black is quite possibly the most emblematic example of a perfectly conceived, crafted, delivered, and performed pop record, because it fulfills all the essential creative requirements of a superlative pop gem. So, defining what makes great pop music is the logical place to begin.

			Was Amy Winehouse a pop genius? Probably, but not of the garden-variety kind we’re most familiar with; more the primitive kind exuded by the late John Lennon. I’m not comparing their music—that would be folly—but I am comparing the rough, untutored, alien brilliance of how they did what they did without even themselves knowing how to do it. Driven to do it, despite their shyness, their neuroses, their complexes, their fears, their insecurities; driven to do it the way a wild animal tries to escape from a trap that it stepped into of its own volition. A trap they even designed themselves, laid for themselves, sprung by themselves, and struggled desperately to free themselves from while we all watched, screaming in big gladiatorial arenas created exclusively for the purpose of witnessing the valiant victims in their heroic pop throes.

			Like her heroes Tony Bennett, Ray Charles, and Donny Hathaway, and her heroines Billie Holiday, Dinah Washington, and Ronnie Spector, Winehouse created a new musical instrument with her astonishingly fluid voice, built upon the structure of her dreams, fears, desires, and disappointments, and on the very special relationship she had with the microphone. That magical instrument of emotional alchemy, the microphone—the invention that allowed singers to confide in a whisper rather than bellowing in a scream, and to use the intimacy of a new amplified technology to share deep and secret desires quietly while still being heard from a distance, and which was then followed by perhaps the ultimate transmission device for love songs, the car radio—was her real lover. And her exquisite microphone voice was perfectly suited to mobile pop radio itself.

			Winehouse, a naturally untutored and consummate movie star by instinct and intuition if not by temperament, would also use the ’80s art form of the music video as an amazingly fertile device to seduce and satisfy the audience. We all simply adored watching her strut as only she could, whether onstage in performance or on video in recordings.

			It wasn’t a wild strut like that used by Tina Turner when she asked what love had to do with it; it was more the strut of an exotic bird somehow confusing confidence with fear and at the same time short-circuiting our expectations through a combination of subtle raunch and permanently delayed gratification: the ultimate pop weapon. A weapon that would be loaded with heartbreaking ammunition and aimed at an unsuspecting musical world in an audaciously brave yet vulnerable way in Back to Black.

			By definition, then, pop music is probably something without a precise definition, since we never quite know just who or what is going to strike a huge public chord, but we can certainly identify a range of ingredients that inform its style: rapid technological development, rapid economic growth, rapid turnover, rapid mass production, almost instantly rapid obsolescence, the rapid spread of American culture across the planet, the ultra-democracy of consumer society and its voracious appetites, and the rapid postwar nuclear attitude that made every moment precious. In short, great pop music is rapid in every way, which is why even the Beatles’ earliest records still seem incredibly bright and shiny, fast and furious, and loud, no matter what volume you choose.

			The breed of singer/songwriters who arose in the early ’60s—the artists who inspired Winehouse’s own later millennial style and who put the songwriter-for-hire out of business by insisting on singing their own original material in their own distinctive (and often almost alien) voices—insisted on demonstrating, if not proving, how basically “real” they were. The singer/songwriters who most inspired Back to Black may have had different styles of delivery, but they shared a single obsession with being honest. Eschewing artifice, and often poetry, in favor of raw truth on its own terms, they frequently created a whole new kind of poetry altogether. Certainly Winehouse studied them often and well, and though she may have been a disruptive student, she did her homework carefully.

			This new kind of poetry, so clearly delineated in Back to Black, seems to thrive best in a climate of tortured romanticism associated most often with the torch-song tradition, and both her albums are about betrayal, breakups, and the compulsion for getting back together again at all costs. The critic Lionel Trilling (in his 1972 book Sincerity and Authenticity) even traces this intensely emotional romanticist lineage all the way back to certain eighteenth and nineteenth century denigrations of conventional beauty in search of the energy and power of what used to be called the sublime, an awesome power that leaves us trembling in its overwhelming wake. I can quite comfortably assert that Back to Black is sublime, and that it certainly left me, and many others, trembling in its shadows. It still does so a decade later.

			If the pop song evolved into the personal and public soundtrack for the last century, as it so clearly seems to have done, what does that tell us about the emotional existential movie we all live in? In addition to her own personal testaments on her 2006 album Back to Black, Amy Winehouse gave us all a clue to the secret basement of our popular culture in her intimate and yearning cover interpretation of Al Kooper’s soul song “I Love You More Than You’ll Ever Know,” which she made all her own in a haunting live rendition.

			“We’re still alive,” she said at the end of her performance of the song at the Carling Academy in Liverpool in 2007. “We’re still alive, we’re still standing.” Even then she sounded surprised, and she hadn’t even started her final descent yet. When it comes to making your life into your material and your theme into a breathing emblem of your living sorrows, Winehouse seems to have achieved a new high-water mark for such rare creative transformations. In essence, her torch songs soon became home movies. Before she left us, though, we were given the gift of her remarkable music in a personal way seldom seen or heard before.

			When I say she made that great Blood, Sweat and Tears song, written by a male artist forty years earlier, all her own, I mean that she actually colonized the song with such grandeur that she occupied it, channeled it, rewrote it, and owned it. At least during that one stellar performance—before the later concerts when she started forgetting herself and her gift—she embodied the essence of ideal pop
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