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PART I

The single greatest rock & roll record of all time, okay? Don’t send me any letters, and hold your calls. I can almost see you holding up and waving your Beatles records, your Pet Sounds, dusty old LPs in faded jackets, worthy contenders all, I am sure. Brilliant pop records, masterpieces even. But not the greatest, most soulful, rock & roll record ever made. That is Exile on Main St., somehow even more glorious 30-odd years later, in its faded and yellowed sleeve, worn-in like a baseball mitt or torn and frayed like your favorite jeans. It is a seamless distillation of perhaps all the essential elements of rock & roll up to 1971, if not beyond. Not a pastiche, mind you, but a powerful cocktail that keeps you coming back.

What is it missing? Some electronic bleeps? Early Moog sounds? Some dissonant metallic screeching, pretentious monotone vocals, and barely audible “poetry”? Yeah, I know, there is a whole plethora of new ideas that have brought rock & roll forward. Or is there? When my iPod randomly shuffles from the Stones’ “Ventilator Blues” to Radiohead’s “The Gloaming (Softly Open Our Mouths in the Cold)” into the Band’s “Yazoo Street Scandal” (the Music From Big Pink out-take), and then into Howlin’ Wolf’s “Dorothy Mae,” it all makes sense. All of these songs, spanning six different decades of pop music and three different countries, are basically blues numbers written and performed by masters. In lesser hands, the postmodern electronic percussion and noise that Radiohead uses would simply sound gratuitous. On “The Gloaming,” the techniques are simply tools to add a fresh perspective, the same way the Band used Garth Hudson’s otherworldly organ to haunting effect on “Yazoo Street Scandal” or Wolf’s dusty growl scares us to death with its implied desperation. All are paranoid, urgent, and insistent numbers. As Mick Jagger said in 1972 regarding “electronic music,” “The real experiment is what you want to say. You can express a very freaky or experimental idea in a strict framework, or you can express a very trite, boring, oft-repeated idea within an experimental framework.”

The most important growth spurts in rock & roll have largely come in form, style, and presentation—shifting dynamics, instrumentation, packaging, and of course, clothes and hair. The English music press in particular (the weeklies, anyway) has always interpreted new hairstyles as indications of exciting new musical forms, and young bands continue to buy into it wholesale. Keith Richards’ greatness has never resided, Samson-like, in his self-styled hair, though it certainly adds to the allure. And the packaging of Exile on Main St. was designed as brilliantly as most Stones projects. But it is the music within that lasts decades later.

Don’t get me wrong, I am a child of the punk rock era and many of those bands are my heroes. I also love the elements of late-70s punk rock and disco that informed the Stones’ 1978 LP Some Girls and seemed to reenergize the band. And I totally dig the elements of Philly-soul and even the fake reggae that Jagger adopted for Black and Blue. Yet, though the Stones had passed through various experimental phases, they’ve always had songs—even when they were cover versions—that harnessed the pure emotion and raw fury of the blues and early rock & roll. The Beatles were amazingly polished and sounded like fully-hatched professionals by the time they were unleashed on the American public. By comparison, the very early Stones were amateurs—fresh, sexy, swaggering amateurs to be sure, but amateurs nevertheless. It took Andrew Loog Oldham, their manager at the time, locking Jagger and Richards in a room together to get them to compose their first original song, “Tell Me,” in 1964. Or so goes the legend.

But what the Stones did have, even back then, was an undeniable attitude and an intrinsic understanding of American blues, soul, country, and rock & roll idioms. Along with many of their British Invasion colleagues, they exploded from the clubs of the 1960s with the zeal of converts. The Stones had not only studied those American records, they got them. And they spit them back out with authority and righteousness, adding their own flavor; they sprayed them back out at the majority of American teenagers who had not really heard these musical forms in their original, raw stages. They became blues, soul, and R&B singers, not merely copyists or thieves (unlike, say, Led Zeppelin). The Stones paid tribute to their influences musically and literally, dragging Howlin’ Wolf onto the sets of pop music television shows, for example. But neither were they and their colleagues simply ambassadors; they subsequently made the music their own—almost immediately, as in the case of the Beatles. It seems to have been the attitude, the swagger, and the braggadocio of blues as much as the songs themselves that appealed to these young men. But it was the songwriting that made the Rolling Stones legends and gave them longevity, sustaining them generations beyond their teen idol phase.

By the late 60s, the Velvet Underground had been making maverick stylistic musical leaps and offering challenging lyrical conceit, and Iggy and the Stooges were ramping up the volume and showmanship, and stripping away anything else peripheral to the music. But these were just variations on what the Stones had been spinning into hits for about a decade. Perhaps those acts reminded the Stones that they were best at the primordial and that the ambitious, the Kinks-ian, satirical asides of Between the Buttons and the drugged-out, “we can do it too” of Their Satanic Majesty’s Request LPs were for the most part the sorts of experiments best left to others. The Stones were never convincing at psychedelia. Even the psychedelic-era “Jumpin’ Jack Flash” is the sort of quintessential blues-riff-rocking that defined the Stones. In 1972, the pre-punk energy of the Stones was still on display in the full-throttle amphetamine rush of “Rip This Joint,” about as breakneck and primal as almost any



































































































Bloomsbury Academic
An imprint of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc



	50 Bedford Square

	1385 Broadway




	London

	New York




	WC1B 3DP

	NY 10018




	UK

	USA





www.bloomsbury.com

Bloomsbury is a registered trade mark of Bloomsbury Publishing Plc

© Bill Janovitz, 2005

Bill Janovitz has asserted his right under the Copyright,
Designs and Patents Act, 1988, to be identified as Author of this work.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or any information storage or retrieval system, without prior permission in writing from the publishers.

No responsibility for loss caused to any individual or organization acting on or refraining from action as a result of the material in this publication can be accepted by Bloomsbury or the author.

British Library Cataloguing-in-Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

ISBN: PB: 978-0-8264-1673-5
ePUB: 978-1-4411-7650-9
ePDF: 978-1-4411-1584-3

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
A catalog record for this book is available from the Library of Congress

ops/images/f00ii-01.jpg





ops/images/f00iv-01.jpg






ops/images/9781441176509.jpg
EXILE ON MAIN
STREET

BESE © O MEESTEE SR By








ops/images/logo.jpg
B LOOMS B URTY

LONDON « NEW DELHET « NEW YORE « SYDNRY





