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Laura Nyro's Eli and the Thirteenth Confession: transcending the

thebestworkoftheera.Iwillalsorelateherworktomoregeneralissuesinvolvingthe WoodstockYears.Butfirst,whowasLauraNyro?

2.Laurawho?Abiographicalsketch

Laura Nigro, pronounced "NIGH-gro to avoid a racial tease" (Kort 1), was born on October18,1947inNewYorkCityintheBronx.Herfirstnamecamefromthefamous title theme of the 1944 Otto Preminger film, Laura. Her Russian Jewish mother, Gilda, workedasabookkeeperandherfather,Louis,halfRussianJewandhalfItalianCatholic, was a professional trumpet player who played for weddings, bar mitzvahs and club dates.Lauragrewupinamixedneighborhood"populatedwitharainbowcoalition"of PuertoRicans,Irish,JewsandItalians(Kort5).Athomeshelistenedtoawidevarietyof music,includingbigbandjazz,Broadwaymusicals,classicalmusic(sherecalledhearing sopranoLeotynePriceandespeciallylovedRavelandDebussy),folkmusicandrock'n' roll.Shebegansingingandwritingpoetryatanearlyage,andbyagesixorsevenhad written her first musical composition, an "Indian song" that included fourths, an open harmonicintervalwouldcharacterizeherownpianovoicingsaswellasalotofthejazz androckoftheSixties,fromMcCoyTynertoTheBeatles.

AftertheNigrosacquiredaSteinwaygrandpianoLauratooklessonsbriefly,but shewasmainlyself-taught,anddevelopedherownstylebymakingupchordswithout anyformaltraining.InthisrespectwemightcomparehertoJoniMitchell,whocameup withinnovativenon-conventionalguitartuningsandharmonies.Shebeganperforming atthesummerresortsintheCatskills,singing"MichaelRowtheBoatAshore"atageten. Around 1963 or 1964 she was leading group sing-alongs at a small informal camp in Mountaindale, New York, teaching the other girls African American spirituals and freedomsongsforwhichshearrangedtheharmonies.In1964sheexperiencedherfirst triumphasacomposer,writingoriginaltuneswithcomplexharmoniesforaSingNight atthecamp.Inadditiontofolkmusic,Nyrowasalsostronglyinfluencedbytheurbanbaseddoo-wopoftheFifties.SheteamedupwithagroupofyoungPuertoRicansand sangacappellainasubwaystation.Theirrepertoireincludedgirlgroupmaterialbythe Chantels and the Shirelles, who had scored a number one hit in December 1960 with CaroleKingandGerryGoffin's"WillYouLoveMeTomorrow,"whichNyrowouldlater record. Laura was also listening to soul, including Motown groups such as Martha and theVandellas,aswellasCurtisMayfieldwhosemalefalsettoinfluencedhervocalstyle. AmongfemalesingerssheadmiredJoanBaez,butespeciallyjazzvocalistssuchasBillie Holiday, Sarah Vaughan and Nina Simone. She also listened to modern jazz instrumentalists, especially John Coltrane and Miles Davis. Coltrane's pianist McCoy Tynerwasundoubtedlyamajorinfluenceonherpianovoicings.

Nyro saw herself more a songwriter than a performer. During this era the pop divas,suchastheSupremesorArethaFranklin,oftensangmaterialwrittenbyothers. Ontheotherhand,anumberoftalentedfemalesongwriters,includingCaroleKing,Ellie Greenwich and Cynthia Weil, were churning out hits at the "Brill Building" (in fact a numberofbuildings)inManhattan,whichmixedthesophisticatedTinPanAlleylegacy with rock and R & B (Emerson). It was in this context that, by chance, Nyro was discovered by record company executive Artie Mogull, who would become her first manager.HerdebutalbumMoreThanaNewDiscovery,releasedin1967,included"And WhenIDie,"successfullycoveredbyPeterPaul&Mary,TheFifthDimension,andBlood, Sweat & Tears. Her second album, Eli and the Thirteenth Confession, was released by ColumbiaRecondsin1969togreatcriticalacclaim,followedbyNewYorkTendaberryin 1969,andChristmasandtheBeadsofSweatin1970.In1971sherecordedGonnaTakea Miracle, with the vocal group Labelle, which featured covers of soul and pop classics such as "Jimmy Mack" and "Spanish Harlem." The same year she married a carpenter, DavidBianchini,anddecidedtoretirefromthemusicbusinessatagetwenty-four.This may help explain why she never really attained star status, and ultimately faded from collectivememory.Afterhermarriagebrokeupinthemid-seventiesshereturnedtothe studio,recordingSmile,andwentonafour-monthtour.Sherecordedher1978album Nestedwhilepregnantwithheronlychild.Her1984albumMother'sSpiritualtestifiesto the transforming experience of motherhood. In the early 1980s she began living with painter Maria Desiderio. Laura Nyro died of ovarian cancer, which had killed her mother,inDanbury,ConnecticutonApril8,1997attheageofforty-nine.

3.EliandtheThirteenthConfession

Before making Eli and the Thirteenth Confession, Nyro had appeared at the legendary Monterey Pop Festival on June 17, 1967. Although this performance has often been describedasadisaster(e.g.,Auclair1296-97),carefulviewingofthefootagerevealsthat she was not actually booed and that she was actually appreciated by some of the audience. 2 However,hermusicandappearancedidseemoutofstepwiththedominant psychedelic style. Performing with a house band after The Byrds and just before the JeffersonAirplanedidnothelpmatters.Inspiteofthissetback,theambitious24-year old producer David Geffen became her agent and steered her towards Columbia Records, which had signed Miles Davis and Bob Dylan among others. For the arrangements, Geffen hired 29-year old Charlie Calello, who had been working in the industryfortenyearsasamusician,producerandarranger.Whilethereisnodoubtthat Calellomadeamajorcontributiontothealbum,LauraNyrowasverymuchincontrolof the material and the arrangements build on her unique style, especially the piano voicingsandtempochanges.

I will first discuss two well-known songs from this album, "Stoned Soul Picnic" and"SweetBlindness,"whichbothhaveaget-happygospelgroove,beforemovingonto twodarkerandmoreintimatetracks. 3

3.1.StonedSoulPicnic

Can you surry, Can you picnic? whoa... The vocal arrangement and melismatic "whoas" of "Stoned Soul Picnic echo the doo-wopofLauraNyro'sformativeyearsandthegirlgroupsoftheearly1960s.Allthe vocals on Eli and the Thirteenth Confession were sung by Nyro herself through the relatively new multitracking technology. This track, like the others on the album, displays a complex vocal and intrumental tapestry of sound. To execute his sophisticated arrangement, Charlie Calello had assembled a team of top flight studio 2 LauraNyrocanbeseenperforming"PovertyTrain"attheMontereyfestivalonYouTube.

3 Thelyricsofthesefoursongsareintheappendix.WhileIwouldrecommendbuyingthealbum,thesefourtracks maybeheardonthefreeandlegalstreamingserviceDeezer. musicians,whichincludedjazzsaxophonistandflutistJoeFarrell.OvertheyearsNyro wouldrecordwithmanywell-knownjazzmusicians,includingTootsThielemans,Zoot Sims, Michael and Randy Brecker, and Alice Coltrane as well as leading folk and rock stars,suchasJohnSebastianandDuaneAllman.

Come on, come on an' Surry down to a stoned soul picnic Surry down to a stoned soul picnic There'll be lots of time and wine Red yellow honey Sassafras and moonshine Popular song is an art of repetition, and "Stoned Soul Picnic," like doo-wop, revels in rich recurring sound patterns. The word "surry," coined by Nyro, is repeated overtwelvetimesbeforethefadeoutattheendofthesong.Incidentally,surry,whichfor manylistenersmayrecall"asurrey"(asin"TheSurreywithaFringeonTop"fromthe 1943 Rodger and Hammerstein musical Oklahoma!), has actually entered the online urban dictionary as a verb, defined as "to move with the expectation of having a good time"andthelyricsof"StonedSoulPicnic"arecitedasanexample. 4 Intoxicatedwiththe soundsoflanguage,Nyroexploitsassonance,alliterationandrhyme,allillustratedinthe catchy title "Stoned Soul Picnic," where the singable diphthongs of stoned and soul contrast with the short lax vowels and crisp percussive voiceless consonants of picnic (whose two syllables rhyme). Nyro chooses words with rich and evocative sound patterns,suchasthealliterativesassafras.

The line "Red yellow honey sassafras and moonshine" illustrates the multisensorialityofherlyrics,mixingtaste,smellandvision.Infact,atLaura'srequest, theartdirectorusedperfumedinktoprintthelyricsfrom"Eli'sComing,"andaccording toKort(57)theoriginallyricsheetretainsapleasantaromadecadeslater!Suchlyrics suggest that Nyro may have had a form of synesthesia, a condition where "people experiencemorethanonesensationinresponsetoasinglestimulus,"sothattheymay "see" sounds as well as hear them or "taste" images (Carter 76).5 There is substantial evidencethatNyro,likeJoniMitchell,experiencedmusicascolors,shapesandtextures. AccordingtoJimmieHaskell,whoorchestratedherNewYorkTenderberryalbum,Laura preferredtalkingincolors,soinsteadofrequestingabrassinstrument,shewouldask for "blue" (Kort 75). She once described the instrumentation on her song "You don't LoveMeWhenICry"as"awarmpalebluewithafewwhitecapsonit"(Kort76).

LikemanysuccessfulsongwritersintheEnglish-languagetradition,Nyrocreates memorabletwo-beatalliterativephrases,suchas"thelordandthelightning"and"trains of trust." The somewhat oxymoronic line "rain and sun come in akin" uses sound patterns for cohesion, with its five word-final nasal consonants as well as a clever internal rhyme over a two-beat iambic metrical pattern: "come in akin." The semantic contradictionisthustranscended,signalingtothelistenerthatatthestonedsoulpicnic, (or at the Woodstock festival, one might add), the party goes on come rain or come shine. In a series of lines made up of the construction "There'll be trains of +<noun phrase>,"Nyro reinforces her synesthetic imagey through grammatical parallelism, another familiar songwriting device (similar to incremental repetition in ballad scholarship):

There'll be trains of blossoms There'll be trains of music There'll be trains of trust Trains of gold and dust 6Nyro's intoxication with verbal sounds creates some wonderful although rather elusiveimages.AsaYouTubebloggernamedundercoverbrotherhasnoted,"thissongis solovablyweird."Beyonditslovableweirdness,Isee"StonedSoulPicnic"asanupbeat gospel-influenced invitation to celebrate the senses, very much the gospel of the WoodstockYearsandalegacyofthenon-PuritanicalWhitmanesquetraditionpassedon viatheBeatGeneration.ThewordstonedintheSixtiesreferredincreasinglytodrugs(as inDylan's"Everybodymustgetstoned")butstillhadtheoldermeaningofanalcoholinduced high (as in Ray Charles' "Let's Go Get Stoned"). "Stoned" was not only a metaphorforNyrosinceduringtherecordingsessionsofthealbum,Nyrowouldbring pottothestudio,totheconsternationofherproducerwhofeltshewaslosingvaluable studiotime.ShealsotriedLSDintheSixtiesasameansofexploringherinnervisions, butgaveitupbecauseofpotentialgeneticdamage(Kort55).

"Stoned Soul Picnic" has been praised by many. Steve Katz of the influential sixties band The Blues Project even said (hyperbolically) it should be the National Anthem,aproposalthatsoundsfaroutcomparedtoamoremainstreamchoicesuchas Woody Guthrie's "This Land is Your Land." More significantly, songwriter Stephen Sondheimclaimedthatin"economy,lyricismandmelody,itisamasterpiece." (Weller 2008,188-89).

3.2.SweetBlindness

Oh sweet blindness A little magic A little kindness Oh sweet blindness All over me In "Sweet Blindness," Nyro celebrates the pleasures of "Daddy's wine." In a live performance at the Bottom Line in New York City in 1978, available on You Tube, she introduces it as a "drinking song." The title "Sweet Blindness" and the noun phrase "sweet-eyed blindness" illustrate once again the connections between the different senses,remindingoneoftheexpression"tobeblinddrunk."Asin"StonedSoulPicnic," theperformancehighlightsherquirkytempochanges,whichweresometimesresisted byproducerswhofelttheywouldaffecttheircommercialappeal.FelixCavaliereofThe Rascals,whoco-producedNyro'sfourthalbum,said: whenyouhaveasongyou'retryingtogetplayedcommerciallyontheradio,you can'tallofasuddenstoptherhythm,gohaveasandwich,andcomeback[...]But shewouldstopandgetrealslowanddreamy,thenpickitupagain!Howevershe feltit,that'swhereitwent.Well,goodbyeradio(Kort112).

Althoughshewouldeventuallygaintheappreciationofherseasonedstudiomusicians, some were initially thrown by her idiosyncratic rhythmic sense. While this might conventionally be viewed as a weakness, she turned it into a strength and a stylistic trademark.Asinclassicalmusic,butalsoinballadsinging,gospel,andfreejazz,rubato is used for free expression, as a way of escaping the contraints of a regular pulse. In "SweetBlindness,"thetempoissloweddownatstrategiclocations,forexampleatthe beginning of the second verse "Let's go down by the grapevine..." or at the beginning interlude"Iain'tgonnatellyouwhatI'vebeendrinking."

"Sweet Blindness" is not only an ode to the senses, but also to transgression: "please don't tell my mother/I'm a saloon and a moonshine lover." The repeated line "Ain'tgonnatellyouwhatI'vebeendrinkin'"soundslikeachildhoodditty,linkingthe songtofolktradition.Theuseofthetambourinetiesthelyricstoitsgood-timegospel roots.UnlikeDaddy,thesingerispreachingthe"ginmillspirit";itsmagic,wonderand goodness: "ain't that sweet-eyed blindness good to me." This is very much part of the Woodstock "we are stardust" ethos before the darkness of Altamont set in. 7 A prelapsariansongofinnocence,"SweetBlindness"harkensbacktomythicalAmerican values. The line "Come on baby do a slow float/You're a good lookin' riverboat," with Calello's brilliant horn arrangement reinforcing the image, evokes the mighty Mississippi, the vector of jazz and blues. Whether it means, it is a piece of pure Americanathatsticksinone'smind.

Like"StonedSoulPicnic,"whichwassuccessfullycoveredbyThe5thDimension, "Sweet Blindness" has been performed by various artists in a broad range of styles. With its precise choreography, Liza Minnelli's performance on the Ed Sullivan show emphasizes the Broadway musical comedy approach. Sammy Davis and Tom Jones includeitinamedleyaspartofacomedyroutineintheentertainmenttraditiongoing backtominstrelshows. 8 Caveatemptor.Manyofthesecoverssound,atleasttomyears, far less soulful that Nyro's own edgier interpretations, and some come pretty close to "sweetblandness."

3.3.PovertyTrain

Oh baby, it looks good and dirty Them shiny lights glow A million night tramps, tricks and tracks Will come and go.

7 ThedarkersideoftheWoodstockYearsisexploredbyBlanchet.

8 TheseperformancesareavailableonYouTube.

You're starvin' today But who cares anyway? Baby, it feels like I'm dying Now.

Paul Zollo (216), the author of the acclaimed Songwriters on Songwriting, notes thatLauraNyro,onherfirstalbums showed an uncanny affinity for songs of great emotional extremes. There are songsofpureecstaticjoy,asenseofboundlesshappinessthatfewsongwriters, with the exception of Stevie Wonder, have ever been able to express. As songwritersknow,writingatrulyhappysongthat'snottriteistough;it'seasier towriteaneffectivesadone.

If Nyro had only written songs like "Stoned Soul Picnic" and "Sweet Blindness," as enjoyable and uplifting as they are, her work would lack the emotional depth that characterized her work and to which Zollo refers. The Devil, darkness and death hauntedherlyricsrightfromthestart.Onthefolk-inspired"AndWhenIDie,"writtenas a teenager, she was already singing about Satan. In "Buy and Sell," also from her first album,shedescribedthedarkersideofstreetlife,evokingdruguseandprostitution: Ladiesdresscalicostyle Bewareyourheartwhentheysmile Andtheirmenwalkshamelessly Aimlesslyby Cindersinthesky "PovertyTrain"updatesherreportonthesordidsideofstreetlife.AlthoughNyro issometimes associated with confessionalism,this track shows that, like BobDylan or Joni Mitchell, she was also inspired to comment on the world around her. During the Woodstock years the spiritual and hedonistic use of pot and LSD, as pioneered by the MerryPrankstersandprescribedbyproselytizerTimLeary,wouldgivewaytoharder drugs like cocaine and especially heroin, the bane of jazz musicians of an earlier generation,whichincreasinglyafflictedthestarsoftheSixties,suchasJamesTaylorand KeithRichards.Although"PovertyTrain"mentionscocaineasaformofescape,Charlie CalellosaysthatLauratoldhimitwasactuallyaboutheroinAformerBronxdruguser quoted by Kort (55) claims that the lyrics resonated with their life: "You get on a train...andfindtherearenostopstogetoff."

Thearrangementandtheperformanceof"PovertyTrain"enhancethepowerful lyrics.Firstweheartheblastofasinglenoteonelectricguitar,abare-bonesblueslick onacousticguitar,andalonealmostsobbingvoicecallingout"Lastcallforthepoverty train," followed by a chord on the vibes and a drawn out melismatic "yeah." Then the drums kick in, playing in 3/4 meter, underlining the vivid even violent synesthetic imagesofableakurbanlandscape:"Youcanseethewallsroar/Seeyourbrainsonthe floor/BecomeGod/Becomecripple/Becomefunky/Andsplit."Afterthisbuild-up,most of the band drops out on the line "Why was I born?," and jazz flutist Joe Farrell comments on the scene with wispy impressionistic phrases. The syllables "No" and "Whoa"haveadualstructuralandexpressiverole,notonlyseparatingverses,butabove allconveyingemotionthattranscendstheordinarylexis.

3.4.LonelyWomen

No one hurries home to lonely women No one hurries home to lonely women A gal could die without her man And no one knows it better than lonely women In"LonelyWomen,"Nyroalsoconveysabroadrangeofemotionsthroughtheuse of silence, expressive timing, voice quality and dynamics. The song opens with a stark minorchordonthepianoandJoeFarrell'ssmokytenorsax.Thenwehearanakedvoice stating "No one hurries home to lonely women." The alliterative collocation "to hurry home"illustratesNyro'seffectiveuseofeverydayformulaiclanguage,anotherhallmark of good songwriters. At the same time, she subverts the often positive connotations of theidiom:inpopularsongsloversplead"baby,hurryhome"andonemightassumethat some actually do. Leaving no room for hope, the opening line cries out a tautology of despair. Women are lonely because no one hurries home to them. But their loneliness onlymakesthemlessdesirable,creatingaviciousself-feedingspiralingcycleofsolitude. Thislineisrepeated,suggestingtheblues,eventhoughthestandardAABformatisnot respected.Line3,"Agalcoulddiewithoutherman,"evokesbluesandjazzphraseology. OnecanalmosthearBillieHoliday,astronginfluenceonLaura,singing"MyMan."The referencetothebluesisspelledoutexplicitlyinthefollowingverse:

And no one knows the blues like lonely women do No one knows the blues like lonely women, yeah Blues, the blues that make the walls rush in Walls that tell you where you've been

The verb of movement rush, semantically echoing hurry, makes the listener feel the crushing overwhelming pain of loneliness, as we witness a woman alone with her memories:"Wallsthattellyouwhereyou'vebeen."Nyroapparentlyfoughtoffboutsof depression(Kort55),andlisteningtohersongsonewonderswhethershesufferedfrom a form ofbipolar disorder. The next verseevokes death,bitter tears, a downpour, and therealizationthatlonelywomenmaynothaveoffspring.

And let me die early morning Whoa, whoa, whoa, bitter tears Whoa, whoa, whoa, bitter tears Uptight, downpour Don't got no children to be grandmother for Grandmother for She don't believe no more, She don't believe no one hurries home to call you, baby

Through its intensity and iconic melodic shapes, the music reinforces the meaning of theselines.Thephrase"bittertears"issungtoafallingcontour(degrees4,3and1ofa minor scale) and "downpour" also has a descending contour. The final line states the logical contradiction of despair: "Everybody knows, everybody knows/Everybody knows,butnooneknows."PerhapsthisreferencestheNegrospiritual"Nooneknows thetroubleI'veseen,"butherethereisnoSavior.

3.5.EliandtheThirteenthConfessionasanorganicwhole

While not a self-consciously crafted concept album like the Beatles' Sergeant Pepper's LonelyHeartsClubBandortheBeachBoys'PetSounds,EliandtheThirteenthConfession is much more than a collection of individual songs. The recurring themes and images create a coherent organic whole. In addition to the synesthetic imagery and the celebrationofthesensesdiscussedabove,thereisacomplexnetworkofreferencesto religionandfolkbeliefs.Thefirstsong,"Luckie,"depictstheDevil(afrequentcharacter inNyro'ssongs),buthecan'tstaybecause Luckie'stakingover Andhisclovershows Devilcan'tgetoutofhand 'CauseLuckie'stakingover AndwhatLuckiesaysgoes Thesecondsong,"Lu"refersto"WalkingonGod'sgoodside."Inthethirdsong,"Sweet Blindness,"weencounterthephrase"Fourleavesonaclover."Thenextsong,"Poverty Train," suggests that through sweet cocaine you can become God, but "I just saw the Devil and he's smilin' at me." The mysterious title song "Eli's comin'" sounds a cautionary note: "Eli's comin'/Whoa you better hide your heart." An Old Testament charactermentionedintheBookofSamuel,EliisalsoavariantnameforGodinHebrew, ArabicandAramaic.WhileEliappearstobeamortalloverandheartbreaker,thesong hintsatadeeperspiritualdimension.

Thelast(thirteenth)song,"TheConfession,"linksreligionandphysicallove.The openinglinesreferdirectlytosex:

Lovemylovething Superrideinsidemylovething Subvertingtheconventionalmeaningof"virginity,"thesingerconfesses: OhIhatemywinsomelover TellhimI'vehadothers Atmybreast Buttellhimhehasheldmyheart AndonlynowamIavirgin Iconfess Thelinebetweenreligiousandsexualfervorisofcoursenarrow,ascanbeheardinthe suggestivelyricsofmanyR&Bandsoulclassicsthatsubvertedthelanguageofgospel. Ray Charles, Sam Cooke, Aretha Franklin and others "crossed over," trading love for Jesusforsecularlove.Inasimilarspirit,thelasttwolinesofthealbumproclaim: Lovemylovething Loveissurelygospel Nyro is surely preaching the good word, the gospel that dominated the Woodstock Years,callingforthewallbetweenspiritualandphysicallovetocometumblin'down. Kort(61)pointsoutthatonthisalbumLauraNyrodisplayedfemalesexuality"in awayrarelyheardinpopmusic."Unlikeblues,R&BandrockvocalistslikeJanisJoplin, whotendedtobeunabashedaboutsexualcontent,hersexualattitudewas"moreakinto aclassicjazzsinger:languous,provocative,andknowing."Thesong"Emmie"hasoften been interpreted as being about a female lover, one of the few popular songs of this periodevokinglesbianism.Nyroherselfsaiditwasabouttheeternalfeminineandnot about a specific woman. In a remake from the late 1980's she "offered a litany of Emilys," which included mother, daughter, sister, lover (Kort 60). The imagery of the songclearlyevokesphysicaldesire: AndIswearyouwereborn Aweaver'slover Bornfortheloom'sdesire Moveme Ohswayme Emilyyouornamenttheearthforme Finally, we have seen how Nyro deals with the pain or the absence of love in "Lonely Woman." In this vein, "Woman's Blues" also summons up some remarkably original and poignant imagery: "Whoa God it's hard on the chamber's walls of heartache."

4.LauraNyroandtheWoodstockYears

Iain'tlookin'toblockyouup Shockorknockorlockyouup Analyzeyou,categorizeyou Finalizeyouoradvertiseyou... 9 Laura Nyro's work often appears puzzling and paradoxical because it defies conventional categorization and the way the Woodstock Years have been depicted, especially by the media. Viewed superficially from the outside, her life and her work mayseemsomewhatincoherent,althoughthereislittledoubtthattherewasaguiding innervision.Nyrobridgedmanygaps,and,asIhavetriedtoshow,herworktranscends manyoftherealorperceiveddichotomiesdrawnupinahighlypolarizedera:rock/pop, folk/jazz, high-brow/popular, traditional/experimental, black/white, straight/gay, God/theDevil,confessionalism/entertainment.Aswehaveseen,hermusicalinfluences were extremely diverse, embracing folk, jazz, classical, gospel, doo-wop, Broadway musicalsandothergenres.Herrecordingsandperformancesaswellastheirreception bothreflectandshedlightonthesometimesconflictingmusicalandculturalvaluesof theWoodstockYears.LikeCaroleKing,shewasapiano-playingsongstressprofoundly influenced by the African-American tradition (gospel, doowop, Motown) as well as the structurally constrained commercial craft of the Brill Building songwriting teams, at a timewhenthe"Dionysian"culturalheroeshighlightedbythemedia,usuallymen,were wieldingelectricguitarsandembarkingonlengthyfree-formimprovisation. 9 BobDylan,"AllIReallyWantToDo." First of all, although it is a handy label, the very expression "The Woodstock Years"suggestsaslantontheperiod.ThemusicplayedatWoodstockwasdominatedby maleguitarheros:JimiHendrix'srenditionofthenationalanthemispartofeveryone's reminiscencebump.Ontheotherhand,oneofthebestsongsaboutthatexperiencewas writtenbyawoman,JoniMitchell,whowasn'teventhere,thusprovidinganironictwist totheWavyGravyprinciple.Furthermore,thesomewhatdistortedfocusonWoodstock may lead us to forget that the music of this era was incredibly diverse, embracing commercialstylesthateveryone,hiporsquare,waslisteningto:Motown,TopTenpop (CharlieCalellohadarranged"RagDoll"bytheFourSeasons),countrymusic(e.g.,Merle Haggard'stongueincheekanti-protestprotestsong"OkiefromMuskogee,"whichmany tookseriouslyatthetime,andlovedorhatedaccordingly),evenOl'BlueEyeshimself ("StrangersintheNight").Infact,accordingtoTomDicillo's2009documentaryabout the Doors, When You're Strange, Sinatra became at one point Jim Morrison's favorite singer (gasp!). How does Laura Nyro fit into this complex cultural dynamic? Her sophisticatedurbanstylewasoftenclosertojazzthantotherough-hewnfolktraditions represented by Woody Guthrie or Muddy Waters, which inspired so many of the Woodstock bands. Some of her material had real commercial appeal, at least when coveredbybandslikeThe5thDimensionandBloodSweat&Tears,andinthisrespect sheresemblesthefemalesongwritersoftheBrillBuilding.Ontheotherhand,hermore "confessional"materialandhersingingstylewereprobablytoofaroutformainstream consumption, which may partially explain why, despite the critical acclaim and admirationofherpeers,sheneverhadahitrecordofherown.

It is revealing to look at how material culture, in this case musical instruments and technology, contributed to the sonic and visual imagery of the Woodstock Years. Nyro may also have been marginalized in part because, like Carole King and others in theBrillBuildingcrowd,sheplayedthepiano,aninstrumentoftenplayedbywomenin jazz(e.g.,MaryLouWilliams,ShirleyHorn)andpopularmusic,asopposedtodrumsfor instance.Theguitar,whichhadbeenpopularinthefolkandrock'n'rolltraditions(e.g. Woody Guthrie and Chuck Berry), became emblematic of the period, especially the electricguitaranditsassortedeffects(e.g.,thewahwahpedal),withformerfolkieslike Jerry Garcia plugging in. Although I haven't calculated the ratio of guitars to pianos at Woodstock,itmustbeveryhigh.Thepiano,oftenviewedasasymbolofmiddleorupper classrespectability,wasalsoakeyinstrumentinthejazz,blues,gospelandearlyrock'n' rolltraditions,butinthe1960scountercultureitwasincreasinglysidelinedintheyouth culture. After all, it's a lot easier to carry around a blues harp or a cheap guitar when you'reontheroad.Furthermore,inspiteoftheanticsofaJerryLeeLewis,thepiano's immobility is also restricting on stage, blocking visual access for part of the audience andreducinginteractionbetweenmusicians.Nevertheless,thepiano,whichlendsitself toharmonicsophisticationandembellishment,continuedtoplayaroleinthemakingof thepopularmusicthatwasheardontheTopTen,andinparticularinAfricanAmerican soul growing out of gospel (e.g., Ray Charles, Aretha Franklin). Much of the American popular music of the 20th century, especially the so-called Great American Songbook (Gershwin, Kern, Porter et al.) was composed on the piano, and this legacy has never beenentirelyforgotten.WhatisstrikingaboutLauraNyro'sworkistheoriginalwayshe usesthepiano,withheropenvoicings,mentionedabove,inwhichsheleavesoutnotes, especiallythird.Likeothermusiciansofthetime(JoniMitchell,TheBeatles,TheBeach Boys), she doesn't abandon harmony, but she finds refreshing new colors drawn from herwide-openears. Nyro's relationship to the women's movement is also, at least on the surface, somewhatparadoxical.Ontheonehand,earlysongslike"WeddingBellBlues"andlines like "A gal could die without her man," inspired by the blues, jazz and pop traditions, hardly sound feminist; on the other hand, Nyro showed great artistic independence in the male-dominated music industry. In the recording studio she did it her way, provoking initial frustration followed by widespread admiration from producers and musicians. As mentioned above, the quality of her work and her independent attitude would subsequently influence other women songwriters like Rickie Lee Jones 10 and SuzanneVega.Shewasalsoindependentinherprivatelife.Afterhermarriagebrokeup, shebecameasinglemother,andthenliveduntilherdeathwithpainterMariaDesiderio. As we have seen, her song "Emmie" was widely interpreted as being about a female lover,andin1989sheperformedsoloattheMichigan'sWomyn's(sic)MusicFestival,an annual event that only allowed women, featuring lesbian-oriented performers. Nyro's lifeandmusicleadustolookcloserattherelationshipbetweenmenandwomenduring theWoodstockYears. 11 As we have seen, Nyro's songs have a rich spiritual dimension, which I trace primarily to gospel, because they embrace both the rejoicing spirit of "Stoned Soul Picnic" as well as the darker questions of death and evil. She seems to have been hauntedbythedevil,andperhaps,likeRobertJohnsonshehadahellhoundonhertrail. Symbolically, the 1960s are often cast in terms of good and evil, embodied by WoodstockandAltamont:Nyro'sworkdramatizesthe"wearestardust"vs."sympathy for the devil" vision. 

5.Coda:LauraNyro'sLastingLegacy AndwhenIdie

AndwhenI'mgone There'llbeonechildborn Andaworldtocarryon. Paul Zollo (216) points out that if Laura Nyro had only written "And When I Die" it is "suchaninspirationalclassicthatshewouldstilldeserveanentirechapterintheannals ofsongwriting."Headds: But there's so much more: since her remarkable debut in 1966, she crafted a lyricallanguageentirelyherowninsongs,akindofstreetwiseshorthandofthe heart,wedtomelodiesofdeepandjoyoussoul.Hersongs,asrecordedbyherself andthebevyofartistswhohadhitswiththem,resoundedwiththeauthenticity of new American spirituals, sounding simultaneously modern and traditional. (Zollo216) Of course, Nyro has also had her share of detractors and her later work was no doubt uneven.Somefoundhersingingmanneredordislikedtheperceivedshrillnessofsome ofherhighnotes,whichIthinksheusedtogreatartisticeffect.Herlyricsmayhavebeen obscureattimes,butnomorethanthoseofBobDylanorJoniMitchell,nottomention many authors of modernist poetry or prose.12 Whatever her shortcomings, an occupational hazard for any innovative risk-taking writer or composer, these are outweighedbythemanyartisticassetsthathavebeenunderlinedinthispaper.Sungby others but sadly undersung as a creative artist in her own right, Laura Nyro has left behindaneglectedbutlastinglegacy.Herrichlytexturedwork,illustratedherebyher earlymasterpieceEliandtheThirteenthConfession,standsoutseveraldecadeslaterasa majorcontributiontotheAmericansongbook.Althoughshediedbeforeshegotold,she has provided rewarding listening for my generation, and her music will hopefully be carriedontothenext.

( 

  Her later songs, especially on the 1984 album Mother's Spiritual,

	oftenreflectamoreoptimisticpantheisticphilosophyintunewithhernurturingroleas
	amotherandherregardforMotherEarth.Thisisreflectedin"ToaChild":
	Kissthesunhello
	Childinthepark
	Makeyourlifealovin'thing
	AndI'msotired
	Andyou'resowired
	AndI'mapoet
	Withoutapoem
	Andyouaremychild.
	10 In2003JoneswroteamovingintroductiontoLauraNyro:Lyrics&Reminiscences,inwhichsheacknowledges
	Nyro'sprofoundinfluenceonherownwork.
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ReflectingonthestatusofmaleartistslikePicassoandDylan,

Rotolo(182)

notesthatmen"werebornintoasociety thatgavethempermissiontodoastheypleased.Women,ontheotherhand,weresidelined[...]Femaleswereguests, notparticipants."LauraNyro,likeJoniMitchellandafewothers,refusedtostandontheoutsidelookingin.

  Don't ask me cause I) Ain't gonna tell you what I've been drinkin' Ain't gonna tell you what I've been drinkin' Ain't gonna tell you what I've been drinkin' let daddy hear it He don't believe in the gin mill spirit Don't let daddy hear it He don't believe in the gin mill spirit Come on baby do a slow float You're a good lookin' riverboat And ain't that sweet-eyed blindness Good to me Good to me Now ain't that sweet eyed blindness Good to me

	Wine
	Of wonder
	Wonder
	(By the way)
	Sweet blindness
	A little magic
	A little kindness
	Oh sweet blindness
	All over me
	Don't

http://www.urbandictionary.com

ComposerOlivierMessiaen,forinstance,perceivedchordsascolors.Baudelaire'ssonnet"Correspondences"("Les parfums,lescouleursetlessonsserépondent")andRimbaud's"Voyelles"evokesynesthesia.InBornonaBlueDay autisticsavantDanielTammetwritesmovinglyofhisexperienceasasynesthete. andLechevalierdiscusstherelationshipbetweensynesthesiaandmusic.

TheselinesmusthaveheldgreatsymbolicmeaningforNyrobecauseina1994interviewwithPaulZollo(229)she saidinacommentonhersong"SavetheCountry":"Tome,that'smyphilosophy.InmymindIcan'tstudywar becausetherewillbetrainsofblossoms,therewillbetrainsofmusic."

DaveVanRonk(208),amajorfigureinthefolkrevival,takesDylantotaskforincreasingunintelligibilityand sloppiness,inheritedfrom"alongtraditionofpoetswritingthingsthatsoundedwonderfulbutmadenotsense[...] becauseifyouareagoodenoughpoet,youcanmakebullshitsoundsobeautifulthatpeopledon'tnoticethatit's bullshit."

Appendix: The lyrics of four songs from Eli and the Thirteenth Confession

Line division and layout are based mainly on Laura Nyro: Lyrics & Reminiscences (New York: Cherry Lane Music, 2004). Some changes have been made in reference to the recording and occasionally to highlight the structure of the lyrics. I have also indicated some of the "doo wop" syllables. Lonely Women (Laura Nyro) No one hurries home to lonely women No one hurries home to lonely women A gal could die without her man And no one knows it better than lonely women And no one knows the blues like lonely women do No one knows the blues like lonely women, yeah Blues, the blues that make the walls rush in Walls that tell you where you've been And you've been to the hollow Lonely women, yeah.

Stoned

And let me die early morning Whoa, whoa, whoa, bitter tears Whoa, whoa, whoa, bitter tears Uptight, downpour Don't got no children to be grandmother for Grandmother for She don't believe no more, She don't believe no one hurries home to call you, baby Everybody knows, everybody knows Everybody knows but no one knows