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No artist since the days of the Rat-Pack has oozed quirky coolness the way that Tom Waits does. His work harkens back to a day when walking into a jazz or blues club meant that you may not necessarily be coming out in the same physical or mental condition. Listening to his body of work, you can easily trace his path from being a drunken young poet, to a superb storyteller, and finally to an eccentric old man.  With his lyrical prowess and the throaty growl of a voice reminiscent of the great Louis Armstrong, Waits has secured his position as nothing short a living legend.


With his first album Tom Waits blindly stumbled into the music scene with a mediocrely sung, yet powerfully well written collection of songs titled Closing Time. The album was full of references to promiscuity (“Ice Cream Man”), loneliness (“Lonely”), and hopes for staying single (“Hope that I don’t Fall In Love With You”). With very few good reviews by critics, it seemed that Waits was doomed in the eyes of public perception until a little known band named “The Eagles” took his song “Ol’ 55” and turned it into a chart topping classic. With this new found success, a re-energized Waits decided to turn his back on traditional “singing”, and concentrated more on expressing emotion with his voice. 


But with critical reviews of his live performances far outweighing those of his albums, Waits decided it was time for a change for his third album. In a successful attempt to capture his complex stage presence on a vinyl disc, he brought in tables, seats, neon signs, booze, food and a crowd into an already cramped recording studio, and played back to back for four nights. On this live recording titled Nighthawks at the Diner, Waits accurately captured the feeling of a dank, dirty and gin soaked back door jazz club. With songs dealing with bachelorhood (“Better off without a Wife”), loneliness (“Warm Beer, Cold Women”), and dark dirty diners (“Eggs and Sausage”) he firmly established his image as a proverbial, drunken poet who played unsafe nightclubs. Tom Waits continued to play this role with his next several albums. 


The highlight of this period in his career was the hilarious ballad “The Piano has been Drinking” which included lyrics like “The jukebox has to take a leak and the carpet needs a hair-cut”. However, this time also produced a few gems such as “Tom Traubert’s Blues”, “Berma Shave” and “Bad Liver and a Broken Heart” which foreshadowed his ever growing ability to tell full stories within a single song. 


By the time he was writing his 6th album, Tom Waits showed signs of tiring of his image as a hapless drunk, and decided to turn his focus onto telling stories of other down and out misfits of modern society. With the album Blue Valentines, Waits told stories of gang leaders, jailed hookers, and girls running away from home. The highlight of this collection is the incredibly clever song, titled “Christmas Card from a Hooker in Minneapolis”, in which a letter to an ex-boyfriend (Charlie) is read aloud by the hooker. The letter is all about her redemption to a normal member of society, only to be ended by her stating that she lied, and is ended by the lyrics “Hey Charlie, for chrissakes, if you want to know the truth of it…….I'll be eligible for parole come Valentine's day”. 


Waits continued this odd form of storytelling with his next album Heartattack and Vine. However this time the album contained a much stronger percussive beat and  more aggressive vocals, that in typical fashion, foretold of his musical stylings to come. This album runs the gamut from love songs (“Jersey Girl”) to songs about drugs (the title song). Some examples of these harsh and testosterone fueled lyrics include: “Well, I'll bet she's still a virgin, but it's only twenty-five to nine” and “I spent all my money in a Mexican whorehouse baby, across the street from the Catholic church”. 


By the time the album Swordfishtrombones came to pass, all but a strong trace of Waits original sound lingered in his music. Although there was a strong, bluesy electric guitar very present on the album, the percussion was heavily accented in the mix, and was mostly played on junk that Waits had collected from around his property. The album contained images of hell (“Down, Down Down”), guns (“13 Shells from a Thirty-Ought Six”), and Waits own imagination of a midlife crisis. It was this song, (“Franks Wild Years”) that he chose to adopt as his new persona. The song was a colorful description of a used office furniture salesman, who got fed up with his life, burned his house and his wife’s dog to the ground, and just setback and laughed, then drove North to find a new life. 


Waits wrote his next two albums about this character. The first album, Rain Dogs was written through the eyes of this man. It was a series of loose observations, recollections and stories from the character now known as Frank O’Brien, about his trip around the world and his attempt to become a famous accordion player. The second album took the title of the original song “Frank’s Wild Years” and was a narrative of his life. It took the listener from his decision to leave the town, to his travels, and to his ultimate return to the town from whence he came. Waits fell in love with this character so much, that he and his wife wrote a stage production about him, using the album as the soundtrack. It debuted to only warm praise, and was subsequently shut down two months later. However he felt that Frank had not yet run his course. Waits in turn wrote a concert-film starring Frank, which can only be described as the blending of a live performance of songs from the two albums, mixed with parts of the stage production, and an entirely new backdrop of surroundings. In doing all of this, Waits did more than just normal storytelling, he entirely documented the life of a fictional character.


After such an extensive run telling the story of Frank, Waits took a few years off to recuperate. But in 1992 Waits released Bone Machine, his first album to win him a Grammy award. With its morbid imagery, tales of the apocalypse, tribal beats, and Waits new demonic growl, he accurately captured nightmares in action. With lyrics such as “well, hell doesn't want you and heaven is full”, “along a river of flesh, can these dry bones live?” and “the sky is red, and the world is on fire” he paints an amazingly surrealistic and frightening picture of the world.


After another, even longer break between albums, Waits finally managed to come full circle, and blend all of his previous sounds together for one incredibly expansive album. Mule Variations is a melting pot of eccentric drumming, piano, blues guitar, harmonica and his patented odd storytelling all rolled up into lump sum. Topics on this album run from story telling to insanity. The touching piano ballad “Georgia Lee” is sung about a young girls death, and the fact that god was not there for her that night. The song “What’s he Building in There?“ is more of a spoken word poem of sorts that speaks through the eyes of paranoid neighbor, watching the every move of a suspicious man that has moved onto his street. While finally the hilarious and controversial song “Chocolate Jesus” speaks of a mans worshipping through his eating of a candy made in his lords image. This album as well, won him a Grammy.


With his next major album, Real Gone he again went into completely uncharted territory for himself, as it is his only album released that does not contain his signature pianist skills. In addition the lyrics on this album were also a departure from his normal style. With his first political songs ever released, Waits renounced war (in particular the war in Iraq) with songs like “Day after Tomorrow” and “Hoist that Rag”. One piercing example of these lyrics include “You can't deny, the other side, don't want to die anymore then we do. What I'm trying to say is don't they pray to the same god that we do?”. His latest release in 2006 was a collection of B-sides and rarities titled Orphans. This 3 CD box set contained a few new songs continuing in this vein of politics. The most notable of these is the song “Road to Peace” in which he openly comments on the United States role in the Israel and Palestine war, with lyrics like “tell me, why are we arming the Israeli army with guns and tanks and bullets?”.


Along the way, Tom Waits has proven himself to be one of the most vivid, descriptive, and original story tellers in modern music. With stories ranging from love and romance, to booze, prostitutes, and drugs, few artists have ever covered the ground that he has in his career as a musician. At a mere 58 years old, one can only hope we will continue to hear ground breaking albums from this legendary artist.


