Ray Davies: ‘Other People’s Lives’ V2
‘Things are gonna change / This is the morning after’, sings 61-year old Ray Davies on the opening song of his long-expected new cd, his first solo recording with only new material. It sounds vital, it whirls a little and it is being sung with a refined timbre. It isn’t innovative, but with a voice that radiates timelessness, it indicates a fresh start. Which comes along with good intentions.

The former Kinks’ frontman recorded most of the new compositions in 2002 and 2003, even before he got shot in the leg going out one night in New Orleans by a bag thief and the following rehabilitation period. And once more it is striking to note that he hasn’t lost his talent to draw catchy sketches of his fellow human beings. And even though the result may not be what was expected by Mr. Brown or Mr. Smith, they can whistle along with the chorus of ‘Next Door Neighbour’ after having listened to it just once. Even though guitarist Mark Johns, bassist Dick Nolan and drummer Toby Baron are no Kinks, they come very close. When they subsequently upgrade the fragile, acoustic opening of ‘All she wrote’ with astute enthusiasm, they again do an excellent job. When he prolongs his words Davies sometimes reminds us of Tom Petty. When he crosses his rapiers with melancholy and nostalgia even Neil Young comes to the eye (‘The Getaway / Lonesome train’). But in his observations and introspections he remains, above all, his swirling self, working out details until they get some sort of universal meaning.
Sometimes bitterness rules, like in the album’s title song, which is a pamphlet against tabloidising society, nowadays also via the internet. But when Davies complains too clearly he sometimes becomes just as trivial as the triviality he fights. The shoutingly performed, with assorted rhythms and atmospheres, ‘Stand up Comic’, isn’t convincing. No, than we’d rather have ‘Is there life after breakfast?’, a harmonic feel good song, but more subtle in its design (Yes there is / So don’t live in agony). Or ‘Thanksgiving Day’, which was released last year on ep but added here as hidden track. Davies sees similarities between the American thanksgiving tradition and the Christmas evenings he celebrated with his family as a child. ‘Papa looks over at the small gathering’, he sings, ‘Remembering days gone by / Smiles at the children as he watches them play / And wishes his wife was still by his side’.
Davies depicts an American way of life he has learnt to appreciate in the past years. ‘The Getaway (Lonesome train)’ is dedicated to New Orleans that has been his second home in the past few years and in ‘The Tourist’ he tries to look at the typical tourist through the eyes of the local population (I’m just another tourist / checking out the slums / with my plastic Visa / drinking with my chums). Including himself. Because no matter which way you look at it: by watching other people, Davies always sees a part of himself.
