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from America
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By Paul Nelson

ITH HIS FOURTH
album, Elliott' Murphy
continues to impress

and depress. Once overrated,
now underrated, he has always
had to struggle passionately to
match his brilliant, top-heavy
lyrics to a somewhat limited mu-
sical imagination—it’s usually
metaphysics and metaphors, not
melodies, that are best remem-
bered from his work. Like its
predecessors, Just a Story from
Americais more heroic tonic than

headachy torpor, but there are
times when one wishes that Mur-
phy were more of a natural and
could breathe some tactility into
his theses (“Drive All Night”
and “Think Too Hard,” for ex-
ample, are much too stiff).

Despite these not inconsider-
able shortcomings, Murphy re-
mains an incorrigible talent, and
this record is one of the best of
the year. Tenaciously thematic,
the singer continues to proffer
the magics and moral certitude of
romanticism and rock & roll,
fallen heroes and the awesomely
benevolent nighttime, and when
he connects, it's like a Dave
Kingman home run—all or noth-
ing, no coasting (“*Aristocracy is
like a crown of thorns/It takes
believers™). With its haunting
boys-choir backing, ** Anastasia,”
a song about childhood, wintry
nights, the Romanovs and the
pull of death in the Russian
Revolution, uses the old rock &
roll/country music ruse of a tele-
phone call from heaven to ex-
plore both a personal and collec-
tive loss of innocence that is posi-
tively—dare 1 say it?—cosmic.
“Just a Story from America”
sounds like Paul Simon adapting
Theodore Dreiser’s An American
Tragedy for the Top 40, while
“Caught Short in the Long Run”
boasts a chorus that makes my
heart pound. “Rock Ballad,”
with Mick Taylor playing guitar,
conjures up those indescribably
sweet but desperate times when
you listened all night to music on
the radio with someone you
loved, and hoped that it would
all last. '

Elliott Murphy's Just a Story
from America is an imperfect al-
bum about things that matter.
Better that than a perfect LP
about nothing, nothing at all.




