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Writing about music is like dancing about architecture.        –ELVIS COSTELLO









Roll over Beethoven, dig to these rhythm and blues. . . .         –CHUCK BERRY




























SELECTED PARLOPHONE/APPLE DISCOGRAPHY


THE BEATLES SIGNED with the Parlophone label, a subsidiary of Electrical and Mechanical Industries (EMI) in Britain, after producer George Martin heard their audition in August 1962. Until 1968, when they formed their own label, Apple, EMI distributed their records in Britain, and Capitol Records distributed in America. After Apple was formed, Capitol retained distribution rights to Beatles records in America, even though the records bore the Apple label.


The American versions of Beatles records were assembled by Capitol, and until the release of Sgt. Pepper in 1967, they bore little resemblance to their Parlophone counterparts. (The British EP, an extended-playing single averaging four songs, was also disregarded by Capitol.) “Bit of a drag, isn’t it?” McCartney once remarked to a BBC interviewer about the arrangement. Most American Capitol albums contain ten songs: Parlophone’s average fourteen. This meant that the extra songs on British albums that the Americans didn’t get would be transferred onto synthetically arranged collections in order to produce more product from the same amount of material. Capitol’s Yesterday and Today and Hey Jude albums are the grossest examples—they have no Parlophone counterparts whatsoever. It was profiteering at its most aesthetically corrupt.


The discrepancy between British and American releases makes for some confusing perceptions. Because the Beatles were sensitive to the way an album was laid out, the Parlophone releases remain the truest display of what they wanted to publish. The American issue of Rubber Soul, for example, although it features the same portrait on the cover, omits three of the songs included on Parlophone’s version and contains two songs that appeared on the Parlophone version of Help! For some American fans, it is still hard to imagine a Rubber Soul that begins with “Drive My Car,” as the Beatles intended it to.


With the release of the entire Beatles catalogue on compact disc by EMI and Capitol beginning in February 1987, the Parlophone editions—titles, song sequences, and even liner notes—are restored to their original design; as soon as the singles become available in this form (nonalbum tracks like “She Loves You,” “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” and “Hey Jude”), the reissue campaign will be complete. These Parlophone formats are still the best reflections of the Beatles’ intentions, and offer a better picture of their development in turning the record album into a new art form.


What follows is a selected discography that omits unnecessary repetitions (such as singles and EPs that draw their material from albums) and represents the most logical rundown of the focus of this book. For a complete and detailed discography, consult Castleman and Podrazik’s notorious All Together Now (Ballantine, 1975).


Release dates refer to the British issues. Names of lead singers are in parentheses. All songs are by Lennon-McCartney except those in which composer credits, in brackets, follow the name of the lead singer. Songs not written by the Beatles are asterisked. According to John Lennon in the final Playboy interviews, as a general rule the lead singer of any given song is the chief creative force behind the song. Knowing that McCartney is the lead singer on “All My Loving,” for example, clues us in to the fact that he was the song’s auteuiy if not the sole author.


Bootleg albums are not included in this discography, although they can be useful in interpreting the commercial releases (see Charles Reinhart’s You Can’t Do That). In general, the Parlophone/Apple releases in Britain are the closest thing to the published Beatles catalogue; the bootlegs should be thought of as rough drafts and outtakes not meant for public release.


The Beatles catalogue also has the dubious distinction of being the most varied in the world markets. Different versions and stereo mixes of songs were released in different parts of the world, consigning collectors to a lifetime’s worth of pleasure—and stupefaction—in retaining all resulting editions. For this text, the main source for stereo mixes has been the Mobile Sound Lab’s original master recording pressings, except where noted. Since all the British singles were originally published in mono (single-channel) mixes, certain American stereo mixes (such as the one for “Strawberry Fields Forever”) have been substituted to help delineate instrumentation.
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Love Me Do (Paul)/P.S. I Love You (Paul)
(Parlophone R 4949) Released: October 5, 1962





Please Please Me (John)/Ask Me Why (John)
(Parlophone R 4983) Released: January 11, 1963






PLEASE PLEASE ME (Parlophone PCS 3S42)
Released: March 22, 1963











	I Saw Her Standing There (Paul)
Misery (John)
Anna (Go to Him)* (John) [Alexander]
Chains* (George) [Goffin-King]
Boys* (Ringo) [Dixon-Farrell]
Ask Me Why (John)
Please Please Me (John)

	Love Me Do (Paul)
P.S. I Love You (Paul)
Baby It’s You* (John) [David-Bacharach-Williams]
Do You Want to Know a Secret (George)
A Taste of Honey* (Paul) [Marlow-Scott]
There’s a Place (John and Paul)
Twist and Shout* (John) [Russell-Medley]
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From Me to You (John and Paul)/Thank You Girl (John and Paul) (Parlophone R 5015) Released: April 12, 1963





She Loves You (John and Paul)/I’ll Get You (John and Paul) (Parlophone R 5055) Released: August 23, 1963






WITH THE BEATLES (Parlophone PCS 3045)
Released: November 22, 1963










	It Won’t Be Long (John)
All I’ve Got to Do (John)
All My Loving (Paul)
Don’t Bother Me (George) [Harrison]
Little Child (John)
Till There Was You* (Paul) [Willson]
Please Mr. Postman* (John) [Holland-Bateman-Gordy]

	Roll Over Beethoven* (George) [Berry]
Hold Me Tight (Paul)
You’ve Really Got a Hold on Me* (John) [Robinson]
I Wanna Be Your Man (Ringo)
Devil in Her Heart* (George) [Drapkin]
Not a Second Time (John)
Money* (John) [Gordy-Bradford]











I Want to Hold Your Hand (John and Paul)/This Boy (John, Paul, George) (Parlophone R 5084)
Released: November 29, 1963
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Long Tall Sally* (Paul) [Penniman]/I Call Your Name (John)/Slow Down* (John) [Williams]/Matchbox* (Ringo) [Perkins] (Parlophone GEP 8913) EP, Released: June 19, 1964







A HARD DAY’S NIGHT (Parlophone PCS 3058)
Released: July 10, 1964









	A Hard Day’s Night (John and Paul)
I Should Have Known Better (John)
If I Fell (John and Paul)
I’m Happy Just to Dance with You (George)
And I Love Her (Paul)
Tell Me Why (John)
Can’t Buy Me Love (Paul)

	Any Time at All (John)
I’ll Cry Instead (John)
Things We Said Today (Paul)
When I Get Home (John)
You Can’t Do That (John)
I’ll Be Back (John and Paul)
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I Feel Fine (John)/She’s a Woman (Paul)
(Parlophone R 5200) Released: November 27, 1964





BEATLES FOR SALE (Pariophosm PCS 3362)
Released: December 4, 1964









	No Reply (John)
I’m a Loser (John)
Baby’s in Black (John and Paul)
Rock and Roll Music* (John) [Berry]
I’ll Follow the Sun (Paul) Mr. Moonlight* (John) [Johnson]
Kansas City/Hey, Hey, Hey, Hey!* (Paul) [Leiber-Stoller/Penniman]

	Eight Days a Week (John)
Words of Love* (John and Paul) [Holly]
Honey Don’t* (Ringo) [Perkins]
Every Little Thing (John and Paul)
I Don’t Want to Spoil the Party (John)
What You’re Doing (Paul)
Everybody’s Trying to Be My Baby* (George) [Perkins]
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Ticket to Ride (John)/Yes It Is (John)
(Parlophone R 5265) Released: April 9, 1965







Help! (John)/I’m Down (Paul) (Parlophone R 5303)
Released: July 23, 1965





HELP! (Parlophone PCS 3071) Released: August 6, 1965









	Help! (John)
The Night Before (Paul)
You’ve Got to Hide Your Love Away (John)
I Need You (George) [Harrison]
Another Girl (Paul)
You’re Going to Lose That Girl (John)
Ticket To Ride (John)

	Act Naturally* (Ringo) [Russell-Morrison]
It’s Only Love (John)
You Like Me Too Much [Harrison]
Tell Me What You See (Paul)
I’ve Just Seen a Face (Paul)
Yesterday (Paul)
Dizzy Miss Lizzie* (John) [Williams]











(Lennon’s smoldering version of “Bad Boy,” by Larry Williams, is recorded during sessions for side two of Help! and appears on Capitol’s Beatles VI, but it doesn’t show up in Britain until Parlophone releases A Collection of Beatle Oldies [Parlophone PCS 7016] at the end of 1966.)
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RUBBER SOUL (Parlophone PCS 3075)
Released: December 3, 1965









	Drive My Car (Paul)
Norwegian Wood (This Bird Has Flown) (John)
You Won’t See Me (Paul)
Nowhere Man (John)
Think for Yourself (George) [Harrison]
The Word (John and Paul)
Michelle (Paul)

	What Goes On (Ringo)
Girl (John)
I’m Looking Through You (Paul)
In My Life (John) Wait (John and Paul)
If I Needed Someone (George) [Harrison]
Run for Your Life (John)









Day Tripper (John)/We Can Work It Out (Paul and John)
(Parlophone R 5389) Released: December 3, 1965
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Paperback Writer (Paul)/Rain (John)
(Parlophone R 5452) Released: June 10, 1966






REVOLVER (Parlophone PCS 7009) Released: August 5, 1966









	Taxman (George) [Harrison]
Eleanor Rigby (Paul)
I’m Only Sleeping (John)
Love You To (George) [Harrison]

	Here, There and Everywhere (Paul)
Yellow Submarine (Ringo)
She Said She Said (John)






	Good Day Sunshine (Paul)
And Your Bird Can Sing (John)
For No One (Paul)
Doctor Robert (John)

	I Want to Tell You (George) [Harrison]
Got to Get You into My Life (Paul)
Tomorrow Never Knows (John)
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Penny Lane (Paul)/Strawberry Fields Forever (John)
(Parlophone R 5570) Released: February 17, 1967?







SGT. PEPPER’S LONELY HEARTS CLUB BAND
(Parlophone PCS 7027) Released: June 1, 1967









	Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (Paul)
With a Little Help from My Friends (Ringo)
Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds (John)
Getting Better (Paul)
Fixing a Hole (Paul)
She’s Leaving Home (Paul)
Being for the Benefit of Mr. Kite! (John)

	Within You Without You (George) [Harrison]
When I’m Sixty-four (Paul)
Lovely Rita (Paul)
Good Morning, Good Morning (John)
Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (Reprise) (all)
A Day in the Life (John and Paul
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All You Need Is Love (John)/Baby, You’re a Rich Man (John)
(Parlophone R 5620) Released: July 7, 1967





Hello Goodbye (Paul)/I Am the Walrus (John)
(Parlophone R 5655) Released: November 24, 1967





MAGICAL MYSTERY TOUR (Parlophone SMMT ½) 2 EP’s
Released: December 8, 1967









	Magical Mystery Tour (Paul)
Your Mother Should Know (Paul)
I Am the Walrus (John)

	The Fool on the Hill (Paul)
Flying (instrumental) [all]
Blue Jay Way (George) [Harrison]













YELLOW SUBMARINE (Apple PCS 7070)
Released: January 17, 1969
[new tracks recorded mid-June 1967✝ and early 1968#]









	Yellow Submarine (Ringo)
Only A Northern Song# (George) [Harrison]
All Together Now✝ (Paul)
Hey Bulldog# (John)
It’s All Too Much# (George) [Harrison]
All You Need Is Love✝ (John)

	George Martin Orchestra: Pepperland
Medley: Sea of Time/Sea of Holes
Sea of Monsters
March of the Meanies
Pepperland Laid Waste
Yellow Submarine in Pepperland













[image: i_image1]




Lady Madonna (Paul)/The Inner Light (George)
[Harrison] (Parlophone R 5675) Released: March 15, 1968





Hey Jude (Paul)/Revolution (John)
(Apple R 5722) Released: August 30, 1968





THE BEATLES (“White Album”) (Apple PCS 7067/8)
Released: November 22, 1968









	Back in the U.S.S.R. (Paul)
Dear Prudence (John)
Glass Onion (John)
Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da (Paul)
Wild Honey Pie (Paul)
The Continuing Story of Bungalow Bill (John)
While My Guitar Gently Weeps (George) [Harrison]
Happiness Is a Warm Gun (John)

	Martha My Dear (Paul)
I’m So Tired (John)
Blackbird (Paul)
Piggies (George) [Harrison]
Rocky Raccoon (Paul)
Don’t Pass Me By (Ringo) [Starkey]
Why Don’t We Do It in the Road? (Paul)
I Will (Paul)
Julia (John)






	Birthday (Paul)
Yer Blues (John)
Mother Nature’s Son (Paul)
Everybody’s Got Something To Hide, Except Me and My Monkey (John)
Sexy Sadie (John)
Helter Skelter (Paul)
Long Long Long (George) [Harrison]

	Revolution No. 1 (John)
Honey Pie (Paul)
Savoy Truffle (George) [Harrison]
Cry Baby Cry (John)
Revolution No. 9 (John)
Good Night (Ringo)
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LET IT BE (Apple PXS I) Released: May 8, 1970
[recorded January 1969, except # in January 1970]









	Two of Us (Paul and John)
Dig a Pony (John)
Across the Universe (John)
I Me Mine# (George) [Harrison]
Dig It (John)

	Let It Be (Paul)
Maggie Mae* (John and Paul) [trad.—arr. Lennon, McCartney, Harrison, Starkey]






	I’ve Got a Feeling (Paul and John)
One After 909 (John)
The Long and Winding Road (Paul)

	For You Blue (George) [Harrison]
Get Back (Paul)









Get Back (Paul)/Don’t Let Me Down (John)
(Apple R 5777) Released: April 11, 1969





The Ballad of John and Yoko (John)/Old Brown Shoe
(George) [Harrison] (Apple R 5786)
Released: May 30, 1969





Let It Be (Paul)/You Know My Name (Look Up the Number)
[all] (Apple R 5833) Released: March 6, 1970
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ABBEY ROAD (Apple PCS 7088)
Released: September 26, 1969









	Come Together (John)
Something (George) [Harrison]
Maxwell’s Silver Hammer (Paul)
Oh! Darling (Paul)
Octopus’s Garden (Ringo) [Starkey]
I Want You (She’s So Heavy) (John)

	Here Comes the Sun (George) [Harrison]
Because (John)
You Never Give Me Your Money (Paul)
Sun King (John)
Mean Mr. Mustard (John)
Polythene Pam (John)
She Came in Through the Bathroom Window (Paul)
Golden Slumbers/Carry That Weight/The End (Paul)
Her Majesty (Paul)
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Selected Solo Recordings





RINGO STARR
Sentimental Journey (1970)
Beaucoups of Blues (1970)
“It Don’t Come Easy”/“Early 1970” (1971)
“Back Off Boogaloo”/;“Blindman” (1972)
Ringo (1973)
Goodnight Vienna (1974)
Blast from Your Past (Greatest Hits) (1975)
Ringo’s Rotogravure (1976)
Ringo the 4th (1977)
Bad Boy (1978)
Stop and Smell the Roses (1981)





GEORGE HARRISON
All Things Must Pass (1970)
The Concert for Bangladesh (1971)
Living in the Material World (1973)
Dark Horse (1974)
Extra Texture—Read All About It (1975)
Thirty-Three & ⅓ (1976)
George Harrison (1979)
Somewhere in England (1981)
Gone Troppo (1982)
Cloud Nine (1987)





PAUL MCCARTNEY
(with and without Wings):
McCartney (1970)
“Another Day”/“Oh Woman, Oh Why” (1971)
Ram (1971)
Wild Life (1971)
“Give Ireland Back to the Irish”/
“Give Ireland Back to the Irish” (version) (1972)
“Mary Had a Little Lamb”/“Little Woman Love” (1972)
“Hi, Hi, Hi”/“C Moon” (1972)
Red Rose Speedway (1973)
“Live and Let Die”/“I Lie Around” (1973)
Band on the Run (1973)
“Junior’s Farm”/“Sally G” (1974)
Venus and Mars (1975)
Wings at the Speed of Sound (1976)
Wings over America (1977)
“Mull of Kintyre”/“Girls’ School” (1977)
London Town (1978)
“Goodnight Tonight”/“Daytime Nighttime Suffering” (1979)
Back to the Egg (1979)
McCartney II (1980)
Concert for the People of Kampuchea (1981)
Tug of War (1982)
“Wonderful Christmas Time”/
“Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reggae” (1982)
Pipes of Peace (1984)
Given My regarts to Board Street (1984)
Press to Play (1986)












JOHN LENNON
(with and without the Plastic Ono Band)
Unfinished Music No. 1: Two Virgins (1968)
Unfinished Music No. 2: Life With the Lions (1969)
Wedding Album (1969)
“Give Peace a Chance”/“Remember Love” [Ono] (1969)
“Cold Turkey”/“Don’t Worry Kyoko (Mummy’s Only
Looking for her Hand in the Snow)” [Ono] (1969)
The Plastic Ono Band—Live Peace in Toronto (1969)
“Instant Karma (We All Shine On)”/
“Who Has Seen the Wind?” [Ono] (1970)
Plastic Ono Band (1970)
“Power to the People”/“Open Your Box” (1971)
Imagine (1971)
“Happy Xmas (War Is Over)” [Lennon-Ono]
“Listen the Snow Is Falling” [Ono] (1971-U.S.; 1972-U.K.)
Some Time in New York City (1972)
Mind Games (1973)
Walk and Bridges (1974)
Rock ’n’ Roll (1975)
Shaved Fish (1975)
Double Fantasy (1980)
Milk and Honey (1983)
John Lennon: Live in New York City (1986)
Menlove Avenue (1986)























TELL ME WHY
























Lots of people asked us what we enjoy best, concert, television, or recording. We like doing stage shows, cos, you know, it’s great to hear an audience enjoying themselves. But the thing we like best is going into the recording studio to make new records. . . . What we like to hear most is one of our songs taking shape in the recording studio, one of the ones that John and I have written, and then listening to the tapes afterwards to see how it all worked out. . . .






PAUL McCARTNEY,
in the 1963 Fan Club Christmas Message









The records are the point. Not the Beatles as individuals!        




JOHN LENNON,
 in Playboy, 1980























INTRODUCTION




“Give Me Love” by Rosie and the Originals. An amazing record. It’s one of the greatest strange records, it’s all just out of beat and everybody misses it—they knocked off the B side in ten minutes.


—John Lennon to Jonathan Cott, 1968





ROSIE AND THE ORIGINALS released their only 45-rpm single in early 1960. “Angel Baby,” the A side, reached number five in America, but it never even saw the light of day on the British charts. The song is dismissible, a one-hit wonder from singer Rosie Hamlin that didn’t deserve a follow-up. But the B side is something else entirely. For one thing, one of the Originals is hogging the mike, and Rosie is nowhere to be heard—a mystery that the label doesn’t explain. The record is much as Lennon describes: after a rewed-up guitar intro, the drums vanish and leave everyone else playing straight off the top of their heads. The listener eavesdrops on a sloppy rhythm-and-blues concoction, with jealous lyrics sung to unrehearsed riffing—it’s so sloppy, so incoherently diffuse, that it’s more laughable than it is danceable. To say “Give Me Love” sounds spontaneous doesn’t begin to suggest its strangeness; the musicians themselves don’t seem to know where the next downbeat is going to land. The listener has trouble making sense of the music—but then again, so do the musicians. Far from backing up Rosie’s willful debut, it sounds as though someone left the tape machine running during an early-morning musical reverie—sounds that were completely random became crystallized on tape. It exposed the would-be Originals as crudely inspired amateurs, who weren’t even able to sustain their facade as a group from one side of a 45 to the other.


To the young John Lennon, this was what pop music was all about. That he prized this oddity says a great deal about what he listened for: he put the feel of a record above everything else, and treasured the magic and humor of ordinary situations where most heard unkempt discord. To John, Paul, George, Ringo, and their Merseyside peers, the singles like these which they begged off the Cunard Yanks at the Liverpool docks meant much more than they could really express. They would practice their guitars to these records, mimic their favorite singers, go nuts over their favorite moments, and crack up at inside jokes they shared. In the beginning, they weren’t much different from millions of other teenagers in the late fifties: they invested a lot in their fantasies. It was youths like the Beatles all over the world who helped invent the outrageous dimensions that Little Richard, Jerry Lee Lewis, Buddy Holly, Chuck Berry, and Elvis Presley—the undisputed King—inhabited.


Pop completed their young world in ways that television and movies couldn’t—it made them feel connected up to something that confirmed their adolescent impulses and gave voice to their most private emotional secrets. Because the Beatles were avid participants in the pop life, they learned a lot from it, not only about themselves and their own capabilities but about the medium they would go on to transform. “You Know My Name (Look Up the Number),” which began after the Sgt. Pepper sessions and got stuck on the back of “Let It Be” ten years after Rosie and the Originals made their mark on Lennon, is somewhat more developed than “Give Me Love” but no less absurd. The droll opening duet, sung conspicuously low, gives way to a snazzy nightclub cha-cha. Lennon s emcee welcomes us to club “Slaggers” and introduces McCartney’s unctuous lounge-act alter ego, “Dennis O’Dell,” who oozes lovesick sentimentality through a glib vibrato (“You know you know my name . . .”). Then Lennon interrupts McCartney’s prodding announcer with a spectacled granny scolding, surrounded by penny whistles. After a verse of cacophonous counting, a precocious piano solo gets grumbled and scatted over by everybody, and the mock variety show ends with one last bark of Lennon’s gibberish. (“What’s the New Mary Jane,” the A side that Lennon prepared for “You Know My Name” in late 1969, was rejected for sounding even more inchoate.)


Like “Give Me Love,” “You Know My Name” captures the unstudied spark of a first or second take—the mistakes are left in, and the casual tone is an essential part of its hit-or-miss appeal. The Beatles are making this music as a lark, more for themselves than for the microphones and the listeners beyond. This aura of a shared secret informs even the Beatles’ most accomplished recordings, like “She Loves You” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand”; there’s something extra at work in these tracks that transports the musicians as they play. Even when in complete command of the music, they’re intoxicated with the sounds they’re making.


None of the Beatles was formally trained, but this fondness for mystery and offbeat humor in rock ’n’ roll counts as the best education they ever could have given themselves. Listening to records like “Give Me Love” hundreds of times, they soon developed an uncanny sense of what makes music tick, both as material and as recorded sound. It taught them about the aspects of pop they would go on to revitalize, both the 45-rpm single (the form they grew up on) and the full-length album (the form they redefined). Their aspirations for the pop album spring directly from this affection for obscure B sides; and as they progressed, the longer form blossomed into an artistic statement—the idea of the long-playing album grew to be larger than the idea of each individual song. As Rolling Stone Keith Richards would later put it: “Both the Beatles and us had been through buying albums that were filled with ten tracks of rubbish. We said, ‘No, we want to make each track good. Work almost as hard on it as you would work on a single. . . .’ ” (The Rolling Stone Interviews, Volume II, Ben Fong-Torres, ed., pp. 235–6) The unaffected feel of any given Beatles track shows just how well they understood what it takes to pull this feat off: their songs became increasingly self-conscious, but their playing always shunned affectation; they were never more cerebral than they were visceral.


SO MUCH HAS ALREADY been written about the Beatles, so many biographies, memoirs by friends, and scattered critical tracts, that another volume requires justification. Their story is so big, means so many different things to so many different people, that it would be impossible for one book to tell it all. And yet so far, the story has been one-sided. Their music always put it best; and in the end, that counts for more anyway. But it is as music that their catalogue still begs for commentary: the two major biographies (Hunter Davies’s The Beatles: The Authorized Biography and Philip Norman’s Shout!) concentrate on their lives and do not attempt to analyze their music. Twilight of the Gods by Wilfrid Mellers and A Musical Evolution by Terence O’Grady are both attempts at strict analysis, but written in such arcane academic terms that even when their interpretations provoke, they tend to miss the point entirely. Mellers insists that the final E-major chord of “A Day in the Life” has something to do with heaven; O’Grady mistakenly bases his “evolutionary” account on the distorted American Capitol editions. Both these scholars may know a great deal about the history of the Western classical tradition, but they tend to isolate the Beatles from the history of rock ’n’ roll, the popular form they grew up with; strict musicology falls far short of explaining how well the Beatles communicated with their audience and why their records are as important as any artistic legacy of our age.


The Beatles deserve to be addressed on their own terms. What’s missing from most Beatles criticism is a sense of how they best expressed themselves: through instrumental and vocal interplay, both in riveting singles and on their carefully constructed albums. They saw themselves first and foremost as recording artists, and their records still demonstrate all that pop can be. In order to understand what it was the Beatles had to say to the world, and why their message was so powerful and convincing, their work, both words and music, deserves more attention than their marriages. How are such strong emotional effects achieved? Why is a given vocal delivery so penetrating? How does a guitar solo inflect a verse, a refrain, a transition? And most of all, what does it all mean?


Their ubiquity tends to steal attention from their significance—the fact that they have been covered by everyone from Siouxsie and the Banshees (“Dear Prudence”) to Robert Goulet testifies to their pervasive influence, even though songs like “Happiness is a Warm Gun” and “Hey Jude” are still widely misunderstood. Their musical merit is rarely questioned. Highbrows like Leonard Bernstein, Ned Rorem, and Joan Peyser have long since offered their stamp of approval, as if that mattered. But their Parlophone catalogue deserves a thorough exegesis. To hear “A Day in the Life” as background Muzak in an elevator is to hear just how much we have come to take their work for granted. Since Michael Jackson’s purchase of the Lennon and McCartney publishing rights (Northern Songs), “Help!” and “Revolution” have been prostituted as television jingles for cars and sneakers.


Returning to the original Beatles catalogue not only rewards close listenings, it sheds light on the styles they inspired and the reactions that followed. They’re best heard on their own records, playing their own songs with their own arrangements. This text is meant to accompany close listenings for a detailed look at a very intricate art.




ROCK ’N’ ROLL BEGAN WITH Sam Phillips and the young Elvis Presley in 1954 at the Memphis studios of Sun Records, Phillips’s independent label. With his first record, “That’s All Right (Mama),” an old Arthur Crudup blues sped up to intensify the singer’s resentment, Presley effectively turned black rhythms and a caustic, taunting delivery into a style that whites could readily identify with—the black-influenced beat was forbidden, but the singer was incredible before race came into the discussion. When he signed with RCA in late 1955 and released “Don’t Be Cruel,” “Teddy Bear,” and “Jailhouse Rock,” Presley crossed over to number one on what had once been three irreconcilable charts: pop, country, and rhythm and blues. When Presley wasn’t being dirty (“Heartbreak Hotel”) or threatening (“Hound Dog”), he could turn on the sentimentality (“I Want You, I Need You, I Love You”) and transform the rhythms he had released as anger into harmless, rollicking fun (“Blue Moon of Kentucky”). The power of the music lay in its directness: rhythm and harmony were boiled down to basic essentials and used to convey primal human passions—impatience, pride, sexual yearning, simple pleasures, confusing doubts, and sheer hilarity. The recording medium rock ’n’ roll was invented in proved to be the perfect outlet for these passions, and when linked with radio, it inspired a mass connection among teenagers everywhere who were quickly smitten by the new sound—in part because Elvis enacted the sexuality they had been taught to repress, but also because he put more into his music than had previously seemed possible, an eccentric resolve that simply compelled attention. It is no small measure of Presley’s greatness that we speak of songs like “I Can’t Help Falling in Love with You” and “Love Me Tender” as Presley’s, even though he never wrote a note of music in his life.


The Beatles are a pivotal part of rock’s story not just because their music can still dazzle but because their arrival as rock ’n’ rollers with an endless stream of original material challenged what anyone had imagined pop could become. They weren’t the first or the only ones to dare toward such encompassing celebrity-hood. The foundations had been laid for them by Sinatra, Presley, and a handful of others, and they shared the sixties stage primarily with the Rolling Stones and Bob Dylan. But as a microcosm of the rock experience, nothing equals the Beatles catalogue: it integrates the best of what came before and signals the array of styles that would soon follow. They may not be responsible for everything, but nearly everything that comes after would be impossible without them. Strictly speaking, the Mothers of Invention’s Freak Out has claims as the first “concept” album, but Sgt. Pepper was the record that made that idea convincing to most ears. Their influence touches every extreme: “She Said She Said” certainly inspired Lou Reed, and “Birthday” perfected the kind of infectious guitar riff that a hundred derivative bands like Cheap Trick used as excuses for careers.


The Beatles and their generation were the first to go through puberty with rock ’n’ roll on the radio. The chief concern of rock ’n’ roll is youth, and it distinguishes itself from jazz in this way. That other great American art form, rock ’n’ roll’s essential predecessor, celebrates musical creativity itself, stressing improvisation (more often de-emphasizing lyrics) as a means toward self-expression. (Both styles derive their titles from black slang words for sex.) In early rock ’n’ roll, the main concern is puberty itself, the search to assimilate experience into a cohesive self-identity. What the Beatles heard in the rock ’n’ roll they fell in love with was the potential not just for variety but for summing up a long tradition of popular styles. Their artistry grew from their eclectic love for the entire spectrum that stretched from ragtime to Broadway, from a desire to synthesize the best of the rock ’n’ roll they had grown up with with the larger heritage of pop they saw as its backdrop. Explicitly, these roots go as far back as ragtime or Victorian dance halls; implicitly, the wedding of country swing to rhythm and blues (white to black) can be traced back to the rhythms of African folk cultures and the vignettes of English storytelling.


Greil Marcus’s excellent essay on Elvis Presley in Mystery Train articulates Presley’s role in giving rock ’n’ roll its mass appeal:




Echoing through all of rock ’n’ roll is the simple demand for peace of mind and a good time . . . Satisfaction is not all there is to it, but it is where it all begins. Finally, the music must provoke as well as delight, disturb as well as comfort, create as well as sustain. If it doesn’t, it lies, and there is only so much comfort you can take in a lie before it all falls apart, (p. 162)





To this we can add the idea of liberation: the boundaries that Presley seemed to break in his singing become metaphors for ways of thinking about life. The most aggressive rock ’n’ roll is a testing of limits, a combustive enactment of the frontier spirit. With a combination of determination and good luck, anything is possible, the sound seems to be telling us. We hear it in all the great rock recordings from “Hound Dog” and “I Want to Hold Your Hand” right up through Bruce Springsteen’s “Hungry Heart.” Good rock ’n’ roll is simple but not dull—it must bear repeated listenings. It relies on impact, saying a lot in a short period of time, and it innovates as well as conforms to conventional patterns. Ideally, rock ’n’ roll plays with our expectations, making each experience of a given song different.


In 1963, the sound of British youths singing the distinctly American style must have been jarring. Only seven years earlier, adults had reeled at the sight of Elvis belting out blatantly black rhythms on the Ed Sullivan show as their children gaped in wonder. Now here was another level of detachment, and hence another level of potential, with the Beatles copying their American idols at the same time they gave the form a new lease on life—their ironic detachment from the music’s roots suddenly made it all sound new again. Inanities like “Be-Bop-A-Lula” and “Tutti Frutti” had reached across the Atlantic and gripped Britain. If rock ’n’ roll could do that, anything might happen. And the Beatles’ early cover versions of their favorite rock standards didn’t just hint at the possibilities; they laid the groundwork for the surprises that kept coming. Their obsession with rock ’n’ roll was infectious, and quickly inescapable, surrounding the audience and zeroing in on its wants, needs, desires, and fetishes.


WHEN THEY SPOKE about their heroes in interviews, the Beatles revealed impeccable taste: they named themselves after Buddy Holly’s band, the Crickets (John changed the “ee” to “ea” to make the pun on “beat” explicit) and they idolized Chuck Berry, Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, Fats Domino, and the Everly Brothers to the extreme. They caught the British tours of Eddie Cochran, Gene Vincent, and Little Richard at every possible opportunity. John flipped at the audacity of someone dubbing himself “Dr. Feelgood”; he loved the manic intensity of Larry Williams’s delivery and the soulful vocalism of Arthur Alexander. Paul cited Little Richard, Peggy Lee, the Platters; George mentioned girl groups like the Shirelles and doo-wop favorites like the Chiffons; Ringo wanted to move to Texas because “that’s where Lightnin’ Hopkins came from.” And they all emphasized Elvis.


Elvis embodied the rock n’ roll myth. Myths combine fact and fiction, feeding off both the images they project—real and fictive—and the imaginative space their records inhabit. “Johnny B. Goode,” the 1958 Chuck Berry hit, is loosely based on Elvis Presley’s story: the country boy who finds fame in Hollywood from the railroad rhythms he plays on his guitar. The idiosyncrasies of Presley’s real life lend themselves to such treatment: he was a mother’s boy, polite to a fault, and had a twin brother who died at birth. (Johnny’s name even suggests what Lennon’s mother may have told him as a boy—“be good.”)




He used to carry his guitar in a gunnysack
Go sit beneath the tree by the railroad tracks
Old engineer would see him sittin’ in the shade
Strummin’ with the rhythm that the drivers made
When people passed him by they would stop and say,
“Oh my, but that country boy can play!”





The heart of the music is its rhythm—it still makes more sense when you dance to it—but to young Johnny, the train’s motion seems to mean a lot more than just a beat to strum to. It symbolizes his turning from a boy into a man in the big world, leaving poverty behind for the big time and separating from his mother. When Elvis returned from his Army stint in 1960, Berry wrote a sequel, “Bye Bye Johnny,” about how Johnny builds a mansion by the railroad tracks where he can settle with his new wife and his mother. By then, Elvis Presley’s mother had died near Graceland, the mansion he had built.


The Beatles cavorted their way through “Johnny B. Goode” on BBC radio broadcasts, and the Rolling Stones were still sneering “Bye Bye Johnny” as late as their 1972 tour. But Elvis wound up living out the dark side of success, the kind that feeds on bottomless desires: according to Elaine Dundy in Elvis and Gladys, he never overcame his mother’s death. Bruce Springsteen would write the final song of the B. Goode legend, “Johnny Bye Bye,” about Elvis’s funeral in Memphis (“They found him slumped up against the drain/A whole lotta trouble runnin’ through his veins . . . ”).


TO BRITISH YOUTHS, the Americanisms that loomed inside rock’s aura must have been that much more grand and desirable. After all, in 1963 the world looked down on British pop—the Beatles themselves couldn’t stand it—and the sun that was finally setting on the British Empire had brought a sense of resignation. Britain had in a generation lost its position as a world power. In spite of an often pragmatic approach to the end of the Empire, a feeling of defeat was in the air.


The Beatles knew they were better than that national self-image, just like a lot of postwar babies did—the stories of hardship and war they were told took root in ways the parents never expected. The British had sacrificed almost everything in order to save Europe from the threat of Hitler; now their kids arose to claim what they concluded was theirs: the luxury of freedom, the opportunity for success, and the requisite dividends of pleasure. Born during Germany’s Liverpool air raids and conditioned to life as young men in a sleazy district of Hamburg, the Beatles followed Britain’s new-wave sensibility—the angry young men—as rebels with a single cause: to have fun. Their intelligent frivolity targeted the core of the music, the hope that undergirds even Elvis’s most bitter putdowns (Leiber and Stoller’s “Hound Dog”), the place in the sound that promises more from life than is commonly assumed; the idea that beyond paying dues and disciplining talent, the only thing that stands between a person and a happier life is the act of questioning, demanding satisfaction and acting out dreams of something better.


What they gained from their relatively provincial upbringing was something worth living for: not to settle for the security their parents had fought for but to take advantage of what the new world had to offer; not to betray the values of the past but to see how far they could be taken when given half a chance. It involved a wholly different kind of risk—a more personal kind of outlook, both at the world outside and at the dread within.


Paul’s mother, Mary, died of breast cancer when Paul was fourteen, and John’s mother, Julia, was struck by a bus just before John turned eighteen—losses that each of them would draw on in their work. Moreover, Julia had turned John over to her sister Mimi soon after his birth, and at age five he was kidnapped by his seafaring father, Fred. When Julia tracked them down several days later in Blackpool, young John was asked choose between living with his mother and his father in a traumatic scene: after first choosing his father, he ran back into Julia’s arms, and she returned him to his home with Aunt Mimi. The fact that Lennon also lost a surrogate father figure, Aunt Mimi’s husband, George, as well as a best friend and early band member, Stu Sutcliffe, all in the space of seven adolescent years, made his resentment even deeper. At the very least, both John and Paul must have felt as though the world owed them something. Their parents’ generation had made sacrifices for certain liberties; the Beatles were determined to use those freedoms as much as they could to make life as meaningful as they intuited all along. Their enormous ambition was only part of it; the richness they felt from their own experience—and heard in Presley’s singing—demanded something more. The bomb scars that they posed in front of for Dezo Hoffman in 1962 were ruinous, but they knew the optimism of the baby boom generation better than the carnage that was its cost.


THE BEATLES MYTH resembles Presley’s in important ways: supposedly, they sprang from nowhere as overnight sensations, working-class northerners who stormed the British ruling class of pop in London, four happy-go-lucky moptops to whom life meant fun and then some. But like Berry’s version of the Presley legend, much of the Beatles myth is drawn from conclusions not based on fact: only Ringo’s Dingle neighborhood upbringing can be called poor; the other Beatles were solidly middle-class grammar-school types, more privileged than underprivileged. To Americans, it may have seemed as though they enjoyed overnight success, but a glance at their schedules (in Mark Lewisohn’s exhaustive The Beatles Live!) in Hamburg and British dance halls between 1957 and their first Parlophone recording session in 1962 argues against it.


The most misleading part of their myth is the idea that Liverpool is “nowhere,” for nowhere else in Britain—and probably the world—was beat music as alive as it was in the Merseyside scene when the Beatles cut their chops. Over three hundred bands worked the area, over thirty of them engaged several nights a week at the popular clubs like the Cavern for both lunchtime and evening slots. The musical community fed on a furious energy: bands scouted other bands, keen for the best unnoticed B sides of American popular records that the Yankee sailors would bring them from across the Atlantic on the Cunard shipping lines. Along with a mutual respect for quality, there was a competitive edge between groups that challenged them all to greater heights. Opening acts would stump their headliners with a newfound beat thriller that no one had even heard before, and headliners would be forced to try to outdo what came before them. There were many other groups that could hold their own in this arena (the Searchers, Derry and the Seniors, the Big Three), but the Beatles had the peculiar advantages of Brian Epstein’s fancy and the luck of a Parlophone contract. It’s no accident that they came from the active musical life of Liverpool, but they quickly outdid all their peers with a talent and ambition that left the others behind. After all, they wanted to be bigger than Elvis.


Like the other Merseyside bands at the time, the Beatles subscribed to the ethic of copying the American sounds they loved as closely as possible, faithful to all the licks, fills, guitar solos, and vocal treatments from their favorite Stateside records. The old dictum that artists’ early work is first recognized by their influences could not be truer than with the Beatles, and the paradox is that the more they polished their imitations of songs, the closer they came to an individual sound. The more John sang Richie Barret’s “Some Other Guy,” the more he invested his own jealous longing into it; the more Paul sang Little Richard’s “Lucille,” the more he flavored it with his giddy brand of camp. George couldn’t help sounding like George even when he mimicked Eddie Fontaine’s “Nothin’ Shakin’ (but the Leaves on the Trees).” What they learned from the records they copied was not merely how to sound like someone else but how to play and sing, how to put a song forward. “Don’t copy the swimming teacher, learn how to swim!” is how John later put it.


They all cited Lonnie Donegans “Rock Island Line,” a skiffle treatment of Huddie (“Leadbelly”) Ledbetter s blues song, as one of the most influential records of their youth. A fluke hit in Britain in 1956, it caught their ear not only because it was catchy, rhythmic, and somewhat raw but because they could master it immediately. With other hits, they crammed all the sounds they heard into the two-guitar, bass, and drums format, reworking sax solos, string arrangements, and high female vocals along the way. They omitted the string ornaments from the girl-group songs they covered in part because of studio costs, but more because they wanted to project the entire imaginative illusion by themselves. Had Decca Records signed them on the merits of their audition tape (now widely available, and astonishing), they would have been treated like any other pop group—given material to play, told how to sound, and recorded and mixed by a professional “slick” pop producer.


But since George Martin wasn’t really a pop producer (he was best known for his comedy records) and was won over by their original songs, the Beatles debuted with an enthusiasm won by their determination to be true to an ideal they cherished, not a sound targeted for a presumed listenership. Martin trusted their sense of their potential audience, instead of trying to define it for them, as producers usually do. This was a radical posture: in remaining faithful to the sounds they loved, they redefined pop in their own terms and sparked their career-long journey toward self-definition. They became recording artists soon after bucking the surefire-hit system, but they mastered their craft from the inside out—not by having studio technique applied to their music for effect but by allowing their material to incorporate more sophisticated effects as needed. The difference is everything.


TO BE BIGGER THAN Elvis, the Beatles had to propose bigger challenges, put across even more provocative ideas. From the outset, they embodied the notion that an individual can realize his own identity in a community, even when it consists of four utterly different—even contradictory—parts. Their view of the world, as seen through their records, affirms a sense of perspective no matter what they happen to be singing about: whether it’s a broken heart or some shattered illusion, the individual slant is always framed in a group context. When they covered the Isley Brothers’ 1959 debut, “Shout,” they rotated singers: after Paul and John kick things off, George takes it down (“a little bit softer now”), Ringo brings it back up (“a little bit louder now”), Paul re-enters with call-and-response “hey”s, and Lennon goes out howling “I’m foockin’ shoutin’ now!” In their own work, their exchanges illuminate each other’s personalities even more: the conflict in “We Can Work It Out” sounds as nonthreatening as a simple misunderstanding to Paul (who sings “We can work it out”), more like an argument to Lennon (who answers “There’s no time for fussing and fighting . . . “). Paul’s strongest heartache songs (“Yesterday” and “For No One”) are contrasted with the bottomless sorrow and longing in John’s “Julia” or “Don’t Let Me Down”—different emotional climates surrounding the same subject matter. And to get such radically opposing views on similar topics from the same band fulfilled any audience’s demand for simple variety at the same time that it enlarged their impact.


LENNON AND MCCARTNEY are an unusually polarized songwriting team, even though they were both madly in love with rock ’n’ roll when they began playing together. The difference was, they both loved it for entirely different reasons. Paul McCartney’s upbringing was decidedly more working-class than John Lennon’s, even though John’s more middle-class family life was probably more traumatic. Paul’s father, Jim, was a cotton salesman who worked his way up in a respectable manner and played in a big band on the side as a hobby. Mary had to work full-time as a midwife in order to make ends meet for their two children. By comparison, John’s Aunt Mimi stayed home and kept house while her husband, George, worked at the local dairy. Mimi could even afford to have a gardener come in twice a week. Lennon, who was given the gentlemanly middle name “Winston” after Prime Minister Churchill, grew up with a servant—the McCartneys would never have dreamed of such a luxury. This working-class ethic was instilled in Paul at a very young age, and it represents a major difference in the way he and John approached their music: John, always more concerned with expressing himself, came to see his music as an art, while Paul became a consummate craftsman; he saw pop music more as a trade.


The songs each chose to sing lead on for their early BBC radio spots clue their separate traits: John identified with the broken family in Chuck Berry’s “Memphis, Tennessee,” the rampant consonants of Berry’s wordy “Too Much Monkey Business,” and the tenderness that turns to frustration in Phil Spector’s “To Know Her Is To Love Her.” Paul loved the fun side of Chan Romero’s “Hippy Hippy Shake,” the Hollywood sentimentality of “The Honeymoon Song,” and the high melodrama of “Besame Mucho.” As Greil Marcus writes, “Lennon’s writing always admitted struggle; McCartney’s always denied it.” To say that McCartney aims to please is not really going too far—to this day he loves to entertain, and he’s in his element when he’s upbeat, celebrative, and downright whimsical. In the 1963 Christmas Message he told his fans, “We’ll try to do everything we can to please you with the type of songs we write and record next year. . . .” Paul McCartney is a comfortable person: looking both inside himself and at the world around him, he waxes positive—life suits him. His persgnality plays itself out musically with lyrical melodies dressed in clever harmonic frameworks (the two-key layout of “Here, There and Everywhere,” the major-minor tension of “Eleanor Rigby”). And his appetite for kitsch is at least as large as his hero Elvis Presley’s.


Lennon had more in common with Presley’s rebellious posture—the side that provoked questions, confronted assumptions, and challenged authority. When he looked at himself and the world around him, he felt unsettled, dissatisfied; life wore on him. The creative process for Lennon was a working out of this discomfort—he got a lot off his chest in song. He was, as McCartney himself has said, a more autobiographical writer than his partner. Events in his life directly influenced the songs he wrote: with McCartney, the same is not as often true. “Norwegian Wood” is about an affair Lennon had; “Michelle” has nothing to do with McCartney’s own love life. Lennon’s musical personality is obsessed with rhythm, and his lyrics most often rise above Paul’s. Paul was primarily a melodic thinker, both in the lyricism of his vocal lines and in the sweep of his bass playing; his gift lies in linear phrases, while Lerinon’s jagged beats disrupt songs horizontally. McCartney’s texts are usually witty, charming, narrative, or sentimental. Lennon’s are more extreme: acerbic, confessional, or maddeningly obtuse.


A knowledge of the music Lennon and McCartney had in their ears by 1962 explains the sources of some of their licks, but the bands who carried on to record after Beatlemania hit prove that the Beatles weren’t the only four Liverpudlians who knew and cherished their girl-group 45s. What matters more is how they digested what came before and turned it into something they could call their own: you can hear Elvis’s corn in Paul’s rendition of “Till There Was You,” and Little Willie John’s howling jealousy when Lennon sings “Leave My Kitten Alone” (from the Beatles for Sale sessions), but you can’t explain either Paul or John by pointing to their exemplars. In the best sense, they define one another.


Lennon and McCartney immersed themselves in song-writing, to the point where they threw away between fifty and a hundred tunes before they wrote “Love Me Do” (some of these, like “One After 909,” “I’ll Follow the Sun,” “What Goes On,” and “When I’m Sixty-four” were revived later on). When they dueted on Carl Perkins’s “Sure to Fall,” they learned as much from its style as from its construction; the small silences in their cover of the Everly Brothers’ hit “So How Come (No One Loves Me)” taught them the value of such tricks. Among their performing heroes, many wrote their own songs (Buddy Holly, Carl Perkins, Little Richard, Smokey Robinson, Chuck Berry, Roy Orbison), and the Beatles were always covering or copping ideas from pop’s great tunesmiths (Leiber and Stoller, Goffin and King, Shuman and Pomus, and Motown’s Berry Gordy).


Their individual tendencies dictate the form a song takes. McCartney prefers dramatic settings, complete with characters: “Eleanor Rigby” and “She’s Leaving Home” are like pop-song short stories. The two-key harmonic framework of “Penny Lane” articulates its double narrative structure. Len-non is more interested in projecting moral visions with mythical figures like “Nowhere Man” or “I Am the Walrus,” and he addresses his audience more directly. As collaborators (and competitors—the distinction is often subtle), they constantly influenced one another and were well aware of their differences. It is not completely a joke that Lennon enjoyed referring to “Why Don’t We Do It in the Road?” as McCartney’s best song.


As collaborators, their idiosyncrasies appear explicitly in dialogues like “We Can Work It Out,” a song about a lovers’ quarrel that turns out to be an argument in itself, and “A Day in the Life,” where two separate ideas are stitched together into one musical setting. But the same dynamic also produces opposing visions like the “Penny Lane”/“Strawberry Fields Forever” single: here each song springs from the same desire to depict a personal vision of childhood. McCartney’s is charming, of “ordinary” lunacy at the corner barbershop. Lennon’s song uses an image of homelessness (the title refers to an orphanage near where he grew up) and poses despairing questions about abandonment. McCartney could never have penned the disturbing “Happiness Is a Warm Gun,” just as Lennon would never have bothered with “Maxwell’s Silver Hammer.”


Because they often contradicted themselves in interviews, we can’t know in detail who contributed what to many songs. Hunter Davies describes them writing “With a Little Help from My Friends,” bouncing ideas off of each other for Rin-go’s Sgt. Pepper spotlight. But the specifics of what else we know make their partnership seem utilitarian; they would use one another when and if they wanted to. Lennon rewrote “Drive My Car,” which McCartney brought in as “Baby, You Can Wear My Diamond Ring” Paul introduced the first draft of “Hey Jude” as gibberish and John dubbed it finished; John discarded several descriptive verses for “In My Life,” but Paul claims to have written the melody; and Paul suggested the lopsided drum hook for Lennon’s “Ticket to Ride.”


As musicians, their personalities complement each other, enlarging the scope of what would otherwise be individual statements. Paul’s lyrical harmony and melodic bass playing shade Lennon’s intensity in “Don’t Let Me Down.” Lennon’s background harmony to the last verses of “Hey Jude” lends it a warmth and spirit that no other singer could provide. If they didn’t always work together when writing—they composed more and more separately as the years passed, even though the publishing citations still credit them jointly—they were almost always generous toward each other in performance.


THE PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS these four men shared were also an ever-changing mixture of different balances, but John Lennon was clearly the one they acknowledged as their leader from the start. To begin with, Lennon had more of a vision of what the Beatles were about and what they could be; he spoke of it more in interviews and he lived it out more in his life. (It was John who invited Paul to join the-Quarrymen, as much out of respect as fear of competition.) If, as Greil Marcus suggests, “it was the Beatles who opened up the turf the Stones took as their own—there was no possibility of a Left until the Beatles created a Center,” the same can be said to be true of the different creative spaces Lennon and McCartney inhabited. McCartney can be called the group’s center, the middle of the road; Lennon stands for the fringes that are rock ’n’ roll’s true holy ground. Paul went along with Brian Epstein’s stylized suits and deep bows; John always wanted to skip the formalities. Paul covered the standard classic ballads as a matter of course; John made certain their early records finished to the sound of him wailing “Twist and Shout,” “Money,” and “Dizzy Miss Lizzie.” The exceptions prove the rule: John’s “Good Night” is as smarmy as anything McCartney ever wrote, and “Helter Skelter” is Paul’s heavy-metal scorcher. But Paul’s cover of “Long Tall Sally” is rollicking where John’s “Money” is utterly vicious; Len-non’s love ballad “Julia” is oedipal, and follows Paul’s “I Will” on the “White Album” the way “Dear Prudence” follows “Back in the U.S.S.R.”—from the ridiculous to the sublime. In the final analysis, Lennon’s struggle with life more often outweighs McCartney’s contentedness.


There is an undeniable sympathy between them as singers that makes their best duets something different still. Paul’s romanticism curbs John’s angst (“If I Fell”), and Lennon shoots McCartney’s puerile excesses through with humor (“Yellow Submarine”), one making up for what the other may lack. They are a team as naturally suited to one another as Astaire and Rogers, Rodgers and Hart or Hammerstein, Hepburn and Tracy. They magnify this power not just because they are two but because their combined chemistry is so much more than one plus one.


This is true of the band as well: their group identity far outweighs their separate talents. The interplay between McCartney’s bass and George’s guitar during the guitar solo of “Something” is one of the best things about the song itself—Paul comes close to stealing the show.


Ringo Starr is still an underrated drummer. To begin with, he keeps flawless time—never giving in to the tendency to rush or slow down—an essential element of driving rock ’n’ roll. He doesn’t dominate his set the way the Who’s Keith Moon did, nor does his relatively earthy musicality compete with that of a jazzer-turned-rocker like Charlie Watts of the Rolling Stones. But his role in the band is impossible to discount. Each track has its own drum sound, its own specific patterns, and he gives each song a special feel by adjusting his rhythms to suit the musical tone. His partnership with Paul’s increasingly active bass playing is still a lesson in how variously the bottom can support the top in rock. Beginning with “Boys,” Ringo is given a song to sing on nearly every album, and supported with musical affection; by the time he delivers “Yellow Submarine,” his presence is central.


George Harrison’s work will always suffer from the comparison he invites to Lennon and McCartney; such brilliant company inevitably makes his efforts sound weaker. Like silent partners John Entwistle in the Who or Bill Wyman in the Stones, he counts as an essential ingredient of the band’s character more than a striking standout. His strong moments are notable by any other standards, songs like “Taxman,” “While My Guitar Gently Weeps,” and “Here Comes the Sun” have earned their place in rock history, even if his excursions into Indian sitar-based exoticism are now largely dismissable. He’s best thought of as a lead guitarist, the one who turned in the effervescent solo on “And Your Bird Can Sing” and the brief and breathless interruption in “Got to Get You into My Life.” Like Ringo’s, his musical competency supported, rather than competed with, his elder peers.


On record, the Beatles play up their personalities, enjoying their implications as well as their contradictions. The visual presence they commanded onstage accentuated this: John’s Rickenbacker, George’s Gretsch, and Paul’s Hofner each had a distinctive design to it; they were more than phallic, they were logical extensions of their owners’ musical wit. Their stage presence was haloed by an illusory arc that stretched from the neck of Lennon’s Rickenbacker on the right, over Ringo’s drums, to the tuning pegs of Paul’s bass, which he played left-handed while sharing a microphone with George. Their long hair made them arty and outrageous, and as their looks changed over the years, they projected the idea that the way one appears affects the way one perceives oneself.


As an ensemble, their interplay is a constantly shifting exchange of combinations. The simple two-guitar, bass, and drums setup allows for a number of different combinations: at the simplest level, Paul’s bass provides the harmonic foundations and teams with Ringo’s drumming to form the rhythm section. On top of this, John’s rhythm guitar flanks George’s lead. These elementary patterns lead to more intricate configurations: a song can pit lead guitar against the drums (“I Feel Fine”) or let the bass play lead almost exclusively (“Rain”).


The two songwriters carry the lead vocal parts, and are supported by pairing the remaining lead singers behind (Paul and George back up John, John and George back up Paul). In “Long Tall Sally,” Paul leads the band; in “Roll Over Beethoven,” George lets them carry him; in “Money,” John pits himself against the others, turning the act of performance into a competition of will, endurance, and emotional thrust. A singer can impose his emotional presence on the way the band actually sounds: John’s authority on “Bad Boy” conjures up a completely different imaginative space than Paul does on his equally masterful “Kansas City.”


THE BEATLES ARE our first recording artists, and they remain our best. The growing significance of pop music in the sixties paralleled advances in recording technology, which suited their own creative inclinations to stop touring and concentrate on studio work. The expanding technical possibilities influenced their music to a greater degree than pop had ever been subject to before. Phil Spector’s work with the Ronettes, Ike and Tina Turner, the Crystals, and the Righteous Brothers are paragons of how studio technique can turn the simple essence of pop into grand, dramatic surges of sound. But Spector was more an auteur than he was a full-fledged artist—his catalogue bears his signature but not his soul. The Beatles’ work came to be conceived with the studio in mind—all the production values a mixing board had to offer were used to serve the ideas conveyed in their music. A Beatles record is more than just a collection of songs; it’s a performance for tape. The recording industry still measures itself against ingenious achievements like Sgt. Pepper (recorded on two four-track recorders), even though digital circuitry is now far beyond the eight-track machines that were used to tape their last album, Abbey Road.


George Martin, a classically trained oboist, produced almost all of the Beatles’ material for the recording medium. His technically experienced ears lent a disciplined sensibility to Lennon and McCartney’s ideas. The classical touches bear Martin’s fingerprints (the string quartet on “Yesterday,” the baroque keyboard solo in “In My Life”), and when Lennon wanted two different versions of “Strawberry Fields Forever” spliced together to capture the best of both, even though they were in different keys and tempi, it was Martin who figured out how to do it. His creative presence is notably absent on Let It Be, the only Beatles record he didn’t oversee. Phil Spector produced “Let It Be,” “The Long and Winding Road,” and “Across the Universe” for that record with strings and female chorus. It’s obvious from the resulting clash of sentiment and schmaltz that Spector doesn’t speak the Beatles’ language as well as Martin does. Martin’s care for detail and nuance are why other artists’ recordings of Beatles songs are usually less satisfying than their original counterparts. Each element of the production on Beatles records is so carefully placed that it becomes part of the song itself. As time went on, the Beatles weren’t so much songwriters as they were record writers; the studio became a lab where musical ideas were exchanged, reworked, and restructured for tape.


The merits of a recorded performance compared with those of a performance in the live arena are often disputed in rock ’n’ roll. While Bruce Springsteen might contend that rock’s most noble values are played out in concert, where artist and audience engage in shared imagery at the same time in the same place, the airwaves are where the music lives in day-to-day life; and since day-to-day life is pop’s subject, its medium is its most important message. The very idea that highly individual messages can be shared on a mass scale is enough to make Rosie and her Originals seem almost oracular.


The Beatles’ understanding of how the recording medium could be used was intuitive and unfeigned. In “Strawberry Fields Forever,” sounds roam from place to place; the voice is filtered to warp the sense of space (at times it sounds as if Lennon were singing underwater); and even some of the instruments are unrecognizable because of what surrounds them. For a song that grapples with the disturbing questions of alienation and self-identity, the setting alone conveys much of the text’s confused tone.


The studio effects don’t need to be fancy, though: for the final verse of “I’ve Got a Feeling,” Phil Spector simply separates the lead voices into separate stereo channels, dividing the duet into two distinct parts, type-casting Lennon and McCartney’s swan song by putting it through separate speakers. The way the rhythm instruments are distinguished from the lead vocals on earlier albums enhances the texture: each instrument etches a clear line in the web of sound. These early mixes (vocals opposite instruments) sound simplistic today, but they grew into such lopsided treats as “Yer Blues,” with the drums all the way over to the left, and “Maxwell’s Silver Hammer,” with its overwrought labyrinth design.


WITH THE WEALTH of material the band produced, it’s surprising to remember that their recording career lasted only seven years. A lifetime in pop is very short, and seven years has come to signify about one generation: seven years after the Beatles’ dissolution, in 1977, punk and new wave came to the fore; roughly seven years after that, in 1984, a new crop of underground hopefuls—the Replacements, Hüsker Dü, the Minutemen—came into maturity. The Beatles’ seven years of recording (1962–69) were loaded with creativity, and when their work is seen as a self-contained world, there is a progressive direction implicit in the best of it. The seeds of their later period can be heard in the early stages, and as early as Help! their world is self-reflective. “You’re Gonna Lose That Girl” is basically a rewrite—the unsung threat—of “She Loves You.”


The idea of turning the long-playing record into an artistic statement came about largely because of the Beatles’ own career. John Rockwell points out how records like Frank Sinatra’s Only the Lonely have an underlying theme that makes their songs part of a whole, but the concept album as we know it came into its own with Sgt. Pepper and has never been the same since. To say that a record has an “inner logic” (to use Robert Christgau’s term) suggests something more than a common theme. It has to do with the rhythm of an album side, the way songs relate to one another, and the way a listener becomes engaged with the imaginative landscape of sound. In the same way that great movie actors relax and forget their self-consciousness in front of the cameras, the Beatles’ ease in front of the microphones lets us hear them feel the music as they play it—the way Ringo plows right into “Birthday,” for instance, or the tight grip that John keeps on his rhythm guitar in “I’m Happy Just to Dance with You.” Their relationship with the material can be heard in the way a song is played through time, either gaining momentum toward the finish (as in “Twist and Shout”) or ebbing and flowing of its own accord (“If I Needed Someone”).


The Beatles treated the album as a journey from one place to another. They built cornerstones into their records by positioning the songs in relation to one another: beginnings and endings of sides can sum up, contradict, qualify, or cast a shadow over the songs they introduce or follow. Each Beatles album has its own nooks and crannies, its individual contours, speckled with personal moments listeners can latch on to and call their own—a favorite guitar solo, a treasured vocal ad-lib, any number of lyrical indecipherables. Their “inner logic” is best understood by hearing the songs out of their normal sequence, as on the collection LPs that followed their breakup. After “Something,” the ear wants to hear “Maxwell’s Silver Hammer”; after “Back in the U.S.S.R.,” “Dear Prudence.”


They took great care in assembling their records—they had a keen sense of how the order of songs gives shapes to the experience of an album. On most of their LPs, placing the songs in any other sequence would lessen their impact, detract from the entirety they form. This is true not only on their “concept” albums but on the earlier designs that led up to them. The way “Twist and Shout” finishes off their debut LP provides direction as well as a rousing finale; Revolver wouldn’t have the same flavor if it didn’t start with Harrison’s bitter “Taxman.” This sense of arranging the material evolves into works like Sgt. Pepper, which had a self-conscious beginning, middle, and end. Side two of Abbey Road has a a collage effect—the individual songs are less central than the way they relate to one another as parts of an integrated mosaic. Again, the exceptions prove the rule: “Dizzy Miss Lizzie” sags after “Yesterday” on the Help! album; “Run for Your Life,” the last song on Rubber Soul, blemishes that album by undermining its ambiguities.


Once immersed in their catalogue, it’s hard to separate any single song from its context. Their rendition of Barrett Strong’s hit “Money” is simply more powerful when heard after listening to the rest of With the Beatles, the album it closes. “Hey Jude,” 1968’s summer single, would have changed its character considerably on the “White Album”—as a single, it stands out more than if it had been surrounded by that album’s abundance. 1967’s “Penny Lane”/“Straw-berry Fields Forever” single may be the most striking use of aural montage in the medium. Understanding their entire output enhances the enjoyment of any particular song.


THE ENTIRE BEATLES catalogue witnesses a growth—both musical and personal—that extends from the unleashed enthusiasm of Please Please Me to the resigned farewell of Abbey Road’s “The End.” Their early sound peaks with A Hard Day’s Night, progresses uneasily through Beatles for Sale and Help!, ripens and blooms on Rubber Soul and Revolver. By 1966, after barely four years of recording, Revolver stands as the pinnacle of all they can do: there are no weak tracks, and most of what follows deserves to be measured against it. The rest of the catalogue maps their dissolving partnerships: Sgt. Pepper, the most famous, is also the most overrated; Magical Mystery Tour and Yellow Submarine are embarrassments; the “White Album” is a patchwork interwoven by great playing; Let It Be is an overhauled modesty. Abbey Road, although a success, doesn’t quite extend or improve upon what Revolver attained.


The Beatles weren’t always conscious of this larger picture, but its implications are broad: they came of age through their music as their audience came of age. The innocence heard in “I Saw Her Standing There” and “There’s a Place” quickly gives way to the qualified commitment of “If I Fell,” the sadness that pervades “And I Love Her.” Their singing, playing, and album conceptions followed their artistic temperaments, so that at each step of the way, their identities as musicians and writers were served by their natural abilities and their comparatively unschooled studio technique.


By digesting rock ’n’ roll during adolescence and recreating it in their own image as they progressed, the Beatles helped the form come of age and gain the capacity to express more adult themes: isolation, despair, alienation, loss, and the positive correlatives of peace, communication, self-worth, vision, and hope. The term “rock ’n’ roll” was abbreviated to “rock.” Rock ’n’ roll still expresses adolescent concerns (which still pack a wad of excitement when Bruce Springsteen closes a show with Eddie Cochran’s “Summertime Blues”). “Rock” refers to the larger spectrum of adult experience and embraces everything from the mature work of Bob Dylan, the Rolling Stones, the Who, and others to punk and new wave, with talents like Elvis Costello and the Talking Heads continuing to explore the genre. The Beatles symbolize this growth toward maturity, even if the weight of the journey is shared by others. Their early work charges adolescent themes with a greater urgency, and their maturation more than delivered on their early promise.


THE BEATLES COMBINED the physicality of Elvis with a British zeal for verbal flair. The point of a good pop lyric is not to be haughty or arcane but to communicate by twisting assumed meanings, using images out of context or emphasizing things in a new way. The Beatles had an uncanny flair for cleverness without being artful or supercilious—their word painting conjures up varied associations with the simplest of references. Sometimes it’s not the performance that is most riveting; it’s the singularity of ideas that strikes the imagination. At other times, the emotional energy of a vocal performance seems to carry the band along behind, transcending any hidden references in the words. The poignancy of generational conflict in “She’s Leaving Home” makes up for its sentimental setting; and the two lines that Paul repeats in “Why Don’t We Do It in the Road?” are shot through with some masterful vocal gymnastics.


Making intelligent lyrics and arrangements accessible to a popular audience is a formidable challenge. Although the Beatles’ lyrics are made up of clichés and colloquialisms, we always sense a strong voice behind their words, a personality that draws on pop’s language as a means of expression, not just lines used to fill up spaces in the sound�the sentiment generates the lyrics instead of clichés being forced to fit. Whether it’s “I am the walrus” or “yeah, yeah, yeah,” they constantly reanimate their language. Simple verbal phrases are made to carry an emotional weight beyond their capacity, and when combined with music, they signify much more than what is implied on the surface. These commonalities are treated so that the familiar seems fresh, the ordinary seems special, and the secular somehow becomes holy. The transformation of idioms can be ironic: the slang phrase “turn you on” of the drug culture becomes a humanitarian plea for enlightenment in “A Day in the Life”; in “Let It Be,” Paul sings as much to his companions as he does to his audience.


The attitude of the lover toward his beloved in early songs is constantly shifting—Lennon can be spiteful and pretentious as easily as he can be vulnerable and paranoid. Women seem to taunt him as much as they symbolize satisfaction: “If I Fell” takes a simple second-time-around scenario and wrings a song of real consequence from its emotional implications. The transition toward selfhood is found all through their catalogue, from a deceptively simple heartbreak song like “Yesterday” on Help! (which came to mean much more to an entire generation that lost its innocence to the sixties revolution) to “You Never Give Me Your Money” on Abbey Road, which laments the inevitable responsibilities of fame. “Help!” itself was once thought of as simply the title song for a mock James Bond movie, but it has survived as a young man’s desperate cry for intimacy. The pessimism in “Happiness Is a Warm Gun” sounds that much darker when weighed against the unflinching exuberance of “I Want to Hold Your Hand.”


Later, as they begin to address the larger concerns of adulthood, their masks and innuendos change. Paul’s financial terminology on side two of Abbey Road stems directly from the legal confrontations the Beatles were then facing with their publishers. Lennon’s identity crisis at the height of his fame spawned a number of self-referential confessionals about his innermost personality (“Help!,” “Strawberry Fields Forever,” “She Said She Said”) and alternative realms of the imagination that reached beyond the conscious world (“Tomorrow Never Knows,” “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds”). The layered levels of inference in a song as full of imagery as “I Am the Walrus” or even “Hey Bulldog” have the welling sense of the uncontrollable; the storyteller sounds barely in control of his story, never mind his subject. Lennon had to write “A Day in the Life” before he could return to basics with songs like “Revolution,” “I Want You (She’s So Heavy),” and “Don’t Let Me Down.”


The effect of time on people’s lives is treated both romantically (as in “It Won’t Be Long” and “Things We Said Today”) and humorously (“When I’m Sixty-four,” “Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-Da”). The sophomoric images of nature found in “And I Love Her” mature into the sublime restraint of “Dear Prudence.” “All My Loving” is ripe with irony; the joy of the performance belies the sentiment of the text. “Drive My Car” has even more sophisticated ironic wit. This wealth of material goes way beyond diversity, and it takes many forms—it can pop up as a respectful parody like “Honey Pie” (which can still stand on its own) or it can lie in the grooves between such different songs as “The Word,” an uptempo community song by Lennon, and McCartney’s “Michelle,” with its unabashed cabaret setting. The Beatles hated overintellectualization of their songs (“Glass Onion”) almost as much as they hated not being taken seriously (“I’ll Get You,” “I’m So Tired,” and “Sexy Sadie”).


As their music develops, the basic primal passions of rock ’n’ roll are carried forward and enlarged. When rock ’n’ roll first appeared, it challenged some basic assumptions. Presley’s conjunction of black and white was radical enough for some; but along with this, rock ’n’ roll raised the whole issue of freedom (again). The Beatles played out the concept of “the beat can set you free” and emphasized the freedom even more than the beat. Their beat was enormous (as Marcus points out), but the possibilities of what it could do became even bigger. What kinds of freedom could rock ’n’ roll address? Initially, of course, it was sexual freedom—Elvis Presley’s image was both racial and physical. But the Beatles didn’t so much sharpen rock’s sexual and cultural arrows as they did infuse the style with an even greater musical intelligence. If Elvis Presley symbolized everything that rock ’n’ roll could stand for, the Beatles took it all apart and put it back together in ways that made the music sound infinitely resourceful, adaptable, rich. They didn’t reinvent rock ’n’ roll itself so much as how one could look at it, transforming it into a style both bold enough to provoke and seasoned enough to sustain itself—they played up possibilities that didn’t seem feasible on the surface. Without being explicit, their work inspired their audience far more dramatically than protest songs and peace-love-and-brother hood propaganda would have (“The Word” and “All You Need Is Love” are the only songs that flirt with flower power). Lennon’s rendition of “Twist and Shout,” with all its lust, has kernels of spiritual longing. The way he sings “Money” on the next album makes the physical-spiritual tug of war more apparent: the spirit of his singing tells us that he sees right through the materialist doctrine he’s supposedly endorsing.


Eventually, the beat conveys more complex notions of freedom—and what lies beyond. The Revolver album confronts mortality and seeks transcendental and romantic avenues toward peace of mind. The incessant rhythm track of “Tomorrow Never Knows” is merely bedding for tape loops and a backwards guitar solo—instead of riding the beat like a wave, it’s like they’re inside the wave itself. The beat of “Rain” is mesmerizing; the layered patterns of “Happiness Is a Warm Gun” make the stomach turn; and the variety of rhythmic sequences in “I Want You” gives the simple text a potent framework. “She Said She Said” condenses three stages of life into less than four minutes by letting the beat tell half the story. As complex as their rhythmic ideas can get, they never lose sight of where it all springs from: the backbeat. The finale to Abbey Road has as its centerpiece a simple guitar jam, as fundamental as anything from Please Please Me. Their love of simple rock ’n’ roll was always a springboard for messages of higher implication, and their achievements encompass not only new musical styles but new ways of looking at the world.


The Beatles never seemed to question whether rock ’n’ roll could speak to all these concerns; they simply acted as if it could. Along the way, they transformed the style nonchalantly, whipping off dazzling record after dazzling record, transforming the very idea of the rock album each time out, making technical and artistic feats sound not only easy but fun. By the time they bade their audience farewell with “Her Majesty,” they had developed new vocabularies for pop, whether it’s the way an album begins and ends or the flashes of brilliance in between that their singles embody. The journey from unknown upstarts to consummate artists is a story best told by the music.


BEFORE SETTING FOOT in a recording studio, the Beatles paid their dues like any other band. They started playing wherever they could—at church dances, picnics, and the small clubs that would let them open for bigger acts. When Allan Williams decided to manage them, bookings were scarce. They simply weren’t very good yet, and none of them had the means to devote the time to a career—it meant giving up jobs and school. But when Williams got them a long-term contract to play the Reeperbahn in Hamburg, they leapt at the chance. It was steady income, and it meant they could devote their lives to music. To see an early picture of the band in front of the Arnhem War Cemetery on their first trip to Hamburg in 1960—with the tragic figure of Stu Sutcliffe in place of a mysteriously absent John Lennon—is to have a strange retrospective sense of prophecy. The tomb they are posed upon reads: THEIR NAME LIVETH FOR EVER MORE.
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FROM THE GARAGE TO THE DANCE FLOOR








Love Me Do (Paul)/P.S. I Love You (Paul)
Released: October 5, 1962






Please Please Me (John)/Ask Me Why (John)
Released: November 26, 1962









PLEASE PLEASE ME Released: March 22, 1963







THE RECORDING WORLD is full of sharks, crooks, and people on the run (like Elvis Presley’s manager, Colonel Tom Parker), but Brian Epstein was a genuine shopkeeper. A former window dresser for his father’s furniture store, he was running his own record business around the corner from the Cavern when he signed on as the Beatles’ manager in December 1961. His idea of making the Beatles marketable was to clean up their stage act: he put them in collarless jackets, made them put out their cigarettes, insisted that Lennon stop cursing onstage, and taught them to do ridiculous hanging bows after every number. As Lennon later put it:




We were just a band that made it very, very big, that’s all. Our best work was never recorded . . . because we were performers—in spite of what Mick says about us—in Liverpool, Hamburg and other dance halls. What we generated was fantastic, when we played straight rock, and there was nobody could touch us in Britain. As soon as we made it we made it but the edges were knocked off . . . you know Brian put us all in suits and all that and we made it very, very big. But we sold out, you know. The music was dead before we even went on the theater tour of Britain. We were shit already, because we had to reduce an hour or two hours’ playing, which we were glad about in a way, to twenty minutes, and we would go on and repeat the same twenty minutes every night.
(Lennon Remembers, pp. 45–46)
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