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Fox was the only living man. There was no Earth. The Water was everywhere.


“What shall I do?” Fox asked himself. He began to sing in order to find out.


“I would like to meet somebody,” he sang to the Sky.


Then he met Coyote.


“I thought I was going to meet someone,” Fox said.


“Where are you going?” Coyote asked.


“I’ve been wandering all over, trying to find someone. I was worried there for a while.”


“Well, it’s better for two people to go together . . . that’s what they always say.”


“Okay. But what will we do?”


“I don’t know.”


“I got it! Let’s try to make a world.”


“And how are we going to do that?” Coyote asked.


“Sing!” said Fox.


—Jaime de Angulo, Indian Tales (1953)


I always set out to write a children’s book. I always wanted to write Alice in Wonderland. I think I still have that as a secret ambition. And I think I will do it when I’m older.


—John Lennon (1980)









This book is dedicated to Cariad Jones, and the memory of our late mother, Margaret, with love
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The Beatles rendered in an early 1965 kindergarten book by Mark Brake. Readers should note that, while the author hasn’t yet developed an ability either to spell with accuracy or to color between the lines (no Picasso, he), kudos is nonetheless due for realizing that Paul McCartney is left-handed.












INTRODUCTION


“Study the science of art. Study the art of science. Develop your senses—especially learn how to see. Realize that everything connects to everything else.”


—Leonardo Da Vinci, An Exhibition of His Scientific Achievements (Philadelphia, 1951)


Record-Making Revolutionaries 


Why have we written this science book about The Beatles? Simply this: to pay tribute to history’s greatest architects in the writing, recording, and artistic presentation of popular music.


The Beatles revolutionized many aspects of music and are often promoted as pioneers of 1960s youth and sociocultural developments. If sales and statistics are as important as aesthetics, then The Beatles triumph here, too. They remain the best-selling music act in history, with estimated global sales of 600 million units. The band are the most successful act on the US Billboard charts. They also hold the record for most number one albums on the UK albums chart, with fifteen. It’s the same story in the singles charts—the band have the most number one hits on the US Billboard Hot 100 chart, with twenty, and the most singles sold in the UK, 21.9 million and counting.


Over the years, The Beatles have been recipients of many accolades. The list includes an Academy Award for Best Original Song Score for the 1970 documentary film Let It Be; seven Grammy Awards and four Brit Awards; and fifteen Ivor Novello Awards for their songwriting. The band was inducted into the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame in 1988, and subsequently each individual band member was inducted between 1994 and 2015. In June of 2010, Paul McCartney was presented with the Library of Congress Gershwin Prize for Popular Song. In his commemorative address at the ceremony, President Obama declared that “it’s fitting that the Library has chosen to present this year’s Gershwin Prize for Popular Song to a man whose father played Gershwin compositions for him on the piano; a man who grew up to become the most successful songwriter in history. The Beatles . . . blew the walls down for everybody else. In a few short years, they had changed the way that we listened to music, thought about music and performed music forever. They helped to lay the soundtrack for an entire generation—an era of endless possibility and of great change.” Moreover, Obama remarked that McCartney had “composed hundreds of songs over the years—with John Lennon, with others, or on his own. Nearly 200 of those songs made the charts—think about that—and stayed on the charts for a cumulative total of thirty-two years. And his gifts have touched billions of lives.” In both 2004 and 2011, The Beatles topped Rolling Stone’s list of the greatest popular music artists in history. And finally, for now, Time magazine named the band among the twentieth century’s hundred most important people.


In November 2023, British BBC radio DJ Lauren Laverne was asked to put the new Beatles single, Now And Then, in its historical perspective. Laverne replied, “Each fan has their own individual, very personal, relationship with The Beatles and their music. But then, collectively, they’re part of our story as a country, as a culture. I mean it’s not just about music; it’s about modern Britain, about who we are. When we tell our story, we often use The Beatles to do it. It’s one of the greatest stories of the past century. And it is timeless.”


Laverne’s point wasn’t lost on British-Irish film director Danny Boyle. Responsible for movies like Trainspotting, 28 Days Later, and the Oscar-winning Slumdog Millionaire, Boyle was called upon by the London 2012 Olympics organizers to direct their opening ceremony. London didn’t have the budget to plan a ceremony like 2008’s opening in Beijing, so they had to rely on something else—a celebration of the history of British creativity, under the direction of Boyle himself. So, he set to work crafting a ceremony that would define both Britain as a country and the upcoming games. The result was one of the greatest events of performance art in history. The “pandemonium” section featured seven smoking chimney stacks representing the world’s first Industrial Revolution, the women’s suffrage movement, and two world wars, culminating in the 1960s and The Beatles as they appeared on the cover of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band—the making of modern Britain.


Danny Boyle would revisit the cultural impact of The Beatles in his 2019 movie, Yesterday, the romantic comedy written by Richard Curtis. Directed with the usual dash and delight by Boyle, this counterfactual film asks “what if The Beatles hadn’t existed?” Struggling fictional musician Jack Malik suddenly finds himself the only person who remembers the band and becomes famous for performing their songs. Imagine no Beatles. No Sgt. Pepper, no Walrus, no Strawberry Fields, no Yesterday. Imagine no Imagine, no best-ever Bond theme in Live and Let Die, no Concert for Bangladesh to inspire Live Aid, no stadium rock, and no Monty Python’s Life of Brian. And that’s just for starters.


As the film unfolds, and through a simple sci-fi trick of altering the “space-time-reality-consciousness continuum,” we can pretend to hear Beatles music for the first time, to hear the band afresh by proxy, by vicariously being placed in the position of musical novices, quite unaware of their revolutionary impact. It’s an ingenious thought experiment that carries considerable emotional charge.


“The Beatles”: Clouded in Mystery


The aim of this book is to explain, at least in part, not only why The Beatles were so successful, but also why their success has such longevity, continuing to capture the imagination of minds in the twenty-first century.


When Paul McCartney published his two-volume book The Lyrics: 1956 to the Present in 2021, he helpfully explained the origin of the band’s name: “Buddy Holly came along when we were fifteen or sixteen. Buddy’s look fitted with the fact that John [Lennon] wore glasses. John had a perfect reason to pull his glasses back out of his pocket and put them on. Buddy Holly was also a writer, a lead guitarist and a singer. Elvis wasn’t a writer or a lead guitarist; he was just a singer. . . . So, Buddy had it all. And the name, The Crickets. We also wanted something with a dual meaning.” McCartney says that the actual origin of the name “The Beatles” is clouded in mystery, but “if we could find an insect that also had some double meaning . . . now that it’s been around awhile, you totally accept it.”


Meanwhile, and less mysteriously, in a phone interview in February of 1964, George Harrison explained, “We were thinking of a name a long time ago, and we were just wracking our brains for names, and John came up with this name Beatles, and it was good, because it was sort of the insect, and also the pun, you know, b-e-a-t on the beat. We just liked the name, and we kept it.”


Lennon had another, slightly different, recollection. In an August 1971 interview with Peter McCabe, quoted in John Lennon: For The Record and later aired in the radio documentary John Lennon: The Lost Tapes, Lennon is quoted as reminiscing about the origin of the band’s name: “They asked me to write the story of The Beatles. . . . So, I wrote this: ‘There was a certain man, and he came . . . ’ I was still doing like from school, all this imitation Bible. . . . ‘And man came on a flaming pie from the sky and said you are Beatles with an a.’”


The Beatles and Remix Culture


As we log how The Beatles’ sonic innovation evolved in the pages ahead, it’s worth bearing in mind the idea of the band as an example of “remix culture.” This is a term that describes a culture or subculture which endorses derivative art by combining or editing existing materials to make new creative works. Indeed, the word “remix” originally referred to music emerging in the late twentieth century during the heyday of hip hop. But remixing didn’t begin with hip hop.


Looking back, we can see that seminal British rock bands, such as The Beatles and The Rolling Stones, became hugely successful for “remixing” older American music, as Elvis before them became world famous for remixing source material that was drawn from traditional black blues musicians years before. In the early 1970s, British rock band Led Zeppelin became hugely famous for innovating a new kind of incredibly loud electric blues and, within just a few years, became the biggest band on the planet. But Led Zeppelin also “remixed.” Much of their source material was drawn from traditional Black blues musicians years before. All these musicians were simply doing what artists do. Copying from others, transforming these ideas, and combining them with other ideas to create a new synthesis.


Remix is homage, not appropriation. Artists have been sampling and remixing for centuries. Consider Pablo Picasso’s Les Demoiselles d’Avignon. Painted in 1907, the picture portrays five nude female prostitutes in a Barcelona brothel. Each prostitute is shown in an unsettling and confrontational manner, while none is conventionally feminine. In fact, the prostitutes are slightly menacing and rendered with angular and disjointed body shapes. Les Demoiselles d’Avignon is thought to be seminal in the early development of both cubism and modern art. It was considered the gold standard for creativity because it was thought to be unprecedented; nobody had seen anything like it before. But when you dig a little deeper into Picasso’s famous painting, the signs of remix are clear. The figure on the left shows facial features and dress of Egyptian or southern Asian style. The two adjacent figures are depicted in the Iberian style of Picasso’s native Spain, and the two on the right are portrayed with African mask-like features. Indeed, according to Picasso, the ethnic primitivism evoked in these masks, inspired him to liberate “an utterly original artistic style of compelling, even savage force.” The Picasso example serves to show that beneath the myths of creativity lies a more profound reality of remix.


Now consider the remix culture of early Beatles music. On their first five albums of 1963 to 1965, almost all of the covers were originally recorded by Black American soul artists. The city port of Liverpool is pivotal here. It’s no coincidence that a band from Liverpool was so heavily influenced by American music made by Black people, given that culturally open Liverpudlian youths could ask sailors who were family or friends to buy Black records from overseas—records they could never buy in Britain or could only hear on the wireless. Local bands would fight to be the first to learn whatever records they’d got from their sailor contacts, and once performed, they’d lay claim to the song. The Beatles were one of the few Liverpool bands to clearly state at their gigs which Black artists had originally recorded the song they were covering, even before they had a record contract of their own. This practice brought attention to Black artists, inspiring young people from Liverpool to ask sailor friends to buy records by the original artist when traveling overseas.


The Beatles’ Irish Roots


There’s another strong, and more local, cultural influence in The Beatles’ music. Liverpool is different from the rest of England. From the welcoming, friendly nature of its people to their accents, boasted to be a golden amalgam of Irish, Welsh, and visiting Scandinavian sailors, Liverpool feels distinct. Many local “Scousers” regard Liverpool as a city-state, separate from the country in which it just happens to sit. And many locals don’t identify with England at all. Liverpool football fans are known to display banners which declare SCOUSE NOT ENGLISH and to boo the British national anthem at soccer games. One may ask what this distinction is all about, and how the city which made The Beatles is so different to the rest of Britain.


The answer lies in Liverpool’s roots. An estimated three-quarters of its inhabitants have Irish ancestry. Irish immigrants streamed into the city after the 1798 Irish Rebellion, a well-known insurrection against the British Crown. Another period between 1845 and 1852 became known as the Great Famine, when Ireland suffered a period of starvation, disease, and emigration, and the British government decided to shut down its centrally organized relief efforts in 1847, long before the famine ended. These two events greatly impacted Liverpool’s demographic make-up. So, it’s hardly surprising that all four Beatles have ancestry in Ireland. Indeed in 1963, Lennon stated in an interview upon landing at Dublin Airport, “We’re all Irish!”


Paul McCartney has Irish ancestry in both his father’s and his mother’s line. For example, his maternal grandfather, Owen Mohan, was born in Tullynamalrow, County Monaghan. It’s not yet been established from where in Ireland the McCartneys hail, but either his grandfather or great grandfather emigrated to Scotland from Ireland before later settling in Liverpool.


When McCartney published The Lyrics, the book’s editor, Pulitzer Prize-winning Irish poet Paul Muldoon, said he and McCartney really clicked because of their Irish roots.


“We were raised in similar ways,” Muldoon said in an interview with Irish News. “I don’t think there was that much religion in his house but there was some Christian and more specifically Catholic iconography in some of the songs . . . The Beatles’ classic Let It Be is the key example of the Catholic influence because it is about resignation, that is also a very Catholic worldview; here we all are in this veil of tears, get used to it. . . . Of course Mother Mary has a Catholic feel, she is honored in the Catholic tradition in a way she is not in the Protestant faith. . . . Quite frankly he is very conscious of his Irish roots, his family setting seems to be one that would be recognizable to many Irish people. It sounds like it was a party house or a cèilidh house with someone often playing the piano, having a drink or telling a story.”


Contentiously, Muldoon also suggests that, in a very real way, The Beatles invented Liverpool. It shot up from being a grim industrial city to one of the most famous places on the planet thanks to the band. In Muldoon’s words, “What comes to mind, is a line from Oscar Wilde: ‘There were no fogs before Dickens, no sunsets before Turner.’ To extend that idea, there wasn’t a Dublin before Joyce. These artists invent the place. In some sense, Van Morrison invented Belfast writing about Paris buns and Fitzroy Avenue, and in a strange way The Beatles invented Liverpool . . . among other things.”


George Harrison, too, had a solid link to Ireland through his grandparents, the Frenches, who hailed from County Wexford in Ireland. The French family line traces back to thirteenth century Norman knights with the name of Ffrench (the second ‘f’ was later dropped), who settled in County Wexford at the time of William the Conqueror. George had abiding strong connections to his Irish cousins, visiting them in Drumcondra near Dublin as late as 2001, just before his passing.


And while Ringo’s links to Ireland are the least obvious (his deep English ancestry dates back three generations on both sides), Ringo’s maternal great-grandmother, Elizabeth “Minnie” Cunningham, was born in County Down in 1851, the same county in which Lennon’s ancestry originates.


At the time of the release of his solo single, The Luck of the Irish, written and released in the summer of 1972, John Lennon spoke about the Irish and the city of Liverpool and their influence on his art:


“Liverpool is where the Irish came when they ran out of potatoes, and it’s where Black people were left or worked as slaves. It was a very poor city, and tough. The people have a sense of humor because they are in so much pain, so they are always cracking jokes. They are very witty. And we talk through our noses. I suppose it’s adenoids. I’m a quarter-Irish and long, long before the trouble started, I told Yoko that’s where we’re going to retire, and I took her to Ireland. We went around Ireland a bit and we stayed in Ireland and we had a sort-of second honeymoon there. So I was completely involved in Ireland.”


Meanwhile, the Lennon name is an anglicized derivative of the Irish O’Lennon, which is a descendant of the ancient Gaelic Ó Leannáin clans. In ancient Celtic legend, the stag in the Lennon crest implies spiritual guides or priests. The Gaelic meaning of Ó Leannáin is “love,” entirely apt for a writer who delivered a message of love to the world in songs like All You Need Is Love, and a musician who was a member of a band whose most common lyric was the word “love,” used 312 times in 42 percent of their songs. In searching for information about his family history in 1974, Lennon found the name O’Lennon along with a declaration that “no person of the name Lennon has distinguished himself in the political, military, or cultural life of Ireland (or England for that matter).” Lennon quoted this passage on the booklet included inside his 1974 Walls and Bridges album, along with the typical amusing comment of, “Oh yeh?”


Hamburg in the Remix


Another influence on The Beatles as a cultural and musical remix force was Hamburg. As Lennon once said, “I was born in Liverpool, but I grew up in Hamburg.” For, in the tough conditions in the live music clubs of the working-class St. Pauli district of the city, a red-light district home to strip clubs and raucous seamen’s pubs, The Beatles were told to “mach Schau” (“put on a show”) to attract more clientele. It was here that they developed into a tight musical unit with a distinctive musical style, honed their performance skills, and earned themselves a growing reputation as a live band. Grueling sets of up to eight hours every day meant that the band developed a huge repertoire of songs alongside their own original songs. They became a “human jukebox,” a fact still in evidence in Peter Jackson’s documentary The Beatles: Get Back, originally recorded in 1969. The sheer number of covers the band knew intimately is truly staggering.


McCartney told American producer Rick Rubin at the very start of the television miniseries McCartney 3, 2, 1 that The Beatles had played around ten thousand hours during their Hamburg stint, following which they were no longer the “bum group” that had left Liverpool, but were now a highly professional act. As artist and musician Billy Childish said about The Beatles in Hamburg, “This is The Beatles doing what they did best: stomping out great rock ’n’ roll music to a half-despondent audience of Reeperbahn sex freaks. Lennon was of the opinion that The Beatles’ early performances were never matched in the recording studio, and I reckon he was right. [Their music was] full of Brylcreem, winkle-pickers, punk rock vigor, and is guaranteed to lift the heart of anybody who is alive and open to the essence of good music: raw sound and fun.”


“If it hadn’t been for Hamburg, there would be no Beatles,” remarked their first manager, Allan Williams, in an interview in 1995. Williams continued, “The work there was so fantastically hard. And people would say to me: ‘Allan, tell us the secret of how to be a Beatle.’ I say: go to Germany for six months, work seven nights a week, eight hours a day. And then come back and ask me the same question.”


In short, The Beatles had a great working-class work ethic. They returned to Liverpool a completely different band, unrecognizable from the one that had left.


“Up to Hamburg we’d thought we were okay, but not good enough. It was only back in Liverpool that we realized the difference and saw what had happened to us while everyone else was playing Cliff Richard shit,” Lennon remarked in The Beatles Anthology. That difference was clear to him: “We were performers in Liverpool, Hamburg, and around the dancehalls. What we generated was fantastic when we played straight rock. And there was no one to touch us in Britain.”


Science as Tradecraft


So, what do we mean by the “science” of The Beatles? Sure, as McCartney wrote in his song “Maxwell’s Silver Hammer,” Joan may be quizzical, studying pata-physical science at home, and Maxwell Edison may well be majoring in medicine. But that’s clearly not enough to fill a book. Unimaginative souls may be used to thinking about science in a rather one-dimensional way. Science is something only practiced by white middle-aged males in lab coats, they believe. Just a matter of test tubes, tachometers, and telescopes. But, in truth, science is far more complex than that.


When we think just a little longer and deeper about science, we can quite easily see that science has a number of chief characteristics. For one thing, science is an institution, from the Academy of Plato in classical Athens, to London’s Royal Society, the oldest continuously existing scientific academy in the world. (The Beatles, too, are an institution!) Science is also a cumulative body of knowledge, one which is verified by direct and repeatable experiments in the material world. Science is a key driver of the economy too, and should anyone doubt this fact, just take a look at how far humans have come since science and trade were bound together in the early days of the Enlightenment. Science is also a worldview, one of the most powerful influences shaping human beliefs and attitudes to our planet which drifts across the universe.


But, most importantly for this book, science is a method, a tradecraft. It’s not a fixed thing; it’s a growing process. It’s made up of a number of operations; some mental, some manual. Science is a discipline whose concern is with how things are done. First, you have a look at the job, recording music in a particular way, for example, then you try something and see if it will work. In the learned language of science, we begin with observations and follow with experimentation. Artists, such as The Beatles, observe in order to transform, through their own experience and feeling, what they see into some new and evocative creation. The apparatus of their craft, the tools with which they carry out their experimentation, are the musical instruments and the evolving recording studio. The apparatus is not particularly mysterious. And yet, these expert musicians took these tools of ordinary life and turned them to very special purposes.


When we think of science in this practical way, we can identify its functions and how they relate to technique. Science is about action, as well as fact. Its origin and development lie in its concern with techniques to provide for human needs. Like music. The mode of science is indicative; it shows us how to do what we want to do. The artistic mode makes us want to do one thing rather than another. Make a sound like a thousand monks on a mountaintop, maybe, or conjure up the cacophony of living in a lemony submersible. Neither the scientific nor the artistic mode is complete without the other and, in fact, neither in science nor in art is one to be found without the other.


It helps greatly to think of science as a recipe. A recipe tells you how to carry out certain tasks, should you need to do them. From this practical perspective, science is not merely a matter of thought. It is thought constantly translated into practice, constantly refined by technique. History shows how new aspects of science continually developed in this way. In the Stone Age, for example, even something as basic as an axe had to be hewn using the technique of teasing ground stone into a tool that fulfilled the needs of primitive humans. Such techniques marked the start of science itself. And, ever since, science can be seen as an evolution of recipes which used practical techniques to carry out desired tasks.


So, this book is a case study of The Beatles’ tradecraft and their master technician, George Martin. A story about the evolution of their recipes, through practice, experimentation, and testing, for the writing, recording, and artistic presentation of popular music, the dissemination of which became a crucial dynamic in the shaping of contemporary culture.


Masters of Flow


One of the many magical things about The Beatles is that they were able to create such revolutionary music in such a remarkably short space of time. Their entire standardized catalog was recorded in just seven years. This catalog isn’t just remarkable for the amount of music they made, the frequency of hit singles and albums, but also for the sheer invention of their recordings. And to fulfill this ambition, the band needed a work ethic unlike any other contemporary artists. Their first album, Please Please Me, was recorded in a single day. The crucial thing about George Martin capturing the immediacy of the band in this way, like taking a snapshot photo, is that there’s a certain sublime magic to it. The spirit of the band got onto the grooves of the vinyl. As Steve Jobs famously once said, “Real artists ship.” Many artists have ideas, but only the greatest of them deliver. So Please Please Me instilled a vital ethos in the band; work rapidly and deliver.


By the midships of their career, the band was taking more time with their recordings, and using the studio itself as an instrument. They were creating albums which weren’t simply a collection of songs, but works of art. Again, this ambition led to the discovery of new concepts and creative solutions that no one else had tried before. And yet, they never lost sight of the adage that real artists ship. Consider the song many regard as the greatest popular recording of all time: “A Day In The Life.” Lennon had composed most of the song but was missing a middle eight (a varied section of a song that usually appears after a second chorus to break it up). McCartney suggested a solution which, though less than ideal (different tempo, sightly jazzy), Lennon said, “That’ll do.” Thus, one of the greatest rock and pop recordings is the product of a “get things done” attitude.


And so, The Beatles were masters of working in a state of flow. American drummer Vinnie Colaiuta is credited with the maxim, “Thought is the enemy of flow.” Overthinking your compositional creative process and its recording takes the artist out of their state of flow. Hungarian-American psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi has more to say about flow, being “in the zone,” the trance-like altered state of total absorption and effortless concentration. Csikszentmihalyi maintains that, when artists are fully engaged in their work, they experience a kind of ecstasy, with little need for thought, where the tracking of time is lost and the music “just flows out.”


The Beatles were also rule breakers. Perhaps the most famous rule breakers in all of music history. The songwriting partnership of Lennon and McCartney is the most successful of all time. And yet, amazingly, they did this without learning to read or write music. No formal tuition, no music theory. If an ingredient of their musical recipe wasn’t meant to be there, but sounded good, they went with the flow as they didn’t care for the “rules.” And it meant that, without musical notation, their songs had to be good enough to be remembered by the band when they got into the recording studio. Such was the magic of their creative process. And to chart the development of all this, we shall tell the tale by reference to their studio albums.


Standardized Studio Albums


Given the structure of this book is based on The Beatles’ studio albums, it is well worth noting here that those albums have been standardized globally since the first release of their music onto CD during 1987 and 1988. That standard is the following catalog of recording work mostly based around the album dates in the UK, the center of the Beatle universe:


• Please Please Me (1963; original UK album)


• With The Beatles (1963; original UK album)


• A Hard Day’s Night (1964; original UK album)


• Beatles For Sale (1964; original UK album)


• Help! (1965; original UK album)


• Rubber Soul (1965; original UK album)


• Revolver (1966; original UK album)


• Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967; original UK and US album)


• Magical Mystery Tour (1967; original US album)


• The Beatles (‘The White Album’) (1968; original UK and US album)


• Yellow Submarine (1969; original UK and US album)


• Abbey Road (1969; original UK and US album)


• Let It Be (1970; original UK and US album)


So buckle up for a magical mystery tour of one of the greatest stories ever told, in the most extraordinary decade of the twentieth century. How four boys from Liverpool went from an underground club to conquering the planet. In just eight years, The Beatles caused a revolution, not just in music, but in society too, as figureheads for a blossoming youth counterculture, bringing new social, sexual, and artistic ideas into the mainstream.


They paved the way for every other artist that followed in their wake. Theirs was an influence that penetrated to the very heart of the post-war world. They were agents of change. Through their peaceful revolution, they became the undisputed voice of a generation. The most commercial band on earth, but also the most avant-garde and experimental. With groundbreaking sounds and science, trendsetting fashions, and an abiding sense of fun, this is the band that ripped up the rule book and transformed popular music and culture overnight. Without doubt, the best way to read this book is as a read-along companion to the songs themselves. And so, dear reader, let the Beatles music play.
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PLEASE PLEASE ME (1963)


Live and Unleashed!


“Love Me Do was written in one of our sessions at 20 Forthlin Road [Liverpool], up a little garden path, past my dad’s lavender hedge, up by the front door where he had planted a mountain ash, which was his favorite tree . . . John came up with this riff, the little harmonica riff. It’s so simple. There’s nothing to it; it’s a will-o’-the-wisp song. But there’s a terrific sense of longing in the bridge which, combined with that harmonica, touches the soul in some way.”


—Paul McCartney, The Lyrics: 1956 to the Present (2021)
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All songs written by McCartney-Lennon except: track 3, written by Arthur Alexander; track 4, written by Gerry Goffin and Carole King; track 5, written by Luther Dixon and Wes Farrell; track 10, written by Mack David, Barney Williams, and Burt Bacharach; track 12, written by Bobby Scott and Ric Marlow; and track 14, written by Phil Medley and Bert Russell.





Musical Archaeology


On April 3, 2023, the BBC reported an exciting new musical discovery. Almost sixty years after it was first made, the earliest known full recording of The Beatles playing a live concert in their homeland had suddenly surfaced. The recording captures the unleashed live sound of new music on the cusp of a breakthrough, of four musicians who were about to become the biggest band on the planet. In history. The sixty-minute tape recording was made by the then-fifteen-year-old John Bloomfield, a pupil at Stowe boarding school in Buckinghamshire, England, who had recorded the band when they played a concert at the school’s theatre on April 4, 1963. Rather aptly, Bloomfield was a tech geek eager to try out his new reel-to-reel tape deck. And he told the BBC of the tape’s existence when they traveled to Stowe to make a radio program about the sixtieth anniversary of the concert.


The gig is pulsating. Humans are rarely more thrilling than when they’re under the pressure of performance. Electricity is crackling through their brains; cortisol and epinephrine are coursing through their veins. It’s an awesome alchemy of sentience and biology—evolution at its freewheeling best. Performed to an almost entirely male audience, and despite hugely keen caterwauling and callouts, for once a live Beatles recording is not drowned out by the screams of the crowd. The concert truly captures the allure of the band’s tightly polished but raw and energetic live show. The tape showcases their heady mash-up of a repertoire of R&B covers and Lennon and McCartney songs, kicking off with “I Saw Her Standing There” and segueing into Chuck Berry’s “Too Much Monkey Business.” The Beatles’ debut album, Please Please Me, had been released just two weeks earlier, on March 22, 1963.


History is rich with discoveries which take us back in time, of course. And Bloomfield’s discovery is no less significant for true connoisseurs of modern music. The Beatles, who tear zestfully through almost two dozen songs in the hour, made as much an impact on Bloomfield as they did on the rest of his generation, “I would say I grew up at that very instant. It sounds a bit of an exaggeration, but I realized this was something from a different planet.”


The magic formula of The Beatles lay not just in the music. The band can be heard taking requests from the crowd, who call out the titles of songs that had been released to the public just a fortnight before. The tape’s band/audience banter is archetypical. John can be heard doing joke voices. The huge popularity of Ringo is very apparent, and George had been singing so much of late that he’d lost his voice altogether. Despite the fact that Stowe was an all-boys school at the time of the recording, some girls had snuck in the back of the gig. As Bloomfield told the BBC, “It wasn’t until they started playing that we heard the screaming, and we realized we were in the middle of Beatlemania. It was just something we’d never even vaguely experienced.”


No Future in Show Business?


The Beatles’ first single, Love Me Do, had been released in the UK on October 5, 1962, and stayed in that chart for the duration of the Cuban Missile Crisis, as the world worried the Cold War would escalate into full-scale nuclear war between the US and the USSR. The band’s debut studio album, Please Please Me, was released roughly six months later in the UK on EMI’s Parlophone label. (It is worth noting here that The Beatles’ album releases in their home country were as the band, their manager Brian Epstein, and their record producer George Martin artistically intended them to be. In many other countries, their songs were seized by sloppy record labels who often mixed and matched tracks to profiteer from new collections, usually without the band’s knowledge or consent. As stated in our Introduction, this book will use the official UK Beatles album discography, plus the US album Magical Mystery Tour, as this has since globally become the group’s de facto catalog.)


The band had signed with EMI in May 1962, after famously being turned down by Decca Records, whose executives declared “guitar groups are on the way out,” and that “The Beatles have no future in show business.” Rarely has there been such spectacular stupidity in the history of recorded music. The band were instead signed to the Parlophone label run by George Martin. Impressed by The Beatles’ raw energy, charisma, and musical ability, Martin first suggested they record a live album. He’d achieved great success in 1961 recording the hugely popular Beyond the Fringe comedy revue (featuring Dudley Moore and Peter Cook) with a tape recorder secreted directly under the stage of London’s Fortune Theater. In Martin’s own words on the documentary of The Beatles’ 1995 Anthology, “I had been up to the Cavern and I’d seen what they could do—I knew their repertoire, knew what they were able to perform.” But Martin found that the band’s home venue in Liverpool, the subterranean Cavern Club, with its concrete walls resounding as a natural echo chamber, was quite ill-suited for a live recording. The die was cast. Martin changed his plan to re-create the electricity and élan of The Beatles’ live shows in his recording studio—a studio album, but with a live twist. As Martin explained, “I said, ‘Let’s record every song you’ve got. Come down and we’ll whistle through them in a day.’”


The Fifth Beatle


George Martin’s influence on what was to come was profound. Before meeting the band, with whom his name would become synonymous, Martin had produced novelty and comedy records in the 1950s and early ’60s as head of Parlophone. Martin had worked with the likes of British comedians Peter Sellers and Spike Milligan, whose program The Goon Show was broadcast by the BBC between 1951 and 1960. The Goon Show parodied aspects of entertainment, business, art, politics, the State, education, the British class structure, and film and fiction. And it was also the main inspiration that led to Monty Python and had a huge influence on The Beatles’ collective sense of humor. The band’s playful, parodic, and absurdly surreal humor was present from the get-go with their irreverent and madcap answers to silly questions at early press events (as we will see later) and vividly evident in Lennon’s award-winning books, 1964’s In His Own Write and 1965’s A Spaniard in the Works. So, the band were delighted when they discovered that Martin had produced some comedy recordings with the Goons. And they specifically asked that Dick Lester be the director of their first film, A Hard Day’s Night, as they were huge fans of The Running, Jumping and Standing Still Film, which Lester directed and starred Peter Sellers, Spike Milligan, and Australian actor Leo McKern, who later co-starred alongside them in the movie Help!


George Martin was a supreme musician, too. While a select number of musicians also snuck their way into a Beatles mix here and there (including Eric Clapton, Donovan, Mick Jagger, Brian Jones, Keith Moon, Graham Nash, Billy Preston, and Keith Richards), Martin played on thirty-seven songs recorded by the band—around fifteen percent of their total output. That number does not account for the songs for which Martin arranged and conducted orchestral parts while not playing himself.


Through his symbiosis with The Beatles, George Martin almost single-handedly reformulated a record producer’s role in music. In the rarefied company of technicians like Phil Spector and Quincy Jones, Martin was to become one of those elite producers almost as famous as the musicians they recorded. As the chapters of this book unfold, it’s worth remembering that, in the dozen years before he worked with The Beatles, and as well as the string of popular comedy records, Martin produced jazz albums and symphonic, chamber, and choral recordings.


As George Martin told the New York Times in 2003, “When I joined EMI, the criterion by which recordings were judged was their faithfulness to the original. If you made a recording that was so good that you couldn’t tell the difference between the recording and the actual performance, that was the acme. And I questioned that. I thought, okay, we’re all taking photographs of an existing event. But we don’t have to make a photograph; we can paint. And that prompted me to experiment.”


Martin was a technician to The Beatles’ art. He was a humble soul who’d been trained as a classical pianist and oboist, the instrument used to great effect on “Penny Lane,” among others. Over the years, Martin was always modest about his involvement in the band’s success. He’d wave away any credit due himself by replying to interviewers that his own contribution was secondary to the songwriting genius of The Beatles. However, the band, for their part, knew that Martin had a virtually infallible ear for arrangements. His technical advice and studio-based scoring and editing gave many of the band’s best recordings their signature sound.


“I have experience of working with [my dad] and the band, actually he [George Martin] always used to say ‘the boys’ used to push him with technology,” Martin’s son, Giles Martin, said to the BBC in an interview in November 2023, marking the release of the new single, “Now And Then.” “They didn’t believe there were any walls [boundaries] to anything they did. And that’s the thing. We should never listen to technology; we should listen to music and song. But if we can [get] people to fall in love with songs by helping with technology . . . that’s the thing.”


And so, in a technical sense, they should not necessarily surprise us: those resonant strings on “Eleanor Rigby,” those screeching seagull tape-loops on “Tomorrow Never Knows,” or those playfully weird sound effects on “Yellow Submarine.” Martin had, in a very strong sense, been there before regarding sound effects. What was unique was the inventive musical magic that The Beatles brought to the studio. When Martin died in 2016, Quincy Jones described him as “my musical brother” who “knew the secrets of our craft that so few know today.”


Inevitably, Martin’s work with The Beatles overshadowed his other achievements. And even though the mainstay of that work lasted only from 1962 to 1970, producing thirteen albums and twenty-two singles for the band, a body of work that totals less than ten hours, it nonetheless revolutionized popular music. It is also sometimes overlooked that, once The Beatles went their separate ways, from 1974 Martin as good as doubled their initial output, supervising and producing archival material from the band’s live gigs, such as those at the BBC and the Hollywood Bowl, as well as unreleased studio recordings that revealed a huge amount about how the band actually worked.


Beatles Laboratory


In today’s world of multitrack mixing and mastering, the idea of recording a full album in a single day seems like a pipe dream. The modern process is simply too complex. But not in the UK in 1963. Back in the day, songs were recorded live to a two-track BTR (British Tape Recorder) machine. These “modern” tape decks were developed in 1930s Germany, but weren’t used in Britain until several AEG Magnetophon recorders were discovered after the end of WWII. In 1946, it was an Abbey Road engineer, Berth Jones, who journeyed to Berlin and helped adapt the technology for what became the BTR. And that two-track BTR meant scant opportunity for overdubs or refined edits.


Nonetheless, from the beginning, technology lay at the heart of The Beatles’ musical revolution. Throughout their career, the band used many technological innovations to drive the creative use of sound in their musical development. From Please Please Me to Let It Be in 1970, they were always pushing the boundaries of what was technologically possible. And the constraints of recording technology placed upon them during Please Please Me was the BTR-2 machine that was first introduced into Abbey Road in 1954, almost a full decade before.


So Please Please Me was recorded live in Studio 2 at Abbey Road on this two-track BTR-2. Only two sessions were originally booked to record the album. The rigid schedules at Abbey Road dictated that the sessions took place between 10:00 a.m. and 1:00 p.m., and 2:30 p.m. and 5:30 p.m. However, a third session, between 7:30 p.m. and 10:45 p.m., was also added. What happened in the next 585 raw and energetic minutes has become the stuff of legend. Since the songs were recorded live, this presented few opportunities for correcting errors. And so, the finished result was the authentic live sound of The Beatles, with the amps and drums mic’d up with little or no sound isolation between the instruments. This raw sound was achieved by overdriving the Top Boost of their Vox AC30 amplifiers. As AC30 amps have a “clean” channel, the guitar sounds clean. But Top Boost gives a grittier sound, and overdrive cranks it up to the max. As George Harrison recalled in the multimedia retrospective project, The Beatles Anthology, “We were permanently on the edge. We ran through all the songs before we recorded anything.”


By 10:30 a.m., the band were ready and primed with their, now iconic, equipment: McCartney’s violin-shaped Hofner bass, Ringo’s Premier drum kit, Harrison with his Gretsch Duo-Jet and a J-160E Gibson “Jumbo” acoustic, and Lennon with the same Gibson Jumbo and a Rickenbacker 325. With the technicians fully aware of the fact that, in 1963, Abbey Road sessions ran precisely to time, thus began a race against the clock.


Years of playing at clubs in Hamburg and relentless touring around Britain had prepared the band well for this grueling session. But their knowledge of the recording process was very limited.


“The Beatles didn’t really have much say in recording operations,” George Martin said later. “It was only after the first year that they started getting really interested in studio techniques.”


The band always wanted to get the recording perfect, time allowing, so the songs were not all recorded in one take. They would listen to each take, and then do two or more takes until they were satisfied.


“This [first] album was one of the main ambitions in our lives,” McCartney said in Keith Badman’s 2009 book, The Beatles: Off the Record. “We felt that it would be a showcase for the group, and it was tremendously important for us that it sounded bang on the button. As it happened, we were pleased. If not, sore throats or not, we’d have done it all over again. That was the mood we were in. It was break or bust for us.”


With only a twin track at their disposal, once the live performance of each song was captured on track one, the second track was used to capture vocal, percussion (hand claps), or instrument overdubs. It’s here that George Martin’s studio expertise came to the fore. In “A Taste Of Honey,” Martin uses the technique of “double-tracking” where vocals are recorded twice, resulting in a far richer, rounder sound. As it’s very tricky for a singer to replicate the same part in exactly the same way twice, the vocal part is recorded twice resulting in two different performances of the same part. This creates a fuller, “chorused” effect with double tracking. But, if one simply blends a single performance in perfect sync, the whole double tracking effect is lost. The Beatles would use this recording technique again and again on forthcoming albums.


On other songs, we see the first appearance on a Beatles record of the “vari-speed” recording technique, one of Martin’s favorite tricks. Working on Parlophone’s successful comedy records, Martin had picked up quite a few tricks of the trade. Having to work with two tracks was a constant source of frustration for him, especially when classical recordings at EMI were made with four-track technology. For non-classical recordings, additional instruments and vocal overdubs could only be achieved by “bouncing” the tracks to create valuable additional space. (The reason for this being the relative complexity of classical composition. The Beatles’ innovative style meant they required more tracks than traditional pop bands had up until now.) The downside was that, with each bounce, there is potential for loss of sound quality. To counteract this, Martin tried to engineer something magical.
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