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PREFACE

ON THE NIGHT OF DECEMBER 8, 1980, as John Lennon and his wife Yoko Ono returned to their New York City home from a recording session, a voice from the shadows called, “Mr. Lennon.” As Lennon turned to face the speaker, Mark David Chapman pumped four bullets from his Charter Arms .38 caliber revolver into the musician’s back and shoulder. “I’m shot!” gasped Lennon as he stumbled into the doorman’s office. Chapman dropped his gun, which was quickly kicked aside by the doorman. “Do you know what you just did?” asked the doorman. “I just shot John Lennon,” replied Chapman. Lennon was pronounced dead upon his arrival at Roosevelt Hospital, located fifteen blocks from Lennon’s Dakota apartment (“Death of a Beatle” 35–36).

The death of Lennon set in motion a month of activities and commentaries honoring and remembering the fallen ex-Beatle. The night of the murder, mourners began to gather outside the wroughtiron gates of the Dakota apartment building in which Lennon and Ono had lived since 1973. By 1 a.m. the crowd had grown to five hundred (Ledbetter B7).1 News of his death spread quickly around the world. According to the Times of London, “Sorrow over the loss of a prodigally talented musician is mixed with horror that, once again in America, an assassin has found it a matter of absurd simplicity to destroy a life at whim. In the immediate aftermath, the killing is being compared with the murder of President Kennedy in 1963, immediately prior to the Beatles’ greatest success” (Leapman 1).

Radio stations all over America devoted airtime to Lennon and Beatle retrospectives. In Los Angeles more than 2,000 people took part in a candlelight vigil. In Washington, D.C., several hundred mourners gathered at the Lincoln Memorial for a silent tribute. Record stores across the country reported that the Lennons’ new album, Double Fantasy, their first in five years, had sold out, as had other Lennon and Beatle albums (“Last Day in a Life” 18). At 2 p.m. EST on December 14, at the request of Yoko Ono, a ten-minute period of silence was observed around the world. At least 100,000 people gathered in New York City’s Central Park, within sight of the Dakota, to observe the period of silence; 600 people gathered in Los Angeles’ Griffith Park; 2,000 in Boston’s Copley Square; and 4,000 at Chicago’s Cricket Hill (Haberman B8). In Sydney, Australia, an observance was held at 6 a.m. to coincide with the period of silence. In Liverpool, England, where Lennon was born and raised, a memorial concert and candlelight vigil were held. Many radio stations in the United States, Europe, and Australia went off the air at the appointed time, while others aired commercial-free Lennon tributes (McFadden 43). Major magazines, among them Time and Newsweek, offered cover stories on the killing and its aftermath. Many viewed Lennon’s death as a cruel end to all that had seemed possible in the idealized 1960s. As Anthony Elliott notes in The Mourning of John Lennon (1999), the death “provided the impetus for cultural mourning on a worldwide scale—mourning for lost dreams, ideals, hopes, beliefs” (152–53).

Yet, in the wake of Lennon’s brutal murder, some commentators, far from eulogizing the man, perceived an opportunity to advance their cultural agenda. Lennon—who once declared the Beatles “more popular than Jesus,” promoted the use of recreational drugs, and actively opposed the Vietnam War—was far from a favorite of the American Right. This became readily apparent as the conservative press attempted to transform eulogy into condemnation. Dorothy Rabinowitz, writing in Commentary, observed that the “spectacle attending Lennon’s memorializing served primarily as the occasion … for a collective self-portrait of a generation whose faith in its own special stature may well be its principal distinction and sole enduring accomplishment.” She proceeded: “In the absence of those political certainties which had once defined them and served as their chief moral credentials—certainties which had been discredited by subsequent events—all that remained to distinguish this particular generation were the ineffable qualities of ‘feeling,’ ‘sensitivity,’ ‘openness,’ ‘awareness,’ and so forth” (Rabinowitz 59). The mourning rituals “reevoked for a moment the atmosphere of the 60’s: the cowed silence that once prevailed in the face of the ludicrous claims and pretensions of the 60’s activists, not to mention their assaults, violent and otherwise, on free speech, mounted in the name of idealism” (60). For Rabinowitz, much of the public mourning, including the ten-minute silent vigil held on December 14 in Central Park, was just another example of the 1960s generation’s penchant for “expressions bespeaking self-approbation” (Rabinowitz 60). Richard Brookhiser, senior editor for the National Review, in “John Lennon, RIP,” appearing in the December 31, 1980, issue, noted, “Lennon and his friends influenced other things besides music, mostly for the worse [italics added]. They were not leftists—the lyrics of ‘Revolution’ refer sarcastically to Chairman Mao—but then, who in the sixties was?” He continues, “It is hard to think of a zany idea zipping through the ether which the Beatles, as cultural lightning rods, did not conduct—psychedelia, Maharishi Mahesh Fakir, all we are saying is give peace a chance” (Brookhiser 1555). Emblematic of comment from the Right, Brookhiser dismissed much of the sociocultural movement of the 1960s.

In death memorialized and vilified, Lennon meant different things to different people. But why? What was it about Lennon and the Beatles that made them such “lightning rods” for comment—both positive and negative—ten years after the breakup of the band? These questions mark the starting point for my work on this book.

On the Beatles’ 1967 recording, “Baby You’re a Rich Man,” Lennon asks the musical question, “How does it feel to be one of the beautiful people?” By 1967 the Beatles truly were “beautiful people,” the band’s image was radically different from that which was first introduced to the American public in late 1963. The image was inextricably bound to the time, and America had changed radically over the previous four years. Careful examination of that image provides insight not only into the history of the band, but also into the culture in which it developed. This book is a cultural history of the Beatles’ image in the 1960s, based upon a close reading of American media texts contemporaneous to the Beatles’ career in America, from late 1963 until the breakup of the band in 1970. My focus is on the Beatles’ image and those texts from which the image was, and is, composed. This book aims to explain the transformation of the Beatles’ image from that of teen idols, as they were portrayed in the earliest print media coverage of “Beatlemania,”2 to cultural agents and leaders of the youth movement, as they were increasingly presented from the middle of the decade.

Over the years of researching and writing this book I have called upon so many people for advice, courting and exploiting their limitless patience. Whatever strengths this book may have are, I am sure, owed to these people who gave so freely of their time and minds. I owe a debt of gratitude to the faculty of the graduate program in Mass Communications at Ohio University, and to Dr. Joseph Slade, a mentor and friend. I am also grateful to the faculty of the graduate program in Critical Studies at the University of Southern California’s School of Cinema and Television, in particular Professor Rick Jewell, for his insights and for introducing me to the fields of star theory and reception studies, and Professor David James. I also wish to thank the staffs of the libraries of those universities; time and again they were able to locate documents that were essential to my research. I would like to thank the Faculty Research and Development Committee of Elon University, which provided funds for research and completion of the book, in the form of a travel grant and research fellowship. That travel grant was used to visit the Museum of Radio and Television in Manhattan, where I spent numerous hours going through their impressive collection of video and audio recordings from the 1960s and 1970s. The museum’s staff was courteous and helpful and saved me countless hours with their advice on accessing their collection—thank you. I am also indebted to American Journalism for use of materials first appearing in the article, “‘Beatlepeople’: Gramsci, The Beatles, and Rolling Stone Magazine” (American Journalism 19.3 [Summer 2002]: 39–61).

I would like to thank the University Press of Mississippi, in particular its director Seetha Srinivasan, who first approached me about the project and provided advice, information, and, at times, motivation—and abundant patience. To the degree that this book is successful in its intended task, Seetha is to thank. Also, thanks to Walter Biggins for his invaluable help in guiding the manuscript through to publication, managing editor Anne Stascavage, and copy editor Will Rigby, for his detailed and insightful edit. A special debt of gratitude is due Douglas Kellner, George F. Kneller Philosophy of Education Chair in the Graduate School of Education at UCLA, for his invaluable criticism and advice throughout the writing of this book. Numerous friends and colleagues read various versions of chapters for the book: Appreciation is also due my colleagues at Elon University, including Michael Strickland, Director of Writing Across the Campus, who provided invaluable editorial advice as the book neared completion. Dr. Yoram Lubling, of the Department of Philosophy, and Dr. Kevin Boyle, of the Department of English, offered advice on early versions of a number of chapters. I am also indebted to Dean Paul Parsons, of the School of Communications, for his support of this project. Thanks go to Professor Jacob Dorn and Professor Carter Findley. Also, Dr. Robert Hislope, of Union College, provided invaluable advice and hours of conversation, dating back to our days in the graduate school at The Ohio State University. A special debt of gratitude goes to Roy Frontani and Heidi Frontani, who reviewed numerous versions of the manuscript. For the Brothers. Thanks to Jack, Gary, and Stephanie Lyn. Last, but certainly not least, my greatest appreciation is saved for my family, for my parents, and for my wife and son, Heidi and Dante. It may be a cliché, but it is nevertheless true—I could not have written this book without them. And, of course, thank you, John, Paul, George, and Ringo.

Michael R. Frontani
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ONE

“The Twentieth Century’s Greatest Romance”
Imagining the Beatles

MANY BABY BOOMERS COULD RECITE the facts of how a group of working class kids lived their own rags-to-riches story, rising from the tough northern English port city of Liverpool to enjoy the greatest commercial success ever witnessed in the history of popular music. They could tell how these four lads—John, Paul, George, and Ringo—affected everything from hairstyles to philosophies. In fact, many children (and grandchildren) of baby boomers could tell you the basic story. Many more could deliver a favorite lyric or two. The Beatles remain successful nearly four decades after their breakup, and they continue to send recordings to the top of the charts. Undoubtedly this can be partly explained by their celebrated songbook. But, surely, other bands and entertainers from the 1960s have well-thought-of music catalogs. With the Beatles, however, there is something extra. People continue to be fascinated by the four young men behind the music, and for many the Beatles resonate with those times as no other phenomenon or icon. Better, the Beatles’ image resonates with a youthful and halcyon ideal of those times. This book concerns that image and its evolution from teen idol vacuity to countercultural ideal and takes a chronological approach in answering the following questions: How were the Beatles depicted over time in the mainstream press? How did their image evolve? How did the evolution of the Beatles’ image interact with cultural and historical processes and events? Finally, how were the different aspects of the Beatles’ image incorporated into American culture with regard to lifestyle and world view?1

The Beatles arrived in an America in the midst of great change. It was an America on the verge of events that would highlight divisions of age, race, gender, and class. And it was an America on the brink of a conflict that would have repercussions upon America’s foreign policy, international reputation, and national conscience for decades to come. How best, then, to capture these times and the place of the Beatles’ image in contemporaneous American culture? For this study, American mainstream media are the primary sources, for it is through these media, these various industries and companies competing in the marketplace, that the image is defined for the public. I have focused my research on the most widely circulated presentations of the image, found in the mainstream press, on the national television networks, in film, and on sound recordings.

The New York Times was chosen for analysis because of its reputation and its position as a major media gatekeeper. For the years under consideration, 1963–70, few American newspapers were as renowned for their thoroughness and independence or as influential in defining what was newsworthy. More importantly, the New York Times was widely read by other journalists (Whole World 299); as such, the Times’ detailed coverage of the Beatles was influential in shaping coverage by other media outlets, particularly during the band’s first visit to the U.S. and throughout the touring years, 1964–66. Other sources, among them Time, Life, Newsweek, Look, and Seventeen, were analyzed as outlets for widely circulated images of the Beatles; before the advent of the rock press, these publications provided the most detailed and widely distributed representations of the image. For the period under consideration, these publications were among those magazines having the greatest number of readers (Daniel Starch 2–20). Rolling Stone’s presentation of the Beatles is described in detail. It was the most successful and influential of the rock and roll publications founded in the 1960s, expanding beyond a dedicated countercultural readership to become a respected monitor of youth culture. While competitors such as Crawdaddy!, Cheetah, and Eye struggled and ultimately went out of business, Rolling Stone’s circulation continued to grow. It became the rock and roll publication with the most currency among the youth of the period and one of the most important vehicles for creation and transmission of the Beatles’ and other performers’ images. The sources for this study present a thorough time capsule of the evolving image; they also present a window on the zeitgeist of the culture for which the image had so much meaning.

For our purpose, image refers to the vehicle by which audiences know the Beatles. A complex media construct arising and evolving over the span of their career and beyond, the Beatles’ image initially was framed along traditional notions of entertainment. The group’s manager, Brian Epstein, so the story goes, made the band more presentable, more commercial. Hence, the Beatles’ early image was promoted along a predictable path, one serving the requirements of the market. Consistent with industry practice, the Beatles were presented as a British variant of the then-popular teen idol. Further, the story of their rise to fame was framed within the context of the American myth of success, a ubiquitous foundation for the images of film stars, politicians, celebrity athletes, and music stars, and an ideologically loaded statement of the country’s unique status as a land of opportunity for all, unburdened by the restrictions of class that still held sway in Europe.

The foundation for my use of the term image, here used interchangeably with star-text and star image, is Richard Dyer’s Stars (1998), in which the author defined and elaborated a field of inquiry within film studies intended to evaluate the impact of the star on both the film industry and audience. In expanding this type of analysis into the realm of popular music, I understand image (as does Dyer) to be the product of four categories of media text: promotion, publicity, work product, and commentaries/criticism.2 Promotion refers to materials created specifically to shape the Beatles’ image, including items appearing in or derived from pressbooks and fan club magazines, fashion pictures, television appearances, and product endorsements. Additionally, the Beatles’ physical appearance was an important part of their promotion and image, and aspects of their appearance, including their “moptop” haircuts and manifestations of manager Brian Epstein’s early efforts to make the band more commercial (including putting band members in tailored suits), as well as their later adoption of countercultural fashions, had significant repercussions for the Beatles’ image and its reception. Of the four media text categories, promotion is the most intentional in creation of the star image in that it is crafted specifically to define the star without external interference.

Image is also a product of information viewed by many to be more authentic than promotion. Publicity, or information gathered by the media through interviews and other journalistic practices, is not, or appears not to be, the product of an effort directed at starmaking. The scandal ignited in the United States on the eve of the band’s 1966 summer tour by reports of Lennon’s statement that the Beatles were “more popular than Jesus,” and that flowing from McCartney’s public admission in 1967 that he had used LSD, are examples where publicity transgressed the boundaries of the image created, cultivated, and promoted by Epstein. Of course, publicity may be just as coached or manufactured as promotion. For instance, in the months preceding the release of the album, Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (June 1967), the Beatles regularly contributed to speculation that they were breaking up, despite the fact that they were hard at work on recordings that would shortly help validate rock music as an art form among establishment intellectuals and solidify the band’s status as cultural bellwethers and catalysts.

As important as promotion and publicity, the work product of the Beatles, including their recorded music, live performances, and film and video, was another foundation for the image. Lennon and McCartney’s early songs were crafted to appeal to the opposite sex through their direct address of the young female audience; the Beatles’ perceived availability, demonstrated in the lyrics of the songs (e.g., “P.S. I love you,” “I’ll get you,” “Please please me,” or “I want to hold your hand”), was incorporated into an image designed to promote the band as teen idols. As the Beatles matured, their music evolved and became more expansive in terms of themes and incorporation of other musical forms into the heretofore limited rock and roll palette. Their image evolved as well, to incorporate their status as artists.

Contemporary critics recognized the Beatles’ broadening of the rock and roll idiom. By the time of the release of the album Rubber Soul in 1965, each new record was viewed as a progression in the band’s artistic development and as an expansion of the parameters of popular music, and the image reflected and promoted notions of the Beatles’ artistry and importance. Reference to the teen-idol Beatles was largely relegated to the fanzines following the release, in April 1967, of the single “Penny Lane”/“Strawberry Fields Forever,” followed by the album Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (June 1967), for which critical acclaim was nearly unanimous. Criticism and commentary (the last group of media texts making up the image) of this nature was emblematic of the preeminent standing enjoyed by the band within the establishment and counterculture presses. This category comprises opinions and interpretations of critics evaluating the Beatles and their work product, and includes reviews of sound recordings and films as well as biographies and obituaries.

One final point—obvious though it may be—must be made about the image: the image itself is a foundational text for the image. That is, the image is self-reflexive, constantly referring to itself. Early promotion of the band highlighted the manic reaction of the fans, as well as the band members’ working-class3 backgrounds, vitality, irreverence, and youth. The same events and descriptions of the band were recounted over and over in the nation’s press and became part of the “story” of the Beatles that became fixed in the public’s imagination. The story was retold even as the image evolved to accommodate the Beatles’ maturation and artistic development; these, too, became part of the Beatles’ story, and important components of the image that continued to evolve.

The importance of the star to the music industry has long been acknowledged. In On Record (1990), Simon Frith and Andrew Goodwin note that the “most important commodities produced by the music industry … may not be songs or records but stars,” performers who stand “for what we possess, how we are possessed” (425). Even within the ostensibly anti-consumerist counterculture, this point was well understood and even commented upon within the counterculture’s most successful and influential publication, Rolling Stone. The magazine’s respected critic, Jon Landau, bemoaned this imposition of the star system, the “crudest and most primitive form of escape,” in which “we express our dissatisfaction with ourselves by endowing another with superhuman qualities,” as a cornerstone for the counterculture (Anson 80–81). These commentators are lamenting the way in which the industry, audience, performers, text, and symbols interact, or “articulate,” with one another, to the detriment of rock music’s perceived revolutionary possibilities. Lawrence Grossberg, in We Gotta Get Out of This Place: Popular Conservatism and Postmodern Culture (1992), describes a process of articulation as “a continuous struggle” at definition of “the possibilities of life” (54). Specifically, as applied to popular music, Keith Negus (1995) notes that an artist is always articulating (through language and other cultural codes) through intermediaries (the music industry and its various apparatus of production and distribution, the press, and so on) to audiences who are part of the process of articulation (389). This book is concerned with the ways in which the Beatles’ image interacted, or articulated, with established and emergent societal forces in postwar America, and how the image evolved to address and embody the values of the youth culture. The image existed in a web of relationships between historical, political, economic, artistic, technological, and popular forces. It not only presented a model to be emulated within the youth culture but also represented that culture to the establishment and “straight” society, as many counterculturalists and their sympathizers referred to what they viewed as a traditional, conservative, ruling elite enforcing puritanical restraints on expression and experimentation, particularly in the realms of drugs and sexuality.

To consider the Beatles’ image is to contemplate an evolving and complex array of signs that carry with them cultural meanings. Based to a large degree around their unprecedented commercial success and adoring fans, the Beatles’ image initially upheld the ideological underpinnings of the American myth of success, that America is a land of opportunity for all. Over time, however, the Beatles’ positive manifestation of the myth gave way to a critique of that myth and its underlying assumptions. This critique, with the experimental and exploratory aspects of the counterculture, was embedded in the Beatles’ image, an image that reflected a countercultural ideal. The Beatles’ image, in comprising both a positive and oppositional aspect, is emblematic of the complexity of sign systems, a complexity embraced by semiotics, the study of these systems first proposed by Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure (Course in General Linguistics, published in 1916) and redirected by French semiotician Roland Barthes in his analyses of postwar culture and mass culture.4 For our purposes, Jean Baudrillard’s injection of semiotics into the Marxist critique, and his introduction of a sign-value into Marx’s theory of the commodity, is particularly informative. While accepting Marx’s notion that a commodity possesses a usevalue (i.e., utility of objects) and exchange-value (i.e., commercial value), Baudrillard maintains that it is produced, distributed, and consumed for its conspicuous social meaning and that, in fact, this “sign value” can eclipse its use and exchange values.

This was nowhere more evident than in the youth culture of the 1960s, where one’s appearance and choice of music could carry with them all sorts of political and social meaning. Proposing the concept of a commodity’s “enhanced use value,” David Buxton, in “Rock Music, the Star System, and the Rise of Consumerism” (1990), rightly maintains that for products, such as rock and roll records, lacking any precise functional use (as opposed to, say, food and shelter) the ability of the commodity to absorb meaning is boundless. This book is, in a sense, about the enhanced use value of the Beatles’ image. To emulate the Beatles, in dress, speech, or worldview was to place oneself at odds with the adult world and the establishment. The symbolic value of the image is displayed in the Beatles’ centrality to much of the public dialogue of the 1960s on topics such as civil rights, religion, the drug culture, art, mass media, Vietnam, and other issues marking the boundary between the establishment and America’s young.

It should be noted that while the 1960s were a period of great political and social upheaval, it was not political radicalism that had the most lasting impact upon society. Ian MacDonald argues convincingly that the Left found its victory not in politics but in the realm of lifestyle (24–25). The countercultural lifestyle of the pop star was emulated by many youths, and aspects of that lifestyle did indeed become assimilated into the values of the hegemonic class. This assimilation is readily apparent in the growing acceptance of countercultural style and fashion into the mainstream, including longer hair on men, bell-bottom pants, or tie-dyed shirts. For committed counterculturalists such as the hippies, as noted generally of postwar youth cultures by Dick Hebdige in Subculture (1983), dress was a way of declaring one’s difference and of attesting to one’s acceptance of a different lifestyle from that required and promoted by a capitalist system.

This was a losing battle. By its nature, hegemony changes over time, and the lifestyle and fashion choices of the young, exemplified in those of the Beatles and other pop celebrities, were quickly commodified and coopted into the hegemonic system as industries were reconfigured to cater to young people. George Lipsitz, in “Who’ll Stop the Rain?” (1994), succinctly describes the situation with regard to the youth market: “In 1964 seventeen-year-olds became the largest age cohort in the United States, and their purchases of records by the Beatles and other rock groups demonstrated their potential as an economic and cultural force. In succeeding years, the taste preferences of this group displayed considerable power to reshape the economy” (212).

The Beatles’ initial massive success obviously was tied to the buying power of this market. As described in chapter 2, it also appeared to some intellectuals to be further proof of the country’s vulgar consumerism. In the postwar period, critics on the left decried the debasement of American cultural life through its crass commercialization. Among the most influential critiques of western capitalism were those of the Frankfurt School.5 In Dialectic of Enlightenment (1944), their attempt to explain the general quiescence and complacency of the populations of the western capitalist democracies, Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer identified the “culture industries,” including the film and broadcast industries, advertising, and the mass-market press, as the purveyors of mass culture created and distributed in the interests of organized capital. The resulting culture—homogenized, commodified, standardized, and produced for mass distribution—is produced not only to return maximum profit but also to provide ideological legitimization for the capitalist order, and to assimilate individuals into that system. Thus, with mercenary zeal, Hollywood film was largely standardized to incorporate happy endings, romantic entanglements, and narratives revealed in an easily followed chronological order and peopled with “stars” of known commercial potential. Popular music, too, manifested the characteristic standardization and pseudo-individualization of the culture industries. For Adorno, listening to popular music was “manipulated into a system of response mechanisms wholly antagonistic to the ideal of individuality in a free, liberal society” (Adorno 305).

The critique was echoed in Dwight Macdonald’s influential essay, “Masscult and Midcult,” appearing in the Partisan Review in 1960. Macdonald decried the rise of “masscult,” crassly commercial work such as rock and roll, and “midcult,” watered-down high culture for the masses, as exemplified by the Book-of-the-Month Club and the middle-class magazine the Saturday Evening Post. Macdonald wrote of a mass cult “fabricat(ed) by technicians hired by businessmen”: “They try this and try that and if something clicks at the box-office, they try to cash in with similar products … like a Pavlovian biologist who has hit on a reflex he thinks can be conditioned” (214).

Adherents to the Frankfurt School’s notion of the culture industry would have recognized immediately in the Beatles’ early image the industrial footprints of standardization and pseudo-individualization. That is, the Beatles’ image was developed along a predictable path in which they were presented as safe teen idols, very much like those then populating the record charts. They were differentiated from other teen idols only in the most superficial sense, by the length of their hair and their Britishness. Further, as noted, the Beatles’ image incorporated the American myth of success, long a standard feature of the star image of actor and teen idol alike. The process of standardization, in fact, was part of their “story.” As recorded in the nation’s media, their manager and promoter, Brian Epstein, exerted great control over the image of the band throughout the touring years, particularly during the years of the band’s rise first to national prominence in England and then to international stardom. He “cleaned them up,” sanitizing the rougher, more rebellious image that had been developed in Liverpool’s Cavern Club and on Hamburg’s Reeperbahn. Gone were the leather jackets, swearing and smoking on stage, interactions with the audience, and other unprofessional behavior. Rather, Epstein marketed the Beatles as clean, wholesome entertainment. Well-coifed and donning suits and ties, the new Beatles were cheeky and at times irreverent, but never vulgar. In essence, Epstein brought a very traditional notion of entertainment to his management of the band, and it was this image, the subject of chapter 2, that debuted in the United States in late 1963 and that was exploited to great effect upon the band’s first visit to the country in February 1964.

Chapter 3 describes the crystallization of the Beatles’ image in the film A Hard Day’s Night, and follows the evolution of the image as Beatlemania crested in 1965 and waned in 1966 (a year marred by scandal in the Philippines and the “more popular than Jesus” controversy). During this period, the image retained its “showbiz” cast, but traces of more “authentic” elements were introduced as the Beatles were called upon to discuss contemporary issues of importance to the burgeoning youth culture, and as they and the mainstream media took account of their status as artists. Much to Epstein’s chagrin, the boys found it increasingly difficult to remain mum when asked by reporters about Vietnam, race relations, and a host of other issues. The Beatles’ image was in flux, straddling the line between the old order, where entertainers were expected to entertain, and young people were expected to keep their opinions to themselves, and the new order, in which a youth culture with a growing awareness of itself was beginning to exercise a voice in the critical issues of the day. Further, well aware of the artistic currents of their time, the Beatles increasingly viewed themselves as artists and what they did as art, and their image began to reflect this as the touring years came to a close. While leaving their “lovable moptop” incarnation behind for a more consciously artistic and countercultural status, the Beatles remained extremely popular. It is a measure of the image’s effectiveness in ameliorating apparent contradictions that the Beatles could at once continue to enjoy broad appeal and also model the values of an oppositional youth culture.

Of course, the Beatles’ pronouncements joined an increasingly vocal and very public opposition by American youths to the establishment and its institutions. While the Beatles were the first youth-oriented entertainers to speak openly on a number of topics, many American youth had already begun to demand a voice in defining American culture. By the early 1960s, there was ample evidence that the country’s social fabric was being altered by forces unleashed by America’s unrivaled economic power and the arrival of the baby boomers as a political, social, and economic force. Greater activism was present on the nation’s campuses with the establishment of the Student Nonviolent Coordinating Committee and Students for a Democratic Society (SNCC and SDS, respectively). The SDS inaugurated a decade of student radicalism with the publication of its Port Huron Statement (1962), which criticized the political system of the United States and the failure of the government to address the social ills plaguing the country, and advocated civil disobedience (such as the SNCC’s sit-in at a Greensboro, North Carolina, Woolworth’s) to create a “participatory democracy.” Among the ills identified in the statement were the dehumanizing effects of capitalism, limits on expression, and, importantly, the racial inequality that continued to afflict American society. In part a reaction to the growing violence directed at the civil rights movement, the statement was the manifesto of America’s New Left, which became more influential as the decade progressed. In fact, it would be the increased radicalism of the SDS and allied organizations at the end of the decade, as America’s involvement in Vietnam escalated, that led to the schism within the youth culture, between those advocating abstinence from politics in favor of a new consciousness and lifestyle, and those advocating direct political action. This rupture, described in chapter 6, played out at Rolling Stone and was a defining moment in the image of the Beatles; against a growing chorus of critics, the band retained their countercultural disposition toward universal notions of love and peace and rejected the growing radicalism of the New Left.

The SDS and allied organizations bemoaned the failure of the country to desegregate in the years following the U.S. Supreme Court’s 1954 decision in Brown v. Board of Education, which held state-sanctioned segregation of public schools to be a violation of the U.S. Constitution, the Fourteenth Amendment guaranteeing due process and equal protection and protecting rights against state infringement. With “separate but equal” at an end, blacks sought equality in all parts of American life but faced opposition. American media covered the subject in detail, and it was a momentous time for the assertion of black rights and federal authority. Robert Drew’s documentary Crisis: Behind a Presidential Commitment detailed the Kennedy administration’s deliberations and efforts to forcefully integrate the University of Alabama, efforts that culminated with the Alabama National Guard (federalized by Kennedy) facing down Governor George Wallace at the doors of the registrar. Its broadcast on ABC, just one month before the president’s assassination, fueled public debate on the race issue in the months preceding the Beatles’ first visit to the United States.

At the time of the Beatles’ first full U.S. tour in the summer of 1964, the public’s attention was riveted to news of the disappearance of three civil rights workers in Mississippi. Even before the discovery of their bodies, national media coverage of the investigation emboldened civil rights workers and helped to extend the influence of the movement. On August 4, two weeks before the kickoff of the American tour, efforts directed by the Federal Bureau of Investigation, including a much publicized visit by bureau director J. Edgar Hoover, led to the discovery of the bodies of James Earl Chaney, Andrew Goodman, and Michael H. Schwerner and the conviction three years later of seven Ku Klux Klansmen.6 In August 1965, in the weeks preceding the start of the Beatles’ second tour of the U.S., passage of the Voting Rights Act broke southern disenfranchisement efforts and led to a sharp increase in voter registration among African-Americans. The act was signed into law by President Johnson on August 6; days later the Watts riots (August 11–16) in Los Angeles were ignited by a traffic squabble between a white motorcycle police officer and a black motorist and fueled by the state’s efforts to circumvent parts of the act. The Beatles played the Hollywood Bowl on August 29.

Of course, I am not claiming any significance for the appearance of the Beatles on these momentous events of 1964 and 1965. Quite the contrary: The events’ proximity to the Beatles’ appearances had a very direct effect on the band’s image. As Harrison said in the Anthology, “There were riots in every city. Students rioting, blacks rioting. … Every place we went, there seemed to be something going on” (Beatles 153). And the media was increasingly prone, amidst the vapid banter of the entertainment interview, to insert questions about current issues.

The Beatles’ response to these questions—to these events—was an important integration of “authentic” qualities into the highly stylized and controlled early image. As described in chapter 3, the Beatles faced such questions at least as early as their first full-blown American tour in the summer of 1964, during which they caused a small stir when they said they would refuse to play shows at segregated venues, notably, Jacksonville, Florida’s old Gator Bowl. Larry Kane, the only American reporter to be a part of the official press pool for the band’s 1964 and 1965 American tours, asked about the band’s position. Speaking for the band, McCartney replied, “We don’t like it if there’s any segregation or anything, because we’re not used to it. … I don’t think colored people are any different. … they’re just the same as anyone else. … You can’t treat other people like animals” (Kane 40–41). Over the next two years, in press conferences and interviews, the Beatles firmly established themselves as “fellow travelers” in the cause(s) of their young counterparts in America.

Also described in chapter 3 is the Beatles’ public discourse on religion. In the 1960s, the role of religion in public life was among the great divisive issues of the time. In 1962 the U.S. Supreme Court ruled, in the case of Engle v. Vitale, that public schools in New York could not require students to recite a State Board of Regents–authored prayer in the classroom; the court held that the idea of state-sponsored or mandated prayer violated the establishment clause of the First Amendment. Further afield, but with huge repercussions for Roman Catholics, the Vatican Ecumenical Council authorized the use of the vernacular in Catholic mass, and acknowledged the necessity of the Church adapting to the modern world. Increasingly, Protestant and Roman Catholic churches in America were faced with declining attendance and the challenge of non-western religions and philosophies for the attention of the faithful, particularly among the nation’s youth. The anxiety of traditionalists was on display in public debate about the role of religion in society and within the youth culture. The Beatles found themselves at the center of discussion about youth apathy toward the traditional faiths on more than one occasion, the most famous being the “more popular than Jesus” controversy of 1966—though Beatlemania had drawn the ire of religious groups from the start. The Beatles and other youth-oriented entertainers, with their generally unsympathetic view of what they saw as the hypocrisy of the established churches (and later with their investigations of Transcendental Meditation and other belief systems), further provoked traditionalists and strengthened ties to the counterculture.

The Beatles unprecedented commercial success allowed them unlimited time and effort in the studio and, in the post-touring years, artistry and opposition became essential elements of the image. Their music was viewed as revolutionary by establishment and alternative pundits alike. Chapter 4 describes the evolution of the image to one manifesting the Beatles’ perceived artistic supremacy and, as a corollary, the legitimization of rock music as an art form. By the end of touring in 1966, Epstein’s hold over the image, increasingly contested by the Beatles, was slipping. Mainstream coverage in the years following touring became more reflective of the “real” Beatles; that is, it presented an image more consistent with the Beatles’ perceptions of themselves. By the summer of 1967, notions of the Beatles as artists and counterculturalists, and of their artistic supremacy, were central to the image and would remain so to the breakup of the band in 1970.

The concept of hegemony is useful for understanding the Beatles’ roles as leaders of the youth culture. In developing his theory of hegemony in the first quarter of the twentieth century, Antonio Gramsci explained the same phenomenon as the Frankfurt School theorists, namely, the failure of Marxist revolutionary fervor to take hold in the capitalist West. Gramsci maintained that capitalism had retained its control not by force, but by assent. He contended that only weak states had to rely upon domination or the threat of force for legitimization. Strong states rule primarily through “hegemony,” his term for a ruling ideology: The hegemonic class rules through a series of alliances in which its interests are universalized and “become the interests of the other subordinate groups” (Gramsci 181). In essence, consensus is drawn from the alignment of different groups at different times. Appropriated by Stuart Hall and his colleagues at the Centre for Contemporary Cultural Studies at Birmingham University in its critique of Margaret Thatcher’s policies during her tenure as Prime Minister of Great Britain in the 1970s and 1980s, a “neohegemonic” theory was built atop Gramsci’s “most distinguished contribution”: “Hegemony is understood as accomplished, not without the due measure of legal and legitimate compulsion, but principally by means of winning the active consent of those classes and groups who were subordinated within it” (Hall 85).

Central to Gramsci’s hegemonic theory is his concept of the intellectual. Gramsci dismisses the notion of intellectuals as a distinct social category. Rather, intellectuals are defined by their social function of definition and representation. In short, every social group produces intellectuals that give it cohesiveness and self-awareness of its position in the economic, social, and political realms (Gramsci 5). For Gramsci, intellectuals fall into two categories, the traditional and the organic. Traditional intellectuals are, as described by James Davison Hunter (1991), self-styled “heirs to the truths of the past,” deriving their legitimacy from their appeal to historical continuity. Organic intellectuals, by contrast, promote “the new and dynamic sources of progressive social reform” (61). The effort to define the social order is carried on through these intellectuals, each vying for a dominant position. The terrain of this struggle is the location of popular culture, the area of both conflict and assimilation. The ultimate outcome of this ideological battle is either the restoration of the old hegemony or the establishment of a new one. The Beatles’ image, as presented in Rolling Stone, was defined to a large extent in terms of its—and the counterculture’s—opposition to tradition, the establishment, and its institutions. While the Beatles influenced culture at the level of the teen idol (that is, as models of style and consumption), they also evolved to be viewed as leaders of a grouping increasingly aware of its own status as a social, economic, and political force. As described in chapter 4, the Beatles were understood to be leaders of the youth culture and described as such in the mainstream press. They represented to young people and the establishment what it meant to be “one of the beautiful people,” providing a lifestyle model for the former and, perhaps, for the latter a less worrisome alternative to the student radicals and their leaders.

Their presentation as organic intellectuals is described in chapter 5, which looks at the Beatles’ image within Rolling Stone, a magazine catering to the interests of youth and the counterculture. It was here that the Beatles’ image was most explicitly invoked in terms of their leadership of the youth culture. The Beatles are consistently depicted as model counterculturalists, the values and ideals of the culture in human form. As the magazine’s standard-bearers for countercultural values, the Beatles were also a focus for founder Jann Wenner’s assault on “straight” society and on the mainstream press, a press that had “distorted the picture of being a Beatlepeople [sic]”(Wenner, Review of The Beatles [book] 17–18). Wenner time and again called upon the Beatles, literally and otherwise, to fortify his countercultural claims and position his magazine as the dominant underground publication of the period. His exploitation of the Beatles ultimately contributed to Rolling Stone’s success beyond its initial counterculture audience and facilitated its transformation into a successful commercial publication. Within the pages of Rolling Stone the Beatles became countercultural beacons, calling youth toward a future based around counterculture values. In effect, Wenner proposed the Beatles, with their indisputable, lifestyle-centered counterculture credentials, to the mantle of leadership, but leadership largely outside of the political sphere, in opposition to New Left radicalism. Increasingly frequent draft calls and rising casualty rates led to growing hostility to the war, however, and New Left activism grew in influence (Patterson 631–32). Displaying a countercultural apathy towards politics, the members of the band ultimately rejected taking direct action at the head of the youth culture, which placed them at odds with radicals in the United States and abroad, and their political capital among the New Left quickly dissipated. Jean-Luc Godard, the French New Wave director and radical filmmaker, famously commented: “There are plenty of people in Britain with money and open minds. But alas, they don’t use their minds, and they are usually corrupted by money. People could do things but won’t. Look at the Beatles, for instance” (Giuliano 372). The Beatles’ apoliticism and faithfulness to a countercultural ideal based on notions of universal love and enlightenment through intellectual, spiritual, and pharmacological experimentation contributed to their rejection of effective political leadership and militant opposition to the establishment that the radicals demanded. As the countercultural lifestyle came to be viewed increasingly as politically ineffectual in dealing with America’s problems, particularly the escalation in Vietnam, the Beatles’ refusal to engage the establishment directly led to their decline in influence among more radicalized quarters of the counterculture and the New Left. Nevertheless, their image retained its idyllic timbre. The band broke up 1970 while still a commercial and social force, and the Beatles’ image continued to benefit from being forever frozen in time as a youthful ideal for an idealized time.

In 2006, two of the Beatles are dead, one the victim of an insane fan, the other falling to cancer; one surviving Beatle has been knighted and continues to tour and record; and the last continues to record and tour the nostalgia circuit with other rock stars and icons of the past. Nearly forty years after the breakup of the band “The Beatles,” this memory whose life now approaches half a century, continues to fascinate. Derek Taylor, Brian Epstein’s assistant and the Apple Corps press officer, once memorably called the relationship of the Beatles and their fans “the twentieth century’s greatest romance.”7 This book is an attempt to shed some light on the function of image in that romance.


TWO

“Ladies and Gentlemen, The Beatles!”
Introducing the Image

AS JOHN LENNON, PAUL MCCARTNEY, George Harrison, and Ringo Starr crossed the Atlantic on Pan Am flight 101, there was a sense of excitement, for success in America would solidify the position of the Beatles as Britain’s greatest exponents of pop music; yet the Beatles were apprehensive. McCartney confided to Phil Spector, the American record producer accompanying the group “across the pond,” that “America has always had everything. … Why should we be over there making money? They’ve got their own groups. What are we going to give them that they don’t already have?” (Giuliano 82). Unknown to McCartney and the other Beatles, Beatlemania had landed on American shores even before the Beatles themselves. The Beatles, scheduled to make their first appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show on February 9, 1964, were greeted by 3,000 screaming teenage fans when they arrived at Kennedy International Airport on February 7. Disc jockeys, who had a stake in popularizing the group, had urged young people to meet the Beatles at the airport. Joining them were two hundred reporters and photographers from newspapers, magazines, foreign publications, and radio and television stations, all looking to exploit the band’s arrival.

In view of the Beatles’ modest stature in the United States, manager Brian Epstein scored quite a coup in obtaining top billing for them on The Ed Sullivan Show. Despite their growing popularity in Europe and their established success in Great Britain, the top of the U.S. record charts had eluded the Beatles. Capitol, the American record company and a subsidiary of EMI, the company holding the Beatles’ recording contract, was unwilling to release the Beatles’ “Please Please Me” in America, even after its rise to number one on the British record sales charts in early 1963. George Martin, the Beatles’ producer, sent the single to Alan Livingston, the senior Capitol executive in New York, who replied: “We don’t think the Beatles will do anything in this market” (Martin 159). Martin was thus forced to shop the single around to other American record companies in competition with Capitol’s parent company. Vee-Jay finally released it in February 1963 but, with little promotion, “Please Please Me” vanished from the charts. “From Me to You” met a similar fate, rising no higher than 116 on Billboard’s singles record chart. In August, “She Loves You” began its eight-week stay at the top of the British charts; Martin again appealed to Livingston to release the single on the Capitol label, and was again told that the Beatles were not considered suited to the American market. Swan, a small New York label, released the single instead. It failed to break Billboard’s “Hot 100.”

At first glance, Capitol’s hesitation to market the Beatles seems dumbfounding in light of the band’s success in Great Britain, where advance orders for the next single was an unprecedented one million copies. Released on November 29, “I Want to Hold Your Hand” went straight to number one in the British sales charts, displacing the band’s “She Loves You,” which had sold over a million copies and had topped the British charts since August. By the end of 1963 the Beatles were dominating all aspects of British media and popular culture. Four consecutive singles and EPs1 had gone to the top of the British charts, and their first two albums, Please Please Me and With the Beatles, had gone straight to number one on the album charts, setting sales records along the way. They had their own weekly radio showcase, the BBC Light Programme “Pop Go the Beatles.” They made regular appearances on British television, including an appearance on the popular television program, Val Parnell’s Sunday Night at the London Palladium. The band enjoyed successful, record-setting tours of the United Kingdom. They had even given a Royal Command Performance before the Queen Mother and Princess Margaret. One might think that Capitol would have little to lose in releasing a single. Yet a glance at the American charts in the months before the Beatles’ release of “I Want to Hold Your Hand” offers some explanation for the American record company’s hesitation to throw its commercial might behind promotion of the Beatles.

The label had in fact recently released singles by British acts Frank Ifield and Freddie and the Dreamers, and neither had attracted much attention. Further, Capitol’s attempts in the late 1950s to promote one of Great Britain’s biggest stars, teen idol Cliff Richard, had been a complete failure. But it was not simply that British acts, with rare exception, had failed to arouse interest among American record buyers.2 Guitar-based rock and roll acts had also passed out of vogue. The charts in the early 1960s were populated by an eclectic assortment. In the weeks and months preceding the release of “I Want to Hold Your Hand” (December 26, 1963), top singles ranged from the Singing Nun’s “Dominique” (number one for four weeks in December) to Allan Sherman’s “Hello Muddah, Hello Fadduh!” (number two for three weeks in August–September); from crooner Bobby Vinton (“Blue Velvet,” number one in September–October) to the Chiffons (“He’s So Fine,” number one in March–April); from the Four Seasons’ “Walk Like a Man” (number one in March) to Kyu Sakamoto’s “Sukiyaki” (number one, June); and, from Leslie Gore (“It’s My Party,” number one in June) to Peter, Paul and Mary (“Puff the Magic Dragon,” number two in May) (Whitburn, Billboard’s Top 10 89–108).

Further, in the past year, apart from Sakamoto’s “Sukiyaki,” Capitol had had only modest success at the top of the charts. Crooners Al Martino and Nat King Cole had top ten hits in June (“I Love You Because” and “Those Lazy-Hazy-Crazy Days of Summer,” respectively). Bobby Darin broke into the top ten with “You’re the Reason I’m Living” and “Yellow Roses,” and the Kingston Trio had a number eight hit with “Reverend Mr. Black.” Of Capitol’s roster, only Darin and the Beach Boys had had success as youth-oriented acts. The record charts, with rare exception a blend of novelties, teen idols, folk singers, and girl group pop, gave Livingston little reason to believe that the Beatles would find an audience in the United States. With their aggressive beat and raw vocals and harmonies (by the industry norms of the time), as well as their reliance upon a growing but commercially unproven catalog of songs penned by Lennon and McCartney, the Beatles promised to be of little value to the company. Still, the band’s momentum was undeniable and, by early November, promoting the band seemed less of a risk: They were at the top of the British entertainment business, gaining a following abroad, and their latest single was likely to sell in excess of one million units in advance of its British release (Lewisohn 128). On the basis of their British success, Epstein finally convinced Livingston to promote the Beatles and release their new single, “I Want to Hold Your Hand”/“I Saw Her Standing There” on December 26, 1963.

Estimates of Capitol’s total expenditures promoting the band range from $40,000 (an amount demanded by Brian Epstein for promotion of “I Want to Hold Your Hand”) to $100,000 (Spizer, Beatles’ Story, Pt. I 8). Whatever the sum, it was an unheard-of amount for promotion of a single—and it worked. With the Beatles’ arrival in America imminent, the single entered the Billboard charts at number forty-five, climbed to number three the following week, and reached number one on February 1, 1964, displacing Bobby Vinton’s “There! I’ve Said It Again” (Whitburn, Billboard Top 10 107–8).

Prior to the Beatles’ visit, media coverage was limited and mixed in its assessment of the band and its fans. Time warned that, while “irresistible” to the English, the Beatles “might be achingly familiar” to Americans (“New Madness” 64). Network news coverage was equally dismissive. NBC, ABC, and CBS filmed the Beatles’ performance on November 16, 1963, at Winter Gardens Theatre in Bournemouth, UK. The footage was used in reports on November 18, 19, and 21 and on December 7. Of the group’s fans CBS’s Alexander Kendrick condescendingly noted, “Some of the girls can write,” and opined that the Beatles “symbolize the 20th century non-hero, as they make non-music, wear non-haircuts and give none-mersey [i.e. a pun on the Beatles’ Merseyside origins in Liverpool]” (Lewisohn 129).

On January 3, 1964, a month before “I Want to Hold Your Hand” reached number one on the Billboard and Cashbox charts and the Beatles’ appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show, NBC aired footage of the band on The Jack Paar Program. Paar, an admired television personality, had followed Steve Allen as host of The Tonight Show in 1957. His highly popular run as the show’s host ended in 1962, when he left after a dispute with NBC’s censors.3 Nevertheless, he returned to the network later that year to host a variety hour for NBC, The Jack Paar Program, aired on Friday evenings at 10 p.m. Paar’s “live” debut of the Beatles on American television opened with footage from the Bournemouth Winter Gardens performance and contained material from the BBC documentary The Mersey Sound, which, due to problems filming and recording the Beatles in actual performance before hysterical fans, actually showed the Beatles on stage in an empty theater performing “She Loves You” (shots of screaming fans were edited into the performance footage to re-create a live performance). Paar’s interest, as he told his audience that Friday night, was “in showing a more adult audience that usually follows my work what’s going on in England.”

Paar broke with the generally negative coverage the band had received thus far:

You know, everyone talks about the Beatles, but no one does anything about them. The Beatles are an extraordinary act in England, I think of the biggest thing in England in twenty-five years. And actually, the music is rock and roll. Now we’ve never in my seven years at NBC, ever, or on a Tonight Show, ever had a rock and roll act, but I’m interested in the Beatles as a psychological, uh, sociological phenomenon. I want to show them to you tonight. They’re from the toughest part of England. It’s Merseyside, near Liverpool in the dock area, and it’s a very tough area where these four nice kids come from. They’re kind of witty—one said, someone said, “What’s so exciting about living on the docks at Liverpool?” He says, “Just staying alive is exciting.” But they’re nice kids and I’d like to show you now all for the first time what it looks like in an audience in England when the Beatles are about to perform. (The Jack Paar Program)

With that, footage of the Bournemouth fans screaming and fainting, punctuated by a barely audible “From Me to You” emanating from the stage, was shown to Paar’s running commentary: “I understand science is working on a cure for this. … These guys have these crazy hairdos and when they wiggle their heads and the hair goes the girls go out of their minds. … Does it bother you to realize that in a few years these girls will vote, raise children, and drive cars?” The BBC documentary performance of “She Loves You” followed. The segment ended with a final shot of a screaming audience, to which Paar quipped, “I’m glad to see that the English have finally risen to our cultural level,” and the studio audience broke into applause.

Paar’s observations did more than amuse his audience, however. Interestingly, in addition to presenting a model for hysteria that would be taken up by fans, Paar observed aspects of the Beatles’ emerging image, notably, their hair, their wit, and their working-class origins in “the toughest part of England.” These were core elements of Capitol’s promotional campaign for the band. The broadcast contributed to interest and brought the band much needed publicity, though the New York Times’ critic, Jack Gould, dismissed the band in his recap of the broadcast the following day: “It would not seem quite so likely that the accompanying fever known as Beatlemania will also be successfully exported. On this side of the Atlantic it is dated stuff” (Gould, “TV: It’s the Beatles”).

The mainstream media, however, were far from unanimous in dismissing the band and the chaotic reaction of its fans as peculiarly British fads. In November, the New York Times Magazine reported on the disturbance of the “English peace” embodied in the Beatlemania phenomenon. “To see a Beatle is joy, to touch one paradise on earth, and for just the slimmest opportunity of this privilege, people will fight like mad things and with the dedication normally reserved for a Great Cause, like national survival,” wrote Frederick Lewis in December 1963. He elaborated: “For months now they have been the preoccupation of the British, eclipsing the Government, the prospects of a general election, Christine Keeler,4 even football. One shake of the bushy fringe of their identical, moplike haircuts is enough to start a riot in any theater where they are appearing and bring out the massed and augmented forces of order, ranging from the fire brigade to elderly auxiliary constables called up from retirement because there aren’t sufficient ordinary coppers to cope” (124). Importantly, he noted their humble origins: “They are working-class and their roots and attitudes are firmly of the North of England,” and are “part of a strong flowing reaction against the soft, middle-class South of England, which has controlled popular culture for so long” (126).5

Lewis’s observations reappeared in the National Record News, a key element in what Billboard called, “one of the most efficient and effective promotional campaigns in recent memory” (Kittleson 4). The mass-distributed tabloid was accompanied by a memo instructing the Capitol sales force to send copies in bulk to retailers for distribution to consumers, and to disc jockeys for on-air promotion and giveaways. The memo also suggested a more direct address of the potential teenage consumer: “But most important, make arrangements with local high schoolers to distribute them to fellow students after school. … The idea is to get as many copies of this tabloid as possible into the hands of potential Beatle buyers” (Spizer, Beatles’ Story, Pt. I 10). The issue was compiled from British and American sources by Capitol publicity director Fred Martin, who moved quickly to establish an image for the Beatles (Spizer, Beatles’ Story, Pt. I 9). A number of themes and elements emerge from the four-page tabloid: the Beatlemania of the fans; the Beatle hairstyle; the band’s working class origins in Liverpool; the individuality of the members of the band; their universal appeal; and the importance of manager Brian Epstein to their meteoric rise. These aspects of the Beatle image would be parroted and further developed over the ensuing months and years.

At this early phase in selling the Beatles to the American public, before the band became the focus of the press, promotional texts were dominant in creating the image. Largely unfettered by contradictory publicity, Capitol’s campaign followed a predictable path marked by a retelling of the standard star narrative, with the Beatles’ meager backgrounds and meteoric rise to fame presenting a British version of the American myth of success at the core of the American star narrative. Following the Hollywood star-making practice of eliciting identification with the star through promotion of the star’s similarity to his or her audience, the music industry marketed its stars along very similar lines. Sinatra, for instance, had emerged from the tough streets of Hoboken, or so his promotion would have had one believe. Virtually all of rock and roll’s early pioneers had similar ordinary, if not impoverished, backgrounds. Elvis Presley was raised in a two-room shack near Memphis, before becoming the “King of Rock and Roll.” More recently, teen idols had been sold along the lines of the “boy next door,” a sweet and fairly innocent object of affection for teenage and pre-teen girls. The centrality of ordinariness to the star image was firmly established by the time Capitol built its promotion of the Beatles around the model.

It is instructive at this point to consider the promotion of the Beatles in terms of the “culture industries” theorized by Horkheimer and Adorno. In these industries, including, among others, the film industry, radio, television, and advertising, production of culture resembles that of the assembly line, and is marked by two processes—standardization and pseudo-individualization. One could view Capitol as applying standard industry practices to the promotion of a band, utilizing a standardized narrative to elicit identification so that teenagers would buy the standardized product, be it the music or the image itself. The Beatles’ story was related in terms already known to be acceptable to the audience, their rise from obscurity to fame closely resembling that of countless stars. At the same time, the very fact of the Beatles’ “Britishness,” not to mention their hairstyle, allowed the audience to differentiate them from other standardized products of the music industry, to this point essentially American. The focus of Capitol’s efforts was readily apparent on the front page of the National Record News—the headline of which boldly proclaimed, “‘Beatlemania’ Sweeps U. S.”—which was concerned primarily with the group’s Liverpool origins and the band’s rise from obscurity to fame; that is, the image was crafted from elements of the standardized American star-text.

Also referenced on page one was a Daily Mirror (London) interview with a “well-known psychiatrist (unnamed because of medical ethics),” who commented, “A revolution is taking place. … It amounts to freedom with a sense of responsibility and honesty. The fans recognize the honesty that shines from the Beatles.” Beatlemania, it was noted, had not “stopped with you,” but had “touched virtually everybody, high and low, rich and poor, scholars and the less educated” (National Record News 1). Page two invited fans to “Be a Beatle Booster” and purchase “an official, reasonably authentic Beatle wig for $2.00,” as well as “a ‘Be a Beatle Booster’ button … [and] an autographed photo … for $2.50” (National Record News 2). The Beatles’ hairstyle also figured prominently on the page. A Beverly Hills hairstylist for “some of Hollywood’s most famous and beautiful actresses,” called the “Beatle-cut” the “biggest thing in women’s hair styles in 1964” (National Record News 2).

Another important aspect of this early promotion was the focus upon the individual members of the band. Pages three and four contained items on each of the Beatles (and manager Brian Epstein), accompanied by headshots of the four Beatles with John, Paul, and George mislabeled. While the place of the American myth of success in the Beatles’ image is taken up later in this chapter, it is worth noting that one of its central tenets—that anyone can find success in America, regardless of one’s background—is already part of the image displayed in the descriptions of the ordinariness of band members. John, the “angry young man” and “chief Beatle,” was a failure in school that had found his calling with the Beatles. Paul, son of a Liverpool cotton salesman, hoped to attend art school before joining the Beatles. George, a failed electrician’s apprentice, joined the band as a schoolboy. Ringo hoped to make enough money from his stardom to do “something with me hands,” like pottery or basketwork. Finally, there was manager Brian Epstein, “their guide, philosopher, and friend,” and the “fifth Beatle” who “made the Beatles. He got them a recording contract and made their sound important enough to cause a revolution in the record business” (National Record News 3–4).

Very quickly, in anticipation of the Beatles’ arrival in the U.S., the mass-market magazines expanded upon elements of the image promoted in the National Record News. For instance, Life, with its photographs of the band and their shrieking adolescent fans, provided American teenagers with an example of behavior that they would soon be emulating. The January 31, 1964, issue contained a description of Beatlemania and eight pages of pictures of teenage girls screaming, crying, and fainting. The magazine’s Timothy Green reported: “ ‘If those girls caught those ruddy lads,’ commented one officer, ‘they’d tear them to pieces.’ At one theater a hundred girls battled police for four hours outside when they couldn’t buy tickets” (Green, “Here Come Those Beatles” 27). Green provided an early description of the chaos surrounding an appearance by the band, noting that the police of some English cities had required the Beatles to be safely inside theaters before schools let out, “Otherwise the police will not be responsible for the consequences.” The trials of the constabulary were further detailed: “‘I nearly got my ruddy shoulder dislocated trying to stop three girls dashing under a bus,’ grumbled one London police sergeant. ‘These girls are like eels—through your legs and after the Beatles before you know where you are’” (“They Crown Their Country” 30).

Thus, importantly, even prior to their arrival in America certain ideas were being consistently connected with the Beatles and their image was already being established for the American audience. The mainstream media presented the band’s distinctiveness in terms of their appearance, sense of humor, and the Beatlemania of their fans, and noted their irreverence and seemingly universal appeal. On the eve of their American debut performance on the Sullivan show, the public knew enough about the band and their hit single for both to be parodied by the Andre Tahon Puppets on the Saturday night broadcast of The Hollywood Palace, the American Broadcasting Company’s new variety show, that night hosted by actor Gig Young (Hollywood Palace February 1964). Pushed by Epstein, Martin, and the fans, Capitol’s publicity machine had at last cleared the path for the Beatles to take their best shot at success in America.

The importance of reports of the ecstatic reaction of young Beatle fans to the early image of the Beatles and Capitol’s promotion of the band is impossible to overstate. Even the sleeve notes for the first Capitol album, Meet the Beatles (written by Tony Barrow, the Beatles’ press agent), focused upon the mania of British fans. The young American audience was primed for a similar reaction. The Beatles appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show for the first time on the evening of Sunday, February 9, 1964. Of the 50,000 requests for tickets to the show, only 728 could be granted. Before an audience packed to capacity and dotted by groups of girls and young women beside themselves in anticipation of the big event, Sullivan made his famous introduction: “Now, yesterday and today our theater’s been jammed with newspapermen and hundreds of photographers from all over the nation, and these veterans agree with me that the city never has witnessed the excitement stirred by these youngsters from Liverpool who call themselves The Beatles. Now, tonight you’re gonna twice be entertained by them—right now and again in the second half of our show. Ladies and Gentlemen … The Beatles!” (Beatles: First U.S. Visit). In the first half of the show the Beatles performed “All My Loving,” “Till There Was You,” and “She Loves You.” There they were for the studio and television audience: Lennon on the right, Harrison at center, and McCartney on the left. Starr, though behind the band, was on a raised platform, thus according him a centrality, even an equality not seen since Jo Jo Jones, Gene Krupa, and Buddy Rich, during the heyday of big band and jazz, from the 1930s to the 1950s.6

The Beatles played “I Saw Her Standing There” and “I Want To Hold Your Hand” in the second half of the show, to the deafening screech of their hysterical, screaming fans. An estimated seventy-three million people, or nearly sixty percent of all American television viewers, easily the largest television audience assembled to that time, witnessed this first live appearance by the Beatles on American television. It was even reported that the crime rate was lower on that night than at any point in the previous half-century. (Lewisohn 145; Norman, Shout 224–25).7

This was not the reaction that had been expected when the Beatles were signed to perform on The Ed Sullivan Show. The American variety show host had become aware of the group as he and his wife awaited a departing flight from London’s Heathrow Airport. Sullivan, ending a talent-scouting trip to Europe, was taken aback by the pandemonium accompanying the Beatles’ return from an October 1963 tour of Sweden. He was impressed enough to sign the group for an appearance on his television show, though his initial intent was to book the group as a novelty item on a show otherwise centered about an established American act. Brian Epstein, in New York City in November, 1963, promoting one of his other acts, insisted, however, that the group be given top billing. In exchange for a cut appearance fee, Sullivan agreed. The Beatles contracted to headline on February 9, again on February 16, and to tape a number of songs for a subsequent show. The fee for each appearance was $3,500, and $3,000 for the taping. The show’s producer, Bob Precht, recalled, “Even for an unknown act, that was about the least we could pay” (Norman, Shout 204). With expectations initially so low for this “novelty” act, the reaction stirred by the appearance came as a welcome surprise.

Commentators on the phenomenon, journalists and others, were alternately bewildered and amused by the commotion accompanying the English singers’ arrival and subsequent appearance on the Sullivan show. The program’s musical director, reported the New York Times, said, “The only thing that’s different is the hair, as far as I can see. I give them a year” (Buckley 70). The paper’s Paul Gardner called them “glandular,” but was perceptive enough to call their arrival a “dreamy American success story with a British accent” (Gardner, “British Boys” 19). The influential radio and television critic, Jack Gould, was dismissive of their appearance: “The pretext of a connection with the world of music … was perfunctorily sustained by the Beatles. But in the quick intelligence beneath their bangs, there appeared to be a bemused awareness that they might qualify as the world’s highest-paid recreation directors.” He continued: “In their sophisticated understanding that the life of a fad depends on the performance of the audience and not on the stage, the Beatles were decidedly effective.” He termed their Sullivan show appearance a “sedate anticlimax” (“TV: The Beatles” 53).

Yet Beatlemania continued to pick up steam. “Wild-Eyed Mobs Pursue Beatles,” read the headline of an article appearing in the February 13 edition of the New York Times. “The efforts of an army of energetic press agents,” wrote Robert Alden, “particularly on radio, helped to whip up the youngsters and to send them into the streets in search of their idols.” Dozens of girls were injured as they pursued the Beatles around Manhattan. Angered police claimed that press agents were bringing fans to the Plaza Hotel, where the Beatles were staying, though the unsubstantiated statement was later withdrawn (Alden 26).

Following a brief trip to Miami, Florida, where they again appeared on The Ed Sullivan Show, the Beatles returned to New York. Four thousand fans were at Kennedy International Airport to welcome them back, and to see them off as they departed for England. The New York Times reported that the crowd was so large “100 airline mechanics and baggage handlers were called upon to reinforce the already augmented police” (“Beatles Depart” 18). The Beatles’ success in America enhanced their popularity at home, and between eight and twelve thousand screaming teenagers awaited the Beatles at London’s Heathrow Airport. Several hundred “enthusiasts” had camped out all night on the observation deck, others in the terminal, giving it the appearance of a “refugee camp” (“Usual Sound and Fury” 87). The manic behavior of fans, a focus of the national media, was the norm throughout 1964 and 1965.

While the New York Times critics took a somewhat skeptical view of the Beatles and their fans, positive assessments filled the nation’s mass-market periodicals, which had quickly identified their own stakes in promoting and publicizing the band and its exploits. In the February 24 issue, Newsweek called the Beatles “a band of evangelists” whose “gospel is fun,” for whom “audiences respond in a way that makes an old-time revival meeting seem like a wake” (“George, Paul, …” 54). In recapping the band’s visit, a Time commentator described the Beatles’ progress “through scenes that might have been whimsically imagined by Dante.” In New York and Miami, “massed thousands [of teenage girls] closed in as if to devour them.” In Washington, D.C., they were greeted by “hundreds of grotesquely clawing hands reach[ing] toward them through the massive iron bars that partition Union Station.” Finally, at Manhattan’s Carnegie Hall, in words resonant with the country’s martial culture, the Beatles “stood on stage in a hail of their beloved jelly beans” as “flashguns … lighted the great interior like night artillery, and they [the Beatles] boomed their electrified rock ’n’ roll into the wildly screaming darkness.” While impressed by the pandemonium, the critic was dismissive of the Beatles’ talent. “All this seemed redolent of flackery, and the Beatles were certainly well publicized. … But part of the Beatles’ peculiar charm is that they view it all with bemused detachment [and] they disarmingly concede that they have no real talent at all” (“Unbarbershopped Quartet” 46).

Talented or not, the Beatles were at the center of a phenomenon that begged explanation. A three-part series on the Beatles and Beatlemania in the New York Times described the social aspects of the phenomenon. Among the factors contributing to Beatlemania noted in “Peoplewise” were adolescent revolt against parental authority, the increased status of belonging to a group, the sexual attractiveness of the Beatles (and their appeal to the maternal instinct), the support of individuals seen as fellow teenagers and underdogs, and the “frenetically felt urgency for having a good time and living life fast in an uncertain world plagued with mortal dangers.” Central to the article were comments by Barnard sociologist Renee Claire Fox, who theorized that the “wide range of the Beatles’ appeal stems from their personification of many forms of duality that exist in our society.” These dualities included the Beatles’ male and female characteristics (with explicit reference to their hair), their positioning as both adults and children, and their appearance as “good boys who nevertheless dress and pose as bad ones—London’s Teddy-boys.”8 The article continues, “In the Beatles, Dr. Fox believes, people see four basically nice young boys who project some of the same contradictions that exist in many Americans, who are having a wonderful time at the acceptable expense of both themselves and their audiences” (Osmundsen 20).

David Dempsey, in his article “Why the Girls Scream, Weep, Flip” in The New York Times Magazine, provided a number of different perspectives on the frenzied behavior accompanying appearances by the Beatles. His is among the first articles to explore the phenomenon of Beatlemania as a cultural event, and as such provides an interesting contemporary analysis. Dempsey presented four areas of inquiry into the phenomenon: the anthropological, the psychological, the socioeconomic, and the moral. Dempsey’s description of Beatlemania as a “malady,” however, underscored his generally critical view of the phenomenon. His observations were welcomed by many, but strongly objected to by Beatlemaniacs and others speaking on the teenagers’ behalf. Dempsey’s article and the response it engendered are worth reviewing.

Anthropologically, writes Dempsey, rock and roll is a “throwback, or tribal atavism. … It is probably no coincidence that the Beatles, who provoke the most violent response among teen-agers, resemble in manner the witch doctors who put their spell on hundreds of shuffling and stamping natives” (15). In terms of psychology, the deliberately induced outer frenzy of Beatlemania is “aimed at staving off the inner frenzy that threatens young people during a difficult period of adjustment.” Such a view was propounded in 1941, with regard to jitterbugging, in an article by Theodor Adorno appearing in the scholarly journal Studies in Philosophy and Social Science. Dempsey, drawing upon Adorno’s work, finds that the “vast, noisy and clamorous mob of adolescents … are expressing their desire to obey. They are products of a conformist, and sometimes authoritarian, society, and their obedience to the beat [as Adorno wrote] ‘leads them to conceive themselves as agglutinized with untold millions of the meek who must be similarly overcome’” (69–70).

Dempsey’s socioeconomic interpretation of Beatlemania holds that hero worship, “such as that conferred on Fabian, Johnny Mathis and the Beatles, is ultimately the product of an affluent society which, for the first time in history, has made possible a leisure class of professional teenagers.” From this new class emerges an “enormous market of consumers” which insists that its heroes be approximately the same age as its constituents; hence, according to this view, teenagers find their idols among equally youthful singers, actors, and popular entertainers of all kinds. The youth of the personalities makes it easier for “female members of the cult to go berserk,” and by “mobbing” their idols, they are “thus able to reverse the boy-girl roles” and act as the aggressors (70).

Finally, Dempsey notes the moral component of Beatlemania. Simply put, teenagers have “found a new, and perhaps a last remaining, excuse for being young.” This so-called “last-fling” theory “proves again that rock ’n’ rollers are rather desperate even in fun.” Further, the “violent and spectacular diversions of the young are taking place in a moral vacuum caused by the abdication of their elders. If this vacuum is filled with tin gods, it is largely because the adult world has not offered them a valid religion.” Dempsey likens the “hysteria of the Beatlebug” to the “compulsive shuffle of the aborigine, the rage of the Bacchante, [and] the frenzy of the tarantella dancer,” concluding that there is “[n]o wonder the jumpers can seldom explain what makes them jump. And no wonder that they have such a miserably happy time doing it (Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!)” (70–71).

In the weeks that followed, the Dempsey article sparked a lively correspondence in the “Letters” section of The New York Times Magazine. The March 8 edition contained two letters commenting on the piece. “Teen-agers like rock ’n’ roll because its basic sound moves and excites them, or because its rhythm and beat make it enjoyable to dance to, or because a particular singer inspires wistful longing in the teen-age breast,” wrote one observer; it is not because “the Beatle mopheads remind them of witch-doctor ancestors” (Chaikin 4). Another reader believed the Beatle-struck teenagers “are screaming and weeping and flipping only to call attention to themselves.” They continued, “Anyone who loves music would not scream about it but would absorb it. Anyone who loves the Beatles should do likewise” (Bernstein 4). The following week, on March 15, a reader complained: “I don’t see why people have to analyze things all the time. With all the stress and strain there is in our complicated society, I’m glad the Beatles arrived to take our minds off these problems” (Pollack 12). This prompted a response, in the April 5 edition, from an older reader who found that “people analyze things because their minds are more active than their emotions,” and concluded that the Beatles “could not possibly have been a success without the cooperation of naive, unsophisticated audiences who lacked the shrewdness and the wit to see that they were being skillfully used” (Reusch 10). Later that month, on April 19, a reader countered that “a young person is immediately confronted with the shocking death of our President, mass extermination in Hochhuth’s ‘The Deputy,’9 the possibility of nuclear holocaust, racial tension, brutality and daily reports of Americans being killed in an effort to stave off Communism in South Vietnam,” and concluded, “The Beatles may not last for very long; the anxieties which contributed to their success will” (Zeitlin 46, 48). A final observer noted that, “Perhaps it is the four generous young men [i.e., the Beatles] who are being ‘used’” (Carrighan 48). Beatlemania obviously sparked strong emotions among fans and detractors alike.

Interestingly, Dempsey refers to “female members of the cult” who “reverse the boy-girl roles” and act as the aggressors. Though there was no way he could have known it, he may have been witnessing the first stirrings of the women’s movement. So claim Ehrenreich, Hess, and Jacobs (1992): “Beatlemania was the first mass outburst of the sixties to feature women. … To abandon control—to scream, faint, dash about in mobs—was, … to protest the sexual repressiveness, the rigid double standard of female teen culture. It was the first and most dramatic uprising of women’s sexual revolution” (85). Drawing on the work of the German sociologist Theodor Adorno, Dempsey had argued that the girls were merely conforming. Ehrenreich and her coauthors agreed that Beatlemania exhibited conformity, but, importantly, it was conformity against the values and mores of adult society (89). For instance, part of the excitement for girls who participated in Beatlemania was sexual: “It was even more rebellious to lay claim to the active, desiring side of a sexual attraction: the Beatles were the objects; the girls were their pursuers. … To assert an active, powerful sexuality by the tens of thousands and to do so in a way calculated to attract maximum attention was more than rebellious. It was … revolutionary” (90).

Of course, this analysis has the advantage of hindsight. Closer to the event, Beatlemania was widely viewed as simply a temporary hysteria among the young (particularly young girls). Psychologist A. J. W. Taylor (1968), working from data collected shortly after the Beatles’ 1964 tour of New Zealand, found that girls who were “keen” on the band were “younger, more gregarious, assertive, active, worrying, excitable, and inclined towards emotional instability than both the ‘moderates’ and the ‘resisters.’” However, the relatively mild reaction of older adolescent girls encouraged the researchers that even the “keen” girls might “grow through their stage of immaturity and flagrant conformity to group pressures” (169). Interestingly, Taylor noted awareness on the part of adolescents that the Beatles would provide them with an “opportunity for conformity in exhibitionism,” and “for which adults in authority expressed their resentment and apprehension in advance” (165). This seems to support Ehrenreich and others in their assertion that, in their conformity to Beatlemania, girls and young women were exhibiting a rebelliousness and rejection of the values of the adult world. It was a feminist awakening of sorts, and an important step in the development of the women’s movement that crystallized later in the decade.

As we have seen, the Beatles’ early image was consistent with the standard star image in that it was based around a rags-to-riches narrative and the teen idol example. Coupled to this process of standardization was Adorno and Horkheimer’s pseudo-individualization, and great effort was expended on establishing the Beatles’ uniqueness, as expressed in the length of their hair, their clothing, their manner, and their “Britishness” (most apparent in their accents and jargon). Even before their arrival in America, the Beatles’ hairstyle had caught the attention of American media. It was something new, to be sure. The hairstyle had developed over time, first taking shape in Hamburg, Germany, during their second visit to the city, in 1961, and reaching its final shape during a visit later that year to Paris. The “Beatle-cut” had its origin in the hairstyle the boys first adopted from German art students. Soon, the long front of this “French” cut was combined with a long back, retaining a connection to the Beatles’ “rocker”-inspired ducktail (also called a DA, for “duck’s ass”) (Miles 60–61; see also Spitz 244–45, 267). Hardly new to German and French youths, the hairstyle was a shock to America’s sensibilities, where crew cuts and other short styles were the norm. The promotional value of the haircut was seized on by Capitol, which, in late December 1963 during the buildup to the Beatles’ arrival, began placing advertisements featuring a silhouette of the “moptop” in Billboard.

Look published a two-page photo spread showing the Beatles’ effect on hair length in England (“What the Beatles have done to Hair” 58–59). In November 1963, Time was impressed by neither the band’s talent nor the reaction of their fans, but nevertheless noted the Beatles’ unique appearance: “… [T]he boys are the very spirit of good clean fun. They look like shaggy Peter Pans, with their mushroom-haircuts and high white shirt collars” (“New Madness” 64). The January 31 issue of Life reported the uproar in Great Britain over the Beatles’ hair. The executive officer of the aircraft carrier Bulwark snapped, “I note with alarm an increasing number of peculiar haircuts affected by teen-age members of the ship’s company, attributable, I understand, to the Beatles. … Get deBeatled now.” The headmaster of one boys’ school was similarly unimpressed: “This ridiculous style brings out the worst in boys. … It makes them look like morons.” Faced with the ultimatum to cut his hair or else, a Kent schoolboy declared, “I would rather leave than change my hair.” And so he did (“They Crown Their Country” 30). Across the country—and shortly, in the U.S.—the “Beatle-cut” became a sign of rebellion and nonconformity among boys; hair length continued to grow throughout the decade and became an important symbolic statement for the counterculture. In 1964, suddenly, there was an alternative to the DA for rebellious youths (“… it’s better than a duck’s,” said one Brooklyn youth who was drawn to the Beatle’s “tough sound” [Cameron 34B]).

Accompanying the band on their limousine ride from Kennedy Airport to their motel after their arrival in the U.S., Life’s Gail Cameron had this exchange with Ringo Starr:

While searching the car for my shoe I asked if this was just a routine day for the Beatles.

“NO,” he [Ringo] said emphatically. “We never expected anything like this—it was really GEAR.”

Gear?

“Fab,” he explained, translating quickly from his native Beatle-ese, “you know—really great.” (Cameron, “Yeah-YeahYeah” 34B)

The Beatles were somewhat exotic, as Cameron learned: “They’re just so sexy, also foreign,” said one young female fan. “No, no,” interrupted several disgusted boys. “It’s the sound, it’s a tough sound. … The American rock ’n’ roll is getting to be a drag,” said a boy with a Beatle haircut. “I don’t know what the Beatles’ beat is, but it’s different” (34B).

Along with the length of their hair, their clothing, their manner, their sound and their “Britishness,” the Beatles’ image also focused on their obvious sense of humor, another aspect adding to their uniqueness. This sense of humor was most often exhibited in the Beatles’ irreverence before the press, fans, even the royal family. In November 1963 Newsweek reported Lennon’s now-famous remarks at the Royal Command Performance. The Beatles were “unawed,” with Lennon quipping, “People in the cheaper seats, please clap, … The rest of you just rattle your jewelry” (“Beatlemania” 104). The audience may have found the “boys” somewhat cheeky, but they also found them entertaining. The Beatles’ often-noted irreverence was an important aspect of the Beatles’ image that helped extend their appeal across generational and class lines. In January 1964 Life described life as a Beatle, recounting the Command Performance anecdote and adding to the mounting evidence of the band’s sense of humor: “Asked to explain their funny haircuts, John replied, ‘What funny haircuts, old man? What exactly do you mean, funny?’ When Ringo Starr was asked why he wore four rings on his fingers, he responded innocently, ‘Because I can’t fit them all through my nose’” (Green, “They Crown” 30).

Shortly after the Beatles’ departure from the U.S., Newsweek succinctly described the madcap world of the Beatles. Walter Shenson, the producer for the Beatles’ proposed film for United Artists,10 said of his first meeting with the band, “I thought I was in a Marx Brothers picture. They have a marvelous quality of disrespect.” The article continued: “At the British Embassy party last week, the Beatles had a twenty-minute private session with British Ambassador Sir David Ormsby-Gore and his wife. At one point, Sir David, confused about the names, asked John if he was John. No, John said, he was Fred. Then, pointing to George, he said: ‘He’s John.’ Sir David started to address George as John. ‘No,’ George said, ‘I’m Charlie,’ and, pointing to Ringo, said ‘He’s John.’ … As the Beatles were leaving, Ringo turned to the unsettled ambassador and inquired: ‘And what do you do?’” (“George, Paul, …” 57).

As with Life and Newsweek, Time pegged the Beatles’ irreverence as one of their most appealing qualities and noted their proclivity for skewering culture, the establishment and its media, and themselves:

What recommends the Beatles more than anything else is their bright and highly irreverent attitude toward themselves and their international magnitude. Reporters toss ticking questions at them, but it is generally the replies that explode. …

“What do you think of Beethoven, Ringo?”

“I love his poems.”

What did the Beatles think of the unfavorable reviews they got in the New York Times and the Herald Tribune?

“It’s people like that who put us on the map.”

How do they rate themselves musically?

“Average. We’re kidding you, we’re kidding ourselves, we’re kidding everything. We don’t take anything seriously, except the money.” (“Unbarbershopped Quartet” 47)

The band’s sense of humor, about themselves and about their reception by critics and young fans alike, created a path for a more general reception: one could be amused by the Beatles’ behavior without being a fan of their music.

The Beatle wit did far more than merely amuse, however, though this was hardly apparent at the time. The band’s vaunted irreverence would open up a space for the Beatles to comment on society and issues of particular relevance to their generation. It provided an important avenue to test the limits of that generation’s insertion of itself into the discussion on topics as varied as fashion and politics. Youth, for the first time in the country’s history, would assume a separate and distinct identity from that of the adult/establishment world with which it increasingly found itself at odds. The first big controversy, the “more popular than Jesus” furor (discussed in the next chapter), would demonstrate the growing freedom of the postwar generation to assert itself. That was still more than two years in the future, however. For now, the band’s irreverent sense of humor offered a bridge to an audience well beyond their fanatical teenage following.

With regard to this teenage fan base, promotion and publicity proceeded along a predictable path. As with the teen idols that had preceded them on the charts, the Beatles were depicted as “safe.” In January Life’s Green noted that England’s Princess Margaret was “a devoted Beatle fan,” as was the Queen Mother (Green, “Here Come” 25). His article was accompanied by Terence Spencer’s photographs detailing the widespread acceptance of the Beatles; those counted among “fans” included billionaire J. Paul Getty, the “world’s richest man,” who was shown donning a Beatle wig at his Scottish castle, and the Salvation Army’s Joystrings combo, which “rocks gospel tunes Beatle-style to ‘keep up’” (Green, “Here Come” 30).

Ed Sullivan was instrumental in publicizing the Beatles’ widespread appeal. The Beatles quickly won the approval of other entertainers and artists. Elvis Presley and Colonel Tom Parker (Presley’s manager) sent their congratulations to the Beatles on their first appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show—a fact announced by Sullivan to his studio and TV audience. During their second appearance, a week later, Ed Sullivan announced to the audience that Richard Rodgers, the acclaimed American composer of popular music, had sent along his congratulations to the band, and that he was one of their “most rabid fans” (Beatles: First U.S. Visit). In the days that followed, other noteworthy people fell to the “contagion,” a malady from which “[n]o one seemed wholly exempt,” as Time called it. The magazine reported on the “infected,” including the difficulties encountered by painter Andrew Wyeth when he tried to get his son a ticket to the Sullivan’s show (“he would have gone himself if he could have found a pair”). New York Governor Nelson Rockefeller’s wife Happy and two of her children from a previous marriage attended one of the Beatles’ Carnegie Hall shows. The appearance of the liberal Republican’s governor’s wife caused a stir in the society pages—it was the “first time she has been photographed with her children since her divorce and remarriage.” In Washington, the British Ambassador, Sir David Ormsby-Gore, hosted the “non-U foursome”11 at a reception at the embassy, with his wife, Lady Ormsby-Gore, introducing the band to the gathered dignitaries (“Unbarbershopped Quartet” 46). Life caught the reaction of one young fan at the first Sullivan appearance: “Well,” explained Kathy Cronkite, thirteen (daughter of the CBS Evening News anchor Walter Cronkite), who was there with her sister Nancy, fifteen, “their accents are so heavenly and their hair is so adorable. Our father doesn’t really like our reaction very much, but we can’t help it” (Cameron 34). The much-admired CBS news anchor was not condoning his daughters’ behavior; nor, apparently, was he stopping it. The New York Times reported that famed conductor Leopold Stokowski, directing the American Symphony Orchestra at Carnegie Hall before 2,700 junior high school students, had turned his attention to the Beatles. Amidst the intermittent laughs and screams, he noted that the Beatles “give the teen-agers something that thrills them, a vision. … The boys and girls of this age are young men and women looking for something in life that can’t always be found, a joie de vivre.” He even indulged their hysteria: “I like anything that makes for self-expression. Life is changing all the time. We are all looking for the vision of ecstasy of life. I am too. … Whatever you enjoy doing, do it” (Shepard 13).

The Beatles were even introduced into the political rhetoric. The New York Times reported that British Prime Minister Sir Alec Douglas-Home, after visiting Washington, D.C., to discuss Britain’s nuclear deterrent with President Johnson, returned to London and told a group of young Conservatives that his “secret weapon” [the Beatles] were “making sure there would be no dollar crisis for Britain this year” (“Home Says Safety” 3). “It seems to me that these blokes [the Beatles] are helping people to enjoy themselves,” commented Prince Philip. In his estimation, they were a “helpful” influence (“Beatles Are ‘Helpful’” 5).12

Adults, and especially parents, could take comfort from the fact that the Beatles were so widely accepted. Parents might even consider them preferable to previous heartthrobs. As noted in Time, Elvis Presley’s pelvis had invited a reaction from his admirers that was “straight from the raunch.” As for Frank Sinatra, “no lass misread the message” bobbed out on his Adam’s apple. The Beatles, on the other hand, were “really Teddy bears” and “as wholesome as choir boys. They only stand and sing. In a mass of misses, they only bring out the mother” (“Unbarbershopped Quartet” 46). Newsweek similarly stressed the unthreatening nature of the foursome. “[T]he Beatles’ appeal is positive, not negative. … They have even evolved a peculiar sort of sexless appeal: cute and safe.” As one thirteen-year-old New Yorker had it, “The Beatles are just so funny and nice and, well, cool” (“George, Paul, …” 54). “The thing is …,” explained one fifteen-year-old girl to Life’s Gail Cameron, “they sing decent songs, they’re not dirty or anything like a lot of the rock ’n’ roll groups here.” A seventeen-year-old observed, “You know, … this is the first time I’ve gone nuts over a singer that my parents didn’t tell me it was disgusting” (34).

Not nearly so prevalent as descriptions of the Beatles’ “safe” qualities, but certainly important to the band’s image, was the Beatles’ “toughness”: “They’re tough. … Tough is like when you don’t conform. It’s not hoodlum. A leather jacket that’s tailored—that’s tough. Jimmy Dean was in the same class as the Beatles because he was tough. You’re tumultuous when you’re young, and each generation has to have its idols” (“George, Paul, …” 54). And recall the response Life’s Gail Cameron elicited from teenage boys asked what set the Beatles apart: “It’s the sound, it’s a tough sound. …” For some of their fans, then, the appeal sprang not from perceptions of their being safe, but rather from perceptions of their rebelliousness.

The Beatles promised something that had largely disappeared from teen culture. It is important to remember that their arrival came only years after the teenage “problem” had been solved in America. Though undergoing no discernible increase, juvenile delinquency had emerged in the early 1950s as a cause célèbre for traditionalists, a point not lost on the mass media. The film industry was successful at both criticizing the perceived youth threat and exploiting the youth market, releasing films like The Wild One (Columbia, 1953), The Blackboard Jungle (MGM, 1955), and Rebel Without a Cause (Warner Bros., 1955). Hollywood offered teenagers role models like Marlon Brando who, as the biker gang leader Johnny in The Wild One, presented an iconic image of delinquency and rebellion. James Dean’s portrayal of Jim Stark in Rebel Without a Cause seemed to capture the societal fear of the aimlessness of contemporary youth.

But Hollywood’s exploitation of the youth audience was not traditionalists’ only interest. Spurred on by the controversy sparked by publication of Frederic Wertham’s Seduction of the Innocent, the Senate held hearings on the comic book industry. In the book, the New York psychiatrist argued that comic books, specifically “crime comic books” (such as Superman and Detective comics and various horror and suspense comics), in presenting environments full of cruelty and deceit, and suggesting criminal and sexually abnormal ideas, could negatively affect children. Perhaps exceeding Wertham’s own views, at the time all too many people were willing to believe in a cause-and-effect relationship between comic books and delinquency. In 1954, hoping to short-circuit any efforts to have a government-imposed censorship regime put into place, the comic book industry followed in the footsteps of Hollywood, which in the early 1930s had imposed a Production Code. The Comics Code made it all but impossible to distribute any comics not in compliance with the Code’s proscriptions, which focused upon the perceived preoccupations of delinquents, sex, and crime (Goulart 212–17).

Perhaps no force was more emblematic of the generational change lamented by traditionalists than the advent of a new musical form targeted specifically at teenagers. Rock and roll erupted in the United States in the mid-1950s. Arising from the social interaction of blacks and whites in the South, rock and roll was heavily influenced by black rhythm and blues (and white country and western music).13 Numerous small recording studios, including Chess Records in Chicago and L&M in New Orleans, specialized in black, or “race,” music. While rhythm and blues was growing in popularity in white clubs and venues, there was very little crossover between white-owned and black-owned radio stations. This began to change in the early 1950s. At Cleveland’s WJW, disc jockey Alan Freed was hyping “rock and roll” as early as 1950; he was the first to program rhythm and blues (with the less racially charged label of rock and roll) for a white audience. Rock and roll did not come into its own, however, until the arrival of Elvis Presley. Presley’s “black” sound and suggestive body movements found a large and devoted audience among the country’s youth. Presley’s popularity and the frenzy accompanying his early appearances were not surpassed until the Beatlemania of 1964 and 1965. In spite of its devoted following, rock and roll’s first rush of popularity, led by singers such as Fats Domino, Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Bo Diddley, Elvis Presley, and Buddy Holly, was short-lived. By 1960, rock and roll had lost much of its rebellious aura due to the disappearance from the scene of its most visible practitioners: Elvis Presley was inducted into the U.S. Army in 1958; Jerry Lee Lewis’s career foundered after his marriage to his thirteen-year-old cousin was publicized in 1958; Chuck Berry was imprisoned in 1959 after being found guilty of violating the Mann Act;14 Buddy Holly, along with Richie Valens and J. P. Richardson (the Big Bopper), died in a plane crash in early 1959; in 1957 Little Richard found God and left the music business; and in 1959 the first rumblings were heard of what would become the payola scandal.15 With these threats removed, the youth music of the early 1960s was safer, sanitized; into the void left by the passing of the first generation of rock and rollers stepped the teen idols, Brill Building pop, and the girl groups. In this context, the Beatles harkened back to a time, not so long ago, when rock and roll symbolized rebellion.

The Beatles’ image included apparently contradictory qualities. They are described as “safe” and “tough,” “choirboys” and “sexy.” As noted of the film star image by Richard Dyer, the Beatles’ image appears to have been effecting a “reconciliation of … apparently incompatible terms” (Dyer 26). To the audience at the turn of this century, it is perhaps unexpected to see the Beatles discussed in terms of their toughness. Yet this aspect of the band was pronounced in their early promotion. Their toughness was an indispensable component of their ordinariness—an essential element of the star image covered in greater depth, below. It is useful to recall that Jack Paar, in introducing the Beatles (and their image) to his prime-time audience, noted that the Beatles were from “the toughest part of England. … Merseyside, near Liverpool … in the dock area” (The Jack Paar Program). Toughness certainly was part of the band’s image prior to their being “cleaned up” by Brian Epstein. Epstein himself, in his autobiography A Cellarful of Noise (1964), recalled his first glimpse of the Beatles at a lunchtime performance of the band at Liverpool’s Cavern Club, on November 9, 1961: “They were not very tidy and not very clean. … I had never seen anything like the Beatles on any stage. They smoked as they played and they ate and talked and pretended to hit each other. They turned their backs on the audience and shouted at them and laughed at private jokes” (Epstein 98). Meeting them after the performance, and beginning a courtship that would culminate in Epstein becoming the band’s manager in January 1962, Epstein noted, “There was some indefinable charm there. They were extremely amusing and in a rough ‘take it or leave way,’ very attractive” (Epstein 99). George Martin, meeting the band for the first time in April 1962, was intrigued by the Beatles’ sound, which showed “a certain roughness I hadn’t encountered before” (Martin 122). Despite the sanitizing influence of Brian Epstein, the Beatles’ early image possessed an aura of wildness, one brought to life in much of their music.

The Beatles were utterly unlike anything heard in the United States since the end of rock and roll’s golden era of the mid-to late 1950s. Their harder edge was a resounding rejection of contemporary pop slickness, a fact that was quickly discerned by many of their young fans, and that was obvious on their first U.S. single for Capitol, “I Want to Hold Your Hand”/“I Saw Her Standing There,” and on the album Meet the Beatles! The single introduced the American audience to the sound created in Hamburg’s Star Club and Liverpool’s Cavern: a tough, guitar-driven sound anchored to a heavy beat. On the A-side, the vocals exhibit more than anything else the youthful impatience of the song’s protagonist. Lennon and McCartney push their vocals to the breaking point: “I can’t hide, I can’t hide, I can’t hide!” they sing, as the guitars, bass, and drums crescendo into the next verse. “I Saw Her Standing There” exhibits, one suspects, the “certain roughness” that first interested George Martin in meeting the band. The recording sounds as if it could have been captured at a live performance of the band, McCartney shouting out across the Cavern crowd. Raw, exuberant, aggressive—the single was unlike anything to hit the charts in years.

While drawing attention to their uniqueness (for example, their hairstyle and the fact that they came from England), Capitol promoted the Beatles in much the same way any teen idol or teen-oriented group would be marketed. Greg Shaw (1992) succinctly describes the standardized world of the male teen idol: “The songs were aimed primarily at teenage girls, the ones in the suburbs who wanted big fluffy candy-colored images of male niceness on which to focus their pubescent dreams. Charming, wholesome dreamboats, the singers were safe and well mannered, perhaps with a teasing tendency toward wildness” (108). Indeed, the Beatles’ songs were directed at teenage girls, and Capitol, in the sleeve notes for Meet the Beatles! as well as in the National Record News that was distributed as part of the promotional campaign, called attention to the ardor of young female fans and urged its sales staff to do likewise. As reported in the mainstream press, the band apparently enjoyed universal appeal across generational and class lines, which seemed to confirm that the Beatles were “nice” and “safe”—and “tough.”

Thus the Beatles’ early image was, in many respects, consistent with that of the teen idol. Despite the band’s resemblance to, and marketing as, teen idols, however, the Beatles were more formidable than their predecessors for one essential reason: they wrote their own music and, in so doing, were in a unique position to exploit fully their core teenage, female market. By design, a significant portion of their songs dealt with relationships between the sexes, and most involved direct address of their young female audience. Though pursuing a grueling schedule of concerts and other appearances, Lennon and McCartney nonetheless set time aside for writing. Working diligently at their craft, they eventually settled on a “little trick,” as McCartney later called it (Miles 148–49): personalizing lyrics through the use of first-person pronouns and direct address of their young female audience. In fact, the track listing devised by Capitol for Meet the Beatles! features only relationship songs: “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” “This Boy” (“would be happy just to love you”), “It Won’t Be Long” (“till I belong to you”), “All I’ve Got to Do” (“is whisper in your ear the words you long to hear, and I’ll be kissing you”), “All My Loving” (“I will give to you”), “Little Child” (“won’t you dance with me”), “Hold Me Tight” (“let me go on loving you”), “I Wanna Be Your Man” (“… love you like no other baby, like no other can”), “Not A Second Time” (“You hurt me then, you’re back again”).

A generally positive and innocent view of relationships permeates the music of the Beatles throughout the touring years, and is most pronounced in 1963–65.16 While many of their early compositions were “filler” written “to appease the mob,” as McCartney later referred to the songs and the female fans for whom they were written (Miles 149), the fact that the Beatles were singing their own songs made them unique and different from the standard teen idols. One can imagine teenage girls across the country listening to Meet the Beatles! or the latest single and fantasizing that they were the objects of the Beatles’ affections.

“I Want to Hold Your Hand” is a perfect distillation of the strengths and preoccupations of the album. Lyrically, the song approaches its intended female audience by means of Lennon and McCartney’s finely tuned formula; musically, it displays more energy than any recording since the heyday of Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis. The verse is a direct and personal appeal for the girl to “let me be your man,” which she can demonstrate if only she will “let me hold your hand.” The bridge declares that intense kind of love most pronounced among the young: inescapable, uncontainable, and often agonizingly unrealized except in the fantasies of the smitten, “such a feeling that my love, I can’t hide, I can’t hide, I can’t hide,” as the opening musical phrase of the song is repeated by two guitars, bass, and drums. The direct and personal address to young female fans is heightened by the recording’s driving beat, with opening chords that mirror the barely restrained energy of the lyrics. The Beatles’ toughness is on display on a recording that is louder, more raucous, and more passionate than anything that had appeared in years, if ever.

The beat was infectious and inescapable, and the single quickly became a jukebox and dance favorite. In a sense, this was a very liberating recording: Above all else, perhaps, it demanded that one move. Coinciding with the advent of Beatlemania the song presented an opportunity for young girls and women to act out their own awakening sexuality, whether through the physical release of Beatlemania, or within the somewhat more controlled setting of the dance. The recording’s effect was heightened by another feature separating the band from the standard teen idol: there were four Beatles upon whom to shower one’s affections.

The urgency of the opening chords of “I Want to Hold Your Hand” signaled a change of epic proportions, and forces only hinted at in the 1950s were about to redefine the cultural landscape. The single, according to Billboard the “fastest-breaking disk in the label’s history,”17 ushered in an era of chart domination by the Beatles and other youth-oriented acts. More generally, it marked the beginning of youth domination of mass culture in America. America’s baby-boom generation, for the first time exercising its economic power largely without adult interference, was a market of such size that its exploitation was guaranteed. And the youth-oriented acts did not simply produce music for the market; they provided models of behavior for their young fans, who donned similar apparel, adopted similar mannerisms of speech, and increasingly organized their lives around rock and roll music. To be sure, the seemingly inexhaustible appetite of the youth market resulted in the realignment around a youthful ideal not only of those industries catering to the young but, ultimately, of culture itself. It is tempting to view the evolution of youth culture solely within the context of its exploitation within the marketplace; however, this is not the whole story. Young people did not simply consume but began to produce mass culture in a way never before experienced. The baby-boom generation came into its own as an economic and cultural force.

As with the single,18 market forces pushed Capitol’s album campaign ahead of schedule. Faced with growing demand for Beatle product and aware that Vee-Jay intended to release Introducing the Beatles, Capitol pushed forward the release date of Meet the Beatles! from mid-February to January 20, 1964 (Spizer, Beatles’ Story, Pt. II 4). Capitol, consistent with industry practices, chose to include both sides of the single, with the remainder of the album culled primarily from the Lennon-McCartney songs on the second British album, With the Beatles: “I Want to Hold Your Hand” and “I Saw Her Standing There” were joined by “It Won’t Be Long,” “All I’ve Got to Do,” “All My Loving,” “Little Child,” “Hold Me Tight,” “I Wanna Be Your Man,” and “Not A Second Time.” Also included were Harrison’s “Don’t Bother Me,” the band’s rendition of “Till There Was You” (from the Broadway show The Music Man), and Lennon and McCartney’s “This Boy.” For Capitol, there were financial reasons to rearrange the British releases, a practice that would continue with every American album until the release of Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band in 1967. British albums typically contained fourteen tracks, and royalties were paid as a percentage on total albums sold. In the U.S., publishers were (and are) paid a mechanical licensing fee for each song that appeared on the album. As a result, more songs would mean more publishing fees that would have to be paid.

Interestingly, Capitol’s shuffling of the Beatle catalog for this first album helped to foster notions of the Beatles’ artistic and commercial command: On each of the first two British albums, Please Please Me and With the Beatles, nearly half of the tracks were by composers other than the Beatles. In contrast, Meet the Beatles! contained only one track not composed by Lennon and McCartney or Harrison. Prior to the Beatles’ arrival, composing and performance were viewed as separate talents and activities, and songwriters rarely performed their own compositions. Even in Britain, the Beatles’ selfreliance was rare in the pop idiom. Their ability to dominate the charts in terms of recordings and compositions placed them in a unique position and provided a model for many of the bands that followed.

From 1959 to 1963, music companies like Motown and Aldon Music had their own composers providing songs to their own producers and performers; Brill Building pop, Motown, teen idols, and girl groups dominated the charts. As Jon Fitzgerald (1997) describes in his article, “Songwriters in the U.S. Top Forty, 1963–1966,” songwriters associated with girl groups and female soloists dominated the top forty singles charts of the early 1960s. In 1963–64, the songwriting teams of Barry Mann–Cynthia Weil, Kal Mann–Dave Appell, Gerry Goffin–Carole King, Jeff Barry–Ellie Greenwich, together with Ben Raleigh and Howard Greenfield, combined for forty-nine top forty singles. They wrote only seven in 1965–66, however, as their fortunes followed those of the acts with which they were associated (Fitzgerald “Songwriters,” 107). During this period, the charts experienced a swing in dominance away from girl groups (such as the Marvelettes, the Ronettes, Martha and the Vandellas, the Shirelles, and the Shangri-Las) and soloists and toward male groups. While the nonperforming composer remained an integral part of the industry’s production apparatus, the arrival of the Beatles inaugurated a period during which male groups recording their own compositions were on the rise. Lennon and McCartney’s success as composers, quite apart from their status as entertainers, was also on the rise; in addition to the fourteen U.S. top forty hits penned for the Beatles in 1964, the pair also wrote six top forty hits for other performers, including Peter and Gordon and another act managed by Brian Epstein, Billy J. Kramer and the Dakotas (Fitzgerald 92–108).

Capitol’s reliance on the compositions of Lennon and McCartney in structuring both the first single and Meet the Beatles! undoubtedly contributed to perceptions of the band’s talent and uniqueness. Had Capitol simply reissued the Beatles’ current British release, With the Beatles, an album brimming with recordings of songs by American composers, perceptions of the American influence on the music of the Beatles would have been more pronounced. In addition to covers of Meredith Willson’s “Till There Was You,” Chuck Berry’s “Roll Over Beethoven,” and “Devil in Her Heart” by the Donays, a Detroit girl group, the Beatles drew upon the songwriting talent of Motown for renditions of the Marvelettes’ “Please Mr. Postman” (the first number one hit for Motown), the Miracles’ “You’ve Really Got A Hold On Me” (written by Smokey Robinson), and Barrett Strong’s top forty hit, “Money,” co-written by Janie Bradford and Motown founder Berry Gordy, Jr. With the exception of “Till There Was You,” these tracks and a cover of Little Richard’s “Long Tall Sally”19 joined a number of Lennon-McCartney originals for The Beatles’ Second Album, released by Capitol on April 10, 1964.

Additional evidence of the Beatles’ debt to American music was to be found on the Vee-Jay release Introducing the Beatles. Containing essentially the same track listing as the Beatles’ first British album Please Please Me (with the title number and “Ask Me Why” excised), the album was released on July 22, 1963, to little fanfare, and again in January of the following year. To capitalize on the group’s popularity on the eve of their first visit to the United States, the album was rereleased one week after Meet the Beatles!. Along with Lennon and McCartney’s “I Saw Her Standing There,” “Misery,” “Love Me Do,” “P.S. I Love You,” “Do You Want To Know A Secret,” and “There’s A Place,” the album contained American favorites from the Beatles’ huge repertoire, including Arthur Alexander’s “Anna (Go to Him),” Goffin and King’s “Chains,” Dixon and Farrell’s “Boys,” “Baby It’s You” (David, Williams, and Bacharach), “A Taste of Honey” (Scott and Marlow), and the Isley Brothers’ top twenty hit from June 1962, “Twist and Shout.”20 As this list demonstrates, the Beatles’ musical influences were not limited to the first generation of rock and rollers like Chuck Berry, Little Richard, the Everly Brothers, and Elvis Presley. Their musical identity also resided in their eclectic taste and mastery of other genres of British and American popular music, including Tin Pan Alley and Brill Building pop, a point remarked upon by numerous commentators.21 While American music had been formative in the band’s development and a core element of its repertoire, one can see that Capitol’s selections in compiling the single and first albums presented the Beatles as an independent and self-reliant music act fortunate to have a seemingly endless supply of hits provided by their two young songwriters.

Within the context of their image, it is possible to see other advantages rising out of the ashes of the Beatles’ early failures in the U.S. market. In promotion first impressions are important, and the cover for Meet the Beatles! was a striking introduction of the Beatles to the American audience. At the Beatles’ instigation, Robert Freeman shot the cover for Meet the Beatles! in the style of photographs of them taken in Hamburg by Astrid Kircherr (Spitz 447–48). The cover featured a headshot of the four Beatles, their faces half lit and emerging from the darkness. That cover broke with the conventions of the time, displacing the teen idol vacuity common to the idiom with the black and white austerity of an arthouse photograph, thus promoting the Beatles in a startling and unique way, and in the process creating a mold for promotion of the youth-centered acts that were about to explode onto the market.

It is also noteworthy that Beatles releases that had once failed to establish themselves in the charts upon their original debuts were a substantial portion of the singles and albums that flooded the charts during the six months following the band’s first visit and preceding their first full tour of the United States, in August–September 1964. The Billboard “Hot 100” singles listing for April 4, 1964, showed the Beatles holding the top five positions: 1. “Can’t Buy Me Love”; 2. “Twist and Shout”; 3. “She Loves You”; 4. “I Want to Hold Your Hand”; and 5. “Please Please Me.” “Can’t Buy Me Love” was released on March 16, 1964; there had been advance orders of over two million in the U.S. alone—an unprecedented feat. In addition to the top five positions held on the April 4 “Hot 100” charts, the Beatles also occupied positions 31, 41, 46, 58, 65, 68, and 79 (Whitburn, Top 10 Charts 111; Whitburn, Top Pop Singles 38; Lewisohn 138). Of the top five songs, only the first and fourth were released by Capitol; number two, number three, and number five were released by Tollie, Swan, and Vee-Jay, respectively, all of which briefly retained the rights to the Beatles’ masters for those songs. Well into the summer of 1964, in addition to the Capitol releases, the singles charts were full of Beatle product released by smaller labels trying to exploit fully their limited (and expiring) interests in the Beatles.

The album charts were similarly awash with Beatle music as Capitol releases and those of other companies vied for chart position. Meet the Beatles! spent eleven weeks at the top of the album charts and was followed by The Beatles’ Second Album, which spent five weeks at number one. A Hard Day’s Night, the United Artists soundtrack album for the first Beatles film, hit record bins on June 26, 1964, just prior to the U.S. tour, and reached number one on July 25, staying there for fourteen weeks. In total, Beatles albums spent thirty weeks atop the charts in 1964 (Whitburn, Top 40 Albums 390). In addition to the aforementioned albums, Capitol released Something New (number two in August 1964) to claim some of the market United Artists had staked out with the hugely successful feature film and soundtrack album. The Beatles’ Story, a biography of the band including narration, snippets of dialogue with the band, and parts of hit recordings, was released in December and reached number seven. RadioPulsebeat released a collection of interviews with the Beatles in June 1964; The American Tour with Ed Rudy reached number twenty. Vee-Jay’s Introducing the Beatles reached number two in the week following their first appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show (Whitburn, Top 40 Albums 28–29).

The effect (on their later success) of the Beatles’ earlier failure to break into the U.S. market is worth restating: In 1964, in the interests of exploiting whatever rights one had over Beatles product, the market was flooded with recordings from no less than six separate labels (Capitol, United Artists, Swan, Tollie, Vee-Jay, and RadioPulsebeat). The Beatles’ domination of the charts was such that Billboard noted a growing dissatisfaction within the industry: “Record manufacturers are asking when will it end? One man’s Beatle is another man’s poison, according to disk makers. With the wide variety of Beatle product on four labels, and the unprecedented air play this one act has been getting over the past month, disk sales on other than Beatles product has gone soft as a grape” (Maher “Beatlemania …” 3). Capitol’s early rejection of the band had led predictably to a string of failed releases by lesser labels that possessed neither the incentive nor the resources to fully promote the band. As a result, the band had caused little stir among America’s teens. Thus, once the decision was made to promote the band, Capitol was free to define the band as it saw fit. In the wake of that promotional campaign, the overwhelming reception and the public’s voracious appetite for Beatles product meant the market was flooded with records from numerous companies, fueling the band’s unparalleled dominance of the charts.

While most Americans remained largely unaware of Britain’s class system, the Beatles’ humble beginnings were nevertheless exploited in furtherance of their star image, their modest backgrounds providing the requisite element of identification for their fans.. Their defeat of the class system closely tracked the American myth of success, a ubiquitous feature of the star image. Richard Weiss, in his study The American Myth of Success (1969), defines this “most enduring expression[s] of American popular ideals,” the notion “that ours is an open society, where birth, family, and class do not significantly circumscribe individual possibilities”: “The belief that all men, in accordance with certain rules, but exclusively by their own efforts, can make of their lives what they will has been widely popularized for well over a century. The cluster of ideas surrounding this conviction makes up the American myth of success” (Weiss 3). With roots in American Puritanism, the myth of success evolved into its modern understanding through post–Civil War “rags-to-riches” literature, of which Horatio Alger’s stories are emblematic, and the success literature of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.

Dyer suggests that the American myth of success, particularly as developed in the star system, orchestrates a number of contradictory elements: “That ordinariness is the hallmark of the star; that the system rewards talent and ‘specialness’; that luck, ‘breaks,’ which may happen to anyone typify the career of the star; and that hard work and professionalism are necessary for stardom” (Dyer 42). Within this system, not only do most star images tout the humble background of the star, they also demonstrate success through conspicuous consumption. In a sense, this conservative rendering of the American myth of success offers a capitalist ideal, a kind of morality play in which anyone, no matter how ordinary, who is willing to work, can (with a little luck) find success, that is, the ability to purchase anything and everything one’s heart desires.

The quality of “ordinariness” is a necessary prod to audience identification in the United States and, hence, nearly universally present in American star narratives. In Great Britain, it exemplifies the ascendance of the working class within British culture. British television personality and journalist Kenneth Allsop, writing in 1967, noted, “Today’s British pop entertainers are consanguineous. The Beatles and the Rolling Stones, the Pretty Things and the Animals, the Who and the Kinks, Georgie Fame and Wayne Fontana—and onward through the charts—are working-class boys. …” He continues: “The interesting and quite emphatic change is that the predecessors of these entertainers traded on their ‘commonness’ and exploited it into a cheerily vulgar style.” The Beatles, however, “have not put their sludgy Liverpool through any refining filter, but nor do they use it as a comic prop” (128–29). In the 1960s the British working class and provincials declared their presence as never before. From the “angry young men” of the stage to the rise to prominence of a new generation of authors, artists, film actors, and pop stars,22 the working class of the industrial north helped to define British culture in the 1960s. To be working class, and from the north of England, suddenly carried with it a certain cultural capital, a change marked by Allsop:

One of the deluge of surveys of teenagery recently gave this taperecorded snippet of a very contemporary anxiety neurosis: “Being middle-class is the most degrading thing in youth. You’d do anything rather than be thought conventional. … One despises convention and yet has a sneaking fear of it.” So a middle-class girl I know, and her 16-year-old friends in a £500-a-year Home Counties school, talk the Lancashire and Yorkshire of their disc idols all the time among themselves, and change with polyglot dexterity into orthodox county only within earshot of their parents (130).

The London establishment was far from welcoming. As one member of London’s fashion community commented: “To be quite honest with you … in those days the Beatles were regarded—fashion wise, particularly, and quite generally, amongst our sort of set if you like—as hicks. I mean they were these guys with silly suits and hairdos out from Liverpool of all places!” (Lobenthal 200). In Britain, the Beatles pursued a grueling schedule of performances, television and radio appearances, and recording sessions before finally transcending the traditional limits of their origins. On the other side of the Atlantic, their commonness, along with their youth, offered an immediate point of identification between the band and their young fans.

Following a tried and true scheme perfected in Hollywood, the Beatles’ ordinariness was a cornerstone of their image. Time provided readers with this description of the Beatles’ backgrounds: “All from Liverpool, all in their early 20s, they come from similar working-class backgrounds. George Harrison’s father is a bus driver. Paul McCartney’s sells cotton. Ringo Starr, the somewhat corvine drummer, is the son of a house painter” (“Unbarbershopped Quartet” 46). Newsweek also noted their “lower middle-class origin,” in Liverpool, which was described as “a gritty town where unemployment runs high.” As Bill Harry, then the twenty-five-year-old publisher of Liverpool’s Mersey Beat magazine, said: “A beat career is the equivalent of becoming a boxer in the beginning of the century—the only way into the luxury world” (“George, Paul, …” 55).

Two seemingly contradictory elements negotiated within the Beatles’ image are the Beatles’ luck in getting their big break, and the notion that they had earned their success through hard work. One of the first U.S. articles to profile the Beatles, appearing in Newsweek in November 1963, alluded to the role of luck in the Beatles’ success: “Somehow—and no one can explain exactly how—the Beatles, rather than 200 similar [Mersey] groups, clicked. ‘Everybody’s trying to figure what suddenly makes a group go,’ says drummer Starr. ‘Sometimes I try to figure it out, too’” (“Beatlemania” 104). Luck may have brought them celebrity, but, consistent with the American myth of success, the Beatles’ fortunes were also depicted as resulting from their hard work. One of “countless” Liverpool bands, the Beatles started their rise to stardom with “a long line of one-night stands. They actually went off to the beer cellars of Hamburg to become fully professional” (“Unbarbershopped Quartet” 47). Seventeen’s Edwin Miller provided even more details about the Beatles’ time in Hamburg, where they “crystallized their powerdriven style” playing “seven-hour sessions. … They took turns singing to save their throats” (Miller, “Bit” 83).

One lucky break came in the form of Brian Epstein’s becoming aware of the band. Epstein’s parents owned one of England’s largest and most successful retail firms and numerous outlets, including the Liverpool appliance store in which their son Brian had created a successful record department. It was there that, in 1961, he got a request for a new single by the city’s own Beatles, “My Bonnie,” on which they back Tony Sheridan. Intrigued, he ordered the single, which promptly sold out. Newsweek recorded Epstein’s recollection of the event: “I decided to sort them out … and found they were working 100 yards down the street. They were dead scruffy and untidy in those days, and actually it was an environment I wasn’t used to, because I was always more interested in classical music. But I liked them enormously” (“George, Paul, …” 55). In much the same way that the press had portrayed Colonel Tom Parker as the man behind Elvis Presley’s success, Brian Epstein was touted as the genius behind the Beatles. Newsweek provided a laundry list of his accomplishments just a week after the Beatles’ return to England. Having first made “minor alterations” in their image, he first “got them into trousers and sweaters,” before finally putting them in suits. He also teamed them with established British acts and in the process got them top or near-top billing. He advertised heavily and “posed them exotically, in junk and ruins, after the style of fashion layouts. And he made them wash.” Above all else, the young entrepreneur believed in his charges. Epstein “confidently expected” their unprecedented success, coming to the States to “stir up interest” when the band failed to catch the attention of the American public. Epstein signed them with Ed Sullivan, who had already “been impressed” by the sight of 15,000 Beatlemaniacs at London airport (“George, Paul, …” 56). Thus, as presented in Seventeen, Time, and Newsweek, the Beatles’ unparalleled success arose from hard work and good luck: they mastered their craft through long hours in the clubs and constant touring; they had the good fortune to have been spotted first by Brian Epstein and then by Ed Sullivan.

In years to come, as their recordings and music increasingly were viewed as innovative, the Beatles’ uniqueness would be more securely tied to their talent. This was expressed in terms of their chart domination, their innovation, their artistry, and in terms of their singular position as leaders and models for the youth culture. In early 1964, however, notions of their specialness distributed through the mass media were limited primarily to the reaction of their fans, and to the novelty of the Beatles’ physical appearance.

Even before their arrival in the United States, American media took note of success that was phenomenal even by the standards of the much larger American market. Newsweek reported in November 1963:

They are the Beatles, and the sound of their music is one of the most persistent noises heard over England since the air-raid sirens were dismantled. This year they have sold 2.5 million recordings of their own compositions, songs like “She Loves You,” “Love Me Do,” and “Please, Please Me.” Their theater appearances drew 5,000 screaming fans and a police riot squad in Manchester; 4,000 began queueing up at 3 a.m. in Newcastle-upon-Tyne; and 2,000 teen-age girls squealed their hearts out as they besieged bobbies outside the sold-out London Palladium. “This is Beatlemania,” said the Daily Mail, and added plaintively: “Where will it all lead?” (“Beatlemania” 104)

Also that month, Time, while dismissing the Beatles as “achingly familiar,” nevertheless acknowledged the Beatles’ startling rise to the top, from the “din of the tough Merseyside pubs” to an earning capacity of $5,000 a week and record sales reaching 2,500,000 copies (“New Madness” 64).

Following their successful first visit to the U.S., Newsweek dissected the Beatles’ commercial viability in greater detail: “In 1963 record sales alone around the world brought in $18 million (of which Beatles, Ltd.—the four Beatles only—received about $450,000). Another $500,000 was earned from sheet-music sales and personal appearances.” The biggest business, however, was coming from the “fringe,” from which 200,000 “official Beatle sweatshirts” were shipped to U.S. stores, and in which “Beatle wigmakers” were already 500,000 orders behind. Expected gross on official Beatle items was expected to reach $50 million in the U.S. alone in 1964. A spokesman for Remco, one of the involved companies, called the Beatles “the most promotional item since the flapper era” (“George, Paul, …” 56[insert]).

In the New York Times on February 17, Martin Arnold’s “Moneywise” article detailed the fortunes of the one American company licensed to manufacture Beatle clothing, the Reliance Manufacturing Company, calling its Beatle-oriented business the “biggest promotion in [the company’s] sixty years.” The company reported that their sales of Beatle merchandise had already totaled $1.4 million wholesale, or more than $2.5 million retail. Another enterprise, the Lowell Toy Company, the only American company licensed to produce Beatle wigs, was turning out 15,000 a day (Arnold 20). Success, whether in terms of touring receipts, record and merchandise sales, or critical acclaim, remained an important part of the Beatles’ image throughout the 1960s.

Arnold’s analysis was part of a series of articles the New York Times ran that day that attempted to explain the Beatles phenomenon in terms of publicity, business, and as a social event. McCandlish Phillips, whom author and journalist Gay Talese called “one of the best reporters on the paper,”23 observed that the Beatles could not have made it in America had they not first been successful in Great Britain, for the American market was already saturated with rock and roll acts; thus it was difficult for one act to distinguish itself from the “mass and stand forth in bold relief.” It was easier for an act to differentiate itself in the “far less glutted British market.” As Phillips noted, news accounts of Beatlemania’s emergence in Britain appearing in the New York Times Magazine, Variety, and elsewhere spawned such demand for Beatle records that Capitol Records rushed its Beatles releases ahead of schedule and distributed a “million copies of a four-page tabloid full of publicity on the Beatles [the National Record News] to disk jockeys, buyers and the press,” in order to further increase demand throughout the United States. In addition, Capitol also supplied a “seven-inch long-playing record to disk jockeys at hundreds of independent stations. The disk featured three Beatles songs and an ‘open-end interview with the Beatles.’” Phillips further noted the “genial conspiracy to promote the Beatles” among disk jockeys, “so that Beatlemania would in turn promote them” (“4 Beatles and How They Grew: Publicitywise” 1+).

This mutually beneficial relationship would continue throughout the Beatlemania period and was essential to the group’s first success in the U.S. and their unprecedented success in the months that followed. Radio’s complicity in popularizing the Beatles—including record play, but also special promotionals, extensive news coverage, and giveaways—was such that by October Billboard, in an article titled “Beatles: Plague or Boon for Radio?,” could note a certain level of dissatisfaction within the industry. Many radio programmers attributed the mania of the fans to complicit deejays—the “‘Monster’ was of their own making” (Faggen 16). Dissatisfaction with Beatle domination had earlier been expressed by labels competing with Capitol who found it nearly impossible to get airplay for their releases due to the unprecedented airtime being devoted to the Beatles (Maher “Beatles …” 1).

While top forty programming was eclipsing the era of the deejay personality, there were those who clung to the old ways. Within the New York market the disk jockey who became most associated with the Beatles was Murray “The K” Kaufman, who had inherited Allan Freed’s evening spot at 1010 WINS in the competitive and nationally influential New York City market. WINS, faced with the problem of creating an ambience that would draw and maintain the attention of teenagers, had given Kaufman Freed’s old time slot. Kaufman, with his nickname and rapid-fire delivery, emulated African American disk jockeys, as had Freed (Passman 246). If anything, however, he was more frantic than Freed and was, according to Tom Wolfe, the “first big hysterical disk jockey” (Kandy-Colored 40). For a time, his style allowed him to dominate the competition of the New York market. In response, the other stations employed their own “hysterical disk jockeys.” WABC called its team of deejays the All Americans; WMCA called theirs the Good Guys. Eventually WABC’s Bruce Morrow, known on the air as “Cousin Brucie,” displaced Murray “The K” from the top, as did the Good Guys. That, however, was before the Beatles arrived.

By the time of the Beatles’ arrival at Kennedy Airport, on February 7, 1964, the promotional campaign that Capitol had finally undertaken had begun to pay off. Every newspaper, television station, network, magazine, and radio station had someone there to cover the event. WINS, unable to think of a suitable news reporter to send to the airport for a live broadcast, sent Kaufman. Kaufman masterfully insinuated himself into the proceedings, placing himself at the feet of the band, which was seated behind a small table atop a temporary stage. The photographers were supposed to have first access to the Beatles, but while they snapped their pictures, Kaufman poked a microphone up at the band and proceeded to interview them, to the consternation of the gathered reporters and photographers. The next night Kaufman escorted the Beatles to the Peppermint Lounge, and acted as their unofficial tour guide for the remainder of this first American tour, even sharing a room with George Harrison in Miami (Wolfe, Kandy-Colored 43–46). The Beatles, a little awestruck by their reception in America, were only too willing to accommodate Kaufman’s requests for plugs, not only for WINS but also for “Swinging Soiree,” his nightly show. Thus the Beatles played an instrumental role in the promotion of Kaufman’s station and of Murray “The K” as a radio personality. The self-proclaimed “fifth Beatle” (briefly) regained his position as New York’s most popular radio personality.

Having appeared twice on The Ed Sullivan Show and played two shows at Carnegie Hall and one at the Washington Coliseum, the Beatles returned to England on February 22. Even in the Beatles’ absence, however, American audiences were kept abreast of the mania accompanying the group’s appearances. The first Australian concert, in Adelaide on June 12, 1964, “ended in a near-riot” as “tear-stained girls” stormed the stage. Earlier, the New York Times reported, “a hysterical crowd of 25,000 broke through barriers and formed a screaming mob around the Beatles’ car when they arrived [in Adelaide] by plane from Sydney.” It was further reported, “Two girls were trampled and a 60-year-old woman collapsed” (“Police Halt Beatles’ Show” 14). In Melbourne, an estimated 250,000 people saw the Beatles on their six-mile drive from the airport, reportedly nearly twice as many as turned out to see Queen Elizabeth II and Prince Philip the previous year. The New York Times reported that “teen-agers swept away barricades and broke through police lines reinforced by soldiers and sailors. … More than 300—mostly girls—were treated [for minor injuries] at emergency Red Cross stations. Fifty others were taken to hospitals” (“250,000 Australians” 35). The following week, in Wellington, New Zealand, “police battled thousands of screaming teen-agers” (“Beatles Fans Fight Police” 20). Shortly, these scenes would be repeated throughout the U.S. as the Beatles mounted their first full-blown tour of the country, in August and September 1964.

A number of factors contributed to the unprecedented success the Beatles enjoyed in the American market. The band possessed a highly developed star image before arriving in the U.S. Capitol defined the Beatles’ image according to proven models and practices, and it was developed along the standardized path of the teen idol. The image was differentiated from other teen idols by the band’s newness and uniqueness, their irreverence, their success, and the Beatlemania of their young fans. The group’s “joie de vivre” (as Stokowski put it) was welcomed by their young fans, perhaps, in part, as a hopeful response to the national tragedy of President Kennedy’s assassination. In a culture inundated with images of the star, permeating society by means of magazines, radio, television, movies, sound recordings, and newspapers, the Beatles’ image had a distinctly American ring to it: modest backgrounds, success through hard work, talent, perseverance, and luck. Thus their early image validated the core value of the American myth of success—“the belief that all men, in accordance with certain rules, but exclusively by their own efforts, can make of their lives what they will” (Weiss 3).

Capitol spared no effort in promoting the Beatles once it became apparent that their music was indeed a viable product in the American market. This promotion, at an unprecedented cost, was instrumental in raising expectations upon the Beatles’ arrival, and in enlisting the support of New York radio stations and disk jockeys. The Beatles’ appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show and coverage in the national print media guaranteed them a national audience, not only for their music but also for the mania that they stirred. The vagaries of the market also contributed to the band’s success: Once unable to secure a major label release, with the release of “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” the Beatles’ found themselves enjoying unprecedented success as (much to the chagrin of those promoting other bands and soloists) the charts flooded with Beatle product from record labels exploiting their limited and lapsing interests in the band.

At this early date, the image was in its most controlled and pristine state, an anglicized teen-idol ideal unblemished by the ravages of time or independent reportage. Promotional materials from Capitol were the foundation for much of the mass media’s descriptions of the band in early 1964, and reveal the machinations of mass consumerism: a sketchily defined object becomes the repository of meaning for audience members who, in effect, declare their individuality by participation in the mass. A mass message eliciting an individual response on a mass scale, the Beatles’ image was defined only enough to elicit identification. Their young fans filled in the details with product-fueled fantasies of romance and adventure.

Their unparalleled accomplishments, and the phenomenon of Beatlemania, ensured that the Beatles would retain a public presence throughout 1964. Their image, marked by their irreverence, newness, uniqueness, success, toughness, universal appeal, and the mania that their appearances aroused, was promoted in the months following their first visit to the United States. It was most prominently displayed in A Hard Day’s Night, a film that both crystallized the image that would dominate throughout the touring years, and helped to bring the Beatles success and acceptance among a wider audience.
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