

[image: ]







[image: ]


Copyright © 2008 Omnibus Press

This edition © 2009 Omnibus Press

(A Division of Music Sales Limited, 14-15 Berners Street, London, W1T 3LJ)

ISBN: 978-0-85712-044-1

The Author hereby asserts his/her right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with Sections 77 to 78 of the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage or retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, expect by a reviewer who may quote brief passages.

Every effort has been made to trace the copyright holders of the photographs in this book, but one or two were unreachable. We would be grateful if the photographers concerned would contact us.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

Visit Omnibus Press on the web at www.omnibuspress.com

For all your musical needs including instruments, sheet music and accessories, visit www.musicroom.com

For on-demand sheet music straight to your home printer, visit www.sheetmusicdirect.com

CONTENTS

[image: ]

Information Page

INTRODUCTION

ELVIS PRESLEY The Sun Years by Peter Doggett

THE BEACH BOYS Pet Sound by Andrew Doe & John Tobler

BOB DYLAN Blonde On Blonde by Patrick Humphries

THE BEATLES Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band by Peter Doggett

JIMI HENDRIX (The Jimi Hendrix Experience) Electric Ladyland by Peter Doggett

JOHNNY CASH Johnny Cash At San Quentin by Peter Hogan

SIMON & GARFUNKEL Bridge Over Troubled Water by Chris Charlesworth

ERIC CLAPTON (Derek & The Dominos) Layla And Other Assorted Love Songs by Marc Roberty

THE WHO Next by Chris Charlesworth & Ed Hanel

LED ZEPPELIN [image: ] by Dave Lewis

THE ROLLING STONES Exile On Main St. by Mark Paytress

DAVID BOWIE The Rise And Fall Of Ziggy Stardust And The Spiders From Mars by David Buckley

PINK FLOYD Dark Side Of The Moon by Andy Mabbett

BOB MARLEY (The Wailers) Catch A Fire by Ian McCann

BRUCE SPRINGSTEEN Born To Run by Patrick Humphries

FLEETWOOD MAC Rumours by Rikky Rooksby

THE CLASH The Clash by Tony Fletcher

THE SEX PISTOLS Never Mind The Bollocks, Here’s The Sex Pistols by Mark Paytress

MICHAEL JACKSON Thriller by Geoff Brown

PAUL SIMON Graceland by Chris Charlesworth

U2 The Joshua Tree by Bill Graham

NIRVANA Nevermind by Mark Paytress

ABBA Abba Gold by Carl Magnus Palm

R.E.M. Automatic For The People by Peter Hogan

RADIOHEAD OK Computer by Mark Paytress

LIST OF CONTRIBUTORS


INTRODUCTION

 DURING THE NINETIES Omnibus Press published a series of books under the generic title The Complete Guides To The Music Of… They were shaped like CD jewel cases and designed to sit alongside the CDs on your record shelf, and were written by experienced rock critics whose brief was not just to be objective about the music and sort out the wheat from the chaff in any given artist’s repertoire, but also to offer background information about the circumstances in which the albums were recorded.

As the commissioning editor of this series, it was my hope that the books would most benefit newcomers to the increasingly large catalogues of rock’s greatest performers. I envisaged a teenager in a Virgin or HMV megastore being bewildered and discouraged by the amount of different CDs in, say, the Jimi Hendrix or David Bowie sections, and not knowing what to buy. Our Complete Guide books were designed to steer them in the right direction, especially when commenting on the merits of compilations and whether they offered value for money.

In the end, Omnibus published almost 50 books on artists ranging from Frank Sinatra to The Sex Pistols. The first batch of six - on Elvis Presley, The Beatles, The Doors, Bob Marley, Queen and Led Zeppelin - were chosen because I thought their catalogues were complete and the books would therefore not require any further updating. How wrong I was! Even though with all these acts the artist or a member of the group had passed on, I wasn’t taking into consideration the ingenuity of record labels when it came to reissuing back catalogues. All these books were soon out of date, as were most of those that followed, so keeping the series up to date became a bit like painting the Forth Bridge - an endless task.

Talking of record labels, one major approached Omnibus with a view to packaging our miniature books with CDs by the acts in question. It sounded like a great marketing opportunity but I was obliged to point out to the label representative that the books were objective, that there were occasions when the author may have been a bit harsh about this or that album and suggested, perhaps, that the creative muse had somehow failed the artist on this particular record, and offered opinions on the music that the artist might not necessarily share and which might therefore cause some embarrassment in the boardroom. The major label took the point and discussions were aborted.

I believe the books worked best with those acts whose back catalogues are best described as “untidy”. These were artists who, like Jimi Hendrix or Bob Marley, signed unpropitious record deals early in their careers long before they recorded their best-known work. Once the artists were famous these early recordings would come back to haunt them, often marketed under dubious titles like The Fabulous Early Years or The Roots Of Genius, clearly designed to hoodwink the unwary into parting with their money for substandard product. Anyone who read the Complete Guide books would know what to avoid in this regard. For those acts with “tidy” catalogues, like The Beatles or U2, the books served more as reference works than consumer guides, but I like to think they contained some useful information, fine writing and thoughtful analysis, even if everyone already knew that Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band and The Joshua Tree are pretty good records.

Both those albums are in this book, along with 23 others that I think either defined their era, pushed the boundaries back a bit or, in one or two cases, simply sold in such huge quantities that they are impossible to ignore. For this reason I thought it worthwhile to combine into one single volume critiques of 25 of the greatest records of the last 50 years.

The first long playing record, with finely spaced grooves that turned at 33 1/3 rpm, was introduced by Columbia Records in the USA in 1931, and the first compact disc for commercial release rolled off the assembly line in 1982 at a Philips factory in Germany. In the first decade of the 21st century, music largely exists as a non-tangible entity that can be accessed down a telephone line in a fraction of a second, and it is possible to carry 20,000 songs around on a gadget not much larger than a cigarette packet. Albums, as such, are giving way to individual tracks. Soon they will be no more, redundant because most new consumers won’t want to buy them as tangible entities anyway.

But for now, here’s 25 of the best ever made.



Chris Charlesworth, 2008.

ELVIS PRESLEY
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The Sun Years

1954/5

By Peter Doggett
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AT 706 UNION Avenue, Memphis, Tennessee, stands Sun Studios — the birthplace of the most important collection of rock’n’roll tracks ever recorded. Between 1954 and 1960, Sun’s owner, Sam Phillips, produced pioneering rockabilly, blues, country and pop sides by artists such as Carl Perkins, Jerry Lee Lewis, Johnny Cash, Charlie Rich — and Elvis Presley.

Before Elvis was signed to Sun, in the summer of 1954, Phillips’ label was renowned as a centre of excellence for the blues. Like scores of independents in the Southern states, Sun scuffled to survive from one release to the next. Phillips financed the label’s early years by freelance production work, handling sessions with artists such as Howlin’ Wolf and B.B. King for larger companies. He supervised the making of what’s generally regarded as the first rock’n’roll record, Jackie Brenston’s ‘Rocket 88’. He proved to be an equally sympathetic producer of hillbilly country music. And in 1954, the future King of Rock’n’Roll fell into his lap.

Elvis Presley had been born on January 8, 1935, in a tiny shack in Tupelo, Mississippi. He was raised in Memphis, and working as a truck driver for the local firm of Crown Electric when he made his first amateur recordings — at the Memphis Recording Service, part of the small Sun empire. Presley had been performing blues, country, gospel and pop songs in public for a year or two by then, and had attracted the attention of some of the hottest gospel quartets in the State. But he needed the reassurance of hearing his voice on a record before he felt confident enough to make his music into a career.

Under the guise of cutting a record for his mother’s birthday — already several months past — Elvis approached Marion Keisker, Sam Phillips’ right-hand-woman, in the late summer of 1953. She captured him singing two songs, ‘My Happiness’ and ‘That’s When Your Heartaches Begin’, to his own simple guitar accompaniment. The following January, he was back, cutting another pair of songs: ‘Casual Love Affair’ and ‘I’ll Never Stand In Your Way’. Impressed by the haunting melodicism of his voice, which was pitched intriguingly between a crooner’s smooth slide and the low moan of the blues, Keisker kept Elvis’s details on file, and reported his existence to her boss.

When Phillips needed a singer to cut a demo a few months later, he invited Presley into the studio. Their initial sessions were unproductive, but when Phillips teamed Elvis with two of the label’s regular sessionmen, bassist Bill Black and guitarist Scotty Moore, sparks rapidly grew into an inferno. After cutting restrained renditions of two ballads, ‘Harbor Lights’ and ‘I Love You Because’, Presley, Moore and Black jammed around the changes of a blues song, Arthur “Big Boy” Crudup’s ‘That’s All Right (Mama)’, while Phillips was away from the studio board. When the producer returned, he asked them what on earth they were doing — and whether they could do it again. After a handful of takes, Elvis Presley’s first single was on tape, and the world of popular music was changed for ever.

Elvis issued five singles on Sun, scoring regional hits and making brief inroads into the national country charts. He also taped around a dozen other songs during his sessions with Sam Phillips — a dozen that have survived, that is, as rumours persist of a treasure trove of missing Sun sides.

Each of his Sun singles was carefully programmed to couple a blues tune with a country song, thereby maximising the potential for sales and airplay. Before his name and face became known, no one was sure whether Elvis was black or white — which was precisely the sound that Phillips had been looking for. Elvis’s voice was part Hank Williams, part Bobby Bland, part Dean Martin, part Johnnie Ray, and part the kind of divine accident that only happens once in a century. Whether or not Sam Phillips ever voiced his much-quoted aim of finding a white man who had a “Negro sound and feel”, Presley fitted the bill. Equally at home in the black or white musical traditions, he effectively moulded them into one. And his appreciation for mainstream pop music, and the tight harmonies of the top gospel quartets, enabled him to branch out way beyond the strict ghetto boundaries of blues and country. Outside, the world was waiting.

THE SINGLES

That’s All Right (Mama)/Blue Moon Of Kentucky

(1954)

Blues purists trace a path of exploitation, of white musicians ripping off blacks, from the release of this record — which mixed a taste of hillbilly country with a Delta blues tune and produced the concoction known as rock’n’roll. Play Crudup’s original alongside Presley’s cover, however, and their theory implodes. Fine though Crudup’s record is, it lends nothing but its basic lyrical framework to Presley’s interpretation. In the hands of Elvis, Scotty and Bill, as the trio were credited on the Sun singles, ‘That’s All Right (Mama)’ was transformed from a laboured complaint into a celebratory jubilee. Set Crudup’s lugubrious vocal alongside the effortless verve of Presley’s singing, and all comparisons disappear.

Presley worked similar magic on the flipside, a bluegrass tune by the father of the genre, Bill Monroe. His original had the “high lonesome” sound of Forties bluegrass, with keening vocals and a tight, restrained rhythm. Elvis started out singing the song that way, then cut loose the chains and played it like an uptempo blues tune. By the time the record was finished, it was hard to tell which side was country and which was blues.

Good Rockin’ Tonight/I Don’t Care If The Sun Don’t Shine

(1954)

The same formula was repeated on the second Sun single. ‘Good Rockin’ Tonight’ came from a blues single by Roy Brown — an uptown, citified blues this time, rather than the rural model Presley souped up on his début. Stopping the world in its tracks with the arrogance of his opening vocal wail, Presley set off on a roller-coaster ride across musical boundaries, calling out for everyone to recognise his power. “Tonight she’ll know I’m a mighty mighty man”, Presley swaggered on the middle verse, and every second of his performance matched his boast.

‘I Don’t Care If The Sun Don’t Shine’ sounded like another hillbilly song waiting for a fresh tank of gas. But it actually belonged to Tin Pan Alley, having been recorded by such sophisticates as Patti Page and Elvis’s idol, Dean Martin. Elvis, Scotty and Bill turned up the tempo and played it hard and furious, and the result was every bit as dynamic as ‘Blue Moon Of Kentucky’.

Milkcow Blues Boogie/You’re A Heartbreaker

(1955)

The lyrical imagery of ‘Milkcow Blues Boogie’ had appeared in dozens of blues (and hillbilly) songs in the decades before Elvis solidified the song for all time. It’s not certain where he learned the lines — whether they came from a bluesman like Kokomo Arnold, or from the Western swing rendition of Bob Wills and his Texas Playboys. Nor is it certain whether the memorable opening seconds of his recording were contrived or improvised on the spot. Elvis, Scotty and Bill begin the song at a dirge-like tempo, before Elvis calls the band to a halt. “Hold it, fellas. That don’t move me,” he complains. “Let’s get real, real gone for a change.” And they do, the musicians struggling to keep pace as Elvis drives them forward with a vocal that hiccups and swoops up and down the octaves with barely contained delirium at its heart.

By complete contrast, ‘You’re A Heartbreaker’ — actually a pop song, originally recorded by one Jimmy Heap — was presented as Presley’s most sedate country performance to date. Elvis abandoned the vocal pyrotechnics of the A-side, and swung through the melody as confidently as another of his early role models, Lefty Frizzell.

I’m Left, You’re Right, She’s Gone/Baby Let’s Play House

(1955)

1Pitched midway between full-bore rockabilly and uptempo hillbilly, ‘I’m Left, You’re Right, She’s Gone’ was the first original song that Presley ever recorded. Written by Sun Records insider Stan Kesler, it started out as a slow blues, under the title ‘My Baby’s Gone’ (as first heard on a legal release via The Complete Sun Sessions CD).

That track was completely overshadowed by its coupling, an R&B tune based on a country hit by Eddy Arnold, and fuelled by imagery that had passed down the blues tradition for generations. Elvis launched the track with an almost inhuman series of whoops and hollers, before slicing through the lyrics with a confidence that defined the concept of “machismo”. Mean, threatening, half sung and half sneered, ‘Baby Let’s Play House’ encapsulated everything that was dark and enticing about the young Elvis Presley.

Mystery Train/I Forgot To Remember To Forget

(1955)

Stan Kesler and self-styled rockabilly pioneer Charlie Feathers concocted the pun-filled honky-tonk ballad, ‘I Forgot To Remember To Forget’ — a stone country tune that Elvis sang with the flair of a Lefty Frizzell or a George Jones. Once again, though, it was the blues coupling that set the world on fire. Sam Phillips had produced Junior Parker’s original version of ‘Mystery Train’, an eerie harbinger of doom based around the lyrical theme of a Thirties country song. For Presley’s version, fellow blues fan Scotty Moore set the rhythm with a clipped, insistent guitar riff, while Elvis opened his throat and wailed, like an engineer powerless to control a ghost train heading full-tilt for a fallen bridge.

In commercial terms, this was probably the strongest of the five Sun singles; and it was certainly the most successful, topping the Billboard Country and Western charts towards the end of 1955. Its chart showing ensured that a major label like RCA couldn’t help but be aware of Presley’s potential — both as an artist and a profit-making machine.

THE EVER EXPANDING SUN COLLECTION

When RCA purchased Elvis’s contract in November 1955, they secured a case full of Elvis session tapes, which was raided to make up the numbers on RCA’s studio albums and singles between 1956 and 1959. Another Sun recording surfaced in 1965; after that, there were merely persistent rumours, until bootleg collections began appearing in the early Seventies, presenting a batch of alternate takes (including the near-legendary ‘My Baby’s Gone’, the bluesier role model for ‘I’m Left, You’re Right, She’s Gone’).

For anyone who didn’t have access to the original, mono singles, the Sun recordings were available only in ludicrous fake stereo from the early Sixties through to 1975, when RCA finally released their first Sun-centred Presley album. There have been several subsequent attempts at the same operation, but still hard-core Presley-philes maintain that there is a secret vault filled with previously unheard Sun masters. That there may be; but it’s near certain RCA doesn’t have access to it, or else those tracks would surely have been released by now.

The late Seventies and Eighties also saw the legal (or semilegal, in some cases) release of other material long rumoured to have survived — live recordings of Elvis, Scotty Moore and Bill Black taped during the Sun era, plus the fabled ‘Million Dollar Quartet’ tape, recorded at Sun a year after Elvis left for RCA.

THE ELVIS PRESLEY SUN COLLECTION

(1975)

It took British Presley fans — notably the NME journalist Roy Carr — to force RCA into compiling a long-overdue album of what seemed, at the time, like the complete Sun recordings. With the exception of an alternate take of ‘I Love You Because’, issued on 1974’s A Legendary Performer LP, everything on the original pressing of this album had been issued in the Fifties. But here it was on sale in one budget-priced package, and without the distorted, artificial remixing of previous reissues. It was also the first Presley LP to include lengthy, informative, factual sleeve notes.

A few months after this LP appeared, RCA “discovered” a previously unknown Sun out-take: a cover of the crooner’s favourite, ‘Harbor Lights’. This was added to the subsequent pressings of the Sun Collection, only for the process to be repeated. This time the addition to the canon was ‘When It Rains, It Really Pours’, a 1955 prototype for the recording included on 1965’s Elvis Eor Everyone LP. That surfaced on A Legendary Performer Vol. 4 in 1983. Next to be uncovered was the undubbed recording of ‘Tomorrow Night’, which had first surfaced with additional instrumentation on that same 1965 LP. Stripped of its later ornamentation, it appeared on the 1985 collection, Reconsider Baby.

A few months earlier, the boxed album set A Golden Celebration had offered an entire suite of Sun out-takes. Among them was the legendary ‘My Baby’s Gone’, so titled by bootleggers in the early Seventies, but actually an early, bluesy arrangement of ‘I’m Left, You’re Right, She’s Gone’; a pure country fragment of ‘Blue Moon Of Kentucky’; an equally brief ‘I’ll Never Let You Go’; alternate versions of ‘Harbor Lights’, ‘That’s All Right’ and ‘I Don’t Care If The Sun Don’t Shine’; and that magical ‘When It Rains, It Really Pours’.

When RCA announced it now had access to more than a dozen alternate takes from the Sun years, it was obviously time for a complete revamp.

THE COMPLETE SUN SESSIONS

(1987)

To a chorus of praise from most sides, blurred only slightly by howls of disgust by perfectionists, The Complete Sun Sessions gave these seminal recordings their most prestigious setting to date. The lengthy notes by Presley biographer Peter Guralnick set the scene and cast aside some myths, while the two-LP set itself gathered up every Sun track released to date and added2 nine further out-takes.

These weren’t quite as thrilling as they might have been, as they comprised three additional takes of ‘I Love You Because’ and six of ‘I’m Left, You’re Right, She’s Gone’. Confirmation of their existence suggested to the detractors that RCA must be sitting on similar treasure troves for other songs in its archive — a theory for which the release of The Complete Fifties Masters in 1992 added more evidence.

Sadly, this was one release where the vinyl edition outstripped the CD. Two full LPs contained too much music for one 5” disc, so six tracks were dropped to prevent the need for a two-CD set: takes one and four of ‘I Love You Because’ and takes eight, 10, 11 and 12 of ‘I’m Left, You’re Right, She’s Gone’. At least RCA had the honesty to drop the “Complete” from the title of the CD.

THE BEACH BOYS
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Pet Sounds

 May 1966

By Andrew Doe & John Tobler
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HAVING BOUGHT TIME (and handed Capitol a purely incidental hit album) with The Beach Boys’ Party!, Brian Wilson now turned his full attention to his new project. Inspired by The Beatles’ Rubber Soul LP (released in December 1965), which he considered to be “full of all good stuff, no filler”, he told wife Marilyn: “I’m gonna make the best rock album in the world”… and, in the view of many expert critics, he succeeded. In three Nineties UK polls, Pet Sounds emerged at or near the top of the pile each time — and these are critics’ polls, the considered opinions of professional rock journalists, and not merely a reflection of the flavour of the month. An artistic validation 30 years too late, true, but very welcome all the same.

Wilson’s compositional style for Pet Sounds bordered on the impressionistic; rather than writing a complete melody, he instead sketched out what he called “feels… specific rhythm patterns, fragments of ideas”. The melody and lyric would come later, inspired directly by the mood of the “feels”. As a writing method, it was luxurious, organic… and time consuming, to the extent that, when Capitol reminded Wilson that a “proper” LP was again overdue, just one song had been completed (’Sloop John B’) and one basic track recorded (’In My Childhood’ — which he decided he hated).

Gripped by a mild panic, and with the band away on tour, Wilson recalled a chance acquaintance, advertising jingle writer Tony Asher, whom he asked to help out with lyrics. Asher immediately agreed, but soon found out that collaborating with Wilson (whose chemical experimentation was escalating) was a distinct chore outside the strictly musical arena, and in later years offered the famous quote that Brian Wilson was “a genius musician, but an amateur human being”.

The Beach Boys, largely absent on tour while their resident Svengali was creating, offered a more considered, if fragmented, critical opinion. Dennis and Carl Wilson loved the new music; Al Jardine decided “it sure doesn’t sound like the old stuff”; and Mike Love was memorably forthright — “don’t fuck with the formula”; (Bruce Johnston also loved the music, but as a wage slave like Jardine — rather than a voting member of the corporation — he had no real clout in such matters).

Love’s disapproval also concerned certain lyrical themes, which Wilson, ever diplomatic, duly ensured were revised. In other matters, however, Wilson was totally intransigent, and this benign dictatorship resulted in Pet Sounds being, essentially, a Brian Wilson solo album with guest vocalists. The rest of the band barely contributed instrumentally, and there is strong documentary evidence that, after group vocal sessions, Wilson would return alone to the studio and re-record them his way; which is not to imply that vocals by his colleagues were in any way substandard, but rather was an example of his increasingly perfectionist nature — something that session musicians were already well aware of.

As was his habit, Wilson spent much longer in the studio than Capitol deemed fit, with the result that, apart from the previously released ‘Sloop John B’ and ‘Caroline, No’, all of Pet Sounds’ complex backing tracks and vocals were mixed in a single nine-hour session (which probably explains the chatter heard on some tracks).

Pet Sounds has been called an early concept album; while all the main participants repeatedly deny this, it is not difficult to discern a uniting theme — of hopes and aspirations dashed, of a search for love doomed to failure — and even, some claim, by judicious reprogramming of the CD track order, to produce a coherent storyline tracing the rise and fall of a relationship… and certainly the pervading air of Pet Sounds is one of gentle melancholy. Perhaps that’s why, even though it included three US Top 40 hits, Pet Sounds sold significantly fewer copies than any Beach Boys LP since Surfin’ Safari and only just made the US Top 10, although it was a major commercial success in Britain, where it became their first Top 10 LP and their first to spend over six months in the chart.

Artistically, however, it was a different story: the music business understood that something very special indeed was happening in southern California, and Wilson suddenly found himself at the vanguard of the nascent pop revolution, regarded as an innovator, a man with something to say of whom much was expected. Fortunately, the next step was already well in hand: during the Pet Sounds sessions, Wilson had also taken a couple of stabs at another title — ‘Good Vibrations’.

It had been the intention of Capitol Records to mark the 30th anniversary of the release of Pet Sounds with a revolutionary four CD box set comprising a remastered mono version (using HD/CD technology), session material as per the fifth CD of the Good Vibrations box set (including the first ever ‘Good Vibrations’ session), the instrumental and vocal tracks in isolation (and stereo!) and, at long last, the first true stereo mix of the complete album. This was lovingly and excellently constructed by Mark Linnett, using the original instrumental four-track and vocal eight-track session tapes. Synchronisation was possible because once he was satisfied with the instrumental backing, Wilson had mixed it down to mono on one of the eight tracks on the eight-track tape, leaving seven tracks for vocals. Linnett thus was able to work with what were effectively 11 tracks for each song once he had synchronised the start of the instrumental four track with the mixed-down mono instrumental track.

Well, that’s how it has been explained. The results were stunning, opening up new windows on each song, and the deconstructed vocal and instrumental versions not only allowed intimate study of Brian Wilson’s working methods (as did the session tapes, which were also in stereo), but also confirmed that the majority of the vocals on the album were (as had long been rumoured) by Brian Wilson.

Whether or not this rankled with the rest of the group is not known, but the fact is that the box had been approved by Wilson and scheduled for a May 1996 release but was postponed several times; once because the band wanted the booklet(s) revised, and on another occasion because they (allegedly) demanded the stereo mix be done again. The Pet Sounds Sessions box set was eventually released in late 1997, to huge critical acclaim. In 1999, and again in 2001, the album was reissued in a single CD format that comprised both the mono and stereo mixes, and yet again in 2003 in a DVD-A format, comprising the following versions: advanced resolution surround sound, advanced resolution stereo, advanced resolution mono, DTS 5.1 surround sound and DVD-video compatible Dolby digital 5.1.

The package also included video footage from the Sessions EPK, and a stereo remix of ‘Summer Means New Love’. Not bad for an album conceived and originally released in mono.

(NB: Where Mike Love’s composer credit is followed by *, these songs were decreed by a 1994 Los Angeles court decision to have been co-written by him, although he was never previously credited as such; the bonus tracks included on Capitol’s 1990 CD reissue programme are noted by +.)

Wouldn’t It Be Nice

(B. Wilson/Asher/Love*)

Recorded at LA’s Gold Star Studios (where many of Phil Spector’s masterpieces were created), this classic US Top 10 hit’s lilting guitar intro and explosive drum shot usher in a bittersweet tale of longings as yet unfulfilled, hopes tempered by reality. An accordion-driven track of impressive complexity overlaid with Brian Wilson’s keen lead and Love’s wonderfully mellow middle-eight vocal, cushioned by sumptuous group harmonies, the lyrical hints at immorality in the first two verses are allayed by the matrimonial hopes of the bridge.

A 24-carat masterpiece, this was carelessly released in Britain as the flip side of the Top Three ‘God Only Knows’ single; a classic case of losing an obvious hit through bad judgement — in the US, ‘God Only Knows’ was the flip side of ‘Wouldn’t It Be Nice’, but in Britain, ‘God Only Knows’ was the favoured track on pirate radio and thus became a smash hit. Included on the boxed set collectors CD in vocal split format, the vocals are even more stunning… and curiously, it’s Wilson and not Love singing the middle-eight (a point remedied on the second reissue of the mono/stereo single CD).

You Still Believe In Me

(B. Wilson/Asher)

The odd bicycle bell and horn interjections in this stately, almost hymn-like number are relics of the song’s original incarnation as ‘In My Childhood’, a number that Wilson abandoned, but which had been recorded in such a way that these extraneous sounds could not be erased when he decided to recycle the track… yet strangely, they still fit. His lead vocal is sweetness personified, and the chorus harmony blocks are truly angelic. The bell-like piano intro was achieved by plucking the strings of the instrument, which apparently required extensive practice!

That’s Not Me

(B. Wilson/Asher)

The eccentric drum patterns underpinning this track heighten the sense of uncertainty evident in the lyric, while a melodic bass line weaves in and around Love’s questioning vocal and Wilson’s plaintive counter. As spellbinding, in the view of some commentators, as the two previous tracks.

Don’t Talk (Put Your Head On My Shoulder)

(B. Wilson/Asher)

The last track recorded for the album, and a solo vocal performance from Wilson, this languid confection is one of his most romantic compositions and, according to some critics, exudes almost overwhelming emotion.

I’m Waiting For The Day

(B. Wilson/Love)

An attention-grabbing timpani intro leads into a track of great contrasts, juxtaposing reflective passages with aggressive verses to great effect. Similarly, Wilson’s lead vocal swings from tender to strident as required. Originally copyrighted in 1964 and credited to Wilson alone, Love’s compositional contribution was apparently to amend eight words.

Let’s Go Away For A While

(B. Wilson)

A year after the release of Pet Sounds, Brian Wilson considered this wistfully atmospheric track to be “the most satisfying piece of music I’ve ever made”, a statement with which many Beach Boys fans and commentators would concur. Although presented as an instrumental, and long thought to have been conceived as such — even though lyrics were written by Asher — it emerged in 1995 that a session for vocals was scheduled, but — at Capitol’s insistence — was used instead to mix the album. The story goes that as part of a running joke then current, the song was semi-seriously called ‘Let’s Go Away For A While (And Then We’ll Have World Peace)’.

Sloop John B.

(Trad. arr. B. Wilson)

Released as a single in March, 1966, and a Top Three hit on both sides of the Atlantic, this version of a traditional folk song (a 1960 UK hit for Lonnie Donegan as ‘I Wanna Go Home’) was recorded in late 1965 at Jardine’s instigation, although the arrangement is 100 per cent Brian Wilson. The sore thumb of the album in lyrical terms, it was long assumed that the song was included at Capitol’s insistence, as a recent hit; however, research has unearthed a mid-February track listing that Wilson handed to the company, on which the then-unreleased ‘Sloop John B’ is included. A totally compelling vocal performance, especially during the a cappella break. Love and Wilson share lead vocals.

God Only Knows

(B. Wilson/Asher)

Possibly Carl Wilson’s crowning vocal achievement, this has been described by one noted Beach Boys historian as the most beautiful suicide song ever (presumably on the strength of the lines, “The world would show nothing to me, so what good would living do me?”). Be that as it may, Carl’s honeyed lead is matched by a shimmering backing track and a gorgeous rotating tag featuring Brian Wilson and Johnston. A US Top 40 hit as the B-side to ‘Wouldn’t It Be Nice?’ and a UK Top Three smash (see above), Brian reputedly had some misgivings about including the word “God” in the song title; Asher successfully talked him round.

A major highlight of the 1993 Good Vibrations boxed set was a nine-minute session track, illustrating the importance of the studio musicians in developing the song, and culminating with a version featuring not only Brian’s original guide vocal but also an awesome and previously unheard vocal tag of immense complexity and beauty. Why this was consigned to the vaults remains a complete mystery. The Sessions box included a (wisely rejected) mix featuring a (lamentable) sax break during the middle-eight in place of the vocals we all know. Finally, Endless Harmony featured a very down-home rendition recorded live in the studio in 1967 for the unreleased Lei’d In Hawaii project.

I Know There’s An Answer

(B. Wilson/Asher/Sachen/Love*)

Initially written and recorded as ‘Hang On To Your Ego’, this was the item that sent Love’s blood pressure soaring, and caused Brian Wilson to get road manager Terry Sachen to marginally revise the lyrics. The track is driven nicely by bass harmonica and banjo, and to many fans, the voice on the verse after Love’s first line sounds awfully like Jardine rather than Wilson.

Here Today

(B. Wilson/Asher)

A cascading bass line into the chorus and the mid-song chatter highlight this forceful song, taken from an ex-boyfriend’s point of view. If the chords behind the verse sound familiar, they should — Brian Wilson recycled the progression in ‘Good Vibrations’. Love is spot on as usual. The instrumental track was recorded at Sunset Sound.

I Just Wasn’t Made For These Times

(B. Wilson/Asher)

A less-than-subtle cri de coeur from Brian Wilson, this near-solo performance boasts what may be the first ever use on a rock song of a theremin (a strange instrument, to say the least, later used extensively on ‘Good Vibrations’), played by Paul Tanner. The three-part vocal chorus has attracted great attention as the second and third lines are less than clear; session tapes reveal them to be, “Ain’t found the one thing I can put my heart and soul into” and, “My friends don’t know (or want) me”. The instrumental track was recorded at Gold Star.

Pet Sounds

(B. Wilson)

‘Sloop John B’ aside, this spiky instrumental was long thought to be the first track recorded for Pet Sounds (further research has since disproved the notion), and was originally called ‘Run, James, Run’ (the James in question reportedly being Bond, as in 007).

Caroline, No

(B. Wilson/Asher)

Ushered in by drummer Hal Blaine tapping on an empty soda siphon bottle, this bittersweet US Top 40 ballad was issued as a Brian Wilson solo single. As with ‘Surfin”, father Murry Wilson insisted the master be sped up a tone to make Brian sound younger. The barking on the tag was supplied by the latter’s dogs at the time, Banana (a beagle) and Louie (a Weimaraner).

Unreleased Backgrounds+

(B. Wilson)

… to ‘Don’t Talk’: probably a wise omission from the LP in 1966.

Hang On To Your Ego+

(B. Wilson/Asher)

Brian Wilson handles the original lyric in a working vocal over a slightly incomplete track. Some find it difficult to understand precisely what Love found so objectionable. Brian Wilson’s appeal to engineer Chuck Britz at the end is priceless, as is the latter’s response. As with ‘God Only Knows’, the boxed set included enlightening session material on this title, as well as an alternate version.

Trombone Dixie+

(B. Wilson)

According to David Leaf’s excellent Pet Sounds CD booklet notes, it says ‘Trombone Dixie’ on the tape box and features a trombone, so that’ll have to do. Reprising (among others) a riff from ‘The Little Girl I Once Knew’, Brian Wilson would later recycle part of this perky instrumental into ‘Had To Phone Ya’ on 15 Big Ones, the group’s 1976 comeback LP.


BOB DYLAN
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Blonde On Blonde

August 1966

By Patrick Humphries
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WITH BACKING GROUP The Band on board, Bob Dylan set off to terrorise the civilised world. Established as a bona-fide pop star, Dylan played nearly 50 shows between May and July 1966, but diehard Dylan fans still couldn’t take the idea of their idol fronting a pop group; it seemed to them that Bob was debasing himself before the false gods of money and fame.

Only Dylan could inspire such devotion and provoke such feelings of betrayal. If you went to a concert by Cliff Richard, you didn’t go to boo. Crispian St Peters never aroused such hostility in his fans. This was only the second generation of rock’n’roll, the amplification in halls was primitive, achieving a sound balance was nigh-on impossible… but the overriding feeling left by that incendiary 1966 concert tour was of betrayal.

Loyal fans who had stood by Bob and put up with all the disparaging comments (“Can’t sing for toffee, what are his songs about..?”) went along and heard their hero drowned out by a pop group. Pop groups were Freddie and The Dreamers, not Bob Dylan and The Band. Guitarist Robbie Robertson recalled: “You get off the plane and play — people booed you. We thought, ‘Jesus, this is a strange way to make a living!’”

The head-on collision between Dylan and The Band has been one of rock’s great mysteries. The reality is that a secretary in Dylan’s manager’s office took Bob out to see the boys somewhere in the swamps of New Jersey, sometime in 1965. In Dont Look Back, when asked why he had other musicians on his record, Dylan smiles and says they’re his friends… “And I have to give my friends work, don’t I?”

It’s a theory Marianne Faithfull enthusiastically explored in her 1994 autobiography. She gives a compelling fly-on-the-wall account of Dylan at the height of his pop star adulation: “When he came back… with The Band… he was so happy… and it made you realise just what a drag it must have been being out there all by himself with an acoustic guitar, just moaning away. This was exacerbated by being in England, where all the musicians he was meeting were in groups… All that boys’ club stuff that makes it so much easier.”

Out on a limb, Dylan was also under pressure to deliver a novel — he couldn’t let John Lennon be the only literary pop star. He was touring, his manager had committed him to a TV special, his contract with CBS was due to expire. And there was the question of that new album… The pressure was on. Begun in New York at the end of 1965, Blonde On Blonde was wrapped up in Nashville by February 1966.

Nashville didn’t have a skyline in 1966. Nashville was where country & western was diluted to taste, in studios light on atmosphere but heavy on time-is-money. The Nashville Sound was lush, wraparound strings, drowning out any real emotion on production-line pop songs, which were only made “country” by virtue of a weeping steel guitar. It wasn’t quite what Bob Dylan had in mind…

Blonde On Blonde is a dark and brooding collection. As rock’n’roll’s first double album, it beat Frank Zappa’s Freak Out by a clear two months. Recorded with the cream of the Nashville session aces and a little help from “mathematical guitar genius” Robbie Robertson, the album’s 14 songs were quixotic examples of where Dylan’s Medusa-like head was at during those punishing first months of 1966.

From the scowling, unfocused Bob on the cover, through to the 10-minute homage to his bride Sara on ‘Sad-Eyed Lady Of The Lowlands’, Blonde On Blonde just teems and overflows. The bulk of the songs were busked in the studio; Dylan only had shadows of what he wanted. His outlines were given flesh by the musicians, initially wary of the wiry-haired pop star, and a sort of camaraderie emerged in the Nashville bunker.

In the past, it had been relatively easy for Dylan to scat his way through an album, when there was only him, his guitar, harmonica and occasionally piano to satisfy. With Blonde On Blonde, Dylan had to try and convey the sounds inside his mind not only to other musicians, but to session men with precious little sympatico. Remarkable then that for Dylan, Blonde On Blonde came the “closest I ever got to the sound I hear in my mind… It’s that thin, that wild mercury sound. It’s metallic and bright gold…”

Touring, though, was taking its toll. Dylan sounded as hazy on vinyl as he looked on the album cover. Hindsight again lends a different perspective on the album; knowing that it was to be his last original work for 18 months — a lifetime in rock’n’roll back then — there seem all manner of omens and portents within Blonde On Blonde.

Some of Dylan’s best work is to be found among the autumnal hues of Blonde On Blonde, but the relentless pressures of an increasingly successful career meant that, for the first time since his début, he was too busy to be original. He was now to be found borrowing from those he had previously left far behind. ‘Fourth Time Around’ is an engaging rewrite of The Beatles’ ‘Norwegian Wood’, which had appeared on Rubber Soul six months before, while ‘Temporary Like Achilles’ and ‘Obviously 5 Believers’ sounded like Bob Dylan trying to ape the Bob Dylan of a year before.

There is no real “country” on the first album by a rock star to be recorded in Nashville. ‘I Want You’, ‘Rainy Day Women # 12 & 35’, ‘Leopard-Skin Pill-Box Hat’ were lightweight pop, although the refrain, “Everybody must get stoned” (from ‘Rainy Day Women…’) found easy favour at the time.

‘Stuck Inside Of Mobile With The Memphis Blues Again’ was another of those great Dylan songs about places. Few American songwriters have conveyed the space and variety of their nation as well as Dylan, the poet of the place-name. He manages to convey the full awfulness of being marooned in Mobile, Alabama, burning with the blues from Memphis, Tennessee. It doesn’t mean a lot, but with a talent as blazing as Dylan’s, his vagueness is frequently far more satisfying than the precision of others.

‘Just Like A Woman’ is a song with English overtones and images (fog, royalty, pearls), and one that sits uneasily on today’s ears, with its litany of selfish, sexist slurs. Of its time though, its smoky melancholy slots neatly into the weary and resigned world Dylan created in Blonde On Blonde.

‘Most Likely You Go Your Way (And I’ll Go Mine)’ and ‘Absolutely Sweet Marie’ rock along best without much scrutiny (surely, if you live outside the law, you are, perforce, dishonest?). There is the usual, utility cast of Dylan characters — Persian drunks, guilty undertakers, neon madmen and the Queen of Spades. Bowled along by the composer’s relentlessness, much of Dylan’s stuff at this time was swallowed without scrutiny.

At his best, though, he could carry you along on the strength of his performance and the conviction of his lyrics. The magnificently wasted ‘One Of Us Must Know (Sooner Or Later)’, is a bitter farewell played out against desolate landscapes beneath glowering, leaden skies. However, the whole side devoted to ‘Sad-Eyed Lady Of The Lowlands’ suggested Dylan was out-reaching his grasp. ‘Desolation Row’ was longer and still managed to squeeze three more songs alongside it, on Side 2 of Highway 61 Revisited.

Of all Dylan’s atmospheric songs of the period, ‘Sad-Eyed Lady…’ weaves its own world around Dylan, sounding as world-weary as Humphrey Bogart in the neon-lit Rick’s Bar in Casablanca, as Ilsa quits him, again. There is a lot of puff here (what, please, is a “geranium kiss”? Describe a “cowboy mouth”) but there is also a rolling hymn of devotion with some extraordinarily intense commitments and pledges contained therein.

The masterpiece of the set is ‘Visions Of Johanna’. A New York song cut in Nashville — that estrangement lends atmosphere to the work. The first verse is perhaps Dylan’s finest evocation of time and place. Wide-ranging and ubiquitous, ‘Visions Of Johanna’ switches from a clammy attic room to a courtroom where Infinity is judged; from empty parking lots on West 4th Street to a no-show Madonna, prowling an empty cage.

A mournful harmonica plays, a drug-induced nightmare follows halfway through the fourth verse: women with faces like jelly and missing knees, a donkey standing draped with “jewels and binoculars” (an image The Rolling Stones would borrow three years later for the cover of their 1970 live album, Get Yer Ya-Ya’s Out).

‘Visions Of Johanna’ has Dylan sounding wise as leader, old as Time. Few have attempted cover versions of this impossibly convoluted song. At his iconoclastic best, Dylan explains Mona Lisa’s inscrutable, enigmatic smile as a bad case of the “highway blues”, but there aren’t many laughs to be had here. This is mystery and imagination, with an organ playing skeleton keys in the wispy background and, near the end, Dylan’s conscience explodes and he is gone, while all that remains are his ‘Visions Of Johanna’, ambiguous and dazzling images that he has entertained over a lifetime.

The summer of 1966 saw The Beatles unleash Revolver, their most mature album to date. The Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds sounded like the only American album to tackle the Fabs head-on. Dylan’s manager, Albert Grossman, had scheduled 60 more concerts for the remainder of the year, significantly including a date at Shea Stadium. The Beatles had played the New York baseball stadium the previous year, establishing a record for the largest-ever attendance at a pop concert. Grossman was now determined to put Dylan on a commercial par with The Beatles.

Dylan had established a base at the artists’ community of Woodstock, north of New York. It was while riding his motorcycle around the muddy, tree-lined paths of Woodstock that the back wheel on Dylan’s machine locked, and he was hurled over the handlebars.

The few people who had been close to Dylan in the weeks before the crash remarked on the singer’s ghost-like pallor. You could hear how weary he sounded on record and in interview. There was a tragic inevitability to the crash, the legend of James Dean loomed large. Youth needed another martyr.

Dylan’s legendary status was enhanced by the crash, marking as it did a period of withdrawal, when the only stories to emerge from Dylan’s Woodstock retreat were rumours. As pop convulsed during the summer of 1967, Bob Dylan sat far away in upstate New York, looking out at the trees and staring at the sky.


THE BEATLES
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Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band

June 1967

By Peter Doggett

[image: ]

“THE BIGGEST INFLUENCE onSgt. Pepper was Pet Sounds by The Beach Boys,” said Paul McCartney in 1980. “That album just flipped me. When I heard it, I thought, ‘Oh dear, this is the album of all time. What the hell are we going to do?’ My ideas took off from that standard. I had this idea that it was going to be an album of another band that wasn’t us — we’d just imagine all the time that it wasn’t us playing. It was just a nice little device to give us some distance on the album. The cover was going to be us dressed as this other band in crazy gear; but it was all stuff that we’d always wanted to wear. And we were going to have photos on the wall of all our heroes.”

That’s the standard view of Sgt. Pepper, from the man who almost single-handedly created the album, and its legend. In this reading, Pepper is the best pop record of all time — the album that customarily wins critics’ polls, the masterpiece that first persuaded “serious” musical critics that pop was worth their consideration.

There’s a rival view of the whole affair, however, and it was put forward most cogently by McCartney’s supposed partner, John Lennon. “Paul said ‘come and see the show’ on that album,” he moaned a few years after its release. “I didn’t. I had to knock off a few songs so I knocked off ‘A Day In The Life’, or my section of it, and ‘Mr Kite’. I was very paranoid in those days. I could hardly move.”

More than any other Beatles album bar Abbey Road, Sgt. Pepper was a Paul McCartney creation. It was he who dreamed up the concept, the title, the idea behind Peter Blake’s remarkable cover, the orchestrations, and the device of pretending that the entire LP was the work of another band entirely — which in turn became one of the major themes of the Yellow Submarine movie, then in its pre-production stages.

Meanwhile, John Lennon was deep in a creative trough. For the first time, Lennon and McCartney appeared — to Lennon, at least — to be in competition rather than on the same side. Since the Beatles had played their final live shows in August, McCartney had been composing — first the musical themes for the film The Family Way, then the songs that would appear on the next Beatles album. Lennon had also been involved in film work, but as an actor, in Dick Lester’s How I Won The War. Required for the part to shed his Beatle locks, he adopted the granny specs that soon became his trademark, stared into the mirror, and wondered what the future might bring for an unemployed Beatle. Back in England at the end of filming, Lennon regarded McCartney’s enthusiasm to get into the studio as a threat. Aware that he was likely to be outnumbered in the songwriting stakes, he raised the emotional barriers and took against the Pepper album from the start.

In the end, Lennon came up with the requisite number of songs for the album, but he never warmed to the concept. On Revolver, and again on the majestic ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’, cut early in the sessions, he’d experienced the relief and satisfaction of writing from the heart. For Pepper, he was back where he’d been in 1964, writing songs to order. Hence the sarcastic, dismissive comments he reserved for this album throughout the rest of his life.

Whatever else Sgt. Pepper may or may not have been, it was certainly an event. It unified British pop culture in a way no other occasion could match. Maybe in hindsight it wasn’t The Beatles’ strongest album, but it had an impact unlike any record before or since. It literally revolutionised the direction of pop, helping to divide it between those who were prepared to follow the group along the path of experimentation (thus creating “rock”) and those who mourned the loss of the less significant Beatles of yore (the champions of “pop”). After Pepper, nothing was ever the same again — within or without The Beatles.

All songs written by John Lennon and
Paul McCartney unless otherwise indicated.

Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band

Complete with the appropriate sound effects, the album’s uptempo title track introduced the record, the concept and the Club Band. It performed the function of an overture in an opera, preparing the audience for what was to follow, and introducing the themes that supposedly unified the piece.

With A Little Help From My Friends

The Beatles’ official biographer, Hunter Davies, watched Lennon, McCartney and their associates completing work on Paul McCartney’s original idea, aware from the start that this would be a vehicle for Ringo Starr — or “Billy Shears”, as he was billed in the opening seconds of the song. Though the song’s theme was tailored towards Ringo’s warm public image (right down to the line, “What would you think if I sang out of tune?” a real possibility), at least one observer saw a hidden meaning. Speaking in 1970, US Vice-President Spiro Agnew told an audience that he had recently been informed that the song was a tribute to the power of illegal drugs — news to its composers, perhaps.

Not often did other performers outclass The Beatles with cover versions of their songs, but Joe Cocker’s gut-wrenching version of ‘Friends’ in 1968 left Ringo floundering.

Lucy In The Sky With Diamonds

The minor furore over the meaning of ‘Friends’ had nothing on the frenzied response to this piece of whimsy from the pen of John Lennon. “I was consciously writing poetry,” he admitted, shifting blame for the line about “newspaper taxis” to his nominal co-writer. But the Alice In Wonderland style imagery, supposedly inspired by a drawing John’s son Julian had brought home from nursery school, was widely believed to be a description of an acid trip. As soon as someone noticed the initials of the song’s title (LSD), that seemed to clinch the story — except that Lennon continued to deny it until his dying day. Having owned up to so much else down the years, there was no reason for him to lie — especially over a song which he always felt was “so badly recorded”.

Getting Better

Based on a favourite saying of Beatles’ stand-in drummer Jimmy Nicol (who briefly deputised for Ringo on tour in 1964), ‘Getting Better’ was a McCartney song augmented by Lennon, who contributed the self-accusing verse that began, “I used to be cruel to my woman”. Ever since Lennon’s death, McCartney has bemoaned his inability to find a co-writer who, like John, would answer a line like, “It’s getting better all the time” with, “Couldn’t get much worse”. Even in the midst of what was intended to be a concept album, McCartney could turn out a song that was clever, melodic, memorable and universal in its application.

Fixing A Hole

For the first time in England, The Beatles left Abbey Road studios for the session that provided the basic track for this fine McCartney song, often overlooked by critics and fans alike. EMI’s studio was fully booked for the night, so the group moved to Regent Sound on the West End’s Tottenham Court Road.

While John Lennon’s writing veered between fantasy and obvious self-revelation, McCartney’s skirted from the romantic to the delightfully oblique. This song definitely fell into the latter category, with lyrics that unveiled as many mysteries as they solved. Instrumentally, too, ‘Fixing A Hole’ was a minor classic, from McCartney’s opening trills on the harpsichord to the lyrical guitar solo.

She’s Leaving Home

“Paul had the basic theme for this song,” said John Lennon, “but all those lines like, ‘We sacrificed most of our life… We gave her everything money could buy’, those were the things Mimi used to say to me. It was easy to write.”

Paul’s rather precious piece of fictional writing wasn’t helped by Mike Leander’s ornate score for the song, one of the few occasions when The Beatles were left sounding pretentious. It took the realism of Lennon’s answer-lines to cut through the sweetness of the piece.

Being For The Benefit Of Mr. Kite

A masterpiece of ingenuity rather than inspiration, ‘Mr. Kite’ was written when John transcribed the wording from a vintage circus poster into verse form, and recorded with the help of scores of small segments of fairground organ tape, tossed into the air and then stuck back together to produce the eerie noise that dominates the instrumental sections. Lennon dismissed it as a throwaway — which, when you remember how it was made, is pretty apt.

Within You, Without You

(George Harrison)

Though it was John Lennon who resented Paul McCartney’s domination of the Pepper sessions, George Harrison probably had more cause to be aggrieved. He was restricted to just one number on the LP, his other contribution (’Only A Northern Song’) being rejected.

Like ‘Love You To’, ‘Within You, Without You’ blatantly displayed Harrison’s infatuation with Indian culture. Recorded with the assistance of several Indian musicians, plus Beatles aide Neil Aspinall on tamboura, the song required no help from any other member of the group. “It was written at Klaus Voorman’s house in Hampstead, one night after dinner,” George explained a decade later. “I was playing a pedal harmonium when it came, the tune first, then the first sentence.” Some thought it a masterpiece, some a prime example of mock-philosophical babble. Either way, it was pure Harrison.

When I’m Sixty Four

Paul began writing this song when he was a teenager, needing only to add the middle sections for this revival of a 10-year-old melody. Within the concept of the album, it fitted the image of the Edwardian Pepper band, whereas it would have seemed mawkish on any of the group’s earlier LPs. The addition of clarinets to the mix heightened the pre-First World War feel.

Lovely Rita

The anthem for traffic wardens (“meter maids”) everywhere, ‘Lovely Rita’ was a glorious throwaway, full of musical jokes and brimming with self-confidence. Nothing on the record expressed that as fully as the piano solo, ironically played by keyboard maestro George Martin.

Good Morning, Good Morning

Using a TV commercial for Kellogg’s cereal as his starting point, John Lennon concocted a wonderfully dry satire on contemporary urban life. Several points to watch out for here: the reference to the popular BBC TV sitcom, Meet The Wife; the ultra-compressed brass sound provided by members of Sounds Incorporated; a stinging McCartney guitar solo; and the cavalcade of animals, in ascending order of ferocity, which segues into a reprise of the title track.

Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (Reprise)

For the first but definitely not last time, Paul McCartney topped and tailed a set of songs by reprising the opening melody, in true Hollywood musical fashion.

A Day In The Life

Delete ‘A Day In The Life’ from Sgt. Pepper and you’d have an elegant, playful album of pop songs. With it, the LP assumes some kind of greatness. Some might vote for ‘Hey Jude’ or ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ as the finest Beatles recording, but ‘A Day In The Life’ would run anything close — and it’s certainly the best collaborative effort between Lennon and McCartney.

Lennon wrote the basic song, its verses a snapshot from his own life and the world around him — the death of a friend in a car crash, a newspaper cutting about the state of the roads in Blackburn, Lancashire. The tag line, “I’d love to turn you on”, brought a broadcasting ban by the BBC in Britain: more importantly, it led twice into an overwhelming orchestral assault, with 40 musicians headed helter-skelter up the scales towards a crescendo of silence. First time around, the barrage leads into McCartney’s stoned middle-eight, another day in another life; second time, there’s a pause, and then a piano chord that resounds for almost a minute. Then bathos: a whistle only dogs could hear, followed by the locked-groove gibberish that brought the side to a close and is sampled briefly at the end of the CD. Stunning, magnificent, awesome: there’s nothing in rock to match it.




End of sample
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