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The Beatles and Sixties Britain

Though the Beatles are nowadays considered national treasures, this
book shows how and why they inspired phobia as well as mania in
1960s Britain. As symbols of modernity in the early sixties, they
functioned as a stress test for British institutions and identities, at
once displaying the possibilities and establishing the limits of change.
Later in the decade, they developed forms of living, loving, thinking,
looking, creating, worshipping and campaigning which became
subjects of intense controversy. The ambivalent attitudes
contemporaries displayed towards the Beatles are not captured in
hackneyed ideas of the ‘swinging sixties’, the ‘permissive society’ and
the all-conquering ‘Fab Four’. Drawing upon a wealth of
contemporary sources, The Beatles and Sixties Britain offers a new
understanding of the band as existing in creative tension with postwar
British society: their disruptive presence inciting a wholesale re-
examination of social, political and cultural norms.

marcus collins is Senior Lecturer in Cultural History at
Loughborough University and an elected member of the Council of
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change in Britain since 1945, he is author of Modern Love: An
Intimate History of Men and Women in Twentieth-century Britain
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Preface: Imagining the Beatles

Four heads appeared on the front page of the Daily Mail in
February 1964.1 The sketches lacked mouths and ears, but on each a few
thin, dark lines emanated from a crown and ended in a rough fringe. ‘You
can’t get away from’, stated the caption, the unfinished sentence at once
assuming and reinforcing the iconic status of a band whose hair alone
ensured instant recognition. The Beatles were their own logo. They were
advertisements for themselves.

This book seeks to understand what the Beatles meant to people in 1960s
Britain. It argues that they were iconic, divisive, atypical and prefigurative:

Figure P.1 Phobes – Daily Mirror cartoonist Stanley Franklin anticipates the Beatles’
appearance at the Royal Variety Performance, October 1963. Photo by Daily Mirror/
Franklin/Mirrorpix/Mirrorpix via Getty Images
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themes introduced and illustrated in the preface using contemporary
cartoons. Their depiction as icons in the 1964 Daily Mail cartoon
contrasted starkly with their first appearance in a Fleet Street cartoon
twelve months previously, when theirs had been one of a barrage of
British records raining down on the Kremlin in a display of soft power.2

They received minor billing in February 1963 compared to Susan
Maughan, Helen Shapiro, Cliff Richard, Adam Faith, Marty Wilde and
the Tornados, as befitted a band whose second single (‘Please Please Me’)
was competing for the number one spot with Frank Ifield’s ‘The Wayward
Wind’ (1963). Over the following year, they would achieve what
commentators agreed to be an unprecedented level of celebrity.
The Beatles’ iconic power, which seems self-evident in retrospect, struck

contemporaries as being so fascinating and peculiar that it formed the
principal subject of cartoons about them. Their appeal is represented in the
cartoons as pervasive, extending from Smithfield Market to Rishikesh and
encompassing everyone from Francis Chichester to Richard Nixon.3 So
omnipresent are the Beatles that you could not escape them if you were
stranded on a desert island, entered a monastery or journeyed to other
planets.4 It is cause for comment if an entire day passes ‘without a story
about some shaggy-’air doing something or other!’5

In these cartoons, the Beatles’ influence is as intensive as it is pervasive.
Small children pray to them and teenagers fantasise about possessing
them.6 Owning a Beatle is the ultimate memento, so that two girls
kidnap one and another puts one on her list for Santa Claus.7 If a whole
Beatle is not available, a piece of one would do, leading to a bidding war for
Ringo Starr’s tonsils.8 These scenarios did not seem far-fetched at a time
when Honey magazine photographed a fan’s room featuring Beatles
wallpaper, a Beatles ottoman, a Beatles blanket, a Beatles mirror,
a Beatles rug, a Beatles record cabinet, a Beatles lilo, a Beatles tablecloth,
a Beatles mug, a Beatles plate, a Beatles tele-set, a Beatles tea towel, a Beatles
Christmas card, Beatles talcum powder, Beatles wall plaques, Beatles
stickers and Beatles handbags.9

Fame pays. Cartoonists presented the Beatles as richer than royalty and
as the only thing standing between Britain and bankruptcy.10 They are so
valuable that their body parts are auctioned at Sotheby’s and ‘Beatle-meat’
is the most expensive joint a housewife can imagine.11 Their convoy to the
1965 Shea Stadium concert consists of one armoured car to transport the
band and another to carry their fee.12 Their return to Britain a fortnight
later empties Whitehall of every Treasury official, so eager is the
government to claim its share of tour proceeds.13
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What made these cartoons satirical rather than surreal was that they
often exaggerated or simply replicated real events. The cartoonist who
imagined the American president greeting the British prime minister in
1964 with witticisms about the Beatles was vindicated two days later, when
Lyndon Johnson complimented Alec Douglas-Home on his ‘advance
guard’.14 A cartoon showing the Beatles arriving at Buckingham Palace
to receive their MBEs in 1965 is clearly based on a famous photograph of
a police line buckling under the crush of fans.15 The band actually arrived
at Shea Stadium in an armoured car, sat cross-legged at the feet of an
Indian guru and were asked to record ‘O Come All Ye Faithful – Yeah!
Yeah! Yeah!’ by a Methodist minister, much as cartoonists depicted. John
Lennon and Yoko Ono’s later escapades hardly needed embellishment.
The nude album cover, rude lithographs, Bed-Ins, Bag-Ins and donation of
hair to the Black Power movement were if anything toned down by
cartoonists when compared to the reality.16

The band’s iconic status rested on more than their popularity, talent,
wealth and fame. It existed because, as their press officer put it, ‘The Beatles
are not a pop group, they are an abstraction, a repository for many
things.’17 For cartoonists, they functioned as ready-made symbols of
modernity and controversy. They are associated with new technology
such as ham radio, computers and space rockets;18 with the latest outfits
and hairdos; with the current state of the ‘Special Relationship’ and the
Cold War; and with all manner of social trends, including secularisation
and embourgeoisement, multiculturalism and the ‘brain drain’, student
protest and the ‘generation gap’.19 Cartoonists also pondered whether the
Beatles’ influence would shape Britain for decades to come. Would the
Cavern Club become a coal cellar or a tourist attraction?20 Would retired
baby boomers in lapelless jackets and winkle-pickers drone on about the
Beatles?21 Would the Beatles mean anything to generations to come?22

The divisive effect of the Beatles is the second theme of the cartoons and
the book. Inserting the Beatles into almost any situation, real or imagined,
invited viewers to consider what a Beatlified Britain would look like, and
what would need to change to make such a scenario conceivable.
Cartoonists re-fashioned traditional symbols of nationhood to assess
Britain’s capacity for reinvention. Thatched cottages gain moptops, as do
Highland cattle, the guy for Bonfire Night and the statue of Eros in
Piccadilly Square.23 Sartorial traditions perish as barristers wear Beatle-
style wigs in court, public schools clothe their boys in Beatle-style ‘with-it
college gear’ and stockbrokers trading shares in Northern Songs dress for
the part.24 A monocled officer in the Coldstream Guards can only wonder
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‘Gad . . . what next?’ upon receiving news that the Beatles are to appear in
the Royal Variety Performance (see Fig. P.1). His question is answered as
he speaks, as his troops march past in bearskins newly styled to resemble
moptops.25

Cartoonists used motifs of inversion to explore the Beatles’ effect on
taken-for-granted institutions and identities. In the images they created,
gender inversion occurs when female fans inflict violence on any male who
stands in the way of their obsession. In one cartoon, young girls wielding
slingshots and hammers lay siege to Buckingham Palace in response to an
unflattering remark about the Beatles allegedly made by the Duke of
Edinburgh. They debag a policeman, remove the helmet from his
colleague and knock a soldier senseless.26 Another cartoon shows a girl
throttling a policeman and a third has a female lynch mob descending
upon two boys who have offended their idols.27 While girls transgress
conventional feminine behaviour, men falter in their traditional
masculine roles as providers and protectors. Henpecked husbands
meekly agree to their newborn sons being named after the Beatles and
are hectored to earn incomes as sizeable as Starr’s.28 Cowardice is displayed
by a guard who deserts his post when the Beatles visit Buckingham Palace
and policemen who flee upon news of their imminent arrival.29 A police
officer returns from a shift with his uniform torn, brained by a Beatles
placard.30

Class inversion is symbolised by oiks chanting ‘yeah, yeah, yeah?’ when
mocking the pre-eminence of Eton, and by Brian Epstein’s NEMS vying
with Oxbridge as a top destination for school-leavers.31 A posh woman
boasts that her husband is ‘the first Knight Commander ever to get Ringo
Starr’s autograph’ and a decorated officer shows off a medal containing
a lock of Starr’s hair.32 It is the Beatles, not the royals, whom one fan
expects to appear on the balcony of Buckingham Palace.33 The Beatles try
to purchase the place in a cartoon from 1963, and Lord Starr does so in one
that appeared a decade or so later.34

Cultural hierarchies are toppled by the staging of a Beatles ballet, the
prospect of operagoers behaving like Beatlemaniacs and the band rivalling
William Shakespeare as the prime symbol of British creative genius.35

Religious traditions crumble as church bells chime Beatles’ melodies,
monks translate Beatlisms into Latin, vicars sermonise about Lennon’s
apostasy and priests follow McCartney’s example by discovering God
through LSD.36 The Beatles’ global popularity mollifies patriots shaken
by decolonisation and relative economic decline. As Malta gains
independence, Britain loses yachting’s America’s Cup and BOAC
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considers removing the Union flag from its livery, an updated flag
featuring the four Beatles is the one national symbol left flying at full
mast.37 A year after he had vetoed British membership of the Common
Market, President de Gaulle feels threatened by the Beatles’ visit to Paris.38

Eighteen months after former US Secretary of State Dean Acheson stated
that ‘Great Britain has lost an empire and has not yet found a role’, the
‘British invasion’ crowns the entire North American continent with
a moptop.39

If scenes of inversion consider the possibilities of change, those
depicting opposition to the Beatles draw attention to the obstacles. In
public, the greatest resistance to the Beatles comes from mature men
accustomed to running the country. In one image, an old duffer in
a tuxedo is the only audience member who refuses to join Lennon and
Ono in stripping off at the Royal Albert Hall.40 Royal officials object to
Starr’s presence at court.41 When the Beatles receive MBEs, one blimpish
type in full uniform earns a medal for his bravery at the Battle of
Buckingham Palace, a second shows off the medal he has been awarded
in recognition for repudiating his own gong, and a third fumes over the
Beatle wig that he was sent in exchange.42 In 1969, a group of highly
decorated retired military men in a gentlemen’s club toast their decision
to ‘send our Beatle LPs back’ in protest against Lennon returning his
MBE.43 When two youths spot a bowler-hatted, pinstripe-besuited, brolly-
wielding gent skipping down the road in 1966, they surmise that he has
either won the pools or heard confirmation that the Beatles had broken
up.44

The Beatles also provoke resentment from two archetypal figures, the
postman and the policeman, who are of lower status but of equal
importance to the social order. Cartoons depict them as casualties of
Beatlemania. Tons of fan mail clog up the sorting offices and make
mailbags impossible to carry, threatening to bring an essential service to
a standstill.45 Policemen are charged with defending social order against
hordes of Beatlemaniacs running riot through concert venues and streets.
Order cannot be maintained when fans besiege the police at the Royal
Variety Performance and corner a bald officer under the misapprehension
that he is Starr in disguise.46

The middle-aged father serves as the usual foil to the young female
Beatlemaniac in cartoons. Only the occasional image depicts a son as the
fan or a mother as the disapproving parent.47 In almost all family scenes,
a trendy daughter is pitted against a trad dad determined to spoil her fun.
Fathers refuse to sport moptops, complain about visiting Liverpool,
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grimace at news of McCartney’s recovery from gastric flu and forbid their
children from displaying Starr’s tonsils in the family home.48 One father
shelters behind his paper and pipe while his daughter plays Beatles records,
while another still refuses to talk to his daughter months after they were
awarded MBEs.49 The only enthusiastic father cuts a ludicrous figure
playing a guitar. Looking on bemused is his daughter, whose mother
explains that ‘He’s just found out what the Beatles earn!’50

The third theme is the Beatles’ atypicality. This is signified by their
distinctive appearance in the cartoons, which makes them as similar to
one another as they are different from everyone else. In their first years of
fame, they remain their inimitable selves whatever the circumstances.
Whether being scalped by an oblivious Native American, harassed by
gendarmes in Paris, placed before a firing squad in Manila, turned away
at the gates of Buckingham Palace, forced to view the FA Cup Final on
stilts, exiled to the South Seas or fired off into space, their environment
changes while they stay the same.51

Cartoonists envisaged the Beatles as becoming increasingly divergent
and distant from British society in the late sixties and early seventies.
During Beatlemania, they are typically depicted as inciting bizarre
behaviour in others, whether fan or foe. The Beatles’ eccentricity is
largely confined to their hairstyles. This changed from 1967 onwards,
when their weird lives, art, looks, sayings and doings regularly became
the target of ridicule. A later chapter will discuss what these cartoons
depict: the identification of the Beatles with some of the least popular
elements of late sixties society. They are associated with illegal
immigrants, barefooted hippies, drug pushers, pornographers and
Japanese performance artists.52 Their eccentricity is indicated by their
appearance in loincloths and turbans,53 Pepper gear54 and birthday
suits.55 They are so out of touch at the beginning of the seventies that
they have not heard of ‘inflation, unemployment, [or] food prices’ and are
unknown to a new generation of children.56

Parents who had previously been wrong-footed by the Beatles now
impart wisdom to daughters who had mistaken Lennon for ‘a stable,
middle-class family man’ and sons who are unable to accept that the
Beatles have split up.57 Even Harold Wilson sometimes appears
favourably in comparison with them, being less of a ‘champion bore’
than Lennon and a safer bet as prime minister than Starr.58 Most jarring
are the later cartoons which portray the Beatles as elitist. Once viewed as
Everymen, they are now pitted against working-class archetypes. Alf
Garnett is rejected as a disciple of the Maharishi, dustmen chuck a bag
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containing Lennon and Ono into a compactor and a lavatory attendant
keeps his facilities drug-free after hearing of Lennon’s misbehaviour in
Buckingham Palace.59

The Beatles’ atypicality is also emphasised in cartoons on the theme of
role reversal. In the early years, it is scarcely conceivable to envisage the
Beatles as anything other than themselves. The most outlandish fantasy is
that of a bald Beatle.60 Cartoonists instead made mischief by bestowing
authority figures with moptops to show their incapacity of being modern
and popular. Politicians provided the ideal targets. Before Harold
Macmillan suddenly resigned as prime minister in October 1963,
cartoonists depict the Tory leadership forming a beat combo to court
popularity.61 In the search for his replacement, they alight on Quintin
Hogg as ‘the best Pop Minister’ among the candidates, thanks to his
demagoguery and occasionally unkempt hair.62 Cartoonists had fun
underscoring the contrast between the Beatles and the new prime
minister Alec Douglas-Home, a skeletal and balding sixty-year-old
aristocrat, by decking him out in Beatle gear and depicting his new
Cabinet in similar attire under the banner of ‘Modernisation’.63 Still
more debasing are the scenes which depict Tories comporting themselves
like Beatlemaniacs. In one cartoon, a crowd of mini-skirted Alec Douglas-
Homes at a Beatles concert scream ‘We love you, yeah, yeah, yeah’ at
a nuclear weapon.64 Another shows Home and Rab Butler joining the
ranks of autograph hunters outside the stage door, hoping that the
Beatles will sign up to become Tory candidates.65

The Tories cannot match the Beatles’ appeal. They are billed as ‘The
Unpopular group’ and appear desperate when promising the electorate
‘anything that you want’ in the manner of ‘From Me to You’ (1963).66

Home’s rendition of ‘She Loves You’ (1963) in front of President Johnson
is no match for the Beatles’ own US performances, which leave him in the
shade.67 After winning the Greater London Council elections in
April 1964, it is Labour leader Harold Wilson who sings ‘They love me,
yeah, yeah, yeah’, kitted out with drainpipe trousers, Chelsea boots, pipe
and electric guitar.68

Once he becomes prime minister later that year, Harold Wilson proves
to be as pathetically dependent on the Beatles as his predecessor. He
beseeches a hospitalised Starr in December 1964 to ‘tour the world to
save the balance of payments situation!’69 The poor reception accorded
to the Magical Mystery Tour television special in December 1967 causes
Wilson to reflect that the Beatles’ failure would be more damaging to the
British economy than the devaluation of sterling implemented the previous
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month.70 His shameless populism naturally draws him to emulate the
Beatles. In 1965, he is depicted joining senior Cabinet members in
growing his hair, then deciding to appoint the Beatles in their stead after
awarding the band MBEs.71 By the late sixties, he is shown cravenly
adopting their every fad, from flower power and transcendental
meditation72 to Bed-Ins and Bagism.73 Wilson makes no more plausible
a hippie than Starr makes a prime minister or Lennon an Archbishop of
Canterbury when imagined as such in other cartoons.74 The impossibility
of squares becoming the Beatles or the Beatles becoming squares
symbolises the divergence perceived by cartoonists between the young
and old, the radical and the staid and the political and cultural worlds in
1960s Britain.
The fourth theme of the book, that the Beatles were prefigurative, is

demonstrated by the familiarity to us of the events depicted in the cartoons
and the unfamiliarity of their underlying assumptions. As the art historian
Ernst Gombrich observed, cartoons draw upon a ‘common stock of
knowledge . . . immediately accessible to anyone’.75 In the Beatles’ case,
the cartoons show how large that stock had to be. At the minimum,
cartoonists assumed that their audience knew the names of the band
members plus those of their wives, girlfriends and children. In fact, the
cartoon opening this chapter shows that the names were often considered
superfluous.76 The Beatles were expected to be readily identifiable by sight,
and to be distinguishable from one another, throughout their myriad
changes of appearance.77

Identifying the Beatles was only the first step towards understanding the
jokes. A strong working knowledge was assumed of their songs,78 tribute
songs to them and their position in the charts.79 Three cartoons appeared
on the day in January 1964 that the Dave Clark Five dethroned the Beatles
at number one, each imagining the Beatles’ oblivion.80 The viewer had to
be aware of the band’s whereabouts when they were abroad, including their
first visit to the United States in 1964, their North American tours later
that year, in 1965 and 1966,81 their ill-starred trip to the Philippines82 and
their pilgrimage to India.83 Events assumed to be common knowledge
included the demise of the Cavern Club,84 rumours of the band’s break-
up in 1966,85 the opening and closing of the Apple Boutique86 and the bad
reviews of the Magical Mystery Tour TV special.87

Such was their fame that cartoonists took for granted the British public’s
familiarity with Starr’s medical condition,88 Harrison’s sitar lessons,
McCartney’s facial hair, and the paint job on Lennon’s Rolls Royce.89

Viewers were expected to keep up to date with Lennon’s controversial
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remarks about religion,90 his claim to have smoked pot in Buckingham
Palace91 and the many and varied Happenings he staged with Ono.92 The
Beatles’ weddings were assumed to be a matter of general knowledge,93 as
were the births of Starr’s two sons.94

‘Mummy, darling, what were the Beatles?’ a young boy asks his
incredulous mother in a 1971 cartoon by Osbert Lancaster.95 It appeared
days after McCartney had filed suit to dissolve the band, and looked ahead
to a time when the band would be forgotten and cartoons about them
rendered meaningless. This was the cartoon’s natural fate, Gombrich
observed, its wit inextricably intertwined with ‘recondite allusions to long-
forgotten issues and events’.96 In the Beatles’ case, however, that future has
not yet arrived. We still remember them and something of their times. The
volume of information which contemporaries needed to know in order to
make sense of cartoons about the Beatles is remarkable enough. But what is
truly extraordinary is that much of the same Beatle lore is recalled half
a century later. The opening and closing ceremonies of the 2012 London
Olympics placed the Beatles at the core of British national identity and
assumed that the global audience would be familiar with their greatest
hits.97

But the more we lionise the Beatles today, the harder it is for us to
understand the controversy they caused in sixties Britain. ‘[O]ld cartoons
are often so difficult to appreciate’, Gombrich argued, because ‘[t]he
analogies used, once topical and illuminating, so often have faded.’98 In
contemporary cartoons about the Beatles, those analogies were based on
a series of attitudes and assumptions that from today’s perspective are
unfamiliar and unfathomable.

If you think it ludicrous that men’s hair falls below their collars and
women’s skirts reach above their knees, that couples cohabit or that parents
name their sons Zak, then you would experience little culture shock being
transported back to sixties Britain.99 The music, fashions and gossip which
so captivated contemporary admirers of the Beatles provided an alternative
form of entertainment for their critics, who were invited by cartoonists to
have a laugh at the expense of the band and their fans. Mockery provided
a means of engaging with the ‘swinging sixties’ without embracing its
values, acknowledging the spectacle while upholding existing norms.

Conversely, the cartoons may leave you cold if you fail to see anything
odd in the notion that pop stars are highly paid and much feted, that they
marry, take drugs, express political and religious opinions and try their
hand at other arts. Much of what seemed absurd to the cartoonists seems
unexceptionable now. For popular culture to generate national pride,
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newspaper headlines, international earnings and collaborations with high
art has lost much of its novelty, controversy and comedic potential.
If you are not amused or alarmed by such ideas, then the Beatles are part

of the reason why. They are prefigurative because their viewpoints seem
closer to our own than do those of their satirists. The transformation of
values over the intervening half century has many causes, but the cartoons
provide a comic-book account of how the Beatles catalysed debate about
the social, political and cultural underpinnings of mid-twentieth-century
Britain and consideration of the alternatives. To understand the Beatles in
their time, we need to examine why their thoughts and actions were often
considered so funny peculiar in 1960s Britain. To understand their legacy,
we should consider why we struggle to laugh at these cartoons today.
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Introduction

Figure I.1 Oddballs – Presenting their new look to the public in Hyde Park, May 1967.
Photo by Marvin Lichtner/The LIFE Images Collection via Getty Images/Getty Images

1



This book reassesses the Beatles, the sixties and the relationship
between the two. In the preface, we saw cartoonists’ profound ambiva-
lence to the band and what they appeared to represent. The next
chapter analyses opinion polls to measure broader public attitudes to
the ‘permissive society’. Polling provides the context necessary to
understand the social, cultural and political debates about the Beatles
explored in Chapters 2 to 5. Chapter 2 examines how the Beatles and
Beatlemania were interpreted as social phenomena up to 1965. Chapter
3 considers how the band became semi-detached from the society in
which they lived and worked in the second half of the decade. The
questions of whether the Beatles were artists and their impact on
cultural hierarchies are the subjects of Chapter 4. Chapter 5 deals
with their political significance to Westminster politicians and the
revolutionary left. The Conclusion compares the book’s findings with
narratives of the Beatles generated at the time of their break-up, in
major popular accounts and in oral testimony recorded at the turn of
the millennium. But first, this introduction will outline the book’s
scope and methods and explain how they offer a different approach
to a familiar subject.
Half a century of debate on the role of the Beatles in 1960s Britain

has produced three main models.1 The first is that of the Beatles as
trailblazers of change. The second presents the Beatles as exemplars,
riding on the bandwagon of social transformation. The third is of the
Beatles as outliers, pursuing their own path while largely divorced
from wider society. The catalytic effect of the Beatles is envisaged in
the first model as having revolutionised popular music, redefined
celebrity, collapsed distinctions between popular and high culture
and exerted a major influence over how their contemporaries looked,
thought and lived. To their champions, they were emancipators; to
their critics, destroyers of established norms. The second model
presents the 1960s as an equally significant turning point but attri-
butes less agency to the Beatles. They are not held to have created the
‘permissive society’ so much as have been notable participants in and
proponents of it. The third model forms part of a wider scepticism
about the significance of the 1960s and the concomitant emergence
of permissiveness. It questions whether the changes associated with
the decade actually happened; whether they occurred earlier or later
than is commonly thought, or for reasons unrelated to figures such as
the Beatles; and whether ordinary people were aware of, affected by
or favourable towards such developments.
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It is hard to find an academic historian who subscribes to the first model
of the groundbreaking effect of the Beatles, although the political scientist
Samuel Beer once portrayed them in true Romantic fashion as ‘the “unac-
knowledged legislators” of Britain’s populist revolt’.2 Not only does the
model smack of an antiquated Great Man view of history, it also assumes
that the sixties were a transformational historical moment. This heroic
view of the Beatles is intertwined with a series of Whiggish notions about
the 1960s that historians have sought to nuance or refute. Many of them are
no more convinced of the existence of the ‘swinging sixties’, ‘permissive
society’, ‘sexual revolution’, ‘global village’, ‘birth of the teenager’ and
‘Summer of Love’ than they are of the ‘Age of Aquarius’.3 The notion of
the sixties as a distinctive and cohesive period is itself widely disputed.4

The second model of the Beatles as representatives of the sixties enjoys
more academic support. It moderates claims of the Beatles’ agency by
portraying them as embodying social trends rather than engineering
them. It is compatible with several different conceptions of the sixties,
from ‘cultural revolution’ at one pole to near stasis at the other. The main
proponent of the ‘cultural revolution’model, Arthur Marwick, argued that
the Beatles ‘were the sixties’ inasmuch as they represented and promoted its
quintessential qualities.5 Conversely, Oded Heilbronner and Dominic
Sandbrook argue that the Beatles were symptomatic of the lack of change
in 1960s Britain. According to Heilbronner, the Beatles stood for an ‘anti-
revolutionary, consensual and conservative’ form of Englishness.6

Sandbrook cites the early Beatles as evidence that the sixties were ‘a stage
in a long evolution’ of modern British history rather than ‘a dramatic
turning point’.7

Sandbrook switches to the third model of the Beatles as outliers in his
account of their later career. Having depicted them as unthreatening in the
early 1960s, he sees them as hypocritical, unpopular and out of touch in the
late 1960s and early 1970s. David Fowler agrees that the Beatles were
‘detached . . . from youth culture by the late 1960s’ and goes so far as to
question ‘[w]hether the Beatles had a major influence on British youth
culture’ at any point.8

This book reconceives the relationship between the Beatles and sixties
Britain as one of creative tension. The Beatles’ own creativity does not need
belabouring. The case for their musical inventiveness has been most
powerfully made by the composer and broadcaster Howard Goodall. He
quickly dispenses with claims that the Beatles were a generic rock ’n’ roll
outfit at the beginning of their career or the passive beneficiaries of George
Martin’s studio experimentation later on.9 More startling is his contention
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that ‘the Beatles rescued western music’ through reclaiming harmonic and
melodic systems discarded by twentieth-century classical composers.10

When their mastery of melody is added to their groundbreaking recording
techniques, eclectic instrumentation, audacious modulation and fusion of
Eastern and Western musics, Goodall concludes that the Beatles were
instrumental in creating a ‘new musical mainstream’:

There are very, very few composers in history whose work changed all the music
that followed it. Beethoven was one, Wagner was another and I believe that
posterity will add to their select ranks the Beatles, whose musical revolution and
thrilling songs will rightly be regarded as one of the crowning glories of twentieth-
century music.11

Contemporaries saw the Beatles’ recordings as just one facet of their innova-
tion. ‘Everything about them is – first’, maintained the NME’s Norrie
Drummond in 1967: ‘their music, their clothes, their ideas’.12 There were
few limits to their creative ambition. Having revolutionised popular music
and become ‘famous and loaded’ in the process, they sought to parlay their
creativity into pioneering new forms of living, loving, dressing, worshipping,
working, selling, lobbying, thinking, performing and maturing.13 This ver-
satility was itself a form of creativity as they made a name for themselves not
merely as musicians but as songwriters, actors, comics, authors, celebrities,
artists, socialites, activists, businessmen, heartthrobs, missionaries, crim-
inals, patrons and (whether they liked it or not) role models and oracles.
How the Beatles fared in these ventures will be the subject of the sequel

to this book. This volume focuses not on the Beatles’ actions but their
contemporaries’ reactions. The Beatles’ creativity engendered creativity in
others. Most obviously, they inspired the creation of countless bands. The
music critic Henry Pleasants prefigured Goodall when crediting the Beatles
in 1969 for creating a ‘new mainstream’. He noted that ‘thousands of
groups have been founded in their image, all called the This, the That
and the Other Thing, and all of them sounding more or less like the
Beatles’.14 The Beatles’ impact beyond youth culture was manifested dur-
ing Beatlemania in the ‘[m]illions of words’ of newspaper copy which
assessed their ‘social significance’.15

This iconic status – one of the four themes previewed in the preface –
may appear to be the Beatles’most obvious and least interesting character-
istic. They are so iconic, indeed, that the Cambridge Dictionary illustrates
the correct usage of the word with the sentence ‘John Lennon gained iconic
status following his death.’16 But it is worth considering how this hap-
pened. The Beatles’ exceptional talent, charisma and originality did not
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guarantee success – they might never have got the chance to record a note
or make a broadcast. Success in pop music did not inevitably lead to fame
or even name recognition beyond the young singles-buying public. And
fame once attained need not have made its beneficiaries central to key
debates about the current state and future trajectory of society. It was the
Beatles’ fulfilment of all these criteria that made them fit the dictionary
definition of iconic figures ‘considered to represent particular opinions or
a particular time’.17

As David R. Shumway has argued in an American context, the type of
rock stardom enjoyed by the Beatles came to be ‘defined by the embodi-
ment of cultural controversies’.18 The controversy surrounding the Beatles
in sixties Britain explains why their creativity generated tension and
returns us to the preface’s other three themes: namely, their divisive,
atypical and prefigurative character. The divisive effect of the Beatles on
contemporaries has been obscured by their subsequent veneration as
national treasures and symbols of the sixties. Opposition to the Beatles is
represented in conventional narratives of their career as a rearguard effort
by forces of reaction.19 It is difficult to empathise with those who inveighed
against moptops and Beatlemaniacs and who swore that the Beatles’music
would be rapidly and deservedly forgotten. But empathy is precisely what is
necessary to understand the Beatles’ world. In sixties Britain, many intel-
ligent and educated observers could not envisage the Beatles’ music
as having any merit or lasting appeal. Others perceived the Beatles as
grammar-school failures, half-formed Marxists, a substandard soul outfit
or agents of moral degeneration. This book attempts to show that the
Beatles’ critics were not simply curmudgeons, killjoys and contrarians,
but people who had reason to believe that their cardinal values were
threatened by the band and what it represented.

By atypical, I mean that the Beatles’ social attitudes placed them at odds
with those of most of their contemporaries (see Fig 1.1). This is not to say
that they were party-line permissives. On the contrary, the sequel to this
book will argue that their behaviours and beliefs were characterised by
ambivalence, contradiction and vacillation. Their open-mindedness
towards a whole array of issues nonetheless positioned them far outside
the mainstream of public opinion. Polls show that these putative spokes-
men for their generation, region and class did not represent the attitudes of
the young, the North-West, CDEs – or any sizeable segment of the
population.

Furthermore, the evolution of the Beatles’ attitudes over the course of
the 1960s far outpaced that occurring in wider society. British social
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attitudes were different at the end of the 1960s than at the beginning, but
they did not develop in a uniformly permissive manner and did not change
anything like as fast as the Beatles had hoped. The Beatles responded by
attempting to bridge the gap between themselves and the general popula-
tion through campaigns of public enlightenment. Somewhat unwilling
targets of social, cultural and political commentary in the first half of the
1960s, they instigated such debates in the late 1960s to effect societal
change. Celebrity granted them a hearing but not acceptance. Their acti-
vism often simply highlighted their idiosyncrasy and associated them with
some of the period’s most unpopular and eccentric causes. The more the
Beatles intervened in public affairs, the more alienated they became.
The Beatles were not prefigurative in the sense that later generations

adopted their behaviours and beliefs wholesale. Most people in subsequent
decades were scarcely more likely to take LSD, visit an ashram, flirt with
communism, campaign for gay rights or women’s liberation or seduce
their best friend’s spouse than they were to become pop stars. Yet these and
other acts of the Beatles lost much of their shock value over time as they
became incorporated into a nostalgic vision of the 1960s. Retrospective
accounts of the decade as a time of experimentation and emancipation
reveal more tolerance of the Beatles and less tolerance of the intolerance
they once faced.20

The Beatles’ cultural stature showed little sign of diminishing in the early
twenty-first century. As Alina Kwiatkowska elegantly demonstrated
through web searches, they overtook Shakespeare as the standard source
for literary quotations and allusions. She discovered in 2010 that there were
almost twice as many exact and fuzzy Google hits for ‘All you need is love’
than for seven famous Shakespearean quotations put together (‘To be or
not to be: that is the question’; ‘All the world’s a stage’; ‘Something is rotten
in the state of Denmark’; ‘The green-eyedmonster’; ‘If music be the food of
love, play on’; ‘My kingdom for a horse!’; ‘The lady doth protest too
much’). There were ten times as many hits for ‘We all live in a yellow
submarine’ as for ‘My kingdom for a horse!’ and for ‘I read the news today,
oh boy’ as for ‘The lady doth protest too much.’21 References appeared in
every kind of online text, from adverts to scientific papers, and often took
the form of puns that demonstrated the adaptable and ever-evolving
character of Beatles lyrics. Such wordplay exhibited the author’s wit and
taste and established bonds with equally savvy readers.
Opinion polls display the appeal of the sixties to subsequent generations.

In 1985, 47 per cent of those questioned by Gallup considered that ‘the
British people “never had it so good”’ as they did in the 1960s, even though
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the phrase was coined by HaroldMacmillan during and about the previous
decade. All age groups decidedly preferred the sixties to any other decade.22

Sixties nostalgia showed little sign of waning when YouGov asked respon-
dents in 2016 to name the decade in which ‘Britain was at its greatest’.
Although half declined to answer, the 1960s was over twice as popular
a choice as its nearest rival, the 1980s, and as popular as the 1940s, 1950s
and 1970s combined. Only 1 per cent of people thought Britain to be in its
prime in 2016, the year of the Brexit referendum.23

Polls also show how Britain since the 1960s has become a more diverse
nation, accustomed to (if not necessarily approving of) a multiplicity of
lifestyles, cultures and tastes.24 Consider the answers given in British Social
Attitudes (BSA) surveys conducted around the turn of the millennium.25

By this point, many more British people had personal experience of the
permissive lifestyles modelled by the Beatles in the 1960s. A quarter said
they had taken cannabis; a quarter’s parents had divorced.26 Almost half
had discovered their ‘own way connecting with God without churches or
religious services’, much like the Beatles in their meditative phase, and four
fifths accepted the pluralistic notion that many religions shared ‘basic
truths’.27 The kind of behaviour which earned John Lennon and Yoko
Ono moral opprobrium in the 1960s mattered less at the end of the
century. Although 28 per cent of people still disapproved of couples who
decided to have children out of wedlock, half thought the matter had
‘nothing to do with morals’.28 One in fourteen disputed that ‘divorce can
be a positive first step towards a new life’ and one in seven disapproved of
cohabitation.29 The same proportion said they would ‘mind a lot’ if a close
relative married someone of Asian descent.30 Only 6 per cent picked
cannabis and 16 per cent picked LSD from a list of drugs ‘most harmful
to frequent users’, whereas a third named tobacco and alcohol.31 For
almost every answer, permissive attitudes were strongest among the
young and weakest among the old. This cohort effect indicated that
Britain was likely to become more permissive as conservatives born in
the early twentieth century came to the end of their lives, as later BSA
surveys confirmed.

Time and Place

The core chapters of the book, which examine the social, cultural and
political impact of the Beatles, cover the period 1963 to 1975. They begin
when the Beatles attained national attention following the chart success of
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‘Please Please Me’ (1963) and the outbreak of what was soon dubbed
Beatlemania. Their formative years in Liverpool and Hamburg and their
first record release fall outside the ambit of the book because they did not
generate much printed discussion beyond the pages ofMersey Beat.32 The
significance of their first years of fame has been obscured by their later
creative achievements, which relegated their earlier recordings to the
unfavoured half of the ‘pop’/‘rock’ split. The Beatles’ subsequent embar-
rassment over their moptop phase added to the denigration and trivialisa-
tion of the Beatlemania era. Yet the extraordinary effect of their sudden rise
to fame should not be understated. ‘Peak Beatles’ as measured in column
inches and parliamentary speeches occurred in 1964, by which point most
principal lines of argument about the band were well established. The
purpose of incorporating material up to 1975, five years after their public
break-up, is not to consider the Beatles’ solo careers in the early seventies. It
is to allow the book to consider the first retrospectives of the Beatles’ career
before punk and the murder of Lennon transformed debates about the
band.33 This Introduction and the conclusion have a wider brief, surveying
more than half a century of interpretations of the Beatles and the 1960s.
As for place, this book concerns British attitudes to a British band

who travelled widely but lived and recorded music almost entirely in
Britain during the 1960s. Their Liverpudlian origins, German sojourns
and global success often overshadow the national context in which they
operated. For all the diversity and division within sixties Britain, the
Beatles and their compatriots interpreted each other by drawing upon
a medley of assumptions, experiences and cultural references peculiar
to themselves. The sources examined here are essentially those pro-
duced for a national audience or polls based on a national sample,
rather than for or about the United Kingdom’s constituent nations,
regions and localities. Domestic commentary on the Beatles was far
from insular, ranging as it did across issues of Americanisation,
Eastern religion, Western civilisation and Britain’s post-imperial iden-
tity. Furthermore, the book’s definition of a British primary source is
expansive enough to include British commentators living overseas (e.g.
the poet W. H. Auden and the New Age writer Alan Watts) and non-
British commentators resident in Britain (e.g. the intellectuals
Germaine Greer and George Steiner). However, it does not attempt
to explore ‘the intersection of global vectors across one local terrain’ in
the manner of Timothy Scott Brown’s illuminating West Germany and
the Global Sixties (2013).34
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Primary Sources

The primacy given to contemporaneous sources stems from the book’s aim
to explore attitudes towards the Beatles during and immediately after their
recording career. The band and the decade have generated powerful myths
and countermyths over the past half-century. These narratives are at once
an object lesson in the contested nature of the past and a substantial
impediment to understanding how the band and the decade were con-
ceived at the time. In theory, any contemporary British discussions of the
Beatles and their work fall within the book’s remit. Direct encounters with
the Beatles occurred when attending their concerts, interviewing them or
meeting them at social functions. More common were mediated encoun-
ters such as listening to their records, watching their films or reading about
their sayings and doings. Contemporaries also encountered the Beatles
through each other’s commentary. They were the subject of thousands of
newspaper articles and broadcasts. Politicians made speeches about them,
academics wrote treatises on them and they were represented in novels,
plays, ballets, films, paintings, sculptures and cartoons.

The volume of material on the Beatles is undeniably daunting, but in
practice it is reduced by the requirement that sources were created at the
time and have survived since. The primary sources available to the
researcher testify to the elitist bias of the recording and preservation of
past voices. As a rule of thumb, the more likely you were to appreciate the
Beatles in the 1960s, the less likely it is that your opinions were documen-
ted at the time and have survived to this day. Young, working-class female
fans were more prominent as consumers than producers of media,
although the book draws heavily upon the girls’ magazines and fan-club
publications which published their views. The predominance of older,
richer, educated males in the press, the arts, broadcasting, literature and
scholarship – and consequently in the sources for this book – is a distortion
of societal opinion but an accurate reflection of cultural authority. Their
often reactionary perspectives provide an alternative narrative of the sixties
in which the Beatles appear as undereducated, overpaid, talentless, clueless,
unexceptional, objectionable, pretentious and preposterous figures whose
comic hairstyles constituted their only cultural contribution of note.

Between these poles of mania and phobia exists a diverse and complex
array of discourses about the Beatles and the sixties which digitisation has
rendered accessible as never before. These include daily and Sunday papers
(The Telegraph, The Express, The Mirror, The Mail, The Times, The Sunday
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Times, The Guardian, The Observer and the non-digitised Herald and
Sun).35 Periodicals are used extensively, whether musical (Melody Maker,
New Musical Express, Record Mirror, Disc and Music Echo, Rave), political
(Spectator, Economist, New Statesman, Tribune), literary (Times Literary
Supplement), social (New Society), countercultural (Oz, International
Times, Gandalf’s Garden, Frendz, 7 Days) or general interest (Listener,
Punch).36 Radio and television broadcasts and recordings of interviews
and press conferences have been obtained thanks to the painstaking work
of collectors and bootleggers. Physical archives have been used more
sparingly. These include the BBC Written Archives Centre, the British
Library Sound Archive and the Special Collections and Archives of
Liverpool John Moores University.
Each chapter supplements these sources with more specialised ones. The

cartoons examined in the preface mostly come from the British Cartoon
Archive. In Chapter 1, top-line statistics from opinion polls are culled from
digests issued by polling companies, while the cross-tabulations use raw
data deposited in the UK Data Archive, the German-based GESIS Data
Archive for the Social Sciences and the United States-based Inter-
University Consortium for Political and Social Research. Chapters 2 and
3 on society make especial use of religious publications (Church Times,
Catholic Herald, Blackfriars) and magazines targeted primarily or exclu-
sively at teenage girls (Beatles Book, Fabulous 208, Honey, Petticoat, Jackie,
Girl).37 Academic journals and specialist arts and music publications
feature prominently in Chapter 4, which focuses on culture.38 Chapter 5,
on politics, uses materials ranging from parliamentary debates recorded in
Hansard through cyclostyled anarchist pamphlets to the digitised archives
of the Communist Party of Great Britain.
Because it is concerned with representations of the Beatles, the book

seldom features the Beatles’ own creative output, interviews and writing.
When they are quoted, for example when discussing their fall from grace in
the second half of the 1960s, it is to explain how others reacted to them.
This situation will be remedied by a companion volume, The Beatles’
World, which will view the same issues from the opposite perspective by
assessing how the Beatles themselves understood the society, culture and
politics of 1960s Britain. The Beatles’ World will argue that although they
were the most celebrated figures of the ‘permissive society’, the Beatles
exhibited uncertainty over most of its cardinal values. They both embraced
and renounced materialism, secularism, drugs, self-disclosure, casual sex,
revolutionary politics and artistic experimentation.39
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Secondary Sources

The historian Gerd-Rainer Horn expressed incredulity in 2007 that ‘no
satisfactory study of the socio-political dimension of British rockmusic has
been published to date’ and, for the sixties, limited progress has been made
since.40 The work that has come closest to remedying the situation, Keith
Gildart’s Images of England through Popular Music: Class, Youth and Rock
’n’ Roll, 1955–1976 (2013), notes how popular music and youth culture
remains ‘stubbornly resistant to the focus of academic historians’.41 His
assertion that postwar British historians have belittled, marginalised or
ignored the significance of popular music for working-class youth could be
applied equally to their treatment of the Beatles.

There exists no book-length study of the Beatles by an academic British
historian. Most of the standard surveys of postwar British history feel
obliged to namecheck the band, but they struggle to relate it to their
wider narratives and are often misinformed. The principal scholarly
work on the Beatles’ relationship to sixties Britain therefore consists of
a modest number of chapters and articles. Gildart uses the Beatles’ for-
mative years in Liverpool as a case study of ‘the connections between class,
race, ethnicity, locality, popular music and youth culture’.42 The chapter
devoted to the Beatles in David Simonelli’s Working Class Heroes: Rock
Music and British Society in the 1960s and 1970s (2013) considers some of
the same issues of class, youth and place from a national perspective as
opposed to Gildart’s local one.43

Simonelli and Gildart are primarily interested in the Beatles as popular
musicians. The Beatles and Sixties Britain is closer in its ambitions to
chapters by David Fowler, Dominic Sandbrook and Arthur Marwick,
which situate the band within wider debates about continuity and change
in 1960s Britain.44 Its differences from Fowler and Sandbrook’s accounts
are explored below, but it accepts certain of their reservations about
Marwick’s approach. Marwick made his name as a historian of social
change in the twentieth century, so it was appropriate that his last major
work, The Sixties (1998), presented a similarly transformational narrative
of that decade as his earlier work on ‘total war’.45 The analysis of opinion
polls in The Beatles and Sixties Britain suggests the need to qualify his claim
that ‘the sixties was a time of liberation for majorities in all Western
countries’.46 Although most people became more prosperous and gained
greater civil rights during the decade, they expressed doubts about the
accompanying social and cultural changes. By the same token, Marwick’s
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portrayal of the Beatles as ‘the heroes of the age’ seems overdrawn when we
consider the sustained and substantial opposition towards them and what
they represented in 1960s Britain.47

Notwithstanding its different conclusions, The Beatles and Sixties Britain
shares with the work of Marwick, Fowler and Sandbrook a focus on the
historical relationship between the band and British society. It bears fewer
family resemblances to academic works on the Beatles which differ in their
focus, methods, discipline or some combination of the three. Most scholar-
ship on the Beatles is primarily concerned with their lives and art, whether
as a band or as individuals.48 There are three scholarly studies of
Harrison,49 still more of Lennon50 and a major two-volume biography of
George Martin.51 The biographical approach also shapes the most signifi-
cant popular works on the Beatles.52 In contrast, this book adopts the
reverse perspective of examining contemporary attitudes towards the band.
Work on the Beatles takes place within a thriving field of interdisciplin-

ary research on canonical popular musicians of the ‘long 1960s’. There are
studies of American musicians including Bob Dylan, the Beach Boys, Janis
Joplin, the Doors and the Grateful Dead53 as well as their British counter-
parts the Rolling Stones,54 the Kinks,55 The Who,56 David Bowie,57 Dusty
Springfield,58 Led Zeppelin59 and Pink Floyd.60 Other scholars have stu-
died genres of music instead of individual musicians. For Britain, there are
notable studies of light music,61 jazz,62 folk,63 blues,64 rock ’n’ roll and beat
music,65 Mod,66 soul,67 psychedelia,68 prog,69 glam,70disco,71 punk,72 post-
punk,73 indie74 and metal.75 A third approach is that of studying themes in
popular music such as performance,76 ethnicity and national identity,77

class,78 gender,79 women80 and men.81

At the outer limits of this book’s reach are works on the 1960s or
popular culture which concern neither Britain nor the Beatles. Many of
the issues explored in this book have been studied more extensively in
the United States than in Britain. Historical research on sixties culture
and radicalism started early in the United States and has developed
impressively since.82 Some of the attention paid to the decade in the
United States can be attributed to the ongoing ‘culture wars’.83 But this
is not to gainsay the sophistication of the field, including debates on
the origins84 and aftermath of ‘the sixties’.85 Besides studies specifically
about the Beatles’ reception, the most relevant works on postwar
America concern intellectuals’ attitudes to popular culture,86 pop
audiences,87 ethnicity and the development of the ‘pop’/‘rock’
divide,88 rock stardom,89 rock criticism,90 the counterculture91 and
countercultural music.92 The widest context for this study is provided
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by transnational work on the 1960s. Though 1968 still forms the focus
for such research,93 there is increasing interest in the international
dimensions of the counterculture and cultural experimentation.94

Exploring the Beatles’ impact on Britain provides a missing piece in
the broader puzzle of the ‘global sixties’.95

Methodology

The book’s methodology is best expressed as a series of aspirations and
distinctions: that is, what it endeavours to do and how this differs from
alternative methods. Its four guiding principles are to be historical, broad,
empirical and dispassionate. Let me clarify what I mean by each of these
terms by comparing the book’s approach to those of other works on the
Beatles and the sixties.

First and foremost, this is a historical study of a subject largely studied by
non-historians. The scarcity of historical work on the Beatles contrasts
starkly with the scholarly interest in them displayed in other fields of
scholarship, including literary criticism,96 cultural studies,97 geography,98

philosophy,99 sociology,100 communications101 and psychology.102 The
Beatles and Sixties Britain draws upon and benefits from research in
these disciplines while addressing fundamentally different questions. For
example, much formal musicological analysis of the Beatles does not dwell
upon the Beatles’ historical context, whereas this book touches upon the
Beatles’music only insofar as it affected their perceived social, political and
cultural significance.103 Popular musicology therefore appears here less as
a form of analysis to be applied than as a discipline whose origins were
intertwined with interpretations of the Beatles in the 1960s. Chapter 4
accordingly excavates the prehistory of critical musicology and popular
music studies. It shows that contemporary claims about the Beatles’ artistry
were made largely by writers with no formal musical training, whose
comparisons between the Beatles and classical composers (positive and
negative) were correspondingly superficial. Early attempts to evaluate the
Beatles’ canonical status rested instead on lyrical analysis and evaluations
of the cultural capital of the Beatles and their supporters.

The Beatles and Sixties Britain is historical in the sense that it is funda-
mentally concerned with the contemporary impact of the Beatles and not
their legacy or lasting significance. Those interested in the band members’
lives after the Beatles, the marketing of their music and image, the retelling
of their narrative and the treatment of Lennon’s death are referred to the
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fine work of writers such as Peter Doggett, Holly Tessler and Erin
Weber.104 The book is historicist as well as historical: that is, it seeks to
understand the attitudes and actions of sixties figures in their own terms
and within the context of their time and place. The book’s historicism
dovetails with its empiricism and dispassion in its ambition to identify and
represent past perspectives in all their variety. It also situates the work on
one side of ‘the essential divide between history and criticism’ identified by
Elijah Wald:

what made something timely is usually very different from what makes it
timeless . . . The critic’s job is to assign value and importance on an artistic level,
which necessarily is a judgement about how the work stands up in the present. The
historian’s is to sort out and explain what happened in the past, which means
attempting to understand the tastes and environment of an earlier time.105

The book’s broadness stems from its examination of the Beatles’ cultural,
political and social meaning in sixties Britain. This distinguishes it from
works which deal with more discrete topics such as the Beatles’ image,106

artistry,107 masculinity108 or religion109 and their relationship to
Romanticism,110 communications technology,111 the music industry112

or the Rolling Stones.113 Its use of a variety of sources from over a dozen
years differentiates it from works which cover shorter periods114 or which
focus on a single source such as an album115 or film.116

The book’s wide-ranging subject matter accounts for its eclectic
research methods, which range from exegesis to regression analysis. It
also means that the work is informed by and contributes to many fields
of postwar British history. This is primarily a cultural history both in
the sense of being about popular culture and in its concern with
discourse and representation. It shares Shumway’s ambition ‘not to
get at the truth of the individual life but the meaning of the star for
the culture’.117 But the chapter titles indicate that the book has social
and political dimensions in addition to cultural ones and subsections of
these chapters attest to the Beatles’ encroachment on sixties debates
about gender, sexuality, ethnicity, nation, region, generation, class,
religion, education, consumerism and personal appearance. If the
book does not examine every finger placed by each Beatle in every
pie, it is not for lack of effort.
The multiplicity of contemporary perspectives it presents on the Beatles

adds to the book’s scope. In contrast to more specialised studies, which
examine a single discourse or set of actors, it adopts what the literary critic
Mikhail Bakhtin once described as a ‘polyphonic’ method which gives
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expression to a ‘plurality of independent and unmerged voices and
consciousnesses’.118 One drawback to this approach is that, like the
Russian novels examined by Bakhtin, the number of people given voice
in this book runs into the hundreds. Another is that similarities between
speakers can be lost among a babel of speakers. This book cannot circum-
vent the first issue, but seeks to address the second by grouping together
like-minded thinkers and counterpoising their arguments to different and
competing discourses.

Empiricism simply means seeking in the substantive chapters to ground
every argument in evidence: primary sources when possible or else sec-
ondary sources based on primary sources.119 Alternative methods exist. At
the beginning of the century, a major university press issued a monograph
about the Beatles which contained less than one reference per page. At that
time, Charles Hamm struggled to name any examples of ‘empirical work
produced in popular music studies’.120 This is no longer the case, but many
chapters and articles on the band continue to be published which contain
little primary research. Moreover, much significant scholarship on the
Beatles employs theoretical models. Freudian, Lacanian, Gramscian,
Weberian, post-structuralist and McLuhanite approaches have all been
deployed to understand the band.121

I do not share the disdain of writers such as Dominic Sandbrook for ‘the
opaque theoretical discussions, invented abstract nouns and . . . obscure
Continental theorists’ that in his view blight academic cultural criticism.122

Remarks of this nature contribute to empiricism’s sorry reputation as
a byword for intellectual philistinism and political conservatism. Good old-
fashioned common sense contains a welter of unexamined assumptions,
and any historian deals with abstractions such as class which are ineluc-
tably freighted with theory. However, this book illustrates how inductive
and empirical research proceeds on different lines from that underpinned
by a theoretical framework.

Empiricism stands or falls on the reliability of primary sources. Sparing
use is therefore made here of memoirs written with the benefit of
hindsight.123 The oral history examined in the Conclusion is primarily
included to understand the 1990s, when the interviews were conducted,
rather than the 1960s, which were their ostensible subject. Quotations have
been traced back to their original source wherever possible. The pitfalls of
doing otherwise can be seen in the factual errors which bedevil surveys of
postwar Britain based on secondary sources. Paul Addison writes of the
Beatles receiving OBEs (not MBEs) and of William Mann (not Tony
Palmer) as declaring them to be the greatest songwriters since Schubert.124
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Sir Brian Harrison misdates and misquotes Lennon’s pronouncement that
the Beatles were ‘more popular than Jesus’ and Lord Morgan lists his sole
source on the group as being ‘The Beatles’ Progress, by Michael Brown
(1974)’.125 The title, author and date of this work are all incorrect.
From an empirical standpoint, as much care needs to be taken in the

selection and interpretation of sources as in establishing their veracity.
For example, you could find quotations to ‘prove’ that John Lennon was
a capitalist, communist, anarchist, liberal, libertarian, socialist, environ-
mentalist and (if used in combination) a hypocrite. Empirical rigour in
this book is sought through selecting the least worst forms of evidence.
Opinion polls with all their flaws furnish otherwise unobtainable mea-
sures of public opinion, especially when collected in bulk, analysed
systematically, used judiciously and interpreted alongside qualitative
sources. Equally, there is no way of telling whether the letters published
by the Beatles Book were (as its editor claimed) ‘truly representative of
the thousands we received for each issue’.126 They nonetheless provide
a unique insight into fandom because they span almost the entirety of
the Beatles’ recording career, express a range of opinions and (thanks to
Mike Kirkup’s detective work) are known to contain the real words of
actual fans.127

The findings of this book are based on such a process of accumulating,
selecting, evaluating and interpreting evidence. Except here and in the
Conclusion, I have subordinated my authorial voice to a curated assembly
of past testimony and support every claim with a citation, usually accom-
panied by a quotation. This ventriloquising technique does not suggest that
the sources speak for themselves or provide definitive proof. On the
contrary, one advantage of empirical research is its falsifiability.
Arguments resting on cited sources can be disproved or challenged by
uncovering better sources or providing more plausible readings of existing
ones.
Claims of dispassion, like those of empiricism, understandably raise

suspicions of hidden agendas. After all, anyone possessing ears and eyes
is unlikely to be indifferent to the Beatles, and this author is no exception.
While I rate the Beatles’music and admire many of their accomplishments,
this is not why I have written this book and is still less of a reason for
anyone to read it. In this respect, it differs from a large body of writing in
which authors explore how the band has shaped their lives. The first
generation of American rock critics wrote movingly about the transforma-
tive effect of hearing the Beatles for the first time on themselves and their
generation.128 Dissatisfaction with ‘gushing hero worship’ inspired Ian
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MacDonald to produce ‘a detached, posterity-anticipating tally of what the
Beatles did’ in his peerless Revolution in the Head (1994).129 He succeeded
spectacularly in most respects but, as discussed further in the Conclusion,
he was anything but detached on account of his spirituality, countercul-
tural ethos and generational identification with the band. Although
unafraid to question some of the band members’ actions and to pan
celebrated songs, he readily accepted one interviewer’s characterisation
of his book as an ‘act of love’.130

Autobiographical accounts written by a later generation of Beatles fans
were no less unstinting in their adulation. Devin McKinney self-identifies
as a ‘Beatle-besotted second-generation fan-fanatic’ and Rob Sheffield
describes how ‘being born on the same planet as the Beatles is one of the
ten best things that’s ever happened to me’.131 While their predecessors
celebrated their experience of growing up alongside the Beatles, McKinney
and Sheffield reflect on having been ‘destined by fate to miss out on the
60s’.132 The titles of their books, Magic Circles: The Beatles in Dream and
History and Dreaming the Beatles: The Love Story of One Band and the
Whole World, indicate how they intertwine biography with extreme sub-
jectivity. The Beatles and Sixties Britain adopts the reverse approach. It is
concerned with the past, not the present: with them, not me. It seeks to
overcome the very ‘psychological biases, intellectual limitations, aesthetic
prejudices, and personal experiences’which McKinney decides are his true
subjects of investigation.133

WhereasMcKinney sets out to ‘creat[e] my ownmyth from the facts and
fancies of the time’, other writers pursue the opposite objective of challen-
ging myths surrounding the Beatles and the sixties, often for political
purposes.134 David Fowler and Dominic Sandbrook question the band’s
significance as part of their broader revisionist critique of the 1960s as
a major turning point in modern British history. In Youth Culture in
Modern Britain, c.1920–1970 (2008), Fowler aims to scotch two ‘powerful
myths of the period’: ‘that British youth culture of the 1960s suddenly
became “classless” due to the impact of pop music’ and ‘that the Beatles
created a cohesive youth culture’.135 The proponents of these myths are,
however, hard to identify. No one is cited as crediting the Beatles for
uniting youth culture and the one historian named as arguing for pop’s
classlessness (Arthur Marwick) categorically rejected the notion.136

Turning to the other myth, Fowler presents three reasons for it being
‘highly unlikely’ that ‘the Beatles did shape youth culture during the 1960s’:
their greater popularity among young girls than Mods or students; their
cross-generational appeal as ‘family entertainment’; and their aloofness
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after they stopped touring.137 Each does not withstand critical scrutiny. To
claim that ‘theMods were amore important cultural phenomenon than the
Beatles because they generated the first geographically mobile, national
youth movement’ privileges scooters over the power of mass communica-
tions to create imagined communities.138 His assessment that the Beatles
and other bands had ‘quite modest fan bases’ is based on the size of their
official fan clubs and exhibits a similarly narrow conception of the nature of
youth participation in the 1960s.139 Still more troubling is Fowler’s char-
acterisation of the Beatles’ audience as ‘passive teenage (mainly female)
fans’.140 As Barbara Ehrenreich, Elizabeth Hess and Gloria Jacobs have
argued, Beatlemaniacs were anything but passive, and to characterise them
as such harks back to the androcentric form of subcultural studies under-
taken in the 1970s.141 Fowler’s argument that student revolutionaries
‘especially despised the Beatles’ music’ is based on two letters by one
man, John Hoyland, who was no longer a student and who confessedly
‘loved and admired’ Lennon.142 More broadly, Fowler does not take
account of the Beatles’ evolution in the second half of the 1960s. If their
patronage of the counterculture and their experiments with avant-garde
music, agitprop and psychoactive drugs did not place them at ‘the cutting
edge of youth culture’, it is hard to imagine who else would qualify.143

A more sophisticated exercise in revisionism comes from Dominic
Sandbrook, whose work, while heavily reliant on standard biographies of
the band, is novel inasmuch as he uses the Beatles in support of his
continuity thesis that the 1960s were ‘a stage in a long evolution [of
Britain] stretching back into the forgotten past’.144 Four claims underpin
his attempt to square the Beatles with his depiction of the 1960s as
a conservative era in Britain. The first is that the Beatles were less popular
than middle-of-the-road fare such as Cliff Richard and soundtrack albums
such as The Sound of Music.145 Sandbrook’s second claim is that the
Beatles’ ‘old-fashioned simplicity’ largely accounted for their popularity
in the early years.146 Third, he maintains that ‘the more the Beatles
departed from their conservative image of 1963, the more people disliked
them’.147 And fourth, he seeks to undermine their exceptionalism by
querying ‘enduring myths associated with the rise of the Beatles’.148

Musically, he questions both the uniqueness of the Merseybeat scene and
the unique popularity of the Beatles within it. Socially, Sandbrook char-
acterises the Beatles as ‘lower middle class rather than working class’ in
order to diminish their threat to class hierarchy and to ridicule Lennon’s
credentials as a ‘Working Class Hero’.149 And politically, he concludes that
the Beatles and other sixties luminaries were ‘[f]ar from being
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revolutionary pioneers’ because they purchased expensive properties and
hobnobbed with the rich.150

An analysis of each of these claims reveals Sandbrook’s portrayal of the
Beatles to be intelligent and thought-provoking but ultimately miscon-
ceived. His first claim about the greater popularity of Cliff Richard and The
Sound of Music is misleading. Richard achieved more hits than the Beatles
in the 1960s simply because he released twice as many singles. In fact, such
was the Beatles’ dominance of the singles charts that they released 18 of the
top 60 (and 4 of the top 5) best-selling singles of the decade.151 Sandbrook’s
further contention that soundtrack albums for musicals were the ‘most
popular group of the sixties’ is not corroborated by chart placings and sales
figures.152 The Beatles topped the album charts for more weeks in the 1960s
than all the original soundtrack albums combined. Sales figures compiled
in 1992 showed that the Beatles produced seven of the UK’s ten best-selling
albums recorded in the 1960s, and that by this point Sgt. Pepper had sold
more copies than The Sound of Music.153

Sandbrook’s second claim that the Beatles were conservative at the
beginning of their career is not borne out by this book, which shows how
they were depicted from the outset as a comprehensive alternative to
societal norms. There is more substance to the idea that the Beatles courted
unpopularity in the late 1960s, but (contrary to Sandbrook’s account) this
did not translate into falling sales. What is remarkable about the Beatles is
not their decline but their continuous supremacy in both singles and
albums charts from 1963 to 1970, despite audacious changes of image,
genre and target audience. His dismissal of the Beatles’ political radicalism
on account of their wealth does not take into account their post-
materialism or explain why they became more politicised as they became
richer.154 To denigrate Lennon and Ono’s Bed-Ins as ‘gigantic exercises in
self-indulgence’ is insufficient.155 The Bed-Ins operated on a number of
levels: as political demonstrations, performance art, press conferences,
publicity stunts, marital bonding and consciousness-raising.156 Their
actions did not bring about world peace, but it was not ‘obviously non-
sense’ for them to campaign for it.157

The myth-busting of Sandbrook creates myths of its own. Mark
Lewisohn has demonstrated that Liverpool hosted a singular musical
scene in the late fifties and early sixties, and the Beatles occupied an
unrivalled place in it.158 The Shadows, Acker Bilk and Lonnie Donegan
did not pave the way for the Beatles in the United States.159 The band
exhibited no ‘dependence on music-hall traditions’, which they drew upon
at a time when they were throwing every other musical genre into the mix,
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including folk, Indian classical music and musique concrète.160 Sandbrook
asserts that ‘[o]nly Richard Starkey . . . had a genuine claim to working-
class origins’ because he alone ‘grew up in anything resembling genuine
poverty’.161 It is simplistic to label Harrison, McCartney and Lennon as
‘lower middle class’; they were respectively the sons of a bus driver turned
trade unionist, an unsuccessful cotton salesman and a district nurse, and
a merchant seaman and a waitress.162 He proceeds to characterise
‘Working Class Hero’ (1970) as ‘pure self-mythologising’ on the part of
Lennon, whose messy childhood he considers ‘settled and loving’.163 He
misreads the song as a first-person account of Lennon’s heroism, even
though it is non-autobiographical and argues that a ‘Working Class Hero’
is a contradiction in terms. Sandbrook’s portrait of Lennon replaces
a plaster saint with an equally simplistic caricature of vanity and
hypocrisy.164

Sandbrook’s work exemplifies the politicisation of writing on the
Beatles, in which they appear as proxies in the ongoing culture wars
over the 1960s.165 He espouses conservatism in its core sense of opposing
rapid change. His narrative of the 1960s accordingly steers an uneasy
path between disclaiming any wish to ‘return to the years when gay men
lived in fear of the law, or when landladies put up “No Coloureds” signs’
and chastising the ‘permissive liberalism’ which remedied such injustices
for its disrespect towards ‘the disciplines of the past’.166 His affection for
the Beatles’ music sits awkwardly with his moral disapproval of what
they represented. Thus Paul Johnson is extolled as one of ‘few brave
souls [who] dared to question the cult of youth’ for his 1964 diatribe
against ‘The Menace of Beatlism’. Sandbrook applauds Johnson’s icono-
clasm while accepting his invective against Beatlemaniacs for their infer-
ior education, intelligence, class, taste, appearance and behaviour was ‘a
bit harsh’.167

Sandbrook’s right-wing critique of the Beatles and the 1960s is relatively
benign when compared with that of his colleagues at theMail, A. N.Wilson
and Peter Hitchens. Wilson considers the Beatles as ‘con artists’ of lesser
cultural significance than the modernist composer John McCabe.168

Hitchens self-parodically describes the Beatles as ‘a popular musical com-
bination’ and analyses the sexual abandon caused by their falsetto singing
and ‘loud and relentless drumbeat’.169 But whereas Wilson maintains that
‘any history could afford to overlook the Beatles’, Hitchens sees them as
prime movers in the destruction of ‘one of the happiest, fairest and kindest
societies which has ever existed’.170 The band legitimised drug-taking,
Lennon did the same for atheism in ‘Imagine’ (1971) and he, Mick Jagger
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and Elvis Presley together destroyed ‘British sexual reserve’.171 InHitchens’
overwrought account, the moral degeneration instigated by the Beatles
culminated in New Labour. Tony Blair’s identification with the Beatles and
‘the rock and roll generation’ signalled the victory of ‘cultural revolution’
over the ‘Conservative imagination’ and its defence of ‘patriotism, faith,
morality and literature’.172

The politicisation of the Beatles is not confined to the right. A centre-
left critique has been provided by the distinguished political historian
and Labour peer Kenneth O. Morgan, whose account of the Beatles is
consistent only in its condescension. Morgan argues that ‘the culture
represented by the Beatles or Carnaby Street posed no questions’ in one
sentence, then contradicts himself in the next when referring to the
controversy caused by ‘John Lennon’s observations on drugs and Jesus
Christ’.173 His characterisation of youth protest as ‘perhaps anarchic,
certainly apolitical’ is likewise contradictory, as is his statement that ‘the
permissive era had no political implications at all’ despite acknowledging
the relaxation of censorship and the ‘legislation on sexual issues’.174 Also
puzzling is his comment that ‘the permissive pop artists of the sixties
were in many cases self-indulgent nihilists with no message for society in
general. It could hardly be otherwise since all you needed was love.’175

‘All You Need Is Love’ (1967) was more idealistic than nihilistic in tone,
and the Beatles sought to spread its message to the extent that the words
were inscribed on sandwich boards in multiple languages for worldwide
broadcast.

Far-left analyses of the Beatles adopt a still more critical tone. Two
articles by Oded Heilbronner tell us more about the author’s politics
than those of his subjects. His contention that the Beatles ‘epitomised
the anti-revolutionary character of British society’ uncritically recapitu-
lates Marxist arguments of the period and is based on a series of question-
able contrasts.176 He opposes Englishness to radicalism, the Beatles
to the Rolling Stones, nativist pastoralism to Continental modernism,
‘conservative-popular “Beatles culture”’ to ’68ers and The Beatles double
album (1968) to ‘the spirit of the time’.177 Because the Beatles fail to accord
with Heilbronner’s conception of true revolutionaries, they are variously
disparaged as being ‘part and parcel of the British establishment’, ‘guar-
dians of British order and restraint’ and curiously unwilling ‘to play the
role that was assigned to them by the fighters on the barricades or the
Manson Gang’.178 Sandbrook’s claims about the popularity of Cliff Richard
and Hollywood musicals are based on a book chapter by the Trotskyist
cultural critic Dave Harker.179 Sandbrook’s demolition of ‘Working Class
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Hero’ similarly echoes one published by Harker in his pioneering critique
of the political economy of popular music, One for the Money (1980).180

This unlikely alliance between Marxist and Tory populist stems from their
shared distaste for sixties permissiveness: Harker seeing it as a diversion
from class struggle, Sandbrook as the faddish concern of a ‘metropolitan
elite’.181

For all their doctrinal differences, each of these authors writes about the
Beatles as an ideological enterprise. Sandbrook’s championing of the
‘reticent, dutiful and quietly conservative’ majority sidelined in the sixties
is deployed in his Daily Mail columns to warn their latter-day successors
against change for change’s sake.182 Hitchens andWilson use the rise of the
Beatles as an index of moral and artistic decline. Morgan, Heilbronner and
Harker present them as exemplars of political inaction or misadventure
according to their own socialist convictions. Such partisanship and polemi-
cism runs contrary to the empiricist and historicist approach of this book
which, insofar as it is possible, checks its politics at the door.
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1 The Other Sixties: An Anti-Permissive
Permissive Society?

Figure 1.1 Pollsters – Anne Geldart conducts a door-to-door survey, March 1966.
Photo by Reg Burkett/Express/Getty Images 23



In July 1970, three months after the Beatles publicly broke up, a group of
researchers surveyed public attitudes on the future of the nation. The six
hundred or so 16–44-year-olds they interviewed had a generally optimistic
and adaptable outlook. Over the past fifteen years, 85 per cent of them had
experienced ‘a great deal’ or ‘quite a lot’ of social change. Two thirds of the
group saw these changes as positive, versus a fifth who thought things had
got worse. It was hard for them to envisage the next fifteen years being as
frenetic and dramatic. Ten times as many people anticipated the pace of
change would slow down than predicted that it would speed up in the
1970s and early 1980s. Whatever the velocity, respondents nonetheless
believed they were heading in the right direction by a ratio of 5:1.1

Then came questions asking people to predict the likelihood of scenarios
in the science-fiction world of 1985, ranging from robotic cleaners to every
family possessing a telephone and a car. This being 1970, a large proportion
of these questions concerned permissiveness.2 The term was defined in the
questionnaire as ‘greater freedom from old customs and outdated moral
codes, sexual freedom, decline of marriage as an institution, less [sic]
restrictions on private conduct, [and] liberalisation of drug laws’, but in
its broadest sense encompassed other issues of interest including the rights
of women, ethnic minorities and the young.3

Table 1.1 shows that in all but one case, most of those questioned predicted
amore permissive future. By 1985, amajority expected further advances in the
sexual revolution, greater freedom of expression, more secularisation and
cohabitation, higher rates of drug addiction, an increase in teenage indepen-
dence and gender equality in education, employment and the home. The sole
exception was that respondents split down the middle over whether they
expected immigrants to continue experiencing discrimination at work.
The respondents therefore predicted the inexorable growth of permis-

siveness, but for the most part hoped that they would be proven wrong.
While broadly in favour of equal opportunities for women and (to a lesser
extent) immigrants, they were overwhelmingly opposed to the decline of
marriage, religion and parental power. Fewer people were for than against
‘Freedom in attitudes to sexual behaviour by men and women’. The same
went for the abolition of censorship, although greater freedom of expres-
sion was supported by a plurality of the sample.4

This chapter, which examines polls such as this one, is not about the
Beatles or reactions to them but the social context in which they can be
understood. The Beatles were the most celebrated figures of the ‘permissive
society’. Their iconic standing rested not simply on their music, but on
their capacity to encapsulate the loosening of strictures that was perceived
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to be under way in the 1960s. During their career, their champions placed
them alongside William Blake and Dr Spock as ‘Priests and Prophets of
Permissiveness’, while their detractors yoked them to Harold Wilson as
progenitors of a ‘progressive and permissive orthodoxy’.5 The Beatles’
reputation as ‘filters of Sixties liberation’ has endured in the half-century
since they split up and has been advanced by Paul McCartney as their
primary non-musical accomplishment.6 ‘I think we gave some sort of
freedom to the world’, he reflected: ‘I think we set free a lot of people
who were blinkered.’7

The idea that the Beatles were the dynamos of the ‘swinging sixties’ rests
on three debatable propositions concerning the Beatles’ attitudes, those of
wider society and the effect of one on the other. The degree to which the
Beatles were permissive in thought and deed deserves a book of its own.

Table 1.1 Predictions in 1970 of the likelihood and desirability of changes over the next
fifteen years

Q: All the statements are about what might happen
over the next 15 years . . . please say howmuch you agree
or disagree with each one. Do you think that if this
happened it would be a good thing or a bad thing on
the whole, and how good or bad?

Agree (or
*greater)

Disagree
(or *less)

Good (or
*better)

Bad (or
*worse)

Women will be entirely equal with men in the
education they get, the jobs they do, and the pay
they get for similar jobs

76.3 16.2 70.5 19.8

Immigrants will be accepted as entirely equal with
British people in all kinds of jobs

43.7 46.9 50 36.7

Boys and girls of 15 will be much less under the
control of their parents than at present

80.2 13 12.8 80.4

Only half as many people as now will claim to have
any religious faith

70.8 18.4 12.1 63.8

Men and women will take equal shares in housework
and in looking after children

54.6 38.2 n/a n/a

Many couples won’t bother to get married 72.9 21.7 14 72.7
There will be more drug addiction than there is now 73.9 18.8 n/a n/a
All forms of censorship will be abolished 51.2 37.4 35.2 47.3
Freedom in attitudes to sexual behaviour by men and

women
71.5* 10.1* 32.4* 45.1*

The amount of freedom as to what can be shown or
written about in the cinema, on TV and in news-
papers, magazines and books

82.4* 5.6* 45.2* 35*

Source: Social Science Research Council (SSRC) Survey Unit, Future in Britain Survey, July 1970 (N=586
adults aged 16–44)
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The question of how the Beatles exerted influence on social attitudes is
dealt with in the remainder of this one. Although it is extremely difficult to
establish causation in the field of ideas, especially on a society-wide scale,
the chapters on society, culture and politics show that the Beatles at
a minimum stimulated debates across an array of issues associated with
permissiveness. This leaves the vexed issue of when (if ever) Britain became
a ‘permissive society’.
What is telling about the 1970 Future in Britain poll is that its results

cannot be easily explained by the principal approaches to this issue. The
respondents’ conviction that they were living in a time of major upheaval
contradicts Dominic Sandbrook’s assertion that ‘Britain in 1970 was still
fundamentally the same country it had been twenty, thirty or a hundred
years before’.8 The same sense of rapid change appeared in a National
Opinion Polls (NOP) survey conducted earlier that year. Twice as many
people thought that attitudes to marriage had ‘changed a lot’ during the
previous decade than those who discerned little change. Four fifths of the
same sample agreed that ‘people’s attitudes to sex had changed a lot’, but
only a third of people thought such changes to be a ‘good thing’.9 Such
misgivings, like those expressed in the Future in Britain poll, cast doubt on
Arthur Marwick’s rival vision of ‘a “revolution”, or “transformation” in
material conditions, lifestyles, family relationships, and personal freedoms
for the vast majority of ordinary people’ or Jeffrey Weeks’ conception of
a ‘democratisation of everyday life’.10 While democratic in the sense of
establishing basic human rights to live, love and behave as one pleased, the
‘social, cultural and moral revolutions’ described by Weeks were not
democratic in the sense of commanding majority support. Such ‘revolu-
tions from below’ were conducted by minorities in the face of widespread
disapproval.11

Polls such as these furnish new answers to two long-standing puzzles
concerning sixties Britain. To begin with, recognition that contemporaries’
awareness of change co-existed with a preference for continuity erodes the
false dichotomies underpinning current debates over the existence or
absence of permissiveness, a cultural revolution or ‘the sixties’ itself. The
first half of this chapter introduces the concept of an ‘anti-permissive
permissive society’ to account for the ambivalence of public attitudes
displayed in polling data. Most people perceived a permissive society as
coming into being from the 1960s onwards, but they disapproved of most
of its manifestations and legislative reforms.12 The second half of the
chapter drills down into the raw data of opinion polls to compare attitudes
towards different issues across demographic groups. The variations seen
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across age, gender, class, religion, region, nation, education and marital
status reveal a complexity not captured in standard models of sixties
Britain and provide clarity about which elements of British society were
more permissive than others.

Methods

AsMark Jarvis argues, the ‘emotive and politicised’ term ‘permissiveness’ is
nonetheless a concept which ‘can hardly be avoided . . . [i]n any study
dealing with material on social issues in this period’.13 The term here is
defined broadly, encompassing not only issues concerning private life and
civil liberties, including abortion, the age of majority, birth control, censor-
ship, capital punishment, corporal punishment, divorce, drugs, gambling,
homosexuality, illegitimacy, prostitution, religion and suicide, all of which
were subject to legislation, policymaking and public debate in this period.
The chapter also considers attitudes towards women, ethnic minorities and
the young, because these concerned matters of equality closely related to
the anti-discriminatory intent of permissive reforms.

National polls conducted by the major polling and surveying organisa-
tions up to 1975 have been mined for their coverage of the twenty-three
topics listed in Table 1.2. Inmost cases, only top-line statistics are available.
These polls form the basis of the first half of the chapter, which uses
descriptive statistics to survey society as a whole. The second half of the
chapter uses cross-tabulation and regression analysis on the minority of

Table 1.2 Topics related to permissiveness covered in
opinion polls, 1963–1975

abortion homosexuality
authority illegitimacy
capital punishment permissiveness
censorship race and immigration
cohabitation religion and secularisation
contraception sexual revolution
corporal punishment sixties culture
the counterculture student radicalism
criminal justice upbringing of children
divorce women’s rights
drugs youth
gambling
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polls which provide the requisite granular data to show how attitudes
towards permissiveness varied across subpopulations of British society.
The type of polling data used in this chapter has been studied for decades

by social scientists,14 who have constructed sophisticated historical models
in the process.15 But their work has made little impression on twentieth-
century British historians, who have gravitated instead towards the mixed-
methods approach of Mass-Observation.16 The ‘cultural turn’ has led
historians away from the quantitative and social scientific approaches
that accompany polling analysis, even though polls provide otherwise
unavailable insights into the issues of mentality and belief that most
fascinate cultural historians. In the absence of quantification, large claims
about permissiveness sometimes rest on anecdotes. ‘Sixties values seem to
have gained more support from the young and the middle-class living in
the southeast than elsewhere’, concludes Brian Harrison. The only evi-
dence he offers is that Mary Whitehouse came from the West Midlands
and that the notoriously misanthropic Philip Larkin wrote from Hull that
he had been ‘little in touch . . . w[ith] the world since 1945’.17 Even when
polling and survey data are mentioned in studies of permissiveness, they
tend to be used unsystematically. Thus Michael Schofield’s findings that
most teenagers were virgins in 1962–3 is often cited to disprove the
existence of the ‘swinging sixties’, with much less mention made of the
‘tremendous change in attitude, especially among the women’ he discov-
ered when he tracked down some of the same respondents in 1971.18 Many
historians also use Geoffrey Gorer’s findings uncritically, despite his 1950
survey being based on an unrepresentative sample and his 1969 survey
being compromised by methodological and interpretative flaws.19

Existing literature on opinion polling about social issues in twentieth-
century Britain can be divided into two main strands. One focuses on the
practices of polling organisations, their claims to provide a scientific ana-
lysis of public opinion and how parties and NGOs deployed their findings
in political debate.20 The other concerns the quantitative analysis of reli-
gious beliefs and practices undertaken by Clive Field, Ben Clements and
Callum Brown.21 Beyond those on religion, there are few studies of social
change in postwar Britain centred on opinion polls.22

Historians’ limited use of polling data helps to explain why the question
of when (if ever) Britain became a ‘permissive society’ remains fundamen-
tally unresolved due to problems with sourcing, sampling and conceptua-
lisation. Those who identify a ‘cultural revolution’ largely base their
arguments on canonical cultural artefacts of the period such as songs,
films, writings and fashions.23 Revisionists either point to a series of
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other cultural artefacts that provide a more conservative view of the sixties
or else contrast a minority permissive ‘culture’ with a broader ‘society’
displaying stronger continuities with the earlier twentieth century.24 The
quandaries faced by cultural historians in establishing the representative-
ness of such sources and in finding testimony from subordinate groups can
be understood from a quantitative standpoint as ones of sampling. Again,
polling throws historians a lifeline. ‘History from below’ is aided by
stratified sampling, which ensures that different social groups are ade-
quately represented and records attitudinal differences between them.
Without use of polling data, it is more difficult to access the past perspec-
tives of women, manual workers, the young and other groups under-
represented in conventional historical records. Conceptually, the debate
has suffered from a conflation of the separate issues of behaviours, percep-
tions and preferences. Polls provide limited evidence on behaviours, but
they allow us to distinguish between what people thought was happening
(perceptions) and what they wished to happen (preferences). This distinc-
tion between preferences and perceptions underpin the concept of an ‘anti-
permissive permissive society’.

The usual qualifications apply concerning the interpretation of polling
statistics.25 They measure attitudes rather than behaviours, and reported
attitudes at that, which were collated by strangers with clipboards (see
Fig. 1.1). Respondents were asked to choose between a predetermined set
of answers which were open to interpretation, may not have corresponded
with their unprompted opinions and did not capture their motivations for
choosing one answer over another. The data used in this chapter are
fragmentary, episodic and culled from a miscellany of sources and
a variety of organisations. No breakdown by social group is possible for
most surviving polls; no polls covered Northern Ireland; and pollsters did
not sample or identify respondents by ethnicity until the 1980s. Polls
require interpretation, like any other source. At the same time, historians
studying the past century should appreciate how uniquely privileged we are
to have access to sources which sample the attitudes of the entire popula-
tion and its constituent elements.

The Other Sixties

Social and moral issues were not uppermost in the minds of many people
in mid-twentieth-century Britain. That, together with respondents’ reluc-
tance to choose one of the specified options, accounts for the high number
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of ‘don’t knows’ on several key questions relating to permissiveness. At
least a fifth of people did not express an opinion on whether theWolfenden
Committee’s recommendations on homosexuality should become law in
1958,26 whether Lady Chatterley’s Lover should be published in 1960,27

whether pregnant women who had taken drugs such as thalidomide should
be granted abortions in 1962,28 whether divorce laws were fit for purpose in
1965,29 whether pirate radio should be banned in 1966,30 whether there
should be a clampdown on drug-taking in 196731 or whether to side with
student demonstrators or university administrations in 1968.32

A substantial number were also hazy about the law governing personal
behaviour. Large minorities believed that all abortions had been outlawed
before 1967 and that all were allowed afterwards.33 A 1967 poll discovered
no difference between attitudes towards censorship laws on books and
those on plays, even though plays remained subject to much stricter
regulation.34 And almost a third of people were unaware or unsure whether
sex between men had been decriminalised in 1970, three years after the
Sexual Offences Act had been signed into law.35

The fabled sixties may indeed have left a minority largely indifferent,
unaffected, even oblivious. Yet almost everyone was aware of the great
‘moral panics’ of the age.36Well over 90 per cent of people had heard about
the Notting Hill riots in 1958,37 the clashes between mods and rockers in
196438 and Enoch Powell’s ‘Rivers of Blood’ speech in 1968.39 The percen-
tage of ‘don’t knows’ did not exceed single figures for hot-button issues
such as immigration and race relations and almost no one was short of an
opinion about pornography, sex education, premarital intercourse, the
gravity of the drug problem and the best methods for disciplining
adolescents.
Of the manifold social changes explored by pollsters, women’s emanci-

pation was one of the very few positive developments perceived by the
generality of people in mid-twentieth-century Britain. Misgivings about
sexual mores increased from 1959 to 1969, by which point over twice as
many people considered that attitudes were worsening rather than
improving.40 There was unrelieved pessimism about race relations.41

Those convinced that ‘the feeling between white . . . and coloured people’
was deteriorating outnumbered those seeing signs of improvement in
every Gallup and NOP poll up to 1973. An unprecedented bout of opti-
mism recorded by NOP in 1974 and 1975 gave way to despair following the
1976 Notting Hill riots.
Public opinion was gloomy about the state of religion, the polling

evidence on which has been expertly explored by Ben Clements and
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Clive Field.42 Their analysis provides a more nuanced picture than the
model of sudden secularisation advocated by Callum Brown, and is more
in accord with the generally conservative sentiments highlighted in this
chapter. A wide-ranging poll on religion commissioned by ITV in
1963 – a year which Brown pinpoints as the beginning of the end for
‘Christian Britain’ – indicates that almost everyone professed to be
Christian.43 Atheists were a tiny and unpopular minority.44 At the
same time, people consistently indicated widespread concern over secu-
larisation. Three fifths (63 per cent) of the ITV sample thought that
religion was ‘losing its influence on British life’, and proved their point
by expressing less confidence in traditional Christian doctrine than those
polled in 1957.45

The ITV poll recorded a sharp rise in those viewing religion as ‘largely
old-fashioned and out-of-date’.46 Yet support waned during the sixties and
early seventies for measures such as compulsory religious instruction
which were intended to preserve Britain as a Christian nation, and respon-
dents appeared to regard secularisation as inevitable but regrettable. The
large minority who identified a worsening attitude to religion at the end of
the 1950s had grown into a clear majority a decade later.47 Such concerns
extended to the moral condition of Britain in general, as measured by
responses to Gallup’s question ‘Are you satisfied or dissatisfied with the
honesty and standards of behaviour of people in this country?’ Around
40 per cent expressed themselves satisfied in the first half of the 1960s, but
the figure had plummeted to below a quarter by the end of the decade and
hovered just above 20 per cent during the 1970s.

It is not possible to be precise about how much of this perceived moral
decline was attributed to permissiveness. What is evident from a 1969
Opinion Research Centre (ORC) poll (see Table 1.3) is the disquiet created
by the ‘permissive society’. Permissive legislation topped the list of most
objectionable sixties changes, closely followed by non-white immigration
and student protest. Together these three phenomena were chosen by three
quarters of people as their least favourite things about the sixties, compared
with just 6 per cent who named them as particularly positive
developments.48 The same poll found that 77 per cent of people believed
that ‘There is toomuch publicity given to sex’, slightlymore than the number
agreeing that ‘There are too many coloured immigrants in the country now’
(73 per cent) or ‘Murderers ought to be hanged’ (71 per cent).49 Other polls
indicated opposition to the moral relativism and social pluralism associated
with permissiveness. The proposition that ‘A group which tolerates too
many differences of opinion among its members cannot exist for long’ was
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accordingly backed by a ratio of almost 2:1 in a poll of 15–40-year-olds
conducted during 1967’s ‘Summer of Love’.51 Many aspects of permissive-
ness were perceived to be linked to the increase in crime that scared and
scarred Britain in the second half of the twentieth century.52 Perhaps Gallup
stacked the deck in 1973 when asking those polled to explain the crime wave
primarily in terms of anti-authoritarianism, media irresponsibility, drugs
use and ethnic conflict. But many respondents were willing to play along by
blaming such attitudinal changes for the spike in crime and violence.53

This sense of moral malaise provided the context in which British people
responded to the postwar laws, policies and appointments listed in Table 1.4.
The first thing to note is that – contrary to its reputation as a liberalising era –
the three decades after the Second World War spawned a mixture of
permissive and anti-permissive initiatives. This is not to gainsay the permis-
sive reforms which expanded freedom of expression and transformed the
civil rights of women, the young, gay men, ethnic minorities, convicted
criminals and others hitherto ill-treated by the law. In fact, these achieve-
ments appearmore significant and hard-won when considered alongside the
array of illiberal measures introduced during the same period. All of the
immigration acts were restrictive save for the first one, the British
Nationality Act of 1948, which was by no means intended to usher in mass
non-white migration.54 Politicians also sought to outlaw a series of new
threats thought to be undermining the moral fabric of the nation. They
targeted horror comics and prostitutes openly soliciting for custom in the

Table 1.3 Perceptions in 1969 of the best and worst changes during the
1960s

Here are some of the changes which have
taken place in the 1960s

Which one are you
most pleased with?

Which one do you
most object to?

Easier laws for homosexuality, divorce,
abortion, etc.

5 26

Immigration of coloured people – 23
Student unrest 1 23
Higher family allowances 7 9
Rising standard of living 18 7
Schools going comprehensive 9 6
Having TV throughout Britain 6 1
Better old age pensions 51 –

None of these 3 5

Source: Opinion Research Centre for New Society, November 1969 (N=1071)50
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1950s, pirate radio and casinos in the 1960s and recreational drug use in the
1970s.

What did the public make of these initiatives taken on their behalf?
Polling does not provide answers in every instance. Contemporary reaction

Table 1.4 Permissive and anti-permissive laws, policies and appointments
in postwar Britain

1948 British Nationality Act
1948 Criminal Justice Act
1955 Children and Young Persons (Harmful Publications) Act
1958 John Trevelyan appointed Secretary of the British Board of Film Censors
1959 Obscene Publications Act
1959 Legitimacy Act
1959 Street Offences Act
1960 Betting and Gaming Act
1960 Hugh Carleton Greene appointed Director-General of BBC
1961 Suicide Act
1961 Michael Ramsey appointed Archbishop of Canterbury
1962 Commonwealth Immigrants Act
1962 Birching banned for prisoners
1965 Race Relations Act
1965 Murder (Abolition of Death Penalty) Act
1967 Marine Broadcasting (Offences) Act
1967 Sexual Offences Act (England and Wales)
1967 National Health Service (Family Planning) Act
1967 Abortion Act
1968 Commonwealth Immigrants Act
1968 Race Relations Act
1968 Theatres Act
1968 Gaming Act
1969 Divorce Reform Act
1969 Family Law Reform Act
1969 Representation of the People Act
1970 Equal Pay Act
1971 Misuse of Drugs Act
1971 Immigration Act
1975 Sex Discrimination Act
1975 Employment Protection Act

Key:
Legislation with broadly permissive intentions
Legislation with broadly anti-permissive intentions
Ministerial decisions and appointments to government-linked institutions
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to the 1948 British Nationality Act, the 1959 Obscene Publications Act, the
1959 Legitimacy Act, the 1968 Theatres Act and the maternity-leave
provisions of the 1975 Employment Protection Act apparently went unrec-
orded. In other cases, polls indicate surprisingly high levels of support for
some of the earliest liberalising reforms. The postwar Attlee government
heeded the desires of the 44 per cent of respondents who had wanted to
outlaw flogging of criminals shortly before the war.55 The majority
(58 per cent) in favour of legalising off-course betting in 1949 likewise
had their wish granted by the Betting and Gaming Act in 1960.56 Half of
those polled backed the legalisation of attempted suicide in 1958, three
years before the law was changed to this effect.57

The 1960s deserve some of their reputation as a ‘permissive moment’
inasmuch as support grew during the decade for equal pay for women, the
state provision of birth control, the relaxation of divorce and abortion laws
and the decriminalisation of sex between men in private.58 Increasing
support did not necessarily mean majority support. For example, the
percentage of respondents in favour of liberalising divorce never matched
the combined total of those in favour of tougher laws or retaining the status
quo.59 The Divorce Reform Act enjoyed a honeymoon period in the period
between its passage in 1969 and its implementation in 1971. The new laws
were endorsed in 1970 by two thirds of people (66 per cent), of whom half
cited the fact that ‘unhappymarriage causes misery’ as the major reason for
their support. The same respondents were nonetheless opposed to couples
refusing to marry in the first place by a margin of two to one (47 to
25 per cent).60 The concurrent rise of cohabitation and divorce in the
1970s weakened any further appetite for divorce reform. In 1975, those
against making divorces easier outnumbered those in favour by 48 to
35 per cent.61

Other permissive causes failed to win strong public approval during the
‘long 1960s’. The abolition of capital punishment never attracted the back-
ing of more than a quarter of the population from 1945 until the suspen-
sion of the death penalty in 1965.62 Amajority was opposed to lowering the
age of majority to eighteen in 1969, albeit by a smaller margin than in
1954.63 There was more support for parents slapping and teachers caning
children in 1967 than had been the case in 1949.64 Two thirds of people
disapproved of sex before marriage, according to polls conducted in 1963
and 1964.65 The same issue returned in a different guise in debates over
whether unmarried women should be prescribed the contraceptive pill.66

Only 37 per cent of people questioned in 1968 envisaged any circumstances
in which it was acceptable for the unmarried to use birth control.67 Two
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years later, respondents divided equally over whether or not to bestow
moral approval on single women on the pill.68

There were indications of an anti-permissive backlash regarding some
issues in the 1960s. The reintroduction of hanging predictably topped the
wish list of respondents asked by NOP in 1969 to choose one law to put on
the statute books. But corporal punishment vied with capital punishment in
the public’s affections. ‘Bring back hanging’ was picked by 26 per cent and
‘Stricter punishment/bring back the birch’ by another 25 per cent, with no
other option attracting more than 5 per cent support.69 A majority of people
in 1961 and 1962 supported the restoration of flogging and birching as
civilian judicial punishments.70 Half considered the obscenity laws to be
insufficiently severe in 1964, just five years after their revision.71 Over half
backedMaryWhitehouse’s campaign against smut on television in 1965 and
almost as many did so in 1967.72 And half adjudged the custodial sentences
imposed upon the editors of Oz in 1971 to be fair or lenient.73 Lennon and
Ono’s benefit record ‘God Save Us’ (1971) fell largely on deaf ears.

The public was far from implacable in its opposition to discrimination.
Those polled in 1968 about the Race Relations Bill were evenly split over
the general principle of whether or not it should be illegal ‘to discriminate
against people because of their colour’. In the same poll, a plurality was
opposed to specific provisions in the Bill outlawing discrimination when
hiring workers and selling houses.74 The Sex Discrimination Act 1975
obtained majority backing, but a third were opposed.75 A broader measure
of discriminatory attitudes was provided by a Gallup question asking
respondents whether they would vote for a well-qualified parliamentary
candidate different from themselves. Respondents were appreciably more
tolerant of atheists and Jews in 1965 than in 1959. But the numbers willing
to vote for a woman or a Catholic had barely altered over the same period
and prejudices were hardening against non-whites.76

In contrast to the very mixed response accorded to permissive legislation,
all but one of the anti-permissivemeasures introduced in this period enjoyed
overwhelming support. Seventy-one per cent were in favour of the proposal
to ban imported horror comics in 1954, with only 6 per cent against.77 The
public supported theWolfenden Committee’s proposals to remove prostitu-
tion from public view, except that half of them took exception to the
committee’s tolerance of call girls operating behind closed doors.78 Home
Secretary James Callaghan’s refusal to reduce the penalties against cannabis
users was in line with the views of 88 per cent of those polled in 1967.79

Massive majorities endorsed every new curb on non-white immigration.
Proponents of the 1962 Commonwealth Immigrants Act outnumbered
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opponents by a ratio of 6:1.80 Although 90 per cent of respondents supported
the immigration controls contained in the 1968Commonwealth Immigrants
Act, 63 per cent of them wished they went further still.81 The harsher 1971
Immigration Act accordingly earned the approval of 59 per cent of respon-
dents and disapproval of 17 per cent.82 The only unpopular anti-permissive
law enacted during this period was the outlawing of pirate radio, but the
numbers tightened once the ban came into effect in 1967.83

Drug-taking provoked amoral panic in the late 1960s and early 1970s that
was out of proportion to any personal exposure to the subject.84 Ninety-
seven per cent of people toldGallup in 1967 that neither they nor anyone else
in their household knew anyone who had taken illegal drugs.85 Yet the issue
never ranked lower than third in importance in Gallup’s polling on ‘very
serious social problems’ from 1965 onwards, well above pornography,
immigration or rape. Gallup polls conducted in 1967 and 1973 showed
that the public drew few distinctions between how ‘hard’ and ‘soft’ drugs
should be treated under the law. Fewer than 10 per cent of people in both
polls were more prepared to decriminalise the use, possession or selling of
cannabis than that of heroin.86 The rationale for public opposition to soft
drug use became apparent in an NOP poll conducted in 1972. It showed that
two thirds of people considered cannabis more harmful than tobacco
(67 per cent) and alcohol (66 per cent) and that four fifths (82 per cent)
saw it as a gateway drug.87 This was the lens through which ordinary people
viewed the Beatles’ drug use, as described in Chapter 3.

Disaggregating Sixties Society

So far, this chapter has taken British society as a single entity in order to
establish broad trends in attitudes towards a variety of issues over the long
1960s. It now examines how these attitudes varied along lines of class,
gender, age, nation, region, religion, education, voting intention and mar-
ital and parental status: first, by cross-tabulating the answers to questions
concerning each of twenty-three topics related to permissiveness; then by
conducting binary logistic regression analysis on one data-rich poll.
The data amenable to cross-tabulation are extensive but inconclusive,

limited as they are to analysis using descriptive statistics. Answers to a total
of 256 questions derived from a basket of 40 polls carried out between 1963
and 1975 were assigned to 23 topics related to permissiveness. A net
permissive or anti-permissive score was then calculated for all social
groups answering that question (see Table 1.5). For example, in 1965
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Table 1.5 Sample questions by topic to assess permissiveness and anti-permissiveness
within social categories

Topic
No. of
questions Sample question

abortion 15 Do you think that abortion should be legal in all cases, legal in some
cases, or illegal in all cases? (net none minus all or some): Mar.
1965

authority 3 How do you feel about people showing less respect for authority?
(net too far minus not far enough): Oct. 1974

capital punishment 1 Would you like to see the death penalty kept or abolished? (net kept
minus abolished): Nov. 1964

censorship 32 Do you agree or disagree with the view that pornography is too
easily available in Britain today? (net agree minus disagree): Sep.
1972

cohabitation 2 Cohabitation (lowest percentage approving): Jan. 1970
contraception 4 Birth control should be provided free for all who ask for it (net

disapprove minus approve): Apr. 1975
corporal

punishment
1 Corporal punishment should be reintroduced (percentage agreeing

it would help to reduce crime): Jan. 1970
counterculture 3 Hippies (lowest percentage approving): Jan. 1970
criminal justice 12 What is your view about taking tougher measures to prevent

crime? (net should minus should not): Oct. 1974
divorce 4 Would you say the divorce laws are . . .? (percentage answering

completely/fairly satisfactory): Oct. 1965
drugs 10 Reduction in penalties for marijuana possession (net disapprove

minus approve): Jan. 1969
gambling 3 Do you think that gambling is wrong in principle? (net yes minus

no): Jan. 1963
homosexuality 4 Homosexual acts between consenting adults (21 years and over) in

private should be regarded as criminal (net agree minus dis-
agree): Oct. 1965

illegitimacy 3 It is morally wrong to have an illegitimate child (net agree minus
disagree): Jan. 1970

morality 4 What are the most important changes in the past 15 years that you
think have been changes for the worse? (percentage answering
permissive society): Jul. 1970

race relations and
immigration

39 Do you agree or disagree that there should be a drastic reduction
on further immigration? (net agree minus disagree): Apr. 1968

religion and
secularisation

12 If your present neighbours moved out, are there any of these you
would not like to have as a neighbour? (percentage answering
atheist): Dec. 1963–Jan. 1964

sexual revolution 37 Men and women should have sexual relations only for the purpose
of having children (percentage agree): Dec. 1963–Jan. 1964

sixties culture 6 Miniskirts (lowest percentage approving): Sep. 1972
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NOP asked the question ‘Do you think that abortion should be legal in all
cases, legal in some cases, or illegal in all cases?’88 A net anti-permissive
score subtracted those answering ‘legal in all cases’ or ‘legal in some cases’
from those answering ‘illegal in all cases’. In this instance, NOP provided
answers broken down by class, age, gender, marital status, religion and
region or nation, but did not publish any information showing how the
answers varied according to how respondents intended to vote, whether
they had dependent children, the age they left school, the type of area they
lived in or (if female) whether they worked outside the home.
The quotidian detail provided by these cross-tabulations is both its

strength and its weakness. It allows us to compare attitudes within polls:
to see, for example, what the married and unmarried thought about an
array of subjects over a dozen years. Direct comparisons between polls are
stymied by the slightly different categories used from one poll to another.
Take the example of categorisation by nation and region. The most com-
mon practice was to provide figures for Wales, Scotland and seven English
regions (North, North-East, Midlands, London, East, South, South-West).
But there were many variations: treating the English South or North as
single categories, merging London with the South-East or Wales with the
West or South-West, hiving off Yorkshire, omitting Scotland and so on.
This means that, of the seventy-one polls containing information on nation
and region, only twenty-eight use the same nine categories and as such are
directly comparable.
The purpose of identifying directly comparable polls is to see which

groups were the most and least permissive using uniform classifications.

Table 1.5 (cont.)

Topic
No. of
questions Sample question

student radicalism 9 Do you think students are or are not justified in holding demon-
strations on political subjects like the war in Vietnam? (net not
justified minus justified): May 1968

upbringing of
children

11 There isn’t the discipline in school that there used to be (percentage
agree): Jan. 1970

women’s rights 33 How do you feel about the attempts to ensure equality for women?
(net too far minus not far enough): Oct. 1974

youth 8 Do you think that people should be able to get married without
their parents’ consent at the age of 18 or not? (net no minus yes):
Dec. 1965
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Comparing like with like is a more robust method, admittedly at the cost of
excluding polls employing irregular forms of categorisation. The results of
this winnowing process are displayed in Tables 1.6 and 1.7. These tables
showwhich group within a given social category gave the largest number of
permissiveness and anti-permissive answers on each topic. To return to the
example of abortion, the question asked by NOP in the 1965 poll is one of
eight questions from five polls which provide some uniform cross-
tabulations. Seven of these eight questions furnish data showing how
attitudes to abortion varied between those intending to vote
Conservative, Labour or Liberal. Conservatives were more opposed to
abortion (and therefore more anti-permissive) than either Labour or
Liberals in four of their seven answers. Liberals were more in favour of
abortion on the same number of answers, so are listed as the most permis-
sive group of voters. Likely Labour voters fell somewhere in the middle,
providing the most permissive answer to one question and the most anti-
permissive answer to three questions. The tables display which group
within a given social category gave the largest number of permissive and
anti-permissive answers. A blank cell indicates where no single group gave
more anti-permissive or permissive answers than any of the others; dashes
indicate where no data exist for that social category.

This method has its limitations, but nonetheless provides a useful indica-
tion of where support for and opposition to permissiveness was at its
strongest within British society. The patterns which emerge are summarised
in Table 1.8. It distils the data contained in Tables 1.6 and 1.7 to show which
group was the most permissive or anti-permissive in the greatest number of
topics. According to these polls, anti-permissive attitudes weremore likely to
be found among Conservatives, semi-skilled and unskilled manual workers,
the elderly, women (especially housewives), the married and those without
dependent children. There are more gaps in the data for the other categories
(religion, education, region, nation and type of area), but the available
evidence suggests that the less educated and those living in urban areas or
north-east England tended to be less permissive. No religious denomination
was clearly more anti-permissive than others, but the irreligious held con-
spicuously more permissive attitudes on most issues.

Men, women in paid work, the unmarried and those with dependent
children were more permissive than their counterparts in the binary
categories to which they belonged. The most permissive groups in terms
of age, education and class were the opposites of the anti-permissive
groups, being the youngest, the most educated and professionals or man-
agers. Data on the most permissive region or nation are limited and the
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Table 1.6 The most permissive groups by topic within social categories

Voting intention Age

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

16 to 24

–

–

–

–

–

–

Class

AB

DE

AB

C2

AB

AB

AB

–

–

–

–

–

AB

AB

C1

Gender

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Male

Female

Female

Female

Female

Employment
(women only)

–

–

–

–

–

–

Housewife

Housewife

Housewife

Housewife

Paid work

Paid work

Paid work

Paid work

Paid work

Paid work

Paid work

Paid work

–

–

–

–

–

Married

Unmarried

Unmarried

Unmarried

Unmarried

Unmarried

Unmarried

Unmarried

Unmarried

Unmarried

Married

Married

Married

Married

Marital status Religion

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

Atheist/agnostic

Atheist/agnostic

Atheist/agnostic

Atheist/agnostic

Atheist/agnostic

Atheist/agnostic

Catholic

Catholic

Other

Dependent
children

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

Kids

Kids

Kids

Kids

Kids

Kids

Kids

Kids

Kids

Kids

No kids

Kids

No kids

Kids

Kids

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

Scotland

London

London

Midlands

South

South-west

South

Wales

North

Region/nation
Age completed
education

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

15

19 or over

19 or over

19 or over

16

15

15

15

19 or over

19 or over

19 or over

17 to 18

Type of area

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

Rural

Rural

Rural

Rural

Rural

Conurbation

Rural

Urban

abortion

authority

capital punishment

censorship

cohabitation

contraception

corporal punishment

counterculture

criminal justice

divorce

drugs

gambling

homosexuality

illegitimacy

morality

race rels/ immig.

religion

sexual revolution

sixties culture

student radicalism

upbringing

women’s rights

youth

Source: Basket of polls and surveys conducted by BBC, British Election Study, Eurobarometer, Gallup, NOP, SSRC Survey Unit, 1963–1975 (N=40)

Liberal

Liberal

Liberal

Liberal

Liberal

Liberal

Liberal

Liberal

Liberal

Liberal

Conservative

Liberal

Liberal

Labour

Labour

Labour

Labour

Labour



Table 1.7 The most anti-permissive groups by topic within social categories

Voting intention Age

45 to 54

65 plus

65 plus

65 plus

65 plus

55 to 64

65 plus

65 plusC2

65 plus

65 plus

65 plus

65 plus

65 plus

–

–

–

–

–

–

Class

DE

AB

DE

AB

Never employed

–

–

–

C2

–

–

DE

AB

DE

Gender

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Female

Male

Male

Male

Male

Employment
(women only)

–

–

–

–

–

Paid work

–

Paid work

Housewife

Paid work

Paid work

Housewife

Housewife

Housewife

Housewife

Housewife

Housewife

Housewife

–

–

–

–

–

Unmarried

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Married

Unmarried

Unmarried

Married

Unmarried

Unmarried

Marital status Religion

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

Catholic

Other

Other

Catholic

Presbyterian

Presbyterian

Other Non-con

Anglican

Dependent
children

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

No kids

No kids

No kids

No kids

No kids

No kids

No kids

No kids

No kids

No kids

Kids

No kids

Kids

No kids

No kids

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

East

North-east

South

Wales

Scotland

North-east

North-east

North-east

Scotland

Region/nation
Age completed
education

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

17 to 18

14 or under

14 or under

14 or under

14 or under

14 or under

17 to 18

19 or over

19 or over

14 or under

14 or under

14 or under

14 or under

Type of area

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

–

Urban

Urban

Conurbation

Urban
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Source: Basket of polls and surveys conducted by BBC, British Election Study, Eurobarometer, Gallup, NOP, SSRC Survey Unit, 1963–1975 (N=40)
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results variable, with London and the South being marginally ahead.
Possibly the most surprising finding is that rural areas were more permis-
sive than urban areas or conurbations for three quarters of the topics for
which data exist. This, like the corresponding anti-permissiveness found in
urban areas, merits further investigation. Although the ethnicity of respon-
dents was not sampled or recorded in national polls during this period,
a local 1971 study found that whites and (mostly Afro-Caribbean) non-
whites in Brent discerned no ethnic difference in permissiveness among the
young. In contrast, three quarters of Indian and Pakistani immigrants in
Bradford believed that ‘young white people are more permissive than
young coloured people’ and cited this as a major reason to keep their
teenage children apart from whites.89

Table 1.8 therefore provides composite portraits – an identikit of sorts –
of the typical permissive and anti-permissive groups in sixties and early
seventies Britain. It is important to acknowledge the fragmentary and
sometimes ambiguous nature of the data, the inexactitude of the metho-
dology, the variation within groups and the arguably unpermissive char-
acter of the activity of creating stereotypes. That said, these composite
portraits apply well to attitudes towards all but two of the 23 topics related
to permissiveness. The fit is at its most precise for the counterculture,
criminal justice, gambling, illegitimacy, race relations and immigration.
Where a more permissive or anti-permissive group is identified for these
topics, it corresponds to every one of the groups listed in the table. There is
a single variation from the composite portraits in attitudes to capital

Table 1.8 Typical characteristics of permissive and anti-permissive
respondents in opinion polls

Permissive Anti-Permissive

Voting intention Liberal Conservative
Class AB DE
Age 16 to 24 65 plus
Gender Male Female
Employment (women only) Paid work Housewife
Marital status Unmarried Married
Parental status Dependent children No dependent children
Religion Atheist or agnostic [N/A – inconclusive results]
Region or nation London/South North-east
Age completed education 19 or over 14 or under
Type of area Rural Urban
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punishment, cohabitation and drugs, and two or three for the topics of
secularisation, contraception and the sexual revolution.

The composite portraits are less reliable in predicting attitudes to some
other topics. Though housewives and the married were generally less
permissive than women in paid work and the unmarried, these two
groups tended to be more in favour of abortion and less opposed to
student radicalism. Men were more opposed to homosexuality and
more in favour of corporal punishment, although otherwise more per-
missive than women on almost every issue. The most liberal views on
authority came from the DE classes, Labour supporters and those who
had left school at 15: groups which did not usually typify permissive
attitudes. These topics, in common with morality, youth and the upbring-
ing of children, shared at least half of the typical characteristics of
respondents listed in Table 1.8. Two topics – divorce and women’s
rights – were outliers in that the most permissive and anti-answers
were largely given by groups not predicted by the composite portraits.
There was greater enthusiasm for the liberalisation of the divorce laws
among the married, women and housewives, who tended to be anti-
permissive on other topics. The same groups were more in favour of
women’s rights, as were the ordinarily less permissive urban dwellers and
those without dependent children. More predictable was the greater
support for women’s rights among Liberal voters, the most educated
and those under 25.90

Greater precision in identifying variations among social groups becomes
possible by using binary logistic regression analysis. Only one poll lends
itself to this method in that its raw data are available and it included a range
of questions about permissiveness. This is the British Election Study Cross-
Section Survey, which was conducted from October 1974 to January 1975,
at the tail-end of the period under consideration. It boasted an unusually
large sample of 2,365 respondents (493 of which had missing cases and
were excluded from the regression analysis). Table 1.9 summarises the
responses to nine questions from the survey. The first seven questions
asked whether certain permissive phenomena had gone too far (coded as 1)
as against either having not gone far enough or being ‘about right’ (coded
as 0). The last two questions asked whether respondents thought it impor-
tant for the government to pursue anti-permissive policies (coded as 1) or
were either indifferent or opposed to these policies (coded as 0). Odds
ratios under 1, which are shaded in the table, indicate that the correspond-
ingly shaded group listed at the top of the column was less permissive on
that question; odds ratios over 1 indicate the opposite.
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Table 1.9 Binary logistic regression analyses of selected questions from British Election Study, 1974–1975

Voting
intention

Class Age Gender Marital
status

Dependent
children

Religion Age completed
education

Region/
nation

Tory ABC1 <45 Male Unmarri-
ed

No Kids Irreligio-
us

Left <16 Sc, Wls, N

Non-Tory C2DE 45+ Female Married Kids Religious Left 16+ Mids, S

How do you feel (^What is your
view) about . . .?

the attempts to ensure equality
for women?

0.73* 1.23 1.20 1.25 0.73* 1.01 1.25 0.58* 1.13

moves to go easier on people who
break the law?

0.90 0.91 1.27* 0.79* 1.16 0.90 1.05 1.01 0.77*

the right to show nudity and sex
in films and magazines?

0.75* 0.86 4.05* 3.13* 0.93 0.76* 1.67* 0.77 0.73*

people showing less respect for
authority?

0.55* 0.83 1.45* 1.45* 1.70* 0.91 1.75* 1.03 0.57*

recent attempts to ensure
equality for coloured people?

0.64* 1.01 1.16 0.95 0.76* 0.74* 0.81 0.68* 1.01

the change to modernmethods in
teaching children at school?

0.57* 0.68* 1.96* 1.38* 0.83 0.82* 0.93 1.86* 1.12

the availability of abortion on the
National Health Service?

0.74* 1.01 2.29* 1.57* 0.81 0.90 1.36* 0.64* 0.80*

sending coloured immigrants
back to their own country?^

0.67* 1.38* 1.22 1.33* 0.95 0.90 0.94 0.53* 1.14

taking tougher measures to
prevent crime?^

0.33* 1.12 2.03* 1.29 1.16 0.76 1.42 0.71 0.86

Source: British Election Study Cross-Section Survey, Oct 1974 to Jan 1975 (N=2365)
Note: Results given as odds ratios (Exp(B)); *p <.05 or lower



The results are generally in line with those from other polls. For exam-
ple, Conservative voters were less permissive than voters for other parties
on every question. The difference between Tories and non-Tories was
statistically significant in all but one case, and was especially marked on
questions concerning criminal justice, modern teaching methods and
authority. Age, gender, level of education and religiosity also had
a strong relationship to social attitudes, with anti-permissiveness more
likely to be found among older, female, less educated and more religious
respondents. All of the statistically significant differences between regions
and nations indicated less permissive attitudes in Wales, Scotland and
Northern England, but these accounted for a minority of answers.
Although those without dependent children were less permissive on all
but one question, most of the odds ratios were narrow and not statistically
significant. This poll differs from the cross-tabulations in providing weak
evidence for class or marital status being consistently associated with
attitudes towards permissiveness.

Conclusion

In 1966, the American literary critic Steven Marcus coined the term ‘The
Other Victorians’ to describe the sexual fantasies and deviance lurking
beneath the veneer of nineteenth-century British society. Marcus’ Freudian
model held that the strait-laced ‘official culture’ of sexuality created its
Other in the form of licence, obscenity and sado-masochism. ‘For every
warning against masturbation issued by the official voice of culture’, he
wrote, ‘another work of pornography was published.’91 A sixties liberal,
Marcus regarded Victorian sexual attitudes, whether prudish or perverted,
as Other – ‘“foreign”, distinct, exotic’ – from those of his own time. The
‘important, momentous, and enduring’ sexual revolution under way in the
1960s would create a society less prone to repression or obsession.92

If the ‘Other Victorians’ represented immodest behaviour hidden by
propriety, then the ‘other sixties’ uncovered in this chapter was the very
opposite. The evidence from opinion polls indicates that the ‘official
culture’ of the 1960s – the permissiveness endorsed byMarcus – contended
with its Other in the form of conservative reaction. The concept of an ‘anti-
permissive permissive society’ is not intended to blur the boundaries
between expression and repression in the manner of Michel Foucault,
whose analysis of permissiveness I have critiqued elsewhere.93 Nor does
acknowledging the power of this anti-permissive ‘other sixties’ negate the
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significance of permissiveness. In some respects, sixties Britain was an
unusually tolerant place by contemporary standards. For example,
Gallup asked British and American respondents in 1969 ‘Would you find
pictures of nudes in magazines objectionable?’ Seventy-one per cent of
British people said no; 73 per cent of Americans said yes.94 Onmost issues,
however, reformers and minorities encountered an uphill struggle in the
face of prevailing headwinds.
Where did the Beatles fit into this anti-permissive permissive society?

First and foremost as avatars of permissiveness: hence NOP’s inclusion of
a question gauging approval of ‘John and Yoko’ in its Report on Attitudes
towards Crime, Violence and Permissiveness in Society undertaken in
January 1970. Just 13 per cent of people approved of the couple versus
75 per cent against. The negative response shows the Beatles’ second role,
especially towards the end of their recording career, as a warning against
permissiveness taken to extremes.95

Popular newspapers of the period delighted to point out the Beatles’
poor showing in polls which asked young people whom they most
admired. ‘Who’d have expected THIS teenage top ten?’ asked the Daily
Mail in November 1967 upon discovering that under 1 per cent of an NOP
sample listed a Beatle as their main role model.96 The full results were not
provided and the small print suggested that only ‘Mother’, the Queen and
Francis Chichester had gained any appreciable support, but the lowly
showing of the Beatles and Mick Jagger provided the best copy. In
June 1971 it was the Daily Express’ turn to crow that ‘There wasn’t
a Rolling Stone or Beatle in sight’ when 16–29-year-olds were asked to
name the public figure they most admired. Winston Churchill came top
with 9 per cent of mentions, while the highest-ranked entertainer was the
broadcaster, philanthropist and (it later transpired) child molester Jimmy
Savile.97

The newspapers expressed surprise that the ‘pop-singers and student
militants’ who were ‘regarded as spokesmen for their entire generation’
were not more highly esteemed by their own kind.98 But the sheer atypi-
cality of the Beatles becomes evident when considering not merely their
views on permissiveness, which were much more libertarian than the
norm, but also their deviation from the demographic categories used by
pollsters to survey sixties Britain. The Beatles’ political views could not be
captured in a question about party affiliation and their later religious beliefs
were beyond categorisation. They educated themselves in the late 1960s
with the aid of hallucinogens and ashrams. The standard occupational
classifications also proved wanting. While their wealth appeared to put
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them top of any socioeconomic tree, the Beatles were issued with H2 visas
for their first American tour in recognition that their skills surpassed those
of trainees but did not exhibit the ‘distinguished merit and ability’ neces-
sary for H1 status.99 The Beatles were singularly unrepresentative repre-
sentatives of sixties Britain. The next two chapters explore this paradox and
its consequences.
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2 Society, 1963–1965: The Beatles and Modernity

Figure 2.1 Fans – Awaiting the Beatles’ arrival at the Liverpool premiere of
A Hard Day’s Night, July 1964. Photo by Staff/Mirrorpix/Getty Images
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It sets girls screaming and gives policemen nightmares.
It impels boys to cultivate mushroom style hair.
It makes older folk go ‘yeah, yeah, yeah’, thinking they are young

again.
It has now even taken hold of the Royal Family . . .1

‘It’, needless to say, was Beatlemania, the transformative effect of which
captivated the press in 1963–5. Newspapers ran dozens of stories about
staid institutions falling under their sway. Troops petitioned the Beatles to
‘Come and sing to us’.2 Royals traded jokes with the band.3 Schools issued
boys with guitars and girls with ‘Beatle-style uniforms’.4 Symphony orches-
tras and military bands played their tunes and ballet companies danced to
them.5 Stockbrokers traded shares in their songs, barristers clashed over
their cultural value, Cambridge dons discussed them at high table, clergy-
men pondered their significance, a duke had one down for a weekend and
party leaders vied with each other to associate themselves with the band.6

They could be heard in chapel, Sunday School and the Women’s Institute
and even seen in ‘Squaresville’, otherwise known as Cheltenham Spa.7

The press highlighted clashes between the Beatles’ followers and their
adversaries. Male apprentices at a Birkenhead engineering firm threatened
to fast in protest against hair inspections and the suspension of a colleague
for his hairstyle, and several reports emerged of female factory workers
striking against restrictions on their Beatlemania.8 Two hundred millwor-
kers in Accrington who had been singing along to ‘She Loves You’ (1963)
staged a sit-down strike when management turned off the piped music.9

A reprimand issued to Ivy Lewis for wearing a Beatle wig resulted in a two-
day walkout by 500 of her colleagues at a packaging factory in Neath. ‘If you
can’t have a bit of fun it’s not worth living’, said Lewis in a phrase which
captured how these disputes appeared to pit jobsworths against rebels,
regulation against freedom.10

Such hyperbole was partly down to hype. Publicists blended biblical
allusions (‘they have come amongst us’) with claims that ‘the magic of the
Beatles’ transcended barriers of age, class and nationality.11 There was also
an undeniable element of whimsy in media reports of orthodoxies being
upended and the whole nation being Beatlified in carnivalesque fashion.
The saturation coverage of the band in turn prompted a backlash by
‘Beatlephobes’ (a term coined in January 1964) seeking to cut the band,
their fans and their apologists down to size.12

Yet just as the Beatles themselves were not ephemeral and inconsequen-
tial, nor were the reactions to them. The publicised examples of institutions
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succumbing to the Beatles were not chosen by accident. They collectively
represented the most venerable and fundamental elements of British
society: the church and the factory, the gentlemen’s club and the WI, the
school and the university, the bandstand and the concert hall, the military
and the monarchy, Westminster and the City, the law courts, the spa town
and the stately home. The Beatles principally functioned in these accounts
as symbols of modernity who tested each institution’s capacity for
change.13 Scrutiny of institutions broadened out into questions of identity.
Attitudes towards class and religion, gender and generation, region and
nation, morality and sexuality were articulated and debated in reaction to
the Beatles. Their transformative powers, whether actual or potential, led
contemporaries to contemplate the possibility and desirability of social,
cultural and political upheaval in 1960s Britain.
The Beatles did not transform social attitudes in sixties Britain. As

Chapter 1 has argued, most people were much less permissive and much
more averse to change than were the band. The Beatles nonetheless had
a significant impact on discussions of social issues, both directly through
their art, activism and interviews and indirectly by generating discourses
about them and what they represented. This chapter analyses the contested
nature of the band and their fans within discourses of class, nation, gen-
eration, gender and sexuality in the period from 1963 to 1965. Chapter 3
then considers how the evolution of the Beatles after 1965 placed them in
greater conflict with British society, which increased their engagement with
social issues while reducing their impact.

Generation, Gender and Sexuality

Initial reactions to the Beatles, much like the band itself, bore the imprint of
deep-rooted British social and intellectual traditions. Generational ana-
lyses of the Beatles and their fans (see Fig. 2.1) were a case in point, drawing
as they did on hoary debates about the ‘youth question’ which oscillated
between conceptions of ‘youth-as-fun’ and ‘youth-as-trouble’.14

Commentators of the period generally conceived of adolescence as
a perilous stage characterised by the need for excessive energy to be
channelled into constructive outlets.15 In the case of boys, delinquency
was most likely to manifest itself through crime and violence; in girls,
through disobedience and premature sexual activity. Overlaid on these
essentialist models of childhood development was the notion that there
was something unique about baby boomers. A 1964 New Society editorial
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reasoned that ‘what is happening at the moment is surely more than simply
the young enjoying themselves and rebelling as the young always have
done’.16 Postwar discourses on adolescent subcultures, fashion, education,
crime, sexuality and consumerism doubled as meditations on the present
and future state of British society.

Commentators agreed that the Beatles and Beatlemaniacs were impor-
tant portents of generational change, but divided sharply over their
meaning.17 Optimists extolled the Beatles as representative of their gen-
eration’s superior education, drive and creativity. The band’s joie de vivre
enthralled the president of the Mothers’ Union, who credited them for
banishing ‘drabness’ from teenage dress and dance, and journalist
Maureen Cleave, who concluded that ‘Everybody loves them because
they look so happy.’18 The Daily Mail’s Vincent Mulchrone held them up
as paragons of youth: ‘shatteringly honest, incredibly modest, immediately
friendly . . . refreshing . . . fun . . . kind’.19

Mulchrone defended Beatlemaniacs for expressing the same ‘sheer out-
rageous joy of being young’ as their idols.20 Others shared his tolerant view
of adolescent exuberance. When the Daily Telegraph asked its readers
whether their screaming was ‘a safety valve or symptomatic of youth’s
declining morals’, most replied that the young needed ‘[s]ome form of
energetic self-expression’.21 The proliferation of beat combos had the
tangible benefit of ‘siphon[ing] off a great deal of surplus juvenile energy
into socially innocuous channels’, according to Liverpool University
sociologist John B. Mays.22

Progressive educators considered how to channel the young’s interest in
the band into socially useful pursuits. In November 1963, the Mirror
reported that a headmaster had allowed girls to design a lapelless jacket
‘right in the Beatles’ groove’ as part of their new school uniform.23 The
next day, the same paper carried a photograph of boys at another school
playing guitars behind their desks. ‘We will not try to stop the boys playing
pop music’, commented their headmaster, who had acceded to their
repeated requests for guitar tuition.24 The noted principal of Kingsway
further education college, Fred Flower, saw a learning opportunity in
a pupil describing a Beatles’ concert as ‘Just fab’. Rather than berating the
boy for his vagueness, the teacher should recognise that there were ‘occa-
sions when imprecise speech can not only be tolerated but is in fact
appropriate’ as a means of establishing social bonds.25

The Beatles’ supporters saw hostility to youth culture as misplaced and
ill-advised. The generation gap had become a gulf as a result of ‘adult
resentment’, stated the Cavern Club’s disc jockey Bob Wooler.26 A Cavern
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regular, 16-year-old Tony Mizen, thought that the older generation ‘hate
our guts’ and insulted the Beatles out of sexual jealousy and spite.27

Psychoanalyst D. W. Winnicott agreed that ‘envy of the teenager’
accounted for adult criticism of the Beatles, and the chair of the National
Council of Civil Liberties warned that ‘The brazen contempt of some
middle-aged people for the youth of the Beatle era has nearly driven the
young to violent extremes.’28 A divorce case made public an extreme
example of generational struggles over the Beatles. In 1967 Mr Minter
assaulted his stepson for defying an order to cut his hair and his step-
daughter for objecting to his description of the Beatles as ‘drips with long
hair’. The judge grantedMrsMinter a divorce on grounds of cruelty, ruling
that the boy’s hair was not so extreme as to merit a beating and that it was
‘fair and reasonable’ for the girl to condemn her stepfather as ‘square’ for
his views on the Beatles.29

The opposite approach was advanced by paternalists who did not trust
children to act in their own best interests. Boys who preferred to listen to
pop records over character-building activities such as exercising or collect-
ing stamps did not know what was good for them.30 ‘I am sick of kids of
your age listening to the Beatles instead of playing tennis, instead of playing
cricket, instead of doing SOMETHING’, Australian broadcaster Russell
Braddon told an audience of sixth-formers in London. Fandom showed
that Britain had become a ‘spectator country’ unable to win international
sporting competitions.31 Equally malign was the sirenic power exercised by
the Beatles over ‘suggestible . . . volatile and rudderless’ teenage girls.32 The
Beatles’ detractors portrayed the young as irrational by nature, their
‘unformed adolescent minds’ incapable of resisting the insidious designs
of the music industry.33 It was absurd to speak of their free will when
psychologists found that beat music exercised the same hypnotic effect as
a ‘rapidly flickering light’.34 Marketing was propaganda by another name,
devised with the express intent of ‘depriving young people of the chance to
develop taste and discrimination’.35 Beatlemaniacs were bamboozled into
purchasing ‘what they have been taught to buy’, confusing their conformity
for an assertion of agency.36

According to this logic, it was incumbent on adults to set an
example to the young by withholding approval from the Beatles. All
adults able to ‘think for [them]selves and be true to [their] own
feelings’ would have a low estimation of the band and concede that
‘“it” is not worth being “with”’.37 Those exhibiting enthusiasm forfeited
all ‘pride and dignity’.38 ‘[I]t is pathetic to see those middle-aged
fingers clicking’, wrote Robert Pitman, who could not find any
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legitimate reason to praise the Beatles’ ‘extraordinarily unpleasant
noise’.39 Whereas Pitman upbraided adult fans for their faddishness
and pretension, the Mail’s Marshall Pugh made the graver charge that
they were undermining generational authority:

How much genuine contempt of society is instilled in young people when their
elders and betters themselves adopt idols like the Beatles . . . ape their dances, their
haircuts and their clothes . . .?40

It was patronising to pretend that adolescents were the equals of adults.
Noël Coward likened the Beatles to little boys who should be ‘seen but not
heard’ and Auberon Waugh thought no Beatlemaniac had yet ‘evolve[d]
into an ordinary human being’.41

Discussions of generation were highly gendered. Concerns over the
Beatles’ influence on boys were limited to petty if regrettable imitative
behaviour such as growing hair.42 Stories of schoolboys being punished for
infringements were a regular occurrence in the mid-sixties. Reports came
in of all types of schools imposing moptop bans: secondary moderns,
grammar schools and public schools, from Cornwall to Scotland. The
most draconian schools sheared their pupils en masse, as when between
fifteen and twenty schoolboys were handed over to an army barber at
Harraby Secondary School in Carlisle.43 In other cases, boys with moptops
were barred from sporting competitions, denied school prizes and threa-
tened with suspension.44 The Express reported that a school in Croydon
had extended the embargo to Beatle-type attire and that a pupil at another
school was suspended for wearing a ‘Beatle suit’.45 Some boys found ways
to resist while remaining in school. A Warwickshire teenager threatened
with expulsion for his unkempt hair returned to school with a smart Beatle-
style cut, and four Sussex schoolboys forced to cut their hair submitted
a protest to the local education department signed by 500 of their
schoolmates.46 But one London grammar schoolboy quit school when
given the choice between losing his hair or the opportunity to sit
GCE examinations. ‘I would rather leave than change my hair style’, he
stated: ‘I shall begin to look for work next week.’47

Accusations of effeminacy were occasionally levelled at long-haired
boys. A 14-year-old boy in Dalkeith was ordered to sit in a girls’ class,
two brothers in Cornwall had their hair tied up with yellow ribbon and
an 18-year-old apprentice baker in Perth was ordered to cover his head
with the regulation turban issued to female colleagues.48 A secondary
modern teacher in London also raised the spectre of homosexuality when
reporting how ‘two of my most promising boys, both of whom sported
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Beatle mops, had taken to walking about hand in hand’.49 Yet there was
surprisingly little attempt to portray the Beatles as effeminate, and the
only suggestions that they were gay came in sarcastic fashion from the
Beatles themselves.50 The clampdown on boys’ hairstyles was accordingly
justified as upholding discipline rather than masculinity. ‘Overlong hair
can be treated as a symbol of successful rebellion against authority’,
stated the headmaster of Uppingham public school after imposing
a ban on moptops. Parental reactions ranged from indignation
(‘Geoffrey’s hair is tidy’) to collaboration (one mother attempted to cut
her sons’ hair in their sleep). Adults as a whole agreed that ‘schools
should require boys to keep their hair cut short’ by a margin of 5:1
according to a 1965 Gallup poll.51

A different concern was that starstruck boys might abandon their
studies and jobs in pursuit of pop success. In August 1963, a 14-year-
old boy from Folkestone made headlines for running away from home in
the hope of securing a record contract on the strength of a fake Scouse
accent and an electric guitar.52 By early 1964, the National Association of
Youth Clubs warned that beat groups were accruing debts and crashing
vans while on tour, and Liverpool’s principal youth employment officer
despaired that ‘Boys have thrown up good jobs and apprenticeships in the
hope of becoming as famous as the Beatles.’53 Later that year his organi-
sation related that employers’ habit of associating ‘certain deficiencies in
personality in a youth with a Beatle hairstyle’ was proving a bar to
employment.54

These skirmishes mattered to their participants and piqued the curiosity
of the national press, but attracted much less attention than the antics of
female Beatlemaniacs. They were also offset by a counter-narrative that the
Beatles alleviated the graver problem of male juvenile delinquency. The
value of beat music as an alternative to criminality in Liverpool featured
strongly in a Daily Express article published in October 1963.
A policewoman stated that the Cavern Club ‘keeps the kids off the streets’
and a Cavern employee characterised the music scene as being ‘better than
knocking down old ladies with bicycle chains’.55 Some corroboration came
in February 1964 when New Society published Colin Fletcher’s autobio-
graphical account of how beat music had displaced violence in the affec-
tions of Merseyside gang members such as himself in the late 1950s.56

While bands provided gangs with a new source of identity and pride, clubs
provided young Liverpudlians more generally with ‘a music, a number of
dances and a “place of their own”’ in which they could develop a less
aggressive adolescent subculture.57
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Fletcher’s article could hardly have been better timed. It appeared the
same week that a senior police officer in Liverpool credited beat groups for
his city’s declining juvenile crime rate, a magistrate’s clerk instructed
a teenage bicycle thief to follow the Beatles’ ‘good example’, cabinet
minister Bill Deedes portrayed them as paragons of youthful enterprise
and the Duke of Edinburgh applauded them for encouraging ‘singing and
dancing’ instead of ‘fighting and stealing’ among youngsters.58 The clashes
between mods and rockers in seaside resorts later that year were seldom
blamed on the Beatles, much to the relief of Brian Epstein.59 On the
contrary, suggestions for preventing future disturbances included the
creation of a ‘Beatles Anti-Vandalism Club, with badges’ and a talent
show for beat groups.60 ‘The Beatles have already proved that if young
people can strum instruments, they won’t become delinquents’, stated
Rediffusion television’s head of variety when announcing the competition:
‘If we can encourage more people to do this sort of thing, instead of doing
a Clacton, then we’ll be happy.’61

Epstein claimed in his ghost-written autobiography that ‘the Beatles
have never been associated with actual rioting, vandalism, or damage or
any sort’, but this was to overlook the other, female side of the youth
question.62 Elsewhere he acknowledged that Beatlemaniacs ‘would kill the
Beatles if they got their hands on them’.63 Newspapers published daily
accounts of rioting, fainting and screaming at concerts during the height of
Beatlemania. The Express’ account of an engagement in December 1963
was calculated to alarm:

A screaming blonde almost fell into the orchestra pit during a Beatles show at
Southend last night. . . . then a near riot broke out. The fire curtain was dropped,
and the performance stopped five minutes before time. Police moved in from the
sides of the theatre. The screaming ended when the manager put on a record of the
national anthem.64

The concert had been halted when some girls rushed the stage after the
fan’s fall and a dozen others ‘fell to their knees in the centre aisle and
started beating their head and fists on the carpet’. The second performance
of the day was comparatively uneventful, after a bomb alert proved to be
a hoax and just five girls fainted during the show.65

The press ran stories of girls led astray by Beatlemania. Searches were
launched for a 13-year-old from Boston and two 16-year-olds from
Cleveland who flew unaccompanied to Britain in search of their idols.66

There was also the case of the 12-year-old from Sunderland who tried to
post herself to the Beatles’ fan club in a tea chest marked ‘Presents of the
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Beatles’. The chest was three-foot square, had no air holes and was stocked
with a single toffee by way of provisions. She felt woozy after ten minutes
and caused the box to wobble, which alerted porters to her predicament.
‘I hadn’t thought about fresh air or food’, she explained: ‘All I wanted to do
was see the Beatles. I don’t know what I would have done if I had really got
there. I suppose I would have fainted.’67

Schools’ problems with girls centred not on hair but on fandom. Fifteen
pupils were carpeted for a rum-fuelled celebration of John Lennon’s birth-
day on the tennis courts of Wrexham’s Grove Park Grammar School for
Girls.68 An enterprising truancy officer and headmistress ambushed mis-
creants who had sagged off school to catch a sight of the Beatles arriving at
Taunton station during the filming of A Hard Day’s Night; they bundled
the worst offenders into a car.69 When grammar-school boys in nearby
Minehead taunted female fans with a banner declaring ‘The Empire is
crumbling’, the girls reportedly tore it up.70 One school in Essex halted
a concert by schoolboys when their Beatles impersonations caused 300
schoolgirls to ‘riot’.71 ‘I don’t like the Beatles. I’ve never seen anything like
the mob hysteria they spark off’, their headmistress exclaimed.72

The headmistress’ censorious attitude was not uncommon. A music
therapist wrote to the Daily Telegraph that

Subjecting immature young people, especially girls, to long strong doses of crude,
coarse, often over-syncopated combinations of sound vibrations can, and
obviously does, lead to loss of self-control and low-toned moral behaviour. The
side- and after-effects can be seen in the next day’s boredom, sullenness and, too
often, anti-social behaviour.73

A Telegraph editorial the next day expressed alarm at how an all-
consuming Beatlemania colonised ‘otherwise empty . . . heads and
hearts’.74 Some prominent male writers criticised Beatlemaniacs for failing
to conform to their ideals of physical beauty. Anthony Burgess described
them as ‘pudgy, spotty’, ‘slack-mouthed, sallow, and empty-eyed’ and
lacking ‘anything approaching comeliness’, while Paul Johnson despaired
at their ‘chain-store makeup . . . broken stiletto heels . . . sagging mouths
and glazed eyes’.75 A brazen anti-feminism appeared in portrayals of
female fans as a ‘monstrous regiment’ or the ‘weaker sex’.76

Such attitudes invited accusations of sheer reaction. ‘Why not turn the
clock back completely and burn them as witches?’ asked journalist Charles
Hamblett in response to a facetious suggestion that girls should be caged
during the Beatles’ visit to Blackburn.77 Epstein detected a double standard
in criticisms of girls who shrieked at their idols when grownmen did much
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the same at football matches. He also disputed the notion that
Beatlemaniacs lacked self-control when recalling how one fan turned her
screams on and off at will. ‘That’s not hysteria’, he reasoned: ‘That’s self-
expression.’78

Defenders of Beatlemania advanced a quasi-feminist argument that
fandom empowered girls. When journalist Merrick Winn visited
Liverpool in 1963, Merseybeat musicians told him that they cultivated an
androgynous appearance because ‘Girls like boys to look pretty.’79 The
blurred gender roles did not stop there, with Winn reporting that boys
were now the wallflowers at dances and sang songs once considered too
feminine.80 Peter Laurie’s The Teenage Revolution (1965) claimed that girls
were the ‘real dynamo’ powering youth autonomy and gender equality.81

He cited the objectification of male heart-throbs and the higher rates of
female premarital intercourse as evidence that adolescent girls had discov-
ered sexual agency and that ‘traditional distinctions between men and
women are melting away’.82 Laurie and Winn echoed Margaret Mead’s
Coming of Age in Samoa (1928) when arguing that ‘in all societies differ-
ences in the characters of the sexes are socially and not biologically
imposed’.83 AlunOwen’s screenplay forAHard Day’s Night (1964) accord-
ingly depicted the Beatles as flirting with androgyny by sitting under
hairdryers, applying face powder, reading women’s magazines, assuming
girls’ names and escaping from sexual predators. When Paul’s grandfather
scolds them for being a ‘bunch of sissies’, the Beatles tease him for being
envious.84

In retrospect, however, the early Beatles posed a limited challenge to the
taken-for-granted chauvinism of the time. Women were peripheral in
A Hard Day’s Night, their lines minimal and their roles limited to those
of adoring fan, cougar, flirt, plumed dancer, beautician, secretary, battleaxe
and a lady too dainty to step in a puddle. Ostensibly sympathetic accounts
of Beatlemaniacs thought nothing of likening concerts to ‘the conquest . . .
of a village of virgins’ or defending fans’ appearance on the impolitic
grounds that even ‘an ugly girl can now look attractive’ thanks to advances
in make-up technology.85 This was an era in which men were thought to
‘attack’ and ‘conquer’ women in courtship and obtain their ‘physical
surrender’ during intercourse.86 Even more jarringly, it was one in which
a celebrated feminist, Edith Summerskill, considered Beatlemania an
expression of ‘women’s primary instincts’ to mother the Beatles.87

Beatlemania raised the awkward issue of adolescent female sexuality.88 It
was difficult to avoid the subject altogether, considering the goings-on at
concerts and the eye candy on offer in girls’magazines. Jackiewas launched
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‘for go-ahead teens’ at the height of Beatlemania in January 1964. The cover
of one of its earliest issues captured the obsessional quality of its coverage:

Beatles the Beatles
the Beatles
the Beatles
Beatles
the Beatles
the Beatles
Beatles
Their fanpopstic success story in pictures inside!
You’ll love it!
Yeah! Yeah! Yeah!89

Fans were supplied with plentiful pin-ups, Beatlefacts, Beatles-themed
cartoon serials and, from May 1964, a dedicated Beatle Page each week.
Girl, which targeted younger readers, devoted its first centrefold to the
Beatles in July 1963, accompanied by an astrological forecast which ven-
tured that ‘The year ahead for the Beatles is good, but not necessarily
excellent.’90 Even the otherwise wholesome Beatles Book printed a letter
in 1963 from a fan who warned that she’d ‘never be able to go intomy room
un-attended’ if the magazine published photographs of the Beatles in their
underwear.91

However, childhood sexuality was as difficult to discuss then as now.
Monica Furlong noted how one broadcaster had alluded to Beatlemania’s
sexual origins in a ‘slightly embarrassed’ fashion, then rapidly changed the
subject ‘obviously feeling he had gone too far’.92 Her suggestion of turning
over the matter to scientists was the usual way to broach the topic, but the
results were confused and confusing. For example, clinical psychologist
Frederick Casson found ‘nothing to suggest sex’ in the Beatles yet diag-
nosed their fans as suffering from a ‘pent-up eroticism’ which, when
released, was ‘almost impossible to bring . . . under control until its pres-
sure has spent itself’.93 Adult male experts struggled to fathom the desires
of adolescent girls. So removed were they from their subjects that they
sought explanations for girls’ behaviour in abnormal psychology and the
anthropology of ritual behaviour. The resulting models were condescend-
ing and uncomprehending. The biologist Julian Huxley labelled
Beatlemania ‘ludicrously orgiastic’ and the sexologist Alex Comfort char-
acterised it as a ‘discharge of unacceptable impulses’.94

Critics rejected suggestions that Beatlemania was a necessary if somewhat
unseemly stage in girls’ normal sexual development on two grounds. The
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first was that girls were being artificially and prematurely aroused by mass
culture. MalcolmMuggeridge feared that Britain would imitate the commo-
dification of sexuality befouling theUnited States, where ‘tiny tots who ought
to be reading about Peter Rabbit and the Seven Dwarfs wear padded bras,
paint their faces, and howl like randy hyenas at the Beatles’.95 His warnings
were in vain, if fellow journalist David Griffiths was to be believed. The
manner in which televised pop shows ‘leer[ed] brazenly at writhing limbs in
the audience’ and the innuendo of A Hard Day’s Night (1964) convinced
Griffiths that the Beatles had legitimised ‘blatant pop-eroticism’.96

A second concern was that Beatlemania arrested girls’ sexual develop-
ment at the juvenile stage of self-abuse. The ‘mass masturbation orgy’
witnessed by Noël Coward at a Beatles concert left him ‘truly horrified
and shocked’.97 Cambridge don David Holbrook experienced the same
revulsion when attending a primary school glove-puppet show featuring
‘phallophoric’ effigies of the Beatles:

As the taped Beatle music rose to a pitch, the [children’s] jiggling became an almost
indecent enactment of sexual rhythm, while the cries, sighs and shouts became
those of people possessed by sexual ecstasy approaching orgasm. It became pain-
fully clear that the Beatles are a masturbation fantasy, such as a girl presumably has
during the onanistic act . . .98

Holbrook recounted this event in a letter to the New Statesman in 1964. In
the same letter, he appealed to readers to provide him with children’s
accounts of fandom in order to test his hypothesis that the masturbation
incited by pop music created a ‘closed circuit’ which prevented children
from attaining maturity.99 Three teachers replied. One testified that he
caught schoolboys in the act of ‘moving their pelvises rhythmically in time
with each other’ while listening to the Beatles on the radio.100 The other
two furnished Holbrook with exactly what he had requested: a bundle of
their pupils’ writings about the Beatles.

Holbrook’s findings, which he published thirty years later, unsurpris-
ingly indicated that some girls were sexually aroused by the Beatles. One
girl described how ‘you clinth [sic] yourself’ when they appeared on
television and another related how the band ‘makes my body fill all funney
[sic]’.101 More remarkable was Holbrook’s conviction that all the children’s
comments were not merely sexual but represented ‘a kind of deep regres-
sion to . . . the time of total dependence on the mother’.102 Holbrook
deployed the full array of Freudian techniques to make his case. He
explained a 10-year-old’s desire to sit on McCartney’s lap as a projection
of McCartney ‘becom[ing] her baby’: hence her attraction to his ‘babies
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[sic] face’ and ‘appealing eyes’.103 An 11-year-old’s account of learning to
masturbate to the Beatles (‘he has a glorious voice it is so soft it makes you
want to wriggle all over the plaice [sic]’) was interpreted as a ‘regression to
infantile states’ rather than a prelude to adult sexuality.104 A 16-year-old
betrayed ‘her denial of inner problems’ by disagreeing that the Beatles were
masturbation material.105 Holbrook saw the manner in which
Beatlemaniacs screamed, cried and wet themselves as further evidence of
their return to infanthood.106 He claimed that the Beatles’ ‘jiggling . . . hair-
flopping . . . [and] guitar-strumming’ produced sensations akin to dand-
ling and sucking, that the crowd provided maniacs with ‘a symbolic womb’
and that their experience of being ‘sent’ turned them into a ‘mass polyglot
baby’.107

Such conclusions did not impress everyone. The music critic Deryck
Cooke charged Holbrook with failing to supply evidence that the Beatles
incited masturbation and with displaying a ‘puritanical disgust’ at bodily
movements common to all dancing.108 The same behaviours which
Holbrook interpreted as displays of infantile sexuality were cast as exam-
ples of girls ‘subconsciously preparing for motherhood’ by a psychologist
interviewed in the News of the World. Whereas Holbrook conjectured that
Beatlemaniacs screamed like infants and identified themselves with the
jelly babies that they hurled at their idols, the psychologist interpreted their
screams as a ‘rehearsal’ for labour and the jelly babies as symbolising their
future offspring.109 This psychologist’s insistence on the ‘innocent and
harmless’ motivations of female fans was echoed by another set of (adult
male) commentators who saw ‘nothing nasty’ about Beatlemania, by which
they meant it was ‘not sexual’.110 They favourably contrasted the Beatles’
performances with the suggestiveness of Elvis Presley’s act and surmised
that girls were drawn to the Beatles’ ‘innocence’, viewing them as brothers
rather than lovers.111

Class, Nation and Religion

In 1969, Richard Mabey observed that ‘The pop music scene has
become an arena in which the old lodestar divisions of class, age, sex,
status and geography have been challenged and uprooted.’112 What was
a truism at the end of the decade was a matter of incredulity at its
beginning, when the Beatles refreshed parts of social discourse that
other musicians did not reach. Diverse interpretations of classlessness
were employed to explain the Beatles’ impact on Britain’s social
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hierarchy.113 Epstein advanced the idea that ‘they don’t seem to come
from any particular class background’ to explain their transcendent
appeal.114 A more common argument portrayed them as ‘unimpressed
by old-fashioned class barriers’.115 The Beatles delighted Vincent
Mulchrone by telling him that the train scene in A Hard Day’s Night
where they clash with a bowler-hatted curmudgeon was based on a real
encounter. His impression that they gave ‘no thought for the impor-
tance of the person they are speaking to’ was precisely the message
intended by the film’s director, Richard Lester.116 ‘The Beatles sent the
class thing sky high: they laughed it out of existence and, I think,
introduced a tone of equality more successfully than any other single
factor’, he recalled.117

A differing right-wing interpretation of classlessness acclaimed the
Beatles as models of upward social mobility. Cabinet minister Bill Deedes
chose them to symbolise his dynamic and meritocratic vision of Britain,
which was to mirror youth culture in being ‘free of divisions of class or
creed’.118 Jonathan Aitken fleshed out this argument in The Young Meteors
(1967), in which he claimed that ‘a completely new class has been formed,
running parallel to the existing system’. It consisted of those like the Beatles
whose sheer talent allowed them to scale the social ladder without assum-
ing ‘the conventions of dress and manners of the upper-class world’.119

Another journalist from a storied Tory family, Robin Douglas-Home,
disputed that aristocrats were the ‘privileged class’ when imagining the
following scenario:

If a 14th Earl with a grouse moor [Alec Douglas-Home] and George Harrison with
Patti[e] Boyd walked together into a restaurant and there was only one table left,
who would be given the table?120

The likely preference given to a Beatle and his wife over his uncle, a former
prime minister, convinced him that ‘It is the golden youth that is the
“upper” class today.’121

Characterisations of the Beatles’ fans also revealed the contested nature
of classlessness. The Beatles’ publicists touted the band’s universal popu-
larity. Epstein’s contention that ‘anybody can get on their wavelength’ was
echoed by NEMS press officer Tony Barrow, who noted how fans came
from ‘every walk of life’.122 Sympathetic journalists joined in drawing
attention to the ‘almost completely classless’ composition of the Cavern
audience and the Beatles’ popularity among ‘the champagne and diamond
set’, public-school pupils, jodhpur-clad girls from Cheltenham, ‘a certain
countess’ and habitués of cocktail parties in Kensington.123 ‘I daresay there
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is hardly a deb who wouldn’t give up her heirlooms for Ringo’, mused
Marjorie Proops.124 Some writers depicted fans as sharing their heroes’
indifference to social stratification. To Derwent May, Merseybeat was the
property of ‘young working people who have begun to forget the idea of
class, and to blend with the classless, cosmopolitan crowd’.125 Others
claimed that fans were undergoing the same process of embourgeoisement
as the Beatles themselves. One girl’s comment that ‘They fought their way
to the top and they took us with them’ was presented by Alan Brien as
evidence that ‘Britain is no longer that Neapolitan ice with the classes
frozen layer upon layer it was until the Fifties – with each snobbish sub-
group cut off from its neighbours above and below by accent, money,
education and dress.’126

For all their differences, these models of classlessness envisaged social
hierarchies as undergoing profound and rapid change in Britain’s postwar
‘affluent society’.127 Opposition to the Beatles was accordingly portrayed as
a rearguard defence of the old class system from reactionaries from every
station in life. Representing the unreconstructed working class were the
shipyard workers unable after a day’s riveting to take the ‘deafening noise’
of beat groups at their branch of the Royal Antediluvian Order of
Buffaloes.128 The ‘stern world of trade unionism’ received similarly nega-
tive coverage when carpenters and electricians downed tools and held up
the filming of A Hard Day’s Night until members of the Film Artistes’
Association were looked after and child extras paid union rates.129

Fleet Street newspapers portrayed snobs who slighted the Beatles as
lacking the very manners they claimed to uphold. The press named and
shamed social clubs which rejected or ejected them. The Carlisle Golf Club
received unwelcome coverage when expelling ‘the vocal-instrumental
group, the Four Beatles’ for wearing leather jackets in February 1963, as
did Mayfair’s exclusive Annabel’s nightclub when turning away Harrison
for turning up in a polo neck.130 ‘[W]e do have a rule that members and
guests must wear ties’, explained its owner, Lady Annabel Birley. ‘If we
decided to break it just because a Beatle wanted to come in with a polo-
necked sweater, we might as well not have the rule in the first place’, she
argued, indicating the strict terms on which aristocrats would mix with the
nouveau riche.131 Newspapers goaded Lord Russell of Liverpool to con-
demn the ‘damn silly’ idea of the Beatles becoming members of London’s
Liver Club on the grounds that ‘We’re very careful who we have in.’132 And
they had a field day reporting the reception at the British Embassy in
Washington, DC in 1964, where boorish attendees helped themselves to
clumps of Ringo’s hair.133 Epstein’s castigation of ‘guests [who] believe
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themselves to be important or very significant young Englishmen with
marvellous educations’ contributed to an anti-gentlemanly discourse pre-
valent since the mid-1950s.134

The old boys’ club of high finance was also tarnished by its disdain of the
Beatles. The creation of a limited company to handle the Beatles’ affairs in
1963 was greeted as a curious intrusion into ‘our world of bowlers and
brollies’ and the Daily Mail had fun dressing up the band as City gents in
1964.135 Its question – ‘How would the Stock Exchange react to this?’ – lost
its whimsy when Northern Songs applied to be listed on the Stock
Exchange the following year.136 The floatation attracted ‘unprecedented
and almost universal criticism’, since the Stock Exchange Council normally
required ten years of profit records and assets more tangible than three
songwriters’ imaginations.137 Having failed to prevent the share issue, City
opinion-formers ‘panned it to a man’.138 Yet, as was so often the case in the
first half of the 1960s, the Beatles successfully infiltrated a hallowed British
institution. The offer was heavily over-subscribed and shares opened above
their original selling price, prompting one cartoonist to imagine
a stockbroker adding Chelsea boots, a polka-dot shirt and a Pierre
Cardin suit to his traditional umbrella, briefcase and bowler hat.139

The monarchy’s acceptance of the Beatles brought much more favour-
able coverage.140 Encounters between Beatles and royals made for grand
spectacles. Besides being the two most famous sets of British celebrities,
they also personified two faces of sixties Britain: progress and tradition,
North and South, accomplishment and entitlement. The Mirror accord-
ingly presented the Beatles’ appearance at the Royal Variety Performance
in November 1963 as a triumph of social mobility and confirmation of their
universal appeal. The warm reception accorded to Lennon’s suggestion
that well-heeled guests ‘rattle your jewellery’ in appreciation was presented
as a transformational moment:

They had broken down the show’s traditional ‘stuffed-shirt’ barrier.
From then on the usually sedate audience made it quite clear that they had

been bitten by the Beatle bug. And that they were ENJOYING it. . . .
Princess Margaret, in a red and gold brocade gown, was snapping her

fingers in time with the music.
Tony Armstrong-Jones, seated beside her, was smiling broadly.
The Queen Mother smiled happily – and clapped with the rest of ’em.
Last night EVERYBODY loved the Beatles – Yeah, Yeah, Yeah.141

The Beatles’ publicists played along by representing the Royal Premiere of
A Hard Day’s Night as ‘the ultimate’ accolade, but acceptance was not hard
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to achieve from a monarchy eager to display its modernising zeal through
cordial relations with the band.142 Reported conversations showed the
royals seeking common ground. Prince Philip offered to swap books with
Lennon and telegraphed an apology to Epstein when quoted (accurately or
otherwise) as saying that ‘The Beatles are on the wane.’143 Princess
Margaret traded jokes with McCartney and the Beatles recounted how
the Queen had acted ‘just like a mum to us’ at the investiture ceremony for
the MBE.144 The press concocted further affinities between the Beatles and
the royals by depicting the Queen’s children as proto-Beatles. The ‘Beatle-
style’ hair of a windswept Charles made the front page of the Daily Mail in
1964 and theDaily Telegraph published a photo of Anne in a Lennon-esque
cap in 1966.145

This more magnanimous admittance of the Beatles into elite circles
carried a powerful symbolic charge, but risked exposing the rituals, tradi-
tions and privileges of that elite to the Beatles’ ridicule. Lennon’s quip
about jewellery at the Royal Variety Performance in 1963 was calculated to
raise a laugh at the same time as exposing class division, undermining elite
authority and alleviating his discomfort over appearing at such an
Establishment occasion.146 If press reports were to be believed, his band-
mates got in on the act when dining at Brasenose College, Oxford the
following year. Legend had it that Harrison turned down smoked salmon
in favour of a jam butty, McCartney drank milk brought to him on a silver
platter and Starr quizzed his hosts about the prevalence of ‘sex cases’ in the
college.147 Accounts of the Beatles’ discomfort at wearing formal attire
indicated the limits of their willingness to cleave to tradition. Lennon and
McCartney did not fit into the dinner suits they were required to don when
receiving songwriting awards from Duke of Edinburgh in 1964, and
a besuited Harrison complained that ‘We would be much happier in
jeans and T-shirts’ at the premier of Help!148

The same choice between resistance and appeasement faced commen-
tators who wished to sustain class hierarchies. Diehard opposition came
from the leader columns of the Daily Telegraph, which sought to stem the
tide of Beatlemania ‘throb[bing] up from the slums’, and from Paul
Johnson in the New Statesman, who claimed that Beatlemaniacs repre-
sented the lumpen and ‘least fortunate of their generation’.149 Whereas
Johnson skewered Tories for acclaiming the Beatles, the Sunday
Telegraph’s Peregrine Worsthorne blamed Labour for creating a ‘topsy-
turvy’ situation in which politicians derived authority from hobnobbing
with the Beatles instead of wealth and rank.150 The Beatles represented, in
historian Max Beloff’s dystopian vision, a society in which ‘dustmen look
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down on dukes’, and educationalist Bryan Wilson feared that fandom
would destroy the ‘class values’ taught by decent families and schools.151

Wilson viewed pop stars’ success as undeserved and a poor example to
others because ‘[t]heir social mobility has not depended on training,
intellect, civilized values or liberal education (nor, be it noted, on compe-
titive examination)’.152 A hit parade which ‘offers success in spite of
educational failure’ made a mockery of meritocracy in its truest sense.153

Such impolitic defences of the status quo provoked much the same sort
of criticism as that directed towards snobs who barred entry to the Beatles
or abused them as guests. Johnson was pilloried for expressing unaccep-
table views for the deputy editor of a left-of-centre publication.
Accusations of ‘rampant class snobbery’ and ‘upper-middle-class arro-
gance’ dogged him for years to come.154 Noël Coward’s snooty barbs
against the Beatles also threatened to harm his reputationmore than theirs.
He appeared uncharacteristically humourless when deploring Lennon’s
quip at the Royal Variety Performance as ‘the height of bad taste’, and
peevish when complaining that the Beatles refused to meet a detractor such
as himself.155

The recasting of national identity began as the internal matter of accept-
ing that the pace was being set culturally outside London.156 The Beatles
built on the success over the previous decade of plays, novels and films set
in the provinces, and the brief ascendancy of ‘Merseybeat’ led commenta-
tors to display an ethnographic interest in Scouse customs. Intrepid repor-
ters ventured northwards to discover the secret of Liverpool’s success,
while those viewing events from Fleet Street marvelled at its ‘typical
meaty northern lack of inhibition’ and unique ethnic mix.157 From
a metropolitan perspective, Liverpool was a ‘polyglot city’ bursting with
‘Irish, Welsh and coloured influences’ and music displaying ‘a touch of the
Negro’ or, to put it less kindly, a ‘compost heap’ from which blossomed
four ‘exotic flowers’.158 Liverpool’s Otherness was exploited by the Beatles’
publicity machine, as when their Crosby-born press officer Tony Barrow
claimed that the Beatles ‘epitomis[ed] Northern Man – his naturalness,
directness, the “truthfulness” behind those hard and nobby faces’.159

The Beatles became national as well as regional symbols.160 To Charles
Hamblett, they undercut British reticence with ‘the outspoken frankness of
the true Liverpuddlian [sic]’ and broke with the nation’s moral and martial
traditions.161 He identified them with a contemporary worldview ‘totally
free from cant or prejudice’.162 Their admiration ofWest Germany and the
United States was of a piece with ‘knocking the stuffing – and the stuffi-
ness – out of the neo-Victorians’.163 The Beatles represented an escape
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from Britain’s mundane present as well as its moribund past. Peter Laurie
interpreted Beatlemania as a release from adolescents’ allotted role of
‘squeezing into a narrow niche of this tight little isle’, and psychologist
Michael Karoly paired Beatlemania with Bondmania as offering temporary
respite from ‘the dullness of everyday life’ in a post-Churchillian age.164

The Beatles’ Britishness seemed especially significant within the world of
popular entertainment. In his Encounter article ‘Young England, Half
English’ (1957), Colin MacInnes lamented that the Americanisation
of British popular music since the Great War had produced generations
of ‘English boys and girls [who] identified themselves, imaginatively, with
a completely alien world’.165 His faint hope that Tommy Steele would
become ‘the first English pop artist to sing English songs’ went largely
unrealised until the Beatles rekindled the prospect of a re-anglicisation of
popular culture.166 The Canadian writer Mordecai Richler wryly observed
that British commentators would have disdained the Beatles ‘as yet another
example of bad taste Americana’ had they originated in the United States.
As it was, they were applauded for creating an inimitably British sound.167

Tony Barrow parried the notion that they had a ‘trans-Atlantic style’ by
claiming that ‘their only real influence has been from the unique brand of
Rhythm and Blues folk music which abounds on Merseyside’.168 In
December 1963, Times music critic William Mann credited Lennon and
McCartney for composing songs which were ‘distinctly indigenous in
character’ and an Observer feature published the previous month claimed
that fans in their twenties were ‘for the Beatles because they represent “a
break with America”’.169 Hopes rose that high art would develop an
‘indigenous contemporary style’ when a Beatles score was used in the
Mods and Rockers ballet, staged in 1963.170 ‘[A]t last Britain has the chance
of evolving its own jazz-dance rather than copying the American pattern’,
declared dance critic Clive Barnes.171

The Beatles’ international fame provided an opportunity to rebrand
Britain abroad. George Him had created some of the most celebrated
images for Home Front publicity drives, the 1946 Britain Can Make It
campaign and the Festival of Britain in 1951. In 1966, he invoked the
symbol of tournament mascotWorld CupWillie when enjoining designers
to ‘Give the British lion a Beatle haircut and transform the foreigners’
image of Britain’.172 The Beatles represented near-perfect brand ambassa-
dors for Him’s vision of Britain as a ‘really young country’ divested of the
‘paraphernalia of processions and castles’.173 Charles de Hoghton, who
worked for the progressive think tank Political and Economic Planning,
commended the Beatles for helping to rectify ‘the foreign vision of Britain
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as a country entirely populated by middle-aged conservatives of all sorts –
e.g. stockbrokers, wildcat strikers, Beefeaters and Pembrokeshire coracle
fisherman’.174

Press coverage of treatment of the Beatles overseas testified to the
band’s capacity to represent a modern and democratic model of
Britishness. Articles regularly portrayed suppression of the Beatles and
all their works as a way of illustrating Britain’s comparative freedoms. As
it happened, such clampdowns constituted a fairly accurate index of
authoritarianism. Their records were banned in Cuba from 1964 to
1966 and in South Africa from 1966 to 1971.175 A 1964 ban on the
Beatles performing in Israel involved the cultural committee, the
Education Ministry, the High Court of Justice and the Knesset.176

President Sukarno of Indonesia pronounced ‘the Beatles and Beatlism’

to be a type of ‘mental disease’ in 1965.177 The French Interior Ministry
targeted foreign visitors with Beatle-style haircuts in 1966 and the
Burmese, Egyptian and Greek dictatorships all launched campaigns
against long hair in 1967.178 The press also reported the Eastern Bloc’s
long-running struggle to contain the ideological threat of the Beatles and
the West’s attempt to exacerbate it, as when Radio Free Europe began to
broadcast their records across the Iron Curtain in March 1964.179

Signs of the Beatles’ ability to recast Britain’s image abroad came from
European listeners to the BBC, who placed them above the Queen and
Winston Churchill as the British figures they would most like to meet, and
from tourist trap Madame Tussaud’s, which reported them to be its main
draw.180 They featured in American magazines in refutation of declinist
models of Britain as hidebound and hierarchical. American Vogue pre-
sented George Harrison and Pattie Boyd as the very personification of the
‘Youthquake’. ‘They’re young. They’re doing things. They’re in the Quant
spirit’, it declared in 1965.181 A year later, Time magazine’s portrait of
‘Swinging London’ attributed to the whole metropolis the qualities of
classlessness, originality, informality, vitality and anti-Victorianism custo-
marily associated with the Beatles.182

The admiration expressed by Vogue, Time and other American com-
mentators towards British culture was not entirely reciprocated. Some of
their British counterparts claimed the Beatles for the nation and portrayed
America as a spent cultural force.183 The first mention of the Beatles in the
Daily Mirror was in a January 1963 piece which heralded British domina-
tion of the top ten.184 The following year, the Daily Mail judged American
entertainment to be ‘middle-aged’ and ‘square’.185 In 1966, the Daily
Mirror responded to Time magazine’s celebration of ‘swinging London’
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by stating that ‘in the world of mass culture Britain still has nothing to learn
from its captive audience across the Atlantic’.186

However, none of these upbeat interpretations of the Beatles’ effect on
national identity went unchallenged. Metropolitan commentary about
Liverpool was generally patronising and often insulting. Malcolm
Muggeridge’s comparison of the Beatles to the Beverly Hillbillies said
much, as did the incomprehensibility of the Scouse dialect to certain
Southerners. Cabinet minister Ted Heath doubted whether the Beatles
spoke the Queen’s English and Prince Philip displayed characteristic tact
when telling Lennon and Starr that he ‘almost had to have a list to translate
the words’ when docking at Liverpool during the war.187 Just such
a glossary of Scouse argot was compiled by the Association of Child Care
Officers ‘to get through to the swinging adolescent currently addicted to
the Beatles and other Liverpool noises’.188

Although some writers celebrated the ‘Negro origins’ of Merseybeat,
others denounced it as a reversion to primitivism.189 Such accounts dis-
played the residual influence of imperialism, social Darwinism and
G. Stanley Hall’s recapitulation theory, which understood maturation in
evolutionary terms. The sociologist Bryan Wilson maintained that
‘Intrinsically, the youth culture’s values are more animal’.190 Psychologist
Frederick Casson and psychiatrists Erwin Stengel andWilliam Sargent drew
upon anthropology when comparing Beatlemania to ‘the frenzied dancing
and shouting of voodoo worshippers’, an ‘epidemic hysteria in Nigeria’ and
the ‘brainwashing, conversion and mass hysteria’ induced by witch doctors
in Kenya.191 For ‘tribal nonsense’ to be taking place in Britain was potentially
embarrassing at a time of rapid decolonisation and development in the ‘third
world’.192 A vicar addressing the first national convention of Mary
Whitehouse’s National Viewers’ and Listeners’ Association placed the beha-
viour of the Beatles and the Animals beneath that of ‘savages’ encountered in
the Congo.193 In the same vein, the Daily Express ran a letter which
recounted a colonial commoner saying that ‘We in Jamaica used to carry
on like [the Beatles] . . . years ago until the British came to the island and
taught us how to become civilised.’194 The accompanying cartoon depicted
a white imperial official receiving a guitar from a black man in exchange for
his bowler hat.195

Traditionalists did not feel obliged to embrace the Beatles simply
because they were ‘British rubbish’ instead of the foreign variety.196 They
disputed that national identity was in any need of updating and blamed the
band for ‘hav[ing] done so much to present a picture of Britain in the
sixties as a long-haired frenetic sex-mad swinging people’.197 Alan Pegler
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justified his plans to transport the 100-ton Flying Scotsman across the
Atlantic as a means of ‘correct[ing] the unfortunate impression created by
the Beatles over there’.198 Travelling in the opposite direction was the
actress and self-confessed ‘old-fashioned . . . snob’ Hermione Gingold, to
whom the Beatles represented the antithesis of gentlemanliness and high
diction.199

The early Beatles seemed as far removed from organised religion as
could be imagined: a situation played for laughs by Peter Sellers’ rendition
of ‘Help!’ (1965) in the manner of a sermonising vicar. At the same time,
the adulation accorded to the Beatles lent itself to religious metaphors and
many commentators, sympathetic and otherwise, likened Beatlemania to
a cult.200 They observed how girls queued for hours for ‘a glimpse of their
gods’, showered them with ‘[v]otive offerings’ on stage and were found
‘kneeling, as if in prayer, in the aisles’.201 Psychologists and psychiatrists
explained the fans’ hero worship as a developmental stage and equated
mania to primitive religions practised by ‘voodoo worshippers’, snake-
handlers and ‘the religious hill-billy’.202

Puritanical clergymen condemned Beatlemania for its idolatry. The
verdict of the Rector of Prestwich that ‘[i]f you do not worship God, you
probably worship the Beatles’ was echoed by the eminent Methodist
minister Donald Soper, who pronounced the Beatles to be one of sundry
‘rootless substitutes for that full life which flourish precisely because we
have no overriding spiritual beliefs’.203 But decrying modern society for its
abject materialism did not solve the problem of declining congregations
and waning moral influence. The mainstream churches in the 1960s feared
for their survival which, as Callum Brown has argued, depended on turning
young women in particular into regular churchgoers.204 Moderate clerics
therefore counselled against ‘[u]nnecessary and superior criticism’ of the
Beatles.205 Their appeal ‘has to be understood and lived with’, maintained
the Archbishop of Canterbury.206

Modernisers hoped that a church which accepted Beatlemania would in
turn be accepted by Beatlemaniacs. To the Oxford theologian Canon Ian
T. Ramsey, the fact that a fan’s ‘Beatle-language was virtually theological
language’ did not signify the opposition between popular culture and
religion, but that fandom contained a germ of faith:

If, and in so far as some girl gave as her reason for behaving as she did towards the
Beatles, the fact that they seemed overwhelming and so much bigger than herself,
and even introduced the word ‘heaven’ into the discussion, it could be that for her
the Beatles might be one stage in the progress towards a cosmic disclosure.207
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Ramsey argued that the Church would only succeed in channelling this
latent religiosity by conversing with the young in their own language and
by seeking the divine in the contemporary world.208

Canon Ramsey’s aspiration to ‘make our theologymeaningful’ by updat-
ing its symbolism and language for the Beatles generation was shared by
other liberal clergymen.209 One outcome was the rise of the ‘trendy vicar’.
‘You’ve got to be up to date’, stated the Bishop of Guildford, who men-
tioned the Beatles and the Animals in a sermon and posed for photographs
strumming a guitar.210 The Bishop of Liverpool and Dean of Liverpool
Cathedral responded to young people’s complaints that church music was
‘terribly slow, heavy, and dull’ by endorsing special services featuring
pop.211 Congregational minister Rev. Robert Bailey swapped organ music
for Beatles records, preached about their songs and sported a moptop on
the grounds that ‘it helps to break down barriers’ between himself and the
young.212 The founder of the St. Mary-of-the-Angels Song School in
Beaconsfield, Fr Desmond Morse-Boycott, was too advanced in years to
grow his hair or strap on a guitar, but urged the Archbishop of Canterbury
to recruit young priests from ordinary backgrounds who could tell teen-
agers that ‘I was a Beatle-maniac, too’.213

One of the most widely publicised, criticised and satirised of these clergy-
men was Methodist minister Ronald Gibbins, who made headlines in
November 1963 with his plans to ‘sell it [religion] through the Beatles’.214

Gibbins’ observation that churches had more trouble than the Beatles in
attracting the young was unexceptional and unexceptionable. What
attracted attention was his alleged comment that the Beatles could save
religion or found a religion of their own, and his invitation to the Beatles
to discuss ‘sex, drinking and gambling’ with his young congregants.215

The Beatles did not visit Gibbins in Basildon. Nor did they fulfil his
request to record a rocking carol for his Christmas service, but this did not
save him from the ridicule of cartoonists and columnists.216 The Daily
Mail’s Anne Scott-James judged that ‘If a parson cannot win
a congregation with dignity, he might as well give up.’217 The other
modernisers likewise met with mirth and disdain. The most eminent of
them, Canon Ramsey, was the subject of critical editorials in the Times,
Church Times and Daily Telegraph. They accused him of having ‘h[e]ld up
to ridicule the liberalising movement now so powerful in all churches’
through a ‘desperate anxiety to be modern at all costs’.218 The Spectator’s
Henry Fairlie thought it ‘idolatrous’ to equate Beatlemania with faith and
accused theModern Churchmen’s Union conference at which Ramsey had
spoken of having altered Anglicanism beyond all recognition.219 From this
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perspective, the attempt to incorporate the Beatles within religious practice
threatened to destroy the church it was meant to save.

Conclusion

The award of MBEs to the Beatles in 1965 marked the culmination of their
first years of fame and brought together virtually every discourse about
their impact on British society. The ambiguity surrounding what ‘services
of a conspicuous character’ had been rendered by the Beatles placed no
limits on debate. ‘We don’t have to say, and we don’t always say’, was the
response of one official in the prime minister’s office.220 Another Downing
Street source advanced the cultural case that ‘the Beatles are leaders in their
particular art’, while Harold Wilson later recalled recommending the
awards to recognise their social value in having ‘got the kids off the
streets’.221 The band members and most contemporaries thought that it
was for ‘services to exports’, with their contribution adjudged to be pri-
marily economic. Others cynically concluded that the awards had nothing
to do with the Beatles’ accomplishments and everything to do with
Wilson’s election prospects.

Such confusion gave new legs to existing controversies over the Beatles’
impact on concepts of nation, generation, class and gender in sixties
Britain. To the music papers, the awards represented official recognition
of the Beatles’ refashioning of national and generational identity. They had
‘rejuvenated the whole country’ according toMelodyMaker, while theNew
Musical Express (NME) saluted them for raising Britain’s international
standing:

Their efforts to keep the Union Jack fluttering proudly have been far more
successful than a regiment of diplomats and statesmen. We may be regarded as
a second-class power in politics, but at any rate we now lead the world in pop
music!222

The NME reasoned that the Beatles had accepted the awards on behalf
of the young. It viewed the gesture as lessening the generation gap and
remedying the adverse publicity generally given to teenagers.223 In
gendered terms, the awards contradicted Lennon’s assumption that
‘you had to drive tanks and win wars to win the MBE’ and, with it,
the supreme value accorded to masculine valour.224 The spectacle of
female fans laying siege to the gates of Buckingham Palace at the
Beatles’ investiture ceremony further disrupted class and gender
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norms. Joseph Lee’s cartoon of the occasion combined all these themes
into a single image. The pitting of female Beatlemaniacs against male
police officers defending the palace was paired to those of outsiders
against insiders, youth against maturity, meritocracy against heredity,
crowds against cliques, emotion against reason, innovation against
tradition, fashion against uniformity, nudity against propriety, pleasure
against duty, smiles against grimaces, spontaneity against ritual, chaos
against order and change against stolidity.225

The mailbags of the Mirror, Mail and 10 Downing Street suggested
that public opinion was finely balanced for and against the Beatles’
awards.226 Commentators were similarly polarised, with opponents
taking on proponents point by point. Class-inflected arguments against
the Beatles receiving MBEs centred on the relationship between pres-
tige and wealth. In 1964, the Daily Mail’s City editor had cuttingly
informed Starr that ‘If they knight you lot it will be for services to
exports, not to music.’227 When the MBEs were announced, Mirror
columnist Donald Zec likewise dismissed the Beatles’ cultural contri-
bution while also questioning whether their commercial success
deserved official recognition. To him, the Beatles’ social standing
should not be measured ‘merely in terms of the dollars their records
have earned’.228 But even if honours were to be granted to those in
trade, Lennon suspected that the music business remained beyond the
pale. ‘[E]veryone would have applauded’ an exporter of manufactured
goods who was given a gong, he charged, so ‘why should they knock
us?’229

Critics made two objections to the notion that the awards symbolised
Britain’s embrace of meritocracy. The first was that the Beatles lacked
merit. They appeared ‘talentless’ to Noël Coward and ‘ephemeral rubbish’
to Bernard Levin, for whom such nonsense was symptomatic of Britain’s
postwar malaise. ‘[O]ur age is not declining because it likes the Beatles; it
likes the Beatles because it is declining’, he observed.230 The second objec-
tion was that elevating the Beatles undermined the ruling classes. Diehard
conservative PeregrineWorsthorne argued that until recently, people of all
stations had accepted ‘the basic hierarchy as reasonable and right and
permanent’. Now, however, a reverse snobbery was at work according to
which ‘the traditional trappings of authority – titles, cultivation, superior
education, breeding, background, property – instead of continuing to
excite respect and awe, tend . . . to provoke ribaldry and ridicule’.231

Coward admonished the Queen for agreeing to the awards.232 From the
left, George Melly agreed that the Establishment was discrediting itself in
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its doomed quest to be ‘with it’, oblivious to the Beatles’ ‘cold distaste’
towards its overtures.233

Whereas Harrison was tickled to think himself the youngest ever reci-
pient of an MBE, others were appalled. An editorial in the Catholic Herald
summed up the generational case against granting the Beatles MBEs. It
argued that the young did not deserve positions of authority, did not desire
them, were ‘not developed enough socially’ to occupy them and were not in
fact being granted them by such symbolic acts.234 Quoodle in the Spectator
contrasted the ‘honourable men’ returning their awards with the juvenile
reaction of the Beatles to the news, relating how they declared ‘Harold was
a good lad’ and pondered wearing the medals as ties.235

The men praised by Quoodle expressed their difference from the
Beatles in terms of generation, national identity, gender and class. The
generation gap dividing them from the Beatles was a matter not simply
of age but the fact that almost all had been honoured for their service
in the Second World War. They included two RAF squadron leaders,
officers in the Royal Artillery and Anti-Aircraft Command, a sea cap-
tain torpedoed twice and an airman who escaped from German prison
camps both times he was shot down behind enemy lines. That a large
proportion of these decorated servicemen came from Canada and
Australia was a reminder of Britain’s imperial past, and their belief
that the awards made Britain ‘fall deeper into international ridicule and
contempt’ spoke to its inglorious present.236 The martial masculinity
represented by these veterans met its opposite in the Beatles, whose
imagined enlistment seemed so absurd a prospect that it had featured
in a hit satirical song, the Barron Knights’ ‘Call Up the Groups’ (1964).
These men had cause to fear that the Beatles represented a new kind of
non-military hero. ‘For the next war do not count on me – use the
Beatles or the Beatniks’, remarked Dr Gaeten Jarry, a former Surgeon
Lieutenant-Commander in the Royal Canadian Navy.237 Less creditable
was the snobbery manifested by his compatriot Hector Dupuis in
depicting the Beatles as ‘undesirables’ and ‘sorry fellows’ with whom
he had no desire to be associated. RAF veteran Paul Pearson likewise
felt the honours system had been ‘debased and cheapened’ by recog-
nising the Beatles and another lower-class Northern entertainer, actress
Ena Sharples.238

Although their protests may appear churlish in retrospect, these veterans
raised valid questions about whether the Beatles’ public service could be
equated with their own. C. V. Hearn, a policeman who had hunted
brigands and deserters in Southern Italy during the Second World War,
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said that ‘I was told my award was for bravery, but there is nothing brave in
yelping at a howling mob of teenagers while you have £1 million in the
bank.’239 His comment captured the disorientation and indignation felt by
many of his generation. It was to no avail. The Irish Guards’ rendition of
‘Can’t BuyMe Love’ (1964) outside Buckingham Palace a few days after the
announcement marked the Changing of the Guard.240

The Beatles had their own doubts about their suitability for state hon-
ours, as Lennon’s close friend Pete Shotton observed:

John went along to the Buckingham Palace investiture as cheerfully as he had
played the Royal Variety Show two years earlier . . . he felt a certain flush of
triumph, befitting the naughty boy who had got away with sneaking into a place
he most assuredly didn’t belong. That, in a nutshell, was John’s general attitude
towards his embrace by the Establishment and the bourgeoisie – until it started to
dawn on him that perhaps they had got the better of him, rather than the other way
around.241

Was the award a compliment or an embarrassment, a blessing or a burden,
the reward or price of fame? Lennon eventually concluded that he had ‘sold
[his] soul’ when accepting the MBE. He exorcised the memory by return-
ing his medal and inventing a story about smoking cannabis in the
Buckingham Palace toilets at the investiture ceremony.242 The other
Beatles did not join Lennon in returning their MBEs; McCartney contin-
ued to express pride in the ‘great honour’ bestowed upon him.243 As with
playing Shea Stadium and meeting Elvis Presley earlier that year, being
presented to the Queen represented another superlative achievement to
add to the list. In this respect, 1965 was the year when, as Mark Lewisohn
notes, the Beatles ‘consolidated all the successes and excesses of 1964 by
virtually repeating everything already achieved’.244 It was also a year of
significant firsts and lasts. It was the last year that they released two new
LPs, acted in a feature film, performed in panto, toured Britain and spent
virtually all the time with each other. Not coincidentally, it was the last year
when Epstein was fully in control of them, and of himself.245

New elements which appeared in the Beatles’ lives and work in 1965
foreshadowed things to come. It was the first year in which some of them
took LSD, were exposed to Indian music, recorded with strings and
discussed their songwriting in any depth. It was also the first time that
they gave much thought to their lyrics. Lennon responded to Maureen
Cleave’s observation that his songs were monosyllabic by including the
words ‘self-assured’, ‘insecure’, ‘appreciate’ and ‘independence’ in Help!
(1965).246 Lyrical self-awareness was married to musical sophistication in
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McCartney’s ‘Yesterday’ (1965) and several tracks on December’s Rubber
Soul.247 The Beatles’ new direction meant that 1965 was possibly the
last year when a prime minister or monarch could afford to award them
MBEs. The backlash against Lennon’s comments on Christianity would
have rendered him too controversial for the honour in 1966, and their
association with drugs would have blackballed the rest of the band a year
after that.

As the Beatles evolved, so in its own way did sixties British society.
London in 1965 hosted its first major Happening (the International Poetry
Incarnation at the Royal Albert Hall) and received its first tributes from
American tastemakers as being ‘the most swinging city in the world’.248

More ominously, London was singled out by a governmental report as the
one British city in which ‘addiction to dangerous drugs does . . . seem to be
a serious problem’.249 These phenomena were as yet embryonic. The term
‘permissive society’ was not in common parlance and ‘counterculture’ had
yet to be coined. There were 753 known addicts of dangerous drugs in the
entire United Kingdom, most of whom were supplied by six doctors.250 In
1965, Northern Ireland was at peace, women’s liberation had yet to coa-
lesce into a movement and the liberalisation of the laws concerning abor-
tion, male homosexuality and divorce lay in the future. Chapter 3 considers
how the next five years reshaped British society, the Beatles and their
perceptions of each other.
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3 Society, 1966–1970: The Beatles Go Too Far

Figure 3.1 Butchers – Dismembering the moptop image, March 1966. Photo by
Michael Ochs Archives/Getty Images
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In the second half of the 1960s, Paul McCartney toyed with releasing an
album of avant-garde experiments under the title Paul McCartney Goes
Too Far.1 These unissued divertissements were of a piece with the experi-
mentation which characterised virtually every aspect of the later Beatles’
lives and work. But how far was too far? This chapter examines public
reactions to the Beatles’mounting transgressions of social norms. It argues
that, although their popularity as a band remained undiminished, they
became increasingly alienated and alienating figures within British society
in four respects. First, they made little attempt to attain universal popular-
ity (see Fig. 3.1). Second, their fabled transformational abilities often failed
them. Third, they associated themselves with strikingly unpopular causes.
Fourth, they were no longer indulged by the popular press. The chapter
concludes by exploring how sex and drugs became polarising issues and
prime examples of how the Beatles in the late sixties had gone too far.

Detachment

In many respects, the Beatles possessed similar qualities in the late 1960s as
before. They remained the most popular of popular musicians, notwith-
standing press scrutiny of each setback and misstep for evidence that their
star had waned. The ‘more popular than Jesus’ controversy made no
appreciable dent in the success of that summer’s album Revolver and its
spin-off single ‘Eleanor Rigby’/‘Yellow Submarine’ (both 1966). The failure
of ‘Penny Lane’/‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ to reach number one was soon
followed by the crowning achievement of Sgt. Pepper (both 1967). The poor
reception accorded later that year to the Magical Mystery Tour television
special inspired Bernard Levin to recycle portions of a column first pub-
lished in 1965 in which he confidently predicted the Beatles’ inevitable
descent into ‘total obscurity’.2 Yet his doom-mongering was once again
confounded by the Beatles’ swift return to popularity with ‘LadyMadonna’
(1968), though that did not stop him from re-reissuing his prophecy in
1970.3

The Beatles retained some of their most prominent supporters in the
second half of the sixties and acquired new ones such as Wilfrid Mellers,
Tony Palmer and Hunter Davies, who provocatively declared them to be
‘The best-known four people in the world today’.4 They also continued to
provide girls’ magazines with dishy photographs, even though they now
faced more competition as dreamboats than during the days of
Beatlemania. In 1967, Jackie featured them only once on its cover and
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included pictures of the bespectacled Lennon inside the magazine mainly
for comic effect, as when observing his resemblance to the Edwardian
murderer Dr Crippen.5 But Petticoat still honoured them as ‘the world’s
best-known quartet’ and the Beatles had been restored to Jackie’s favours
by 1969, when it featured pin-ups of each Beatle.6 McCartney was assumed
to be its readers’ favourite. A teaser of him inside a cupid’s heart enticed
readers to ‘open up and ogle’ the full spread inside a 1969 issue, and the
magazine welcomed any ‘excuse to print a picture of Paul’ the following
year.7

Their enduring fame and chart success, when combined with their
evolving style, led to expanded claims about the Beatles as epochal figures
in the late 1960s. Whereas Beatlemania had prompted a number of com-
mentators to proclaim 1963 ‘The Year of the Beatles’,8 end-of-decade
retrospectives regularly identified the entire 1960s with the band.9

Hunter Davies credited them for helping people like himself to gain
acceptance and, together with Mary Quant, for having ‘made
Britain known for something when otherwise we’d have been known for
nothing’.10 Lennon was the sole British representative in ITV’sMan of the
Decade series in December 1969 and the Beatles appeared prominently in a
BBC retrospective of the sixties later that month.11 All of the instant
histories of the sixties published at the turn of the decade saw them as
representing the zeitgeist, whether these had been written by friend or
foe.12

The Beatles’ challenge to orthodox notions of class, generation, gender,
sexuality, nation and religion persisted, even escalated. Their disruption of
class hierarchies was such that Kenneth Allsop discussed them in a 1967
symposium on the subject.13 The Beatles featured regularly in late-sixties
accounts of working-class dynamism14 and middle-class reaction, as when
Tony Palmer blamed ‘cultural snobbery and bourgeois prejudice’ for
cavilling at their genius.15 The case for the Beatles’ growing generational
influence was made by Tony Barrow. In 1968, he admitted that he had not
grasped the Beatles’ ‘full social significance’ when serving as their publicist
during the Epstein era.16 Having previously explained their importance in
terms of behaving like ‘fans rather than stars’, he now credited them with
having introduced the ‘world’s rising generation’ to an ‘entirely new way of
life’.17 It was an assertion which, however overblown, was echoed by two
Reith lecturers. The psychiatrist G. M. Carstairs marvelled in 1972 at the
‘astonishing impact’ wrought by the Beatles since he delivered his Reith
Lectures ten years earlier.18 His claim that the Beatles ‘imparted a new
confidence to a generation of young people who suddenly felt free to give
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expression to their exuberant nonconformity’ was expressed in more gen-
eral terms by the social anthropologist Edmund Leach.19 In his 1967 Reith
Lectures, Leach portrayed the teenagers of ‘Britain’s pop generation’ as in
being opposition to ‘the whole principle of a predetermined social order’.20

The Beatles increasingly defied norms of gender and sexuality in the late
sixties and early seventies. Their hair fell below their shoulders, their faces
sprouted moustaches and beards and their clothing became more andro-
gynous and flamboyant.21 In the early sixties, it had been uncertain
whether their followers could stomach the prospect of a married Beatle.
In the late sixties, fans had to accustom themselves to Lennon’s desertion of
his wife and son, adultery and divorce. Lennon publicly supported second-
wave feminism and gay rights; the Gay Liberation Front returned the
compliment by naming their magazine Come Together.22 His disclosure
to Rolling Stone in 1970 of Epstein’s homosexuality and the Beatles’ use of
prostitutes dispelled any remaining traces of their once-wholesome
image.23

The Beatles’ eccentric appearance made it all the more remarkable that
they were chosen to represent the nation to the rest of the planet in 1967’s
Our World satellite broadcast. Though they had long served in an ambas-
sadorial role for Britain, they represented an unsettling ethnic proposition
in the late sixties. They were Southern Northerners, cosmopolitan
Englishmen, whites flirting with Eastern spirituality and Black Power,
who by 1969 had joined their fortunes with a manager from Newark and
wives from Tokyo and Westchester County. Much of this ethnic complex-
ity was on display in their broadcast performance of ‘All You Need Is Love’
(1967), with its caftans, multilingual sandwich boards and snippets of
quintessentially English, French, German and American tunes. Within
Britain, such spectacles led Michael Wood to identify a ‘new nationalism’

centred on ‘the swingingness of English art’24 Overseas, Julian Critchley
envisaged ‘millions of foreigners [for whom] Britain is associated not with
parliamentary democracy, nor with technology, nor even with banking, but
with the Beatles’.25

The band’s religious impact grew in the second half of the sixties as they
oscillated between atheism and westernised variants of Hinduism. During
Beatlemania, clerics had debated whether the Beatles’ success offered
lessons aboutmodernising the image of Christian worship. Youth outreach
initiatives in the late 1960s continued to reference the Beatles, as when St
Paul’s Cathedral staged a pop event in 1968 which featured McCartney’s
protégée Mary Hopkin, his brother Mike McGear and P. P. Arnold singing
Beatles tunes as well as go-go dancers and a catwalk show in front of the
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Duke of Wellington’s funeral carriage.26 But in the late 1960s, the Beatles
additionally featured in debates over prayer and doctrine. The Archbishop
of Canterbury welcomed their adoption of Transcendental Meditation for
dispelling the notion that ‘mysticism is something queer and abnormal’.
He commended their ‘searching for spiritual truth’, even though it was
leading them away from Christianity.27 Several contributors to the Church
Times took Anglicanism to task for failing to satisfy the ‘spiritual hunger’
displayed by the Beatles and others of their generation, resulting in the rise
of New Age religion.28 Anglican campaigners for peace and social justice
found common cause with Lennon and Ono, who joined fasters protesting
against global poverty at Rochester Cathedral, and against the BiafranWar
at London’s St Martin-in-the-Fields.29

The Beatles took pride in achieving popularity and influence in the late
sixties on their own terms, quite unlike the days of Beatlemania. Starr
looked back on their career in the winter of 1968–9:

when we first started we were the nice clean moptops and every mother’s son. And
everyone loved us . . . You can’t live all your life by what they want, you know, we
can’t go on forever as four clean moptops playing ‘She Loves You’.30

Starr and his bandmates used ‘moptop’ as a multipurpose metaphor for all
that was wrong with the Beatles’ early popularity. They came to disavow
acclamation that was as broad as it was shallow. To appeal to ‘everyone’, the
Beatles could afford to offend no one, at substantial cost to their integrity.
Moptops had to do ‘what they [the general public] want’, which in
Lennon’s recollection involved ‘cop-out’ and ‘compromise’.31 Moptops
were there to perform, both in the sense of staging ‘a moptop show’ in
concert and in acting in accordance with a ‘moptop image’ bearing little
relationship to their authentic selves.32

The qualities Starr associated with being a moptop indicate what he and
his bandmates considered constraining and inauthentic. One was unifor-
mity. Moptops came in a set of four, the individuality of each disguised by
matching clothes and hair. Another was puerility. Starr chafed at being
considered ‘every mother’s son’ for the same reasons that McCartney
objected to the patronising treatment of moptops as ‘jovial’ and ‘idiotic’.33

Rejecting this role was to Lennon an essential part of ‘grow[ing] up’.34

Musical development necessitated personal growth. Just as Starr disliked
the idea of playing ‘She Loves You’ for eternity, McCartney feared that
being typecast as ‘four silly little puppets’ would prevent them from
becoming known as ‘four people who made music that stands up to
being remembered’.35
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By pitting authenticity against popularity and musicianship against
entertainment, the Beatles participated in separating ‘rock’ from ‘pop’ in
a process discussed in Chapter 4.36 They exhibited the same role conflict
detected by James T. Coffman among contemporaneousWest Coast musi-
cians who sought to reconcile the expectations of fans, other musicians and
the music industry.37 Their towering popularity produced commensu-
rately stronger pressures, but also the wealth and self-belief to change
direction. Lennon stated that there would be ‘No more tours, no more
moptops’ because it was pointless to seek ‘More fame . . . More money’.38

They had ‘compromised’ in order to succeed, only to realise that being
‘famous and rich’ left them unfulfilled. And so they ‘gave up being
moptops’.39

The ‘nice clean’ image repudiated by Starr had been central to their
initial appeal.40 Epstein’s marketing strategy had emphasised the Beatles’
sheer niceness as much as their talent, portraying them as ‘quite magnifi-
cent human beings, utterly honest, often irritating but splendid citizens
shining in a fairly ordinary, not very pleasing world’.41 Authenticity was a
favourite theme of the authorised fan magazine Beatles Book. ‘SUCCESS
DOES NOT CHANGE THEM’, it insisted, citing as proof their ‘typically
Northern’ directness and partiality for steak and chips.42 The magazine
maintained that the Beatles hated miming on television shows and fore-
swore the dance routines and ‘mechanical grins’ purveyed by other acts.43

Even their publicity events were presented as spontaneous occasions owing
to Epstein’s insistence that they ‘answer questions [and] pose for pictures’
without his direction.44

Many journalists testified to the Beatles’ decency in their first years of
fame. Peter Laurie detected ‘gentleness [and] lovableness’ and the NME
considered them to be ‘the same happy-go-lucky crowd, as modest as ever’
before and after stardom.45 The rougher elements of their character were
often excused by their upbringing and youth or else interpreted in the best
possible light: mockery as wit, conceit as candour, stroppiness as a refresh-
ing lack of reserve. The Beatles were deemed so likeable that ‘few mothers
. . . wouldn’t welcome a Beatle into the family’ and any detractor risked
being labelled a ‘real sour square’.46 But Beatlephobes were in any case
more likely to target the fans, apologists and the music industry rather than
the Beatles themselves during Beatlemania. The same Telegraph editorial
which laid into vacuous teens and ‘with-it’ intellectuals had to concede that
the Beatles themselves were ‘clean and friendly’ and ‘very hard to dislike’.47

This sanitised portrait of the Beatles suited most parties in the early
sixties. It provided the press with access and copy, the fans with idols, the
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music industry with an unbeatable brand and the Beatles with approbation
and protection from scandal. Dominic Sandbrook shrewdly observes that
the press ‘could probably have destroyed the Beatles’ career almost before it
had begun’ if it had investigated incidents like Lennon’s assault on his old
friend Bob Wooler in 1963.48 Instead, the main coverage of the event
consisted of an exculpatory Mirror article entitled ‘Beatle in Brawl Says
“Sorry I Socked You”’. A contrite Lennon explained that he ‘didn’t realise
what [he] was doing’ after having one drink too many.49

Such whitewashing and backscratching could not continue indefinitely.
Independent-minded journalists such as Peter Evans drew attention to
how ‘very much out of step with their scrubbed image’ the Beatles had
become by 1965. Evans enjoined ‘these four little-boy men’ to live up to
public expectations by exhibiting responsibility and modesty.50 But the
Beatles reached the opposite conclusion. It was their image rather than
their behaviour that had to change. In the second half of the 1960s, they set
out to dismantle the idealised ‘moptop’ version of them existing in ‘other
people’s minds’.51 Telling indications came in a series of interviews con-
ducted by Maureen Cleave during the spring of 1966, in which Lennon’s
notorious remark about Christianity was just one of several provocative
statements. Epstein remained ‘polite and restrained’ with Cleave, and Starr
came across as the avuncular family man.52 But McCartney condemned
working-class people who did not share his passion for the high arts and
described the United States in incendiary fashion as ‘a lousy country where
anyone who is black is made to seem a dirty n****r’.53 Lennon’s pet hates
included ‘soft’ and ‘ugly’ people, Labour, the Conservatives and the British
and Roman empires.54 Harrison declared his opposition to all wars and
authority figures, ‘religious or secular’, with special criticism meted out to
war heroes, the Pope and the primeminister.55 It was amoot point whether
the Beatles felt impelled to speak out, aimed to stoke controversy or simply
did not consider the consequences of sharing their latest opinions with the
public.
This confrontational stance did not come as a complete surprise given

their earlier reputation for plain speaking. Some of their defenders went so
far as to identify their ‘persistent rudeness and aggressiveness’ as the
defining characteristic of their career.56 Yet many of their later sayings
and doings verged on self-sabotage. Harrison laid waste to their ‘goody-
goody’ image by drawing attention to how ‘parts of us are lousy and
rotten’.57 As if to prove the point, McCartney agreed with a journalist’s
characterisation of him as ‘pleasantly insincere’, yet seemed too honest for
his own good when stating in the same interview that ‘starvation in India
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doesn’t worry me one bit’. He added that he did not ‘really feel’ for the
Vietnamese people and that sympathy was wasted on the disabled.58 This
was not a good look for a band which had fronted an Oxfam campaign
against famine a few years previously.59

The Beatles’ self-sabotage was more than rhetorical. It involved fore-
swearing most of the activities which had brought them unprecedented
success up to 1966. Their retirement from live performances save for the
unannounced rooftop concert meant no foreign trips as a band, next to no
collective press conferences, fewer photo opportunities and the shrinking
of Beatlemania to a gaggle of Apple Scruffs.60 The long-promised sequel to
the films A Hard Day’s Night and Help! never quite materialised. Magical
Mystery Tour (1967) did not receive a theatrical release in Britain, Yellow
Submarine (1968) was a film about, not by, the Beatles and Let It Be (1970)
was hardly popcorn fodder. Their broadcast appearances became more
selective well before Epstein died. They even treated their official fan
magazine with a neglect which, in the case of Harrison, bordered on
contempt.61 They starved it of exclusive photos, cancelled plans for a
concert after readers had won tickets and ruined the magazine’s exclusive
preview of Get Back by shelving the album the following month.62

They were not short of new promotional strategies, but their abandon-
ment of most existing ones made them more dependent than ever upon
record releases to generate money and publicity. This helped to explain
why the inability of ‘Penny Lane’/‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ (1967) to top
the charts led to intense speculation about their future prospects. The
Record Mirror’s Jeremy Walsh was unsurprised that Engelbert
Humperdinck’s ‘Release Me’ (1967) had outsold a double A-side that was
by turns pretentious and parochial, from a band guilty of a ‘lack of atten-
tion to their fans’.63 When Melody Maker found that two-fifths of a
sampling of 100 fans preferred the Monkees to the Beatles in March
1967, it attributed the result to the Beatles’ ‘no-appearances policy’.64

True to the Beatles’ growing disdain of blanket acclaim, Lennon told
Melody Maker at the launch of Sgt. Pepper that he was happy for the
Monkees to replace them in the affections of the young and undiscerning:
‘I don’t want to be a moptop. For those who want moptops, the Monkees
are right up there, man. . . . Let ’em dig their cuddly moptops till they
change their minds.’65

Sgt. Pepper gave the lie to claims that the Beatles were a spent force:
commercially, aesthetically or iconically. But it did so by exorcising the
ghosts of Beatlemania. The album reinvented the group as Sgt. Pepper’s
Lonely Hearts Club Band, replaced a live audience with a canned one and
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featured a cover which juxtaposed the new-look Beatles in all their psy-
chedelic finery with waxworks representing their smaller, greyer, undiffer-
entiated and fabricated earlier selves. Lennon told Disc and Music Echo
how pleased they were to stop performing and no longer ‘be screamed at’.66

Prioritising the creation of music over its consumption allowed him to
‘answer to myself, man, nobody else’.67 His subordination of audience
desires to artistic imperatives confirmed Alan Walsh’s article about ‘The
Danger Facing Pop’ published the previous week. Walsh observed that the
Beatles’ decision to ‘devote their talents exclusively to the recording stu-
dios’ meant that they had given up all the other ‘trappings’ of stardom
including tours, television appearances, feature films, interviews and inter-
actions with fans.68 Walsh worried that the Beatles’ seclusion would render
them ‘unworldly’ and their music ‘too hip’ for a general audience. But he
acknowledged that the Beatles hoped what he feared. Their new ‘freedom
to devote their talents exclusively to the recording studios’ had been long
desired and hard earned.69

Transformation

It was intrinsic to the mystique of the early Beatles that they changed
virtually everything that they encountered with ease and insouciance.
They had triumphed in pantomime, cinema and literature and emerged
from encounters with royals, academics, politicians, City traders,
Continentals and Americans with their reputations enhanced. Without
any effort on their part, they had kept the primeminister’s plane waiting on
the tarmac, had flown to Australia without a passport and, once there, had
been greeted by hosts behaving as if ‘freed from captivity’.70 Their good
example had ‘helped reduce the number of juvenile delinquents’ according
to the Master of the Rolls and had liberated British pop music from the
‘shackles of Americanism’ according to the Canon of Coventry
Cathedral.71 They had helped to feed the hungry and reduce tooth decay
simply by lending their name to campaigns by Oxfam and the General
Dental Council. Their music and hair caused a sit-down strike at a mill, a
walk-out at a cardboard box factory and a threatened hunger strike at an
engineering works. Their healing powers were reputedly demonstrated in a
London hospital, where their images ‘worked wonders’ by calming chil-
dren receiving injections.72 The deaf artist Alfred Thomson exhibited a
painting of them after the ‘big Beatle beat’ became his first experience of
music through a new hearing aid.73 If bringing comfort to the sick and
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music to the deaf was notmiraculous enough, they had defied expectations,
precedent and gravity by remaining the top pop act years after their bubble
was supposed to burst.

Since this was what they had achieved almost without trying, what could
they accomplish if they put their minds to it? Their capacity to perform good
works set imaginations racing. They could ‘put their talent to Christian
account’ by joining the ranks of the Salvation Army or electing to ‘plug the
Ten Commandments, instead of pop songs’.74 Gracie Fields wanted them to
set a sartorial example.75 The Lord Provost of Edinburgh asked them to
donate £100,000 to the Festival.76 The medical officers assembled at the
Royal Society of Health congress in 1964 considered how a few choice
words from the Beatles would cut teenage smoking at a stroke.77

Though often unwitting, even unwilling objects of such discussions
during the years of Beatlemania, the Beatles later sought to use their
fame to effect social change. As McCartney put it in 1968,

being suddenly rich and famous, and in a position to do something, we’ve got a
choice of doing what either most people do, which is just making more and more
money, and getting more andmore rich and famous . . . or trying to DO something
which will help.78

This philosophy shaped the Beatles’ later songwriting. ‘The Word’,
released in December 1965, announced their proselytising ambitions
and contained their fundamental message for society: of the power of
love to create community and to invest existence with meaning. Its
instruction to an unspecified ‘you’ to change their lives in order to ‘be
like me’ reappeared in songs such as ‘Think for Yourself’ (1965),
‘Rain’ (1966), ‘A Day in the Life’ (1967), ‘The Inner Light’ (1968),
‘Come Together’ and ‘The End’ (both 1969). The related theme of
inclusivity appeared in ‘With a Little Help from My Friends’ (1967)
and ‘Dear Prudence’ (1968). Parables including ‘Nowhere Man’
(1965), ‘Eleanor Rigby’ (1966), ‘She’s Leaving Home’ (1967) and
‘The Continuing Story of Bungalow Bill’ (1968) illustrated the sorry
condition of humanity excluded from community. ‘Sgt. Pepper’s
Lonely Hearts Club Band’ and ‘Magical Mystery Tour’ (both 1967)
invited listeners to participate in an imagined act of togetherness.
Lennon playfully revived the same theme when launching his first
solo single in 1969:

The ad . . . said, ‘YOU are the Plastic Ono Band.’ So we are the Plastic Ono Band,
and the audience is the Plastic Ono Band. There is no Plastic Ono Band . . . And
that’s the Plastic Ono Band. You’re in it. Everybody’s in it.79
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The Beatles’musical missionising was accompanied by the promotion and
sponsorship of a series of side projects and campaigns, most of which were
associated with London’s counterculture.80 The Beatles had strong coun-
tercultural credentials. They provided the underground with its sound-
track, represented its most high-profile spokespeople, embraced its
mysticism and bankrolled its activities. To McCartney, ‘[p]utting money
into the counterculture was doing things about changing the world, poli-
tically’; to the counterculture, it was what kept them solvent.81 ‘[I]f IT
wanted anything, they could have it’, was Apple’s policy according to
Derek Taylor.82 The underground newspaper IT accordingly benefited
from advertising revenue from Apple, circulation-boosting interviews
withMcCartney andHarrison, a loan to cover printing costs and a handout
from McCartney to pay the wage bill.83 Lennon was the most regular
claimant on Apple funds. He favoured IT’s edgier rival, Oz, recording a
charity single for them in 1971 and being responsible, with Ono, for
placing the majority of Apple adverts in the magazine. McCartney person-
ally subsidised the Indica gallery and bookshop and BIT, a phone service
providing information on the counterculture. Harrison donated to the
drug charity Release and the Beatles collectively sponsored the Soma
advertisement calling for the decriminalisation of cannabis use.84

Apple was the Beatles’most concerted attempt to embed themselves into
the London counterculture.85 It presented itself in Oz as ‘an “under-
ground” company above ground’ which existed to ‘help, collaborate with,
and extend all existing [underground] organizations as well as start many
new ones’, and in many respects fulfilled its mandate.86 Taylor recalled that
anyone who ‘came in off the street with an idea and they looked right and
felt right’ could expect a handout from Apple headquarters. Apple
Boutique clothed the counterculture, Apple Films produced avant-garde
fare and Apple Theatre staged plays which, in true countercultural fashion,
pursued a ‘way to bewilderment’.87

The Beatles expressed their goals in vaultingly ambitious terms.
Promoting Transcendental Meditation ‘could turn on millions of
people’.88 Pulling off the Magical Mystery Tour film without any
directorial experience would demonstrate that ‘you don’t need
knowledge in this world to do anything’.89 Bag-Ins would produce
‘total communication’, Bed-Ins would ‘indoctrinat[e] them [people]
to think about peace’ and Lennon and Ono’s collaborations would
show that ‘everything is art’.90 Apple would become ‘a complete
business organisation on the lines of ICI’, except that it would
serve ‘the general good’ and foster a progressive ‘social and cultural
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environment’.91 ‘The possibilities for Apple are unlimited’, claimed
the Beatles Book:

The Beatles see this as a vast concept, a massive environment, capable of making
and selling all kinds of assorted goods and services. There is no reason why we
should not be buying Apple electric shavers or Apple detergents before the year is
out.92

The outcome was far from what the Beatles anticipated, but neither was it
one of unrelieved disenchantment. Their music remained supremely pop-
ular and, for some, was inspirational. Several of their songs became
anthems: sometimes intentionally, as in the case of Lennon’s ‘Come
Together’ and ‘Give Peace a Chance’ (both 1969), and sometimes with a
little creative adaptation. Student protestors chorused ‘We all live in a Red
LSE’, striking car workers serenaded Harold Wilson with the refrain ‘We
all live on bread and margarine’ and hostages on a hijacked plane taunted
their Arab captors by singing ‘We all live in a blue and white machine.’93

The televised singalongs of ‘All YouNeed Is Love’ in 1967 and ‘Hey Jude’ in
1968 unforgettably evoked their vision of an ideal community, and the
1969 rooftop concert portrayed the Beatles as dissidents taking on the law
and its middle-aged and middle-class allies.94

The content and distribution of the Beatles’ later music nonetheless had
exclusive aspects as well as inclusive ones. Songs like ‘Rain’ (1966) trod a
fine line between exhortation and condescension, which they crossed in the
hectoring lyrics of ‘And Your Bird Can Sing’ (1966), ‘Within YouWithout
You’ (1967) and ‘Revolution’ (1968). The humanity of ‘Ob-La-Di, Ob-La-
Da’was undercut by the misanthropy of ‘Piggies’ (both 1968). The uplift of
‘Let It Be’ (1970) conflicted with the aloofness of ‘The Fool on the Hill’
(1967). Filmed performances were no substitute for touring and were
designed to control direct contact with the band’s fans. For the television
recordings, ‘All You Need Is Love’ and ‘Hey Jude’were played in studios in
front of invited audiences, while the rooftop concert was witnessed live
only by their inner circle, local office workers and sundry passers-by. The
primacy accorded to albums led them to sequester themselves in the studio
and resulted in more irregular releases of more expensive records. An
album was a major purchase for younger fans, even prohibitively so
when The Beatles double LP (1968) was priced at £2 13s and the Let It Be
box set (1970) was a penny under £3.

Their track record outside music was still more problematic. In June
1968, Alan Walsh had excitedly reported that Apple represented ‘an
ambitious and far-reaching attempt to create a British cultural
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revolution’.95 Six months later, he returned to interview Taylor about what
had gone wrong:

We certainly haven’t brought about a revolution in the music business, we’ve failed
in that. But all the other revolutions this year failed, too . . . We started off with
grandiose ideas but it’s difficult to be grandiose in a glum society like the one which
we have here.96

Apple was a reputational disaster as well as an organisational one for the
Beatles, as the counterculture bit the hand that fed it. Going into business
made the Beatles seem ‘absolutely bound to the Establishment and accoun-
tants’, claimed disc jockey John Peel.97 One of Apple Electronics’ proposed
products, a device to prevent home taping, represented the unacceptable
face of capitalism to student journalist Daniel Wiles.98 Oz columnist
Germaine Greer denounced the whole organisation as a venal part of
‘The Establishment’.99 Its editor Richard Neville suggested that the
Beatles’ philanthropy was insufficient when Harrison declined to partici-
pate in a benefit concert for the Vietnam Solidarity Campaign.100 Such
jibes forced McCartney to take out a full-page advertisement in Oz stating
Apple’s benign intentions.101

The films Magical Mystery Tour (1967) and Let It Be (1970) failed in
their ambitions to be transformative spectacles. Harrison had commented
before the screening ofMagical Mystery Tour that ‘We want everyone who
watches to be able to freak out, but we don’t want to frighten them.’102

Viewers surveyed by the BBC did not freak out so much as lash out in a
manner less unsettled than disgusted. Three-quarters of them

could hardly find a good word to say for the programme, considering it stupid,
pretentious rubbish which was, no doubt, intended to be very clever and ‘way out’
but which was, they thought, a complete jumble with neither shape nor meaning,
and certainly no entertainment value whatsoever.103

McCartney’s boast about ‘how easy it is to get involved in everything’ in
film-making came back to bite him.104 ‘Why on earth should anyone be
surprised if they made a rotten film?’ asked the Sunday Times’ television
critic Maurice Wiggin: ‘What possible qualifications have they shown as
film makers?’105

Let It Be captured in excruciating close-up the foundering of another
transformational project.106 Its premise was to show the creation of music
from its sketchy origins to the finished article, starting in rehearsal rooms
and ending in a spectacular concert. McCartney floated any number of
suggestions for staging a concert like no other. They could halt flights at an
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airport, gatecrash the Houses of Parliament, wow their fan club or play in
Harrison’s house, an orphanage or a hospital ward where lame children
would rise from their beds. What about flying to Biafra, ‘rescu[ing] all the
people’ and playing some numbers on the runway?107 But in order to create
a game-changing spectacle, he first had to change his bandmates’ minds.
‘I’m here because I want to do a show. But I don’t really feel an awful lot of
support’, he said, as if hoping to be corrected.108 The transformation
captured by the resulting film Let It Be (1970) was that of a band
disintegrating.

Lennon and Ono’s participatory rhetoric belied the alienation more
commonly evoked by their avant-garde creations. Letters to the Beatles
Book suggested that ‘Revolution 9’ (1968) was regarded as a ‘monstrosity’
by some fans and left others simply nonplussed.109 ‘I am unable to say very
much in favour of it because I fail to see what it is trying to put over’,
confessed Elaine Danson: ‘Maybe if someone could enlighten me I’d be
able to understand and therefore appreciate it far more.’110 The Beatles
Book counterbalanced explicatory articles about Lennon and Ono’s con-
ceptual art with fan testimony accusing the couple of ‘trying to make
excuses for the fact that they don’t know how to create really important
works of art, paintings or sculptures’.111 Lennon’s response oscillated
between pleas for open-mindedness and haughty claims that it would
take many decades before his and Ono’s art would be understood and
admired.112

His partnership with Ono tried the patience of his most stalwart sup-
porters. Adrian Henri’s later assessment that ‘artistically they were a dis-
aster for each other’was expressed at the time by Tony Palmer.113 Palmer’s
close working relationship with Lennon did not prevent him from penning
a scathing review of Grapefruit (1964; reissued in 1970) which ended ‘I
wish and hope Miss Ono will go far. Soon.’114 Some critics understandably
wondered if the couple’s art was a put-on. The Spectator’s art critic Evan
Anthony considered Lennon ‘a jokester’ and George Barker hoped for
Ono’s sake that Grapefruit was ‘a rather elaborate practical joke’.115

When Hornsey art students sarcastically donated a rusty bike ‘inadver-
tently left out’ of Lennon’s debut solo exhibition, he unrepentantly put it on
display.116

The Bed-Ins proved counterproductive. In 1971 Lennon claimed that
media coveragemade them ‘one of the great happenings of this century’. At
the time, however, he admitted that he could not provide any ‘concrete
example’ of their effects save for ‘a few good cartoons . . . and a few good
reactions from readers’ letters’.117 Ono later conceded that the reactions
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were largely damning, with conservatives ‘trying to ignore or suppress’ the
event and liberals pronouncing it ‘too naïve’.118 While they expected no
better from political elites, criticism from ‘our camp’ and doubts over
whether ‘people had got the point’ plunged Lennon and Ono into deep
depression.119 That an exercise in complete transparency provoked incre-
dulity and befuddlement was an irony not lost on journalists. Alan Walsh
puzzled at ‘Lennon’s apparent inability to communicate to ordinary peo-
ple’. To deliver homilies from a king-sized bed in a five-star hotel was as
‘ridiculous’ as it was ‘insulting’ to the majority of people who lacked the
time and money to do the same.120 Donald Zec noted that there were
likewise ‘No takers’ for Lennon’s Bag-In and ‘No planters’ for his acorns for
peace.121

Estrangement

To many observers, there was something perverse about the most popular
and famous band of the era associating themselves with some of the most
unpopular causes and fringe groupings in sixties Britain.122 But what
appeared paradoxical from the outside seemed logical to the Beatles and
their inner circle. The Beatles’ elevated position arguably granted them a
wider perspective and the capacity to rise above public scorn. As Derek
Taylor put it,

The Beatles have the capacity of very attractive children for really getting away with
it. They’ve said, ‘we are more popular than Jesus’, tried LSD and admitted it, signed
the Legalise Marijuana petition and two of them have been heavily fined for
smoking it, and followed the Maharishi. They’ve survived all that and still people
smile when they see them.123

Taylor had a point, but the Beatles sought to accomplish much more from
their missionising than mere survival and did not emerge unscathed.
Some of the Beatles’ controversial statements and esoteric causes

received a surprisingly sympathetic hearing. Lennon’s contention that
the Beatles were ‘more popular than Jesus now’ produced little reaction
in Britain until it was picked up in the United States.124 British commen-
tators had already debated the religious overtones of Beatlemania and the
comparative appeal of Christianity at length during 1963 and 1964. These
and related discussions indicated general acceptance that Britain was a
secularising society, allowing for differences over whether secularisation
could or should be resisted. The British reaction to the delayed American
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reaction to Lennon’s remarks did not dwell on whether he should apol-
ogise. On the contrary, film director Bryan Forbes thought it absurd that
Lennon was ‘denounced from the pulpit for daring to utter one of the more
obvious truths of this decade’.125 Others saved their outrage for the ‘fan-
tastically unreasoned reaction’ of the protestors.126 Cartoons firmly asso-
ciated the backlash with the Ku Klux Klan and depicted Beatles’ records
being immolated by the Statue of Liberty’s torch.127 Melody Maker con-
cluded that those burning records in the States and banning them in South
Africa proved Lennon’s point that some Christians were a bit thick.128

Only one commentator, the Sunday Times’MauriceWiggin, envisaged a
moral majority repudiating Lennon’s ‘arrogant nihilism’ and ushering in a
new ‘age of order’.129 The remainder agreed with Lennon’s ranking of Jesus
below the Beatles in the British hit parade, even when (like the Catholic
Ready! Steady! Go! presenter Cathy McGowan) they did not share
Lennon’s atheism.130 The clergymen who weighed in on the matter gen-
erally blamed the populace for preferring entertainment over ‘ideals and
principles’.131 A Derbyshire vicar argued that Jesus’ teachings were ‘far too
demanding’ for most people and the Bishop of Reading recalled that
Barabbas had won an earlier popularity contest.132 But the bishop was
rebuked in the letter pages of the Sunday Telegraph for absolving himself
and his fellow clerics from blame for the ‘half-empty churches throughout
the land’.133 The controversy provided another opportunity for commen-
tators to ride their usual hobby horses in the ongoing secularisation debate.

The Beatles’ dalliance with the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi prompted a
mixture of incredulity and curiosity, including some unexpectedly fair-
minded coverage in the popular press.134 A special investigation conducted
by the Express in September 1967 empathised with the Beatles’ quest to find
meaning in life and concluded that Transcendental Meditation ‘is a genu-
ine belief . . . does appear to have had good effects, and . . . deserves to be
considered’.135 The Express followed up with an on-site report from
Rishikesh which dispelled rumours about the Maharishi’s wealth.136 In
the Mirror, Donald Zec and Don Short weighed their own scepticism
against the sincerity of the Maharishi and the Beatles as well as the
possibility that ‘A new era is about to dawn.’137

In hindsight, Harrison had been gravitating towards Eastern religion
since 1965, as had Lennon since 1966.138 Yet to contemporaries, the whole
band appeared to have converted overnight. This sudden and unantici-
pated turn of events, when coupled to the unfamiliarity of non-Christian
religion in 1960s Britain, scrambled the usual dividing lines between
supporters and critics of the Beatles. The normally supportive David
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Frost and John Mortimer suggested to Lennon and Harrison on a chat
show that Transcendental Meditation sanctioned selfish individualism.139

Whereas Mortimer attacked the Maharishi from an atheist viewpoint,
McCartney’s close friend Barry Miles contrasted the Maharishi’s huckster-
ism with genuine Tibetan wisdom.140

Conversely, some of the Beatles’ most prominent critics considered
meditation to be the wrong answer to the right question. Peregrine
Worsthorne attended the Maharishi’s first meeting with the Beatles at the
London Hilton and came away declaring it at once ‘comic’ and ‘historic’.
He was not taken in by the Maharishi’s ‘mystical mumbo jumbo’, but was
hopeful that the seeds of faith, having taken root in the Beatles, would be
sown across millions of their followers.141 Another conservative Christian,
Christopher Booker, dismissed Transcendental Meditation as one of the
‘blatantly dubious’ paths to instant enlightenment. He nonetheless saw its
popularity as heralding ‘the most remarkable shift in Western conscious-
ness for several hundred years’: a repudiation of ‘our collectivist, techno-
logical, materialist, rational culture’ in favour of a renewed ‘sense of the
sacred’.142 Most striking was the change of heart displayed by the liberal
Christian journalist Monica Furlong. In 1964, she had led a populist revolt
against the ‘four monumental bores’ and the acclaim accorded to them.143

But in 1973, she saw them as spearheading a religious revival of the same
potential magnitude as the Reformation. She applauded the ‘golden good-
ness and wisdom’ displayed in their lyrics.144 The ‘genuine mystical vision’
of Harrison’s All Things Must Pass (1970) earned her highest praise for
reintroducing into popular music spiritual and humanitarian themes that
had gone unheard for centuries. The ‘discovery of inner riches’ in the title
track and the quest for ‘wholeness’ in ‘My Sweet Lord’ contended with the
sombre warnings against hypocrisy and alienation contained in ‘Beware of
Darkness’ and ‘Isn’t It a Pity’.145

The Beatles’ association with the Maharishi and the Krishna
Consciousness movement, Harrison’s obsession with Indian music and
Lennon’s infatuation with Ono prompted discussions of ‘the East’ in ethnic
terms.146 Three main schools of thought emerged. The first welcomed
multiculturalism. Nigel Gosling defended Lennon’s nude studies of his
wife for the unabashed, ‘Oriental’ way in which they displayed sexual
subjects ‘veiled in the West for centuries’.147 Desmond Shawe-Taylor
placed the Beatles’ musical fusions alongside those of Peter Maxwell
Davies, Benjamin Britten, Carl Orff, John Cage and Olivier Messiaen.148

John Grigg greeted the ‘Indian sound’ of ‘NorwegianWood’ (1965) as part
of a ‘cross-fertilisation’ which prevented Western culture from being ‘too
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self-sufficient’, while Wilfrid Mellers saw ‘the magical aspects of Beatle
music’ as revitalising the Western tradition.149

But the working-class schoolchildren who toldMellers that they disliked
the ‘Chinky’ sound of Revolver (1966) revealed less cosmopolitanism out-
side the literati.150 Lennon discovered the same thing when he released 360
helium balloons in 1968, each with a label attached asking the recipient to
write back. He was shocked by the virulent racism of the respondents who
thought it treasonous to fraternise with a Japanese woman so soon after the
Second World War.151 The Maharishi brought out the worst British
stereotypes of Indians as wily, gnomic, avaricious, superstitious and
unkempt. Private Eye dubbed him Veririshi Lotsa Moni Yogi Bear and
Malcolm Muggeridge concluded that he was a ‘delectable old Hindu con
man’ after the two of them debated the virtues of asceticism.152 Shadow
Home Secretary Quintin Hogg branded Lennon a race traitor for his
discipleship. ‘[Y]ou have chosen to turn your backs [on] the literature,
the art, the religion, the philosophy, the science, the genius of the dynamic
West, of our own spiritual heritage’, he thundered, in favour of an alien
creed which ‘can offer mankind nothing but the immemorial poverty of the
East [and] its acceptance of human suffering’.153

A more generous approach was to attribute the Beatles’ orientalism to
ignorance. Only one commentator who sought to put the Beatles right
about India was himself Indian. That said, Farrukh Dhondy’s uncompli-
mentary portrait of the Maharishi differed little from most British
analyses.154 George Harrison was the Beatle whose profile grew most
from the band’s association with Indian religion during their hippie period
and who found it hardest to live down thereafter. ‘Curry powder’ was the
metaphor used bymusic critics GeorgeMelly, Nik Cohn and Charles Shaar
Murray to describe his efforts on the sitar.155 Melly found his ongoing
devotion to Eastern mysticism ‘rather pretentious and absurd’ and Tony
Palmer likened his homilies to those found in the Reader’s Digest.156

Other phenomena associated with the Beatles faced more or less uni-
form hostility. The waning of public demonstrations of Beatlemania from
1966 onwards led commentators to assume that the Beatles had lost their
young female fan base, even though their buoyant record sales suggested
otherwise. The concurrent emergence of the counterculture was assumed
to have provided the Beatles with their new core audience. A 1967 Daily
Express feature on the new phenomenon of the underground identified the
Beatles as its chief financial backer and propagandist for drugs, and a
Mirror article provided Lennon and Ono as their ready-made answer to
the question ‘What is a hippie?’157 An overlapping body of student radicals
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was also associated with the Beatles, despite Lennon’s occasionally frac-
tious dealings with them.158 Academics presented the Beatles’ popularity
on campus as evidence of various changes within higher education, includ-
ing the influx of working-class students, the adoption by middle-class
students of working-class culture and the radicalisation of students for
whom Beatles tunes served as ‘marching songs’.159

If Beatlemaniacs had engendered controversy, hippies and student radi-
cals encountered almost universal condemnation. A 1969 New Society poll
placed student unrest equal second in a list of undesirable changes during
the 1960s and, for every person who told NOP in 1970 that they approved
of hippies, ten more disapproved of them.160 Counterculturalists, student
revolutionaries and the Beatles in the late 1960s stood accused of an
immaturity unexcused by youth alone. To columnist Anne Scott-James,
childishness was of a piece with the selfishness displayed by drug users and
by meditators such as the Beatles, whose quest for self-realisation was ‘a
way of opting out of responsibility’ for others in society.161 A Mirror
editorial slammed McCartney for being ‘one of the oldest teenagers on
record’ when he admitted taking LSD.162 Literary critic Michael Wood
discerned in Lennon’s writings a form of arrested development shared by
other sixties rebels:

The Beatles have by-passed adulthood, and this links them with the revolutionary
students who are asking why they should grow up when growing up means
napalm, treachery, compromise and Porton Down. For years we have sold matur-
ity as a virtue, we have preached the careful ethic of the status quo. But the Beatles
are nearly 30 and wildly successful on anyone’s terms. If they haven’t grown up yet,
why should they now?163

Newspaper commentators used Epstein’s drug overdose to damn the
‘Summer of Love’. To the Daily Express’ Alix Palmer, ‘The Epstein Era’
had begun with a ‘great desire among the young to see something con-
structive happen to Britain’ and ended with hippies fruitlessly seeking in
‘Flower Power, freakouts, love-ins [and] transcendental meditation’ some-
thing to fill their moral void.164 The Daily Mail’s Godfrey Winn included
hippies, the Beatles and the ‘Dorian Gray’-like Epstein among ‘The
Rootless Ones’. Their indiscipline and egocentrism were more than self-
destructive, he warned. If left to fester, flower power ‘could end in the
decline and fall of Britain, and all that our country has stood for in the
past’.165

The Beatles’ influence on students concerned traditionalists who looked
to universities to reproduce cultural authority. John Sparrow at Oxford tied
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the Beatles’ repudiation of Western civilisation with the appearance in
quadrangles of ‘sloppy, shaggy’ wastrels.166 To Rudolf Klein, it was
Lennon’s denigration of Beethoven that epitomised students’ revolt against
‘every established value and every traditional hero-figure’.167 Peter Simple
denounced a Cambridge student for elevating the Beatles to the same level
as Beethoven. ‘[I]f the cult of Pop had taken hold only of the minds of the
immature, the stupid and the uneducated, other people could afford to
laugh’, he argued. But for a student at an ancient university to embrace
cultural relativism was a harbinger of ‘cultural collapse’.168

Peace need not have been an unpopular cause for the Beatles to cham-
pion. There was perpetual fear of nuclear conflagration and sufficient
public opposition to prevent British involvement in the Vietnam War.169

It was also the one political cause of the Beatles which seemed to resonate
with fans. ‘Dear Humanity’, wrote Clyndwr Chambers from Ramsgate:

Love is the key word and it seems that the only two people who are just human in
this world today are Big Uncle John und Auntie Yoko. And if more people listened
to them instead of mocking them all the time, we wouldn’t have all this unhappi-
ness, I’m sure of it.170

However, the Beatles’ pacifism extended beyond Vietnam and nuclear
disarmament to encompass all wars. Harrison and Lennon (but not
McCartney) broke ranks over the two world wars in which many of their
fellow citizens had fought.171 In 1966, Harrison criticised the British pub-
lic’s nostalgia for ‘their Churchills and their Montys’ and their pride in
having ‘killed a few more Huns here or there’.172 Lennon followed suit by
appearing in How I Won the War (1967). Its assault on the memory of the
Second World War seemed ‘distressing’ to film critic Dilys Powell and
‘smug’ to a correspondent to the Daily Mail, who pointedly asked ‘Who
enjoys war, Mr Lennon?’173 In 1969, Lennon unrepentantly devised a skit
for Oh! Calcutta! (1969) in which a group of masturbators climax at the
mention ofWinston Churchill. That same year, he attempted to change his
middle name by deed poll from Winston to Ono and claimed that Britain
had spawned leaders just as murderous as Hitler. He held Britain and
Germany jointly responsible for instigating the Second World War and
committing atrocities during it.174 Such crass comments meant that his
1969 protest against the Vietnam and Biafra wars was unlikely to be taken
seriously, even had he not added the flagging sales of ‘Cold Turkey’ (1969)
to his reasons for returning the MBE. As it was, he invited reprimands not
just from the usual sources but from his own relatives, who ‘keep writing
saying, alright, so you want peace, but you’re not growing up yet’.175
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Another line of attack on the Beatles’ outspoken pacifism came from the
increasingly militant counterculture. If ‘All You Need Is Love’ was an apt
sentiment during the Summer of Love, it seemed hackneyed by the turn of
the decade, when underground papers were asking for clemency for
Charles Manson and the Angry Brigade.176 John Hoyland accused
Lennon in 1968 of ignoring the need to ‘[r]uthlessly destroy’ existing
structures and build anew.177 Undeterred by Lennon’s barb that he was
‘on a destruction kick’, Hoyland took on ‘The End’s’ (1969) ‘reactionary
supposition’ that love was a form of karma.178 According to this logic, ‘if
your family is being burnt alive by napalm, it’s your own fault for not
loving people enough. Or, alternatively, if you do love them enough you
won’t mind these things happening to you’.179 A pacifism so passive left
oppression unchecked.
The Beatles’ supporters offered several justifications of the Beatles’ con-

frontational stances. The mildest defence was that they were entitled to
speak their minds, as when Lennon sounded off about religion in 1966.
‘Lennon has the right to propound whatever views he honestly holds on
absolutely any subject’, statedMelodyMaker’s editorial on the controversy,
while David Frost insisted that toleration of dissent was a hallmark of a
‘civilised society’.180 This ‘live and let live’ defence drew upon long-stand-
ing discourses of Britain as a land of liberty and tolerance.181 At their most
patronising, commentators placed the Beatles within another venerable
national tradition: that of the harmless eccentric. Virginia Ironside’s
defence of the ‘Poor Beatles’ as ‘fallible’ individuals was echoed by con-
firmed reactionary Robert Pitman, who allowed that ‘even their wrong
turnings are all their own’.182 Such expressions of sympathy did not
commit commentators to support the Beatles’ actions. The Mirror’s Don
Short argued that Lennon and Ono should not be treated as ‘freaks’, even
when it was hard to ‘digest or accept’ their baffling sayings and doings.183

A stronger claimwas that the Beatles deserved a hearing as representatives
of their generation. Desmond Morris nominated Lennon as ‘Man of the
Decade’ on the grounds that he personified the ongoing ‘rebellion of youth
in the sixties’.184 Tony Palmer portrayed them as generational ‘spokesmen’
and proffered ‘Dig a Pony’ (1970) of all songs as having captured ‘the mood
of young people at the beginning of the seventies’.185 Attributing a leadership
role to the Beatles cast them as neither eccentric nor typical, but pioneering.
‘Thank God for individualists breaking new ground, seeking, searching,
questioning’, wrote the editor of Honey, Audrey Slaughter.186 The Beatles’
spiritual mentors imagined the Beatles’ sway over youth in much the same
terms as had Ronald Gibbins in the early 1960s. TheMaharishiMahesh Yogi
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saw them as ‘lead[ing] . . . the young’ and A. C. Bhaktivedanta Swami
Prabhupāda informed Harrison, Lennon and Ono that ‘if something is
accepted by the leading persons, the ordinary persons follow’.187

Such elitist sentiments were captured in Peter Finch’s poem in hippie
magazine Gandalf’s Garden, which contrasted the ignorant to the
enlightened:

the Beatles preach meditation
thru the wires and waves of mass media,
smiling guru’s [sic],
perhaps the people will listen
and perhaps they won’t.
They’ve ignored their previous chances thru the years, thru the decades, thru the

centuries.
And they’re still not quite ready . . . yet.188

Finch’s pious hope that the populace would become ‘illuminated’ was not
shared by the Beatles’ staunchest defenders, who portrayed ordinary peo-
ple as ‘sheep-like’, ‘mindless’ and ‘revolting’.189 The most extreme reaction
came from Apple press officer Derek Taylor, who responded to the ‘per-
secution’ of Lennon and Ono with the novel public relations strategy of
waging ‘war with the Outside World’.190 Taylor argued that Lennon was
not a ‘common man’ and therefore unaccountable to any ‘Normal
Human’.191 Suspending all ‘critical reasoning’, he criticised anyone who
criticised Lennon.192 His Manichean world view distinguished between
‘naughty and nice people’: the ‘daft’ and the Elect, ‘grownups’ and youth,
the ‘glum’ and the fun, the selfishmaterialism exhibited by ‘most people . . .
for most of history’ and the Beatles’ ‘mode of goodness’.193

The Beatles Book advanced all three defences of the Beatles as indivi-
duals, representatives and leaders in order to rationalise their increasingly
trying behaviour. Its editor Sean O’Mahony kept to himself his misgivings
about ‘their “hairy” period’, drug use and refusal to tour while doing his
best to placate the readership.194 The titles of three articles from 1967 –

‘Why Did They Grow Moustaches?’, ‘Recording: Why It Takes So Long
Now’ and ‘Is Sgt. Pepper Too Advanced for the Average Pop Fan to
Appreciate?’ – suggested fans were in a mutinous state.195 The magazine
parried fans’ objections to facial hair and hippie garb by stating that ‘each
Beatle wears what he wants to wear and changes from day to day’.196 Their
slower pace of recording was put down to their perfectionism and their
experimentation was not ‘gimmicky’ but an adventurous desire ‘to do
different things every time’.197
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The Beatles Book aligned the Beatles to their generation in its article by
Steve Turner about how fans such as himself had ‘changed and grown up’
alongside the band.198 A 1968 editorial preferred to depict the Beatles as
thought leaders when explaining why they ‘always meet a lot of opposition
when they put forward their revolutionary new ideas’.199 Lennon’s adventures
with Ono presented the magazine with its trickiest PR task. ‘Maybe there are
things we don’t understand’, conceded a valedictory 1969 article, but that was
testament to Lennon’s originality and boldness. The article concluded that
‘what being a real fan is all about’ was not a matter of appreciating Lennon’s
every action, or the idiosyncrasies of the other band members.200 True fans
distinguished themselves from fair-weather ones by ‘bear[ing] up in face of
the laughter, the sneering’.201 However, fans who wrote into the Beatles Book
displayed more condescension than stoicism. ‘Thank you so much for . . .
knocking sense into such an IGNORAMIC shower!’ wrote Lennon Maniac
No. 136649 after her herowas barracked by his fellow guests and a ‘half-witted
audience’ on The Eamonn Andrews Show in 1969.202

Reaction

The Beatles enjoyed increasingly tetchy relations with the popular press in
the late 1960s. To some extent, newspapers simply engaged in the same
process of demythologisation undertaken by the Beatles themselves. A band
which declared that ‘we are pricks sometimes’ could not reasonably com-
plain when journalists seconded the motion.203 Nor could the Beatles expect
universal acceptance for their increasingly unconventional lives and art.
Although Lennon justifiably detected racism and sexism in press coverage
of Ono, a white English male conceptual artist given to screaming and
exhibitionism who campaigned for Black Power and on behalf of convicted
murderers would also attract widespread criticism, as he was to discover.204

The Mail’s later coverage of the Beatles pointed to another motive
besides disillusionment and prejudice: the popular press’s habit of knock-
ing down what it had once built up. Whether or not following editorial
orders, fourMail columnists who had been supportive during Beatlemania
turned on the Beatles in the late 1960s. Anne Scott-James, who had
declared the band to be ‘clever and likeable’ in 1963, chided McCartney
for being ‘fatuous’ and callous in 1967 when claiming that Indians were
‘laughing and smiling’ as they starved.205 Vincent Mulchrone found it hard
to reconcile the ‘pandered, primped, preening, pony-tailed’ Lennon of
1969 with the ‘quiet, composed, relaxed’ foursome he had encountered in
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1963.206 The ‘characteristic modesty’ he had praised in 1965 had been
eclipsed by ‘arrogant presumption’.207 Godfrey Winn (inaccurately)
claimed to be the first national journalist to have praised the Beatles and
had been friendly with GeorgeMartin in the early days. But in 1967 he took
Epstein’s death to be a judgement on the counterculture’s aimlessness,
contempt for ‘ordinary decent behaviour’ and refusal to ‘assume any of the
responsibilities of adult citizenship’.208 Lennon’s Amsterdam Bed-In and
Harrison’s conviction on drug charges in 1969 made him lament that
‘wealth . . . fame and . . . adulation’ had turned ‘four charming, unspoilt
young men’ into objects of ‘disillusionment and dislike’.209 Virginia
Ironside ran yearly obituaries from 1967 onwards for the Beatles she had
known at the start of their fame. Sgt. Pepper prompted her to address the
question of ‘What’s happening to the Beatles?’ by juxtaposing an early
photograph taken when they were ‘everybody’s next-door neighbour’ with
one showing the ‘shrouded weirdies’ of today.210 In August 1968, she wrote
of her disappointment over how each Beatle had turned out. Starr had
degenerated into a ‘Family Entertainer’ and Harrison was to be found
‘sitting cross-legged and writing pretentious songs’. Lennon no longer
resembled the ‘cynical, down-to-earth’ character she had once adored,
leaving only McCartney as a relatively ‘untarnished’ figure, albeit one
who was incapable of singlehandedly arresting the decline.211 In October
1969, images from what turned out to be their final photo shoot led her to
surmise that ‘The Beatles are Dead’.212

Whereas the Beatles had once been disparaged de haut en bas, their
psychedelic phase provoked press critics to attack them from a populist
angle as conceited and out of touch. In the Sunday Express, Hogg attributed
their insensitivity to ‘the needs and aspirations and suffering of ordinary men
and women’ to wealth, egotism, drugs and meditation.213 Evidence of elitism
was provided by The Sun in the Gypsy-influenced paint job of Lennon’s Rolls
Royce, which it interpreted as ‘a public raspberry being blown loudly and
continuously by the young and famous owner of a lot of money’.214

Jaundiced reporting about the Beatles in the popular press in the late
1960s was offset in part by their increasing coverage in broadsheets and
other august publications. As Chapter 4 will explore in further detail,
features and reviews concerning the Beatles became mainstays of the arts
pages, while the Sunday Times’ decision to publish extracts of Hunter
Davies’ The Beatles: The Authorised Biography (1968) was something of a
media sensation. However, heavyweight critics were often highly critical of
the band and Davies’ biography provoked a backlash against its subjects,
author and serialiser. The Sunday Times’ advance publicity characterised
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the biography as a warts-and-all account which would ‘make the Beatles
more enemies than friends’.215 Its predictions were borne out by reviews of
the book which, as Jonathan Gould notes, ‘found it hard to reconcile their
admiration for the Beatles’ music with the unflattering portraits of their
personalities that emerged’ in Davies’ interviews.216 This did not prevent
criticism of Davies as being a fanboy writing ‘press agents’ handouts’ and of
the Sunday Times for ‘cheapen[ing]’ itself by publishing celebrity fluff.217

When the Observer attempted to scoop the Sunday Times by running
excerpts from Julius Fast’s unofficial biography, eminent journalist
Francis Williams was left incredulous:

Who would have thought to see the day when the two heavies would be slugging it
out for the shillings of the well-heeled intelligentsia with life stories of the Beatles as
their principal weapons?218

The band’s fall from grace is captured in press coverage from August 1968.
At this point, there had been no single since ‘LadyMadonna’ in March and
no long-player since the Magical Mystery Tour double EP the previous
December. The poor reception of the Magical Mystery Tour television
special had been followed by their trip to Rishikesh, the Lennons’ separa-
tion, the release of the Yellow Submarine film and the closure of the Apple
Boutique. The headlines provoked during this comparative lull in activity –
‘Why Does Nobody Love The Beatles?’, ‘Nothing Left to Scream About’,
‘One Boob Too Many’, ‘Is It All Up for the Turds?’ – seemed out of
proportion to events.219 Their single ‘Hey Jude’/‘Revolution’, released on
30 August, sold in the region of a million copies in Britain, defying
predictions that it would shift under a third that number.220

The growing disenchantment with the Beatles in the late 1960s was
acknowledged by all sides. Their fan magazine characterised them as
‘reviled, put down, hated’ for their experimentation.221 Sympathetic jour-
nalists like Alan Walsh and Ray Connolly held ‘Fleet Street’ in general and
‘middle-aged pundits and columnists’ in particular responsible for inciting
Beatlephobia.222 Unsympathetic ones charged that the Beatles had no one
but themselves to blame that their ‘love affair with the British public should
be ending fast, in disillusionment and dislike’.223 Some of the most poign-
ant reactions came from fans writing to the Beatles Book. ‘Dear Beatles, I
feel very sorry for you at the moment!’ exclaimed Joanna Thomson in
Edinburgh a year later in response to ‘all the destructive Press articles and
rumours floating around at the moment’.224 The first letters addressing
criticism of this kind concerned McCartney’s admission of LSD use.225

Thereafter they mainly defended Lennon226 and his activities with Ono.227
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By 1969, the attacks appeared unrelenting. ‘[Q]uit knocking, knockers’,
pleaded ‘A loyal Beatles fan’, who perceived the forces of ‘Press, TV, and
most of the older generation (over 30s)’ ranged against his favourites.228

This ‘big cloud of anti-Beatle matter’ fostered a siege mentality within
the Beatles.229 Starr blamed media bias. ‘They only print the crap’, he
complained in 1967: ‘They don’t print the nice things.’230 Harrison and
Lennon’s persecution complexes made them envisage the entire nation to
be against them. ‘It’s only Britain that doesn’t seem to like the Beatles’,
stated Harrison in March 1969; ‘Britain appreciates us least’, agreed
Lennon a month later.231

The public relations strategies adopted byMcCartney and Lennon in the
late sixties were profoundly counterproductive. McCartney had hitherto
been the most approachable Beatle, so his sudden reticence and stays in the
Scottish Highlands stoked rumours that ‘Paul Is Dead’.232 As McCartney
withdrew from Apple’s day-to-day affairs and decamped to the Mull of
Kintyre, Lennon and Ono often gave several interviews a day and
embarked on a series of attention-seeking ventures in the name of con-
sciousness-raising and transparency.233

The common ground between McCartney’s reclusiveness and
Lennon’s exhibitionism was their refusal to continue the Epstein-era
‘grinnings at nothings’.234 Each asserted the right to say and do as they
pleased even at the cost of disappointing their supporters and conse-
quently faced similar charges of egotism and elitism. McCartney
incurred further reputational damage when resurfacing in April 1970.
The ‘self-interview’ he released to promote his solo album made him
appear responsible for breaking up the Beatles. The following month
the underground paper Frendz cited his refusal to give interviews,
participate in Apple or work with Lennon as evidence that ‘[e]very-
thing has been perfectly arranged to cut him off finally and completely
from the people, his public’.235 Lennon’s many exhibitions, demonstra-
tions and provocations in league with Ono were equally off-putting
and left him overexposed and under attack. The Mirror accused him of
turning Japanese, pronounced him ‘Clown of the Year’ and publicised
a ‘work-in’ conducted by factory workers in Orpington as a riposte to
his and Ono’s ‘lie-in’.236 Whereas papers had once emphasised the
affinity between the Beatles and working people by running stories
about Beatle-inspired industrial action, they now contrasted the indus-
triousness of the many with the indolence and self-indulgence of the
few. It was a curious situation in which the poster boys of sixties
Britain now found themselves.
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Sex and Drugs

The previous chapter examined how reactions to the Beatles receivingMBEs
encapsulated their social impact during the era of Beatlemania. Their

Figure 3.2 Deviants – John Lennon and Yoko Ono leave court after being charged with
possession of marijuana, October 1968. Photo by Bettmann/Getty Images
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subsequent transgressions meant that much the same role was performed in
the late sixties by the issues of sex and drugs. Public discussion of such
matters had evolved rapidly since the beginning of their recording career. In
1963, when Beatlemania took on national proportions, Melody Maker
elicited diverse opinions from musicians in response to the question
‘Should a pop singer discuss teenage sex problems in public?’237 It raised
the problem of ‘Sex in Songs’ shortly afterwards in response to the faint
innuendo of Mitch Murray compositions such as ‘How Do You Do It?’
(1963), a song the Beatles had turned down for being too twee.238 Their
anodyne earlier lyrics gave prudes little to complain about, though one or
two detected double entendres in ‘From Me to You’ (1963) and ‘A Hard
Day’s Night’ (1964).239

Epstein apparently instructed the Beatles not to discuss their ‘love lives
[and] . . . sexual preferences’ and journalists had the tact not to ask.240 As
editor of Disc and Melody Maker, Ray Coleman ‘used discretion when
secrets were either unimportant to the public or impolitic to reveal for the
sake of the Beatles or their families’.241 The Beatles’ affairs and one-night
stands were accordingly unknown even to their wives and girlfriends in the
early sixties, and the public remained oblivious to the baseless paternity
suits dogging McCartney in Liverpool and Hamburg.242 Epstein’s homo-
sexuality also remained unreported during his lifetime and for some years
afterwards in Britain, long after it had been openly discussed in the
American press.243

Sexual discussions of the early 1960s were therefore more likely to
focus on Beatlemaniacs than on the Beatles themselves. Some of their
detractors noted that fandom reached fever pitch when ‘the performers
start whirling their bodies about in very peculiar manners’.244 But most
writers initially gave the Beatles the benefit of the doubt and distin-
guished between the ‘freshness and innocence’ of the band and the
unseemly lust of their fans.245 Editorials in the Daily Express and Daily
Mirror explicitly contrasted the Beatles to the sexual ‘laxity’ of the
Swedes and entertainers who ‘rely on off-colour jokes about homos’.246

Although the Observer reported in 1963 that older fans credited the
Beatles for being ‘crude but direct about sex instead of sly and senti-
mental’, they were soon outstripped in this regard by the trouser-
splitting antics of P. J. Proby and the serial provocations of the
Rolling Stones.247 The Stones were duly credited by Melody Maker in
1965 for spearheading a permissive ‘Avant Garde’ of musicians who
‘short-circuit conventional behaviour, wear far-out clothes and cla-
mour for freedom of expression’.248 The Beatles went unmentioned.
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The sexual behaviour of pop stars off-stage (the worst of which has
subsequently been exposed by investigations of historic child abuse) began
to be discussed openly in the second half of the 1960s. Early hints came in a
Melody Maker article published in 1965, which contended that girls ‘know
perfectly well that they aren’t going to playMonopoly’when accompanying
pop stars back to their hotel rooms.249 The article nonetheless rejected as a
‘sickening prejudice’ any notion that musicians were ‘morally more lax and
abandoned’ than other young people. Baby boomers were having more
premarital sex than their parents’ generation, and pop stars simply had
more chance to sow their wild oats.250 Melody Maker took the same line
when countering the depiction of musicians as ‘sex-happy gorillas’ in such
romans à clef as Thom Keyes’ All Night Stand (1966) and Jenny Fabian and
Johnny Byrne’s Groupie (1969).251

Lennon took the lead in associating the Beatles with sexual permissive-
ness, especially in his extra-curricular activities. His books offered an early
insight into his id, and critics noted that A Spaniard in the Works (1965)
was ruder than In His Own Write (1964). His lyrics became explicit later,
with ‘I Am the Walrus’ (1967) becoming the first Beatles song to be
censored on sexual grounds.252 The themes of nudity and obscenity fea-
tured strongly in Ono’s art and were amplified by Lennon as soon as they
became a couple. His penis granted an interview to IT, starred in the film
Self Portrait (1969) and appeared with Ono in a full-frontal photo on the
cover of Unfinished Music I: Two Virgins (1968).253

By contemporary reckoning, John Lennon’s infidelity was immoral and
his brazen desertion of Cynthia Lennon for Yoko Ono deserving of
censure.254 Lennon and Ono were publicly shamed in their first appear-
ances as a couple in spring 1968, first by being refused permission as
adulterers to plant acorns in consecrated ground, then when facing press
catcalls of ‘Where’s your wife?’ at the first night of the National Theatre’s
adaptation of In His Own Write (1968).255 Their reputation plummeted
still further that autumn. In the space of a month they were charged with
possession of drugs (see Fig. 3.2), cited as guilty party and co-respondent in
the Lennons’ divorce proceedings and pilloried for the nude cover of Two
Virgins. The double album The Beatles (1968) was released a day after Ono
miscarried their illegitimate child.256 Not one to shun controversy,
Lennon’s contributions to the album included songs referring to mastur-
bation and nudity as well as a photograph and sketch of himself and Ono
undressed.
If Lennon’s infidelity seemed unseemly, news of the Beatles’ drug habits

was scandalous. They had used recreational drugs since their Hamburg days,
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but were long shielded from exposure by the naïveté of many journalists and
the discretion of their inner circle. By the second half of the sixties, the
Beatles found it increasingly difficult to keep their drug-taking to themselves
because of the changing drug scene, mounting public awareness and their
own outspokenness. In the fifties and early sixties, concerns about drug-
taking within popular music had focused on jazz. Exposés of amphetamine
use brought young club-goers under scrutiny in 1963–4, but left the Beatles
untouched. ‘[A]udience response is their only stimulant drug’, Epstein
declared in his 1964 autobiography.257 The music papers initially dismissed
rumours of drug use among popular musicians as exaggerated and preju-
diced, much the same line they took towards allegations of sexual
misconduct.258 In 1966, however, Donovan was filmed, and subsequently
convicted for, using marijuana and Pete Townshend stated that ‘everyone
takes’ hashish.259 That August,Melody Maker coined the term ‘Drug Rock’
to describe the growing number of records which featured druggy lyrics,
psychedelic artwork and musical evocations of trips.260

Politicians, the police and the mainstream press became increasingly
aware of and alarmed by drug use by pop musicians and their associates in
the counterculture. The missionising efforts of the World Psychedelic
Centre led in quick succession to a raid, sensationalist stories about ‘The
Drug That Is Menacing Young Lives’ and the outlawing of LSD in 1966.261

In January and February 1967, aNews of theWorld series on ‘Pop Stars and
Drugs’ exposed LSD use among musicians, including an inaccurate charge
against Mick Jagger. Jagger’s attempt to silence all discussion of his drug
use by suing the News of the World for libel backfired spectacularly when
the paper instigated a bust. The ensuing trial of Jagger, his bandmate Keith
Richards and the gallery owner Robert Fraser indelibly associated pop
music and drugs.262

Meanwhile, the Beatles were dropping increasingly heavy hints about
their own drug habits. ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’ (1966) was by no means
the first time they had smuggled drug references into their songs, but lyrics
which paraphrased the infamous Timothy Leary invited public scrutiny.263

Whereas Kenneth Tynan congratulated the band on creating ‘the best
musical evocation of LSD I’ve ever heard’, the conservative columnist
Robert Pitman condemned the song for the same reason and a
Birmingham doctor blamed it and other songs for a dramatic surge in
acid consumption.264 The Beatles’ spokesman saw ‘no reason to suspect’
any connection with drugs in ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’, and the band
affected innocence when the BBC banned ‘A Day in the Life’ the following
year.265

Society, 1966–1970 105



Because most people knew little about drugs, and because even the
band’s cannabis smoking had been hitherto undisclosed, McCartney’s
sudden revelation of his LSD use in June 1967 was all themore shocking.266

Only themonth before, the Beatles Book had awarded a free subscription to
a fan who had expressed pride that the Beatles had not got ‘mixed up in this
drugs business’ and had singled out McCartney for being ‘too sensible’ to
dabble. The Beatles’ sponsorship of a Times advertisement calling for the
decriminalisation of cannabis in July and Epstein’s fatal overdose from
prescription medication in August cemented the Beatles’ notoriety as drug
users second only to the Stones.
One defence of the Beatles’ record on sex and drugs was to distinguish

between their lives and art.MelodyMaker’s AlanWalsh was exasperated by
some of their activities, but he respected their privacy. Reminding his
readers that the Beatles were ‘really only a musical group and not the
conscience of the nation’, he counselled them to ‘turn on the music. And
forget the rest.’267 The Beatles Book sometimes developed this line of
argument into the libertarian case that an individual’s personal life was
his or her own affair. The Beatles had insisted that the magazine respect
their privacy from the outset, and the only major airing of their personal
relationships prior to the Lennons’ separation came in a series of stage-
managed visits to each of the Beatles’ homes in 1967.268 It attempted to
hold the line in 1968 despite receiving a ‘tremendous flood of letters’ about
McCartney’s split from Jane Asher and Lennon’s desertion of his wife.269

The letters published that year argued that Lennon’s ‘private life should be
kept exactly that’.270 But Lennon and Ono’s erasure of the distinction
between public and private in their Bed-Ins, Bag-Ins and performance
art tested this policy to destruction. The magazine published an open letter
in March 1969 from three Geordie girls who asked ‘Just how much are
faithful Beatle fans expected to take?’271 The publisher and editor Sean
O’Mahony reached his own breaking point later that year over drugs.
Having long waited in vain for the Beatles to realise how ‘utterly stupid’
they had been, he took it upon himself to denounce ‘the pro-drug brigade’
and close the magazine.272

Another argument advanced by the Beatles’ defenders was to present
them as performing a public service by pioneering alternative forms of
thought, morality and community. Melody Maker placed them at the very
‘vanguard of the drive towards liberation of the human spirit’ and poet
Adrian Mitchell thanked them for encouraging ‘the average Englishman
. . . to explore what his body is for’.273 Lennon’s lewdness was accepted, if
not exactly approved, by two of the major liberalisers of the age, Sir Hugh
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Carleton Greene, Director-General of the BBC, and Sir John Trevelyan,
Secretary of the British Board of Film Censors. ‘I Am the Walrus’ was not
banned outright by the BBC, as Lennon later claimed.274 In fact, some
accounts maintain that it was Greene’s refusal to excise it from theMagical
Mystery Tour television special which contributed to his removal as
Director-General.275 His decision went against the recommendation of
the incoming Chairman of the BBC, Lord Hill, who had been alerted to
the song’s reference to knickers by the moral crusader Mary Whitehouse.
Greene won the battle by threatening to defy a direct order, but lost the war
when pressured to announce his resignation the following year.276

Trevelyan signalled his sympathy by defending the ‘preposterous naked-
ness’ of the Two Virgins cover in 1968 and Lennon’s right to exhibit explicit
lithographs in 1970.277 His outrage at police impounding Lennon’s nude
studies of Ono was unexpectedly echoed in the opinion columns of the
Daily Mail andDaily Express. Bernard Levin put his loathing of the Beatles
to one side when defending Lennon’s right to artistic self-expression and
Barbara Griggs expressed ‘shock and dismay’ not at Lennon’s artworks but
at their seizure by the police.278

Griggs’ defence of Lennon was based on more than legal grounds. She
viewed his nude studies of his wife as displaying a ‘sensitivity and charm’

sadly missing from most sexually explicit fare. ‘Has our permissive society
really reached the point at which anything goes except tender, conjugal
love?’ she wondered.279 The art critic Nigel Gosling was less impressed by
Lennon’s artistic technique, but nonetheless welcomed how he treated
sexuality with ‘smiling relaxation’.280 Drama critic Irving Wardle drew
the same distinction between worthwhile ideas and inept execution in his
review of Oh! Calcutta! The show was ‘ill-written, juvenile and attention-
seeking’. Yet it was important inasmuch as it used sensuality ‘to bring
people together by means of the last surviving natural link in urban
culture’.281

The Beatles’ drug-taking was also justified in terms of a new morality.
McCartney and Harrison attested that LSD had led them to God and
Epstein credited it with making him less angry and more self-aware. The
‘new mood’ created by psychedelic drugs among sixties youth led him to
predict a future of ‘gentleness, love and a desire for peace’.282 Epstein’s
comments first appeared in a Queen feature about ‘The Love Generation’
which envisaged the drugs debate as part of a ‘generation war’ between ‘the
Establishment, determined to play the heavy father’ on one side and ‘the
kids’ and their leaders in the pop world on the other.283 From Tony
Palmer’s perspective, the criminal charges and moral censure directed at
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Lennon in 1968 were a case in point. His subjection to ‘all that organised
morality can throw at him’ was part of society’s determination to punish
the Beatles. However evil they were made out to be, the Beatles were
‘heroes’ to him.284

Derek Taylor pled benefit of clergy in defence of Lennon and Ono’s
adultery, nudity and drug use in November 1968. Conventional morality
did not apply to artists like them and ‘anyone seeking to apply to John the
values of Acacia Avenue is likely to become unstuccoed’.285 Yet, according
to music writer ChrisWelch, it was precisely because ‘the nation’s dullards’
were so inferior that they sought to cut the pop elite down to size. Welch
blamed drug busts on the ‘persecution of one section of society’ by those
envious of ‘beauty, wealth, success and popularity’.286 IT imagined the
Harrisons and the authorities acting out these ascribed roles in the ‘Free
Theatre’ of their drugs trial.287

Prudery accounted for some of the opposition to the Beatles’ lifestyles.
Their most implacable critics expressed a profound fear of sexuality as a
disruptive force. John Sparrow confessed to a ‘horror . . . of the sheer,
unadulterated physical side of sex’.288 His denunciation of the ‘animal
appetites’ on display in Lennon’s portraits of Ono echoed the sentiments
of colleague at All Souls Bryan Wilson, who feared the ‘unsocialised
primitive appetites’ exhibited in and excited by youth culture.289 At the
same time, only someone as closeted as Sparrow could think that ‘ALL
sensuality is bad’.290 Other Beatlephobes distinguished between a mature,
monogamous and loving form of sexuality and the stunted, promiscuous
and perverted variety. Christopher Booker saw the Beatles as epitomising
an era which fetishised its amorality and abnormality through ‘violations of
order such as adultery, prostitution, transvestism, homosexuality, or
incest’.291

Yet anti-permissiveness was based on much more than puritanism. The
libertarian argument that people had a right to live as they pleased struck
many commentators as selfish and anti-social. Hogg predicted the end of
democracy if society permitted everyone to ‘do what we like in the privacy
of our own homes’.292 He shared Anne Scott-James’ fear that the Epicurean
pursuit of ‘individual happiness’ threatened social cohesion and
responsibility.293 The Beatles’ liberties accordingly had to be weighed
against their family obligations. The ordinarily liberal agony aunt
Marjorie Proops pointed to the ‘abysmal sorrow’ caused to loyal wives
deserted by caddish husbands such as John Lennon.294 Lennon’s fitness as
a husband and father was questioned further in 1971 custody proceedings
brought by Ono’s former husband Tony Cox. Cox accused Lennon of
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having ‘seduced my wife and got her on drugs’ and of having shared a bath
with Kyoko, his daughter with Ono. ‘I think it is immoral for a daughter to
see her father in the nude, at any age’, he argued.295

Accusations of irresponsibility and escapism undercut claims that drugs
elevated the Beatles to a higher moral plane. The Catholic Auxiliary Bishop
of Westminster spoke out against ‘indulging an appetite for “thrills”’
through psychedelics, much as the Anglican Bishop of Southwark saw no
virtue in ‘seek[ing] a way to escape in transitory pleasures and drugs’.296

The Express attributed Epstein’s death to his seeking an ‘easy way out’
through drugs, and the rabbi officiating at his funeral service sanctimo-
niously pronounced him to be ‘a symbol of the malaise of our generation’,
not its redemption.297

In addition to shirking their responsibilities by taking drugs and indul-
ging their sexual appetites, the Beatles stood accused of encouraging others
to do likewise as public figures. The Beatles’ privileges carried with them
the responsibility to act as role models to impressionable young fans.
Promiscuity, infidelity, obscenity and illegality set the worst possible
example. Exposure of the Beatles’ drug use in 1967 generated concerns
about their influence over the young. In May, the BBC banned ‘A Day in
the Life’ lest it might ‘encourage a permissive attitude to drug-taking’.298

The Mirror editorialised against ‘B[loody]F[ool]’ Paul McCartney the
following month, arguing that teenagers would not follow his example in
taking LSD only because they had ‘more sense’ than him.299 In July
columnist Robert Pitman denounced Sgt. Pepper as ‘propaganda’ for
drugs and HomeOffice minister Alice Bacon accusedMcCartney of ‘trying
to influence the minds of young people and . . . encourage them to take
drugs’.300

The most histrionic anti-permissives viewed sex, drugs and rock ’n’ roll
as threatening the social fabric. Music lecturer Edward Lee blamed pop for
the breakdown of the nuclear family. The unrealistic expectations pro-
duced by romantic lyrics were ‘perhaps the biggest single contributory fact
to our rising divorce rate’, while unmarried mothers owed their plight to
pop’s detrimental effect on their powers of reasoning and verbal
communication.301 David Holbrook expanded Lee’s sexual critique to
include drugs when claiming that an untold number of young people had
‘died and suffered’ from addiction, venereal disease and unwanted preg-
nancy thanks to pop’s ‘dehumanisation’.302 In The Pseudo-Revolution
(1972), he used The Beatles Illustrated Lyrics (1969, 1971) to demonstrate
the interconnection between drug use and sexual abandon. The indecent
images in the volume had to have been produced under the influence of
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narcotics.303 They in turn incited viewers to take drugs in order to experi-
ence for themselves the ‘intense larger-than-life sexuality’ on display,
creating a vicious cycle of exploitation and perversion.304

Critics did not accept that the band formed part of a persecutedminority
or could plead exemption from the law on account of their art and fame.
‘Why should there be a special law for the Beatles and a different one for
everyone else?’ asked journalist Geoffrey Winn in response to a lawyer’s
call for a ‘close season’ after the drug convictions of Lennon and the
Harrisons.305 Claims of a generational shift towards acceptance of drugs
were rudely contradicted by polls and surveys. McCartney’s confession
that he had taken LSD promptedMelody Maker to conduct a straw poll of
young people in June 1967. Of the 100 people surveyed, 2 were willing to
take LSD, 7 knew someone who had tried it, 18 favoured decriminalising it
and 37 thought McCartney right to own up.306

A more robust opinion poll conducted by ORC in June 1969 testified to
the Beatles’ simultaneous prominence and marginality at the close of the
decade. Alongside the questions discussed in Chapter 2 about positive and
negative sixties developments was one asking respondents ‘Which one of
these events was the most important to you personally?’ The national
sample of over 1000 adults selected the following options (see Table 3.1):
The Beatles’ prominence accounted for their appearance in the poll. The

designers of the survey included them as one of seven options instead of
events of global significance such as the Chinese Cultural Revolution, the
Vietnam War, the ousting of Nikita Khrushchev, the Prague Spring, the
Sharpeville Massacre, Vatican II, the trial and execution of Adolf
Eichmann, the Six-Day War, Martin Luther King’s Lincoln Memorial

Table 3.1 The sixties event of greatest personal importance to respondents
in 1969

Man going to outer space 39
The death of President Kennedy 29
The death of Churchill 14
The marriage of Princess Margaret 2
The success of the Beatles 1
The Profumo scandal 1
The Lady Chatterley trial -
None of these 10
Don’t know 4

Source: Opinion Research Centre for New Society, November 1969 (N=1071)307
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speech and assassination, the first heart transplant, Woodstock and the
death of Marilyn Monroe. Even allowing for the poll’s British focus, the
Beatles appeared at the expense of England’s World Cup triumph, Harold
Wilson’s election victories, the end of conscription, the abolition of capital
punishment, the liberalisation of the laws on abortion and male homo-
sexuality, the Moors Murders, the re-emergence of sectarian conflict in
Northern Ireland, the maiden flight of Concorde, Charles de Gaulle’s veto
of Britain’s application to join the Common Market and the end of British
rule over vast tracts of Africa, Asia and the Caribbean.

The band’s marginality resulted in just 1 per cent of respondents feeling
more personally invested in ‘the success of the Beatles’ than in the other
available options. It is possible that the figure would have been slightly
higher had the question been phrased slightly differently (‘success’ being
undefined and open to dispute) or asked at a time other than June 1969.
The Beatles had generated headlines in the first half of 1969 for an
unreleased album, a makeweight soundtrack album, two unpopular wed-
dings, two Bed-Ins, two experimental solo albums, two poorly reviewed
film projects, a drugs bust, a shady new manager, a failed takeover bid, the
announcement of no more tours and rumours of band schisms and
impending bankruptcy. These events were unlikely to make respondents
identify strongly with the Beatles, even when allowing for two chart-
topping singles and a rare public performance earlier that year.
Furthermore, the Beatles were one of four options shunned by respon-
dents, together with Princess Margaret’s marriage, the Profumo affair and
the Chatterley trial. The only domestic event to make it into double figures
was Churchill’s death, largely thanks to those aged 65 and above. It was not
just the Beatles who seemed marginal to British people at the end of the
sixties; it was Britain itself.308

The poll is nevertheless a sobering reminder of the context in which the
Beatles lived and worked. It indicated that ordinary people did not identify
with contemporary discourses about Britain’s cultural pre-eminence in the
‘swinging sixties’, or at least identified more with an American president
and a space race which placed a human on the moon a few weeks later.
Being successful and iconic did not make the Beatles generally liked or
appreciated. They became more inextricably linked with the sixties after
their break-up in 1970 as memories changed, controversies raged and
myths formed about the decade. While they were together, they faced
being belittled, misrepresented and dismissed. The next chapters explore
the cultural and political impact of the Beatles in the febrile climate of
Britain in the 1960s.
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4 Culture: The Beatles as Artists

Figure 4.1 Intellectuals – Lionel Bart, Osbert Lancaster and Yehudi Menuhin with
guest of honour John Lennon at a Foyle’s luncheon, April 1964. Photo by Evening
Standard/Getty Images
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Were the Beatles artists? The question first received sustained attention in
an article by the Times’ music critic William Mann in December 1963. It
stated that Lennon and McCartney were ‘composers’ who exhibited simi-
larities to Gustav Mahler and Peter Maxwell Davies, and referred to ‘the
Beatle quartet’ as if it bore comparison with the Amadeus or Végh.1 The
question acquired new meaning with the release of Sgt. Pepper, which was
pronounced by theatre critic Kenneth Tynan to be a work of genius and
‘Britain’s most important contribution to the arts in 1967’.2 And it implied
something different still when Lennon and Ono were widely ridiculed in
the late sixties for their experiments in conceptual art, performance,
cinema, installations and lithography.3

From this one question regarding the artistry of the Beatles flowed scores
more concerning the medium, genre, performance, composition, creation,
reception, dissemination, evaluation and social context of popular music.
Could art emerge from the hit parade? Was pop in competition with jazz
and folk or did artistic recognition accorded to one benefit the rest? Was
classical music inherently more artistic than other kinds?Were the Beatles’
musical abilities a match for their songwriting? Were song lyrics poetry?
Was the complexity of their later lyrics a sign of sophistication, pretension
or drug-induced hallucination? Were their literary allusions homage,
montage, pastiche or theft?

Who was primarily responsible for any artistry in the Beatles’ record-
ings: the songwriters, the performers, the arranger or the producer? Did
artistic intention matter? Would artists appear in pantomime or incite the
passions of teenagers? Had they succeeded in translating their musical
artistry to the fields of writing, acting, film-making and visual art? What
did Yoko Onomean by describing herself as a con artist?4Were the Beatles
modernist, anti-modernist, postmodernist, primitivist or something else
entirely?

Were artists born or made? What was the value of training, origin-
ality and authenticity? Assuming the Beatles were artists, were they
great artists, even geniuses? What was the likelihood of two geniuses
meeting as teenagers at a provincial church fete? Could you bop to art
or scream at artists? Were 11-year-old girls better judges of quality
than middle-aged men of letters? Had the Beatles replaced an unso-
phisticated audience with a discerning one in the late 1960s? Should
the Beatles feature in newspapers’ cultural coverage, television art
programmes and radio stations devoted to serious music? Should the
state counteract the Beatles’ influence through teaching and subsidising
unpopular culture?
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Who decided who was and was not an artist? Was there still an agreed
definition of art or was art simply in the eye of the beholder? Were formal
musicology and literary criticism suited to the analysis of pop songs? Could
high culture be popular? Could the insights of Matthew Arnold,
F. R. Leavis and Theodor Adorno explain the relationship between culture,
society and the economy exemplified by the Beatles? Did capitalism,
democracy and mass communications help or hinder artistic creation
and appreciation? Did the Beatles’ ascendancy spell doom for
Christendom and Western civilisation?
All of these questions were raised by the Beatles’ cultural impact in

1960s Britain, which is the subject of this chapter. As Paul Gleed has
noted, most analysis has considered the matter from the Beatles’
perspective by seeking to discover ‘when did the Beatles get all
artsy?’5 Mark Lewisohn’s full answer will come in later volumes of
his magisterial biography, but he has already identified ‘their compel-
ling urge to move on fast, to innovate and progress’ as one of their
defining characteristics from the Liverpool days onwards.6 Matthew
Schneider regards Lennon and McCartney’s early compositions as
evidence of their interest in exploring ‘the personally expressive poten-
tial of the pop song’ from the outset.7 Kenneth Womack sees the
artistic themes of authorship, nostalgia and irony which appear in
their first recordings continuing throughout their recording career.8

However, his narrative takes account of their ‘self-conscious redefini-
tion of themselves and their art’ in the second half of the 1960s.9 His
characterisation of ‘Penny Lane’/‘Strawberry Fields Forever’ (1967) as
a ‘pure work of art’ chimes with Mark Hertsgaard’s observation that
the Beatles came to produce ‘high art for the mass public’.10 The
question of whether the Beatles of the late 1960s can be classified as
pioneering postmodernist artists has been explored by Gleed, Fredric
Jameson, Kenneth Gloag and Ed Whitley.11

This chapter is not concerned with the extent to which the Beatles
were artists or considered themselves to be so, but with whether they
were regarded as such by their contemporaries in sixties Britain.
Three existing explanations make the case for early acceptance,
accreditation and rejection. They correspond to the three events
mentioned above: Mann’s 1963 article, the impact of Sgt. Pepper and
the critical reception accorded to Lennon and Ono. Mann was not the
first critic to rank the Beatles alongside classical composers; art critic
David Sylvester had likened them to Monteverdi on the BBC the
previous month.12 But Mann’s formal musicological analysis of their
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compositions, when combined with the Times’ reputation as the paper
of record, made his article a story in itself and seemed part of a trend
when ballet critic Richard Buckle declared Lennon, McCartney and
Harrison to be ‘the greatest composers since Beethoven’ in that week’s
Sunday Times.13

The early-acceptance model found favour in early writing on the
Beatles. It appears in some of the first rock criticism, with Nik Cohn
contending that Lennon ‘trapped the intellectuals’ by publishing
volumes of comic prose and verse in 1964 and 1965.14 In 1970,
Lennon credited ‘bullshitter’ Mann for having ‘got people talking
about us in that intellectual way . . . going, “Ooh, aren’t they
clever?”’.15 The following year historian Arthur Marwick cited
Mann’s and Buckle’s articles as evidence that the Beatles had con-
quered ‘all sections of British society’ by 1963, in an early rendering
of Marwick’s ‘cultural revolution’ thesis.16 Ulf Lindberg provides
a variation on the argument by suggesting that the ‘intellectual appre-
ciation’ of popular music evident in Mann’s piece and reviews of
Lennon’s work ‘prevailed only during a rather short period, whereupon
it more or less disappeared’.17 The model has latterly been given
a pejorative slant by Oded Heilbronner who, following in the tradition
of New Left cultural criticism, argues that English popular musicians
including the Beatles won acceptance from elites as ‘consensual, anti-
revolutionary phenomena mixing musical experimentation with con-
servatism, which modelled themselves on the cultural codes of the
English middle class’.18

The second model sees the Beatles as achieving cultural accreditation
in the second half of the 1960s. This is partly due to their increasing
musical sophistication,19 but in Bernard Gendron’s influential account
their accreditation is secured by key interventions from ‘literary critics
and musicologists . . . and pundits from mass magazines’ which focused
on Sgt. Pepper.20 Gendron sees the Beatles’ ‘acquisition of the status of
“artist” as opposed to “entertainer”’ as furthering the broader ambi-
tions of young music writers to identify an elevated category of white
male ‘rock’ music and assert their authority over its evaluation. The
negative consequences of the Beatles’ accreditation are explored by
Elijah Wald in How the Beatles Destroyed Rock ’n’ Roll (2009). He
blames their ‘complex artistic experimentation’ for helping to resegre-
gate American music between black dance music and cerebral white
‘rock’.21 Exhibit A is the creation and reception of Sgt. Pepper,
described by George Martin as ‘classical/rock crossover music that
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tore down the snobbery-sodden barriers that exist between the two
types’.22 Arthur Calder-Marshall’s claim in 1968 that ‘the Beatles have
grown to command the respect of intellectuals’ gained credence from
their increasing visibility in polite company.23 McCartney fondly
recalled conversations at Ken Tynan’s parties between ‘a Beatle,
a playwright, a novelist, an actress, an opera singer, a ballet dancer’
as being integral to what ‘made London Swinging London’.24

The third model, that of outright rejection, was advanced by the
Beatles’ publicist Derek Taylor in 1969 when berating ‘all the fat and
weary intellectuals’ who condescended to the Beatles.25 Taylor was
writing in reaction to a televised spat between Lennon, Ono and the
violinist Yehudi Menuhin over pacifism. Lennon was indeed the Beatle
most criticised by his contemporaries and, in turn, the most critical of
them. ‘They don’t take it seriously in England’, he complained in 1969,
referring to his recordings with the Beatles and collaborations with
Ono.26 He justified his decision to emigrate in 1971 on the grounds
that he and Ono were ‘treated like artists’ in America but as mere
celebrities at home.27 Oblique support for this thesis comes from David
Fowler’s work on attacks on the Beatles by intellectuals in the New
Statesman in 1963–4 and Black Dwarf in 1968–9.28

This chapter argues that each of these models offers a partial expla-
nation of the Beatles’ critical reception in 1960s Britain. The first
section, which focuses on the Beatlemania era, suggests that the unpar-
alleled attention paid to the band and its fans did not signal wide-
spread early acceptance. On the contrary, novelist Anthony Burgess
argued that it was precisely because ‘Beatle drivel’ was ‘low [and]
corrupting’ that it deserved to be exposed.29 Besides needing to pro-
duce copy, public intellectuals such as Burgess felt duty-bound to
provide perspective and judgement on a matter of widespread concern.
If the early-acceptance model does not account for the hostility initially
facing the Beatles, nor does it explain the equivocation of their first
supporters. Mann qualified his praise for the Beatles’ music with
patronising comments about their fans and pop music as a whole,
while Buckle’s comparison to Beethoven was facetious in intent.
Neither accreditation nor rejection fully captures the wide-ranging

discussions about the cultural value of the Beatles in the later 1960s.
The second half of the chapter highlights the divided reception of the
Beatles’ experiments in words, music and side projects, with Sgt. Pepper
being a case in point. Producing an album ‘to be listened to, rather
than danced to’ represented a breakthrough to musicologist Wilfrid
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Mellers.30 Yet some primitivist music critics denounced Sgt. Pepper for
the same reason – that it appealed to the head rather than the feet and
heart – while the music press more generally assessed the album in
terms of its entertainment value.31 Mann’s recollection that his fulsome
review of Sgt. Pepper ‘made a lot of people very angry’ indicates that
the band’s usual critics remained unmoved by the album.32

Further evidence against wholesale accreditation comes from the lumin-
aries in other cultural fields who socialised with McCartney in the second
half of the 1960s. While he recalled ‘cross-fertilising’ with enthusiasm,
more than half of those he mentioned meeting by name were on occasion
scathing about the Beatles.33 They included novelist and barrister John
Mortimer, who mocked the band for imbibing the Maharishi’s ‘Spirit of
Universal Truth’, and Kenneth Tynan, who doubted whether Harrison
‘should think himself a poet’ when unversed in English literary tradition.34

Comedian Kenneth Williams surpassed himself in waspishness when dis-
paraging Lennon and Ono’s ‘great foolishness’ in 1969. He described Ono
as ‘Asiatic’ and Lennon (whom he misidentified as ‘Ringo Star’ [sic]) as
a singer in name only whose appearance was utterly ‘grotesque’.35

Playwright Arnold Wesker was the most complicated case. He took hand-
outs from the Beatles for his Centre 42 arts project, then publicly criticised
them for not doing more. In the same month that he described their
cultural standing as symptomatic of the ‘intellectual and emotional med-
iocrity’ in 1960s Britain, he chose ‘Eleanor Rigby’ (1966) as one of his
Desert Island Discs.36

Whereas the first two models of early acceptance and accreditation
underestimate opposition to the Beatles’ cultural contribution, the
third model of rejection overestimates it. Lennon’s was a defensive
reaction towards the unflattering reviews he and Ono had received
for their various artistic collaborations. The couple’s collaborative work
displeased not only diehard opponents of popular culture, but also
otherwise sympathetic critics who championed the Beatles’ artistry in
populist and anti-modernist terms. Characteristically, Lennon contra-
dicted himself when claiming in 1970 that ‘all the middle classes and
intellectuals’ followed Mann’s lead in acclaiming the Beatles back in
1963.37

This chapter’s findings diverge in part from these three models due
to its different methodology. While Fowler views the Beatles almost
exclusively from the perspective of their detractors, here the statements
of such figures are contextualised within the full spectrum of contem-
porary opinions on the band. For his part, Heilbronner cites almost no
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contemporaries who embraced the Beatles; in the single instance in
which he lists primary sources in corroboration, two of the three
references are untraceable.38 Much of what makes Cohn’s work so
readable renders it unreliable. It is unabashedly subjective, his passion
for ‘genuine rock ’n’ roll’ leading him to dismiss all more complex fare
from the late sixties.39 More ‘cynical’ by his own account are his tactics
of ‘slagging the Beatles’ as a sure-fire way to cause a ‘mild sensation’,
and of fabricating quotations on the grounds that musicians are ‘so
dumb they need to be misquoted’.40

Bernard Gendron is a much more careful researcher, which para-
doxically sits at odds with his highly schematised account of accred-
itation. His main claim that ‘all had changed’ in American cultural
attitudes towards the Beatles between 1964 and 1967 is undermined by
the mixed reception accorded to Sgt. Pepper.41 Against the ‘torrent of
accolades’ for the album must be weighed the misgivings he notes
among several prominent critics.42 His focus on the accreditation of
Sgt. Pepper also leads him to simplify developments after 1967. Jon
Landau and Robert Christgau did not speak for ‘the rock critics’ as
a whole and they pursued a line on the Beatles disputed by other major
rock critics such as Jann Wenner, Ralph Gleason and Greil Marcus.43 It
was not the case that ‘highbrow’ interest in popular music ‘last[ed]
little more than one year and was directed almost exclusively at the
Beatles’.44 On the contrary, the late sixties saw the publication of
the first scholarly American works on pop. They included Carl Belz’s
The Story of Rock (1969), which compared the Beatles’ development of
‘Rock as Fine Art’ with that of Bob Dylan and Frank Zappa.45 The
appearance from 1968 to 1970 of at least a dozen American academic
theses and journal articles on the Beatles does not square with
Gendron’s claim that the ‘brash new academic field of cultural studies’
arrived along with punk in 1976.46

Gendron’s American model also maps poorly onto Britain. There is
little evidence to support his suggestion that there was ‘greater tolera-
tion of British high culture toward mass culture’ than was the case in
the United States.47 The Beatles entered a British intellectual world so
elitist and circumscribed within a ‘London-Oxford-Cambridge Axis’
that embracing popular culture, the provinces and lower classes was
an act of dissidence exhibited by ‘Angry Young Men’.48 Wald’s thesis is
a vital intervention in the cultural politics of race in twentieth-century
America, but has little applicability to Britain, where 0.7 per cent of the
population was non-white in 1961 and where the Beatles were
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prominent advocates of multiculturalism.49 Moreover, the British cri-
tical reception of the Beatles was affected by a particular configuration
of cultural institutions. No American equivalent existed to the British
monopoly in licensed radio, duopoly in television, arts subsidies and
competition between Fleet Street titles, and the capacity of established
music newspapers in Britain to develop rock criticism.

This chapter pairs sources produced by all these institutions with con-
temporary satire, academic writings and fan magazines to explore the
cultural impact of the Beatles on sixties Britain. As with the previous
chapters on society, it is divided chronologically into two sections: the
first section dealing with the period of Beatlemania up to 1965, and
the second section with the Beatles’ later career until their dissolution in
1970. Materials published from 1971 to 1975 which consider the Beatles
primarily as a band rather than as solo performers are also included in this
later section.

Early Debates

There was little interest in pop music among the intelligentsia in the decade
prior to Beatlemania. ‘[T]he abysmal ignorance of educated persons about
the popular music of the millions’ was so profound, according to Colin
MacInnes in 1958, that he felt compelled to define ‘pop’ and ‘disc’ for his
readers.50 The occasional mentions of the subject appeared in wider discus-
sions of youth culture by left-wing critics, who were as troubled by mass
culture as had been Matthew Arnold in the 1860s and F. R. Leavis in the
1930s.51 RichardHoggart’s unsparing depiction of the aimless Juke Box Boys
found echo in subsequent critiques by Eric Hobsbawm and T. R. Fyvel, who
proposed extending education into late adolescence in order to combat ‘the
commercial mass attack directed against youthful minds’.52

The principal charge against the music industry was that it was just that:
an industry which manufactured and marketed culture no differently from
baked beans.53 Critics emphasised the mechanical nature of the whole
record-making process: from the recording of electrical instruments and
amplified vocals by ‘engineers’, through the manipulation of these sounds
by a ‘producer’ at a mixing desk, to the publicity campaigns which chan-
nelled ‘spontaneous teenage enthusiasms’ into profits.54 Callow stars man-
aged by cynical Svengalis produced ersatz music enriching greedy
executives using manipulative marketing to con gullible children out of
pocket money.
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Early claims for the Beatles’ cultural worth did not challenge this
analysis head-on. Instead, they followed Brian Epstein’s line that the
band transcended the ‘specious values of the [entertainment] indus-
try’ by dint of their authenticity and talent.55 He conceded in
October 1963 that 90 per cent of pop was devoid of ‘artistic merit’,
while claiming the Beatles’ music to be ‘definitely . . . an art form’.56

Music journalist William Mann concurred that the generality of pop
deserved no critical attention in his seminal 1963 Times article. It was
in his opinion ‘a genre of music in danger of ceasing to be music at
all’, which made the ‘distinctive and exhilarating flavour’ of the
Beatles’ music all the more noteworthy.57 The ‘trademark . . . subme-
diant switches’ of Lennon–McCartney compositions did not appear in
their cover versions and were almost unknown in ‘other pop
repertoires’.58 He accordingly rejected any comparison between the
Beatles and the Dave Clark Five when ‘Glad All Over’ replaced ‘I
Want to Hold Your Hand’ at number one in January 1964. The Dave
Clark Five were ‘just pops’, he insisted: ‘You can’t talk about their
pandiatonic clusters.’59

Another influential early analysis of the Beatles, Stuart Hall and
Paddy Whannel’s The Popular Arts (1964), likewise disqualified the
lion’s share of pop music from consideration as ‘genuine popular
art’.60 Hall and Whannel readily acknowledged that ‘assembly line’
production techniques led to a dismaying lack of ‘variety’, ‘integrity’
and ‘inner musical life’ in pop when compared with jazz.61 Such
arguments were only to be expected given that Whannel co-authored
a 1960 New Left Review article that vilified the hit parade for seeking
to ‘narrow our sympathies, blunt our sensibilities and trivialise our
feelings’.62

As well as contrasting the Beatles with other pop musicians, sym-
pathetic critics also distinguished between ordinary fandom and their
own appreciation of the band. Mann disclaimed any interest in
a craze ‘which finds expression in handbags, balloons and other
articles bearing the likenesses of the loved ones’.63 Moreover, while
teenagers preferred the Beatles’ ‘noisy items’, Mann heaped particular
praise on their slower numbers: ‘This Boy’ with its ‘chains of pandia-
tonic clusters’ and the ‘Aeolian cadence’ of ‘Not a Second Time’ (both
1963).64 Hall and Whannel were no more enamoured than Mann with
‘the disturbing elements of mass hysteria’ on display in Beatlemania,
although they allowed that Beatles concerts engendered a more direct
relationship between singers and their audience.65
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The Beatles’ adulthood and maleness made them less alien to
commentators ill-equipped to fathom the motives of bobby-soxers.
So did their apparent wit and education, which Terry Eagleton con-
sidered to be their defining characteristic. He detected ‘a quality of
sceptical self-aware detachment’ in their performances, compositions,
punning name and even their hairstyles: all of which signalled in his
view pop’s ascendancy ‘from secondary modern to grammar school’.66

Education helped to explain their unusual compositional abilities,
which elevated them from entertainers to creators according to their
supporters. ‘I’ve never met rock stars who were so concerned with
their writing’, noted Adrian Mitchell in February 1963, after Lennon
and McCartney boasted to him that they had completed 100 songs
and ‘a couple of plays’ before hitting the big time.67 Tony Barrow’s
liner notes for their first LP argued that the Beatles’ songwriting
betokened a broader creative self-sufficiency. ‘They write their own
lyrics, design and eventually build their own instrumental backdrops
and work out their own vocal arrangements’, he stated: ‘The do-it-
yourself angle ensures complete originality at all stages of the
process.’68

The Beatles’ artistry received further attention with the publication of
Lennon’s In His Own Write in March 1964 and the cinematic release of
A Hard Day’s Night in July 1964. Both received more attention than Beatles
records in highbrow periodicals, which had yet to conceive of a ‘rock critic’,
still less to employ one.AHard Day’s Night took reviewers by surprise with its
wit and invention. Once again sympathisers reconciled an admiration for the
Beatles with their denigration of youth culture. ‘[W]hat seems [like] a century
of claptrap from teenagers, disc jockeys, journalists, publicity men, sociolo-
gists, trendsetters, and trend-followers’ did not detract from the quality of the
film.69

The audacity of a pop star trying his hand at literature ensured that
In His Own Write caught the attention of intellectuals.70 The book’s
credentials were burnished by being issued by a copper-bottomed
publishing house, Jonathan Cape, and certified as ‘marvellous stuff’
by a ‘stalwart body of critics and publishers’ in advance of its
publication.71 The launch party was a star-studded occasion, as was
the luncheon staged in Lennon’s honour by Foyle’s bookshop on the
quatercentenary of Shakespeare’s birth (see Fig. 4.1). Heavyweight
reviewers were assigned to assess the book’s merits, including
Kenneth Allsop, John Willett, Adrian Mitchell, Hilary Corke and
Jonathan Miller.
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The early attention accorded to the Beatles did not, however,
translate into ready acceptance of their cultural stature. There was
no shortage of traditionalists, sceptics and assorted naysayers in the
early sixties for whom the Beatles simply reinforced existing preju-
dices about popular culture in general and pop music in particular.
Leavisites, Marxists and diehard Arnoldians united in their excoria-
tion of the manufacturing and marketing of the Beatles. Music lec-
turer Donald Hughes saw the Beatles as corroborating his thesis that
‘mass-produced pop’ was an escapist and exploitative medium, and
Roy Nash hypothesised that the music industry had perfected in the
Beatles its ‘hypnotic campaigns’ to sell its wares.72 ‘Liverpool may
have produced the Beatles, but Denmark Street is responsible for
Beatlemania’, concluded the jazz musician Humphrey Lyttleton.73

The Beatles’ noise-making was so unrefined, according to Eric
Hobsbawm, that it was best characterised not as ‘music’ but as
a ‘sound’ which ‘[a]nyone can produce’.74 The worthlessness of their
music formed the basis of a legal challenge by the Cinematograph
Exhibitors’ Association against the Performing Rights Society. The
cinema owners and concert promoters maintained that pop shows
were ‘entertainments’ rather than musical performances because the
music was of secondary importance to the act. According to their
barrister Duncan Ranking, pop

consists of a rhythmic and monotonous beat, and while it is being played, the
performers sing or hum into the microphone. In some instances they play the fool
on the stage, grimacing and dancing, and they are often dressed in an unusual and
outlandish way.75

That the Beatles were uppermost in Ranking’s mind became clear when he
described the audience’s reaction. ‘Instead of sitting quietly and attentively
as they would if they were listening to a symphony by Beethoven’, he said,
‘they keep up a loud and almost hysterical screaming.’76

Though the Beatles’ supporters drew attention to the age gap between
the Beatles and their fans, critics pointed instead to the chasm between
both and the adult population. Al Alvarez portrayed the Beatles as juveniles
engaged in an ‘adolescent revolt’ which explained but did not excuse their
mediocrity.77 ‘[N]o one expects teenage art, however sincere, to be any
good’, he acknowledged, but their juvenilia showed no evidence of the
band containing an ‘embryo-Waugh or proto-Auden or baby-Amis’.78

The Beatles’ early detractors were unimpressed by their intelligence. The
band were ‘moronic’ in Malcolm Muggeridge’s estimation.79 Their
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inability to read music was held against them and their education, while
a cut above that expected of pop stars, was hardly likely to impress
university types. The publicity given to Harrison, Lennon and
McCartney’s selective secondary education invited otherwise well-
disposed commentators to view them as having failed to progress beyond
that level. Literary critic Michael Wood traced the ‘intelligent, informed
and infantile humour’ of Lennon’s writings back to grammar school: ‘the
“B” stream’ in the precise estimation of Terry Eagleton.80

Lennon’s education, or lack of it, affected evaluations of his writing.
Favourable and unfavourable reviews of his fiction agreed on its
resemblance to the nonsense verse of Edward Lear and Lewis
Carroll and the wordplay of James Joyce.81 What was in dispute was
whether he had anything to add to these literary traditions or was
indeed conversant with them. John Wain, Hilary Corke and Jonathan
Miller concluded that Lennon was no more than a populariser, intro-
ducing ‘the young non-reader’ to techniques commonplace in twen-
tieth-century literature.82

The South African film critic M. M. Carlin noted a similarly
patronising tone in reviews of A Hard Day’s Night, however
positive.83 He had in mind comments like Gerald Kaufman’s that
‘The film falters only when it makes the mistake of taking itself
seriously.’84 In any case, many of the plaudits went to director
Richard Lester and screenwriter Alun Owen. This was fair enough,
but it meant that a film which lampooned the notion that the Beatles
were ciphers of the entertainment industry appeared, from another
perspective, to confirm it. Help! didn’t help the following year, receiv-
ing mixed reviews. Kenneth Tynan found virtue in its ‘ferociously
ephemeral’ quality and declared it ‘brilliant’.85 The Times and
Telegraph did not, drawing attention to its ‘feeble’ script and the
‘absolute desperation’ of its madcap pacing.86 The Mirror pithily
awarded it ‘Half Marx’.87

Musical originality was another measure against which these four
‘striplings’ fell short.88 Columnist Peter Fleming’s ‘square ear’ heard
nothing which differentiated their tunes from others in the hit parade
and Donald Soper defied their defenders to point to ‘one memorable
chord, one inventive piece of counterpoint, one creative melodic
line’.89 Lennon and McCartney were held to lack the ‘technical sophis-
tication’ of accomplished songwriters such as Gershwin, Porter, Kern
and Rodgers and Hart.90 The interwar standards performed by dance
bands were just that: evergreen tunes setting a standard against which
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recent pop appeared ‘trite and ephemeral’.91 Folk music critic Karl
Dallas claimed that the formulaic nature of early Beatles’ compositions
was the secret to their success, their ‘genius for pastiche’ putting them
on a par with Lionel Bart, not Bach.92 The ‘bad words’ of their early
numbers made easy targets.93 Musician and writer Fritz Spiegl doubted
whether Lennon and McCartney deserved to be considered ‘lyricists’ or
‘songwriters’ after producing doggerel like ‘I Wanna Be Your Man’
(1963).94 Humphrey Lyttleton used ‘I Saw Her Standing There’ (1963)
as an example of how Beatles’ songs lacked ‘[a]ny really close contact
with everyday life’.95

It was no coincidence that Dallas, Spiegl and Lyttleton worked in three
musical genres overshadowed by the Beatles’ success: folk, classical and
jazz. Most musicians andmusic critics in the early 1960s took it for granted
that the music of the Beatles was inferior to that of their own chosen fields.
Sir John Barbirolli flatly pronounced that ‘Beat music isn’t music at all.’96

Less cutting if no less categorical was journalist Peter Laurie’s assessment
that in 1965 that ‘we have in England two incomplete, polarised, but
essentially complementary cultures . . . the classical and pop cultures’.
Drawing loosely upon C. P. Snow’s contrast between the arts and the
sciences, Laurie identified divergent ‘attitudes and aspirations’ in classical
and pop artists. The classical musician entered his or her chosen field as
a means of self-expression, whereas the pop star did so for money, fame or
the sheer thrill of success.97

Although in a different league artistically, jazz, classical and folk
music felt threatened by the Beatles’ commercial success. Cassandra
of the Mirror somehow held the band responsible for the financial
troubles of the Philharmonia Orchestra.98 The cancellation of a Stan
Kenton gig in Liverpool and the axing of Victor Silvester’s Dance Club
after a sixteen-year run were likewise presented as confirmation that
jazz and ‘sweet’ music had lost their audiences to the Beatles.99 As jazz
clubs closed their doors or opened them to pop acts, some jazz
musicians expressed resentment bordering on contempt. Lyttleton
blamed the media for providing publicity for ‘four silly mop heads’
and Ronnie Scott declared the ‘overwhelming majority’ of people to be
too ‘musically immature’ to prefer jazz over beat music.100 He urged
fellow jazz musicians to resist making ‘any concessions whatsoever’ to
public tastes.101 Other jazz buffs bestowed faint praise on the Beatles.
Singer George Melly allowed that the band had ‘more to offer’ than
other pop combos, even though he blamed beat music for the death of
trad.102 Jazz critic Bob Dawburn likened their music to the best of
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music hall. It did not presume to match the manner in which jazz or
classical music ‘uplifted’ its listeners. Bach and the Modern Jazz
Quartet were ‘culturally [and] aesthetically important’ but the Beatles
simply were not.103

Aficionados of classical music displayed their cultural capital by con-
trasting ‘good-music lovers’ to Beatlemaniacs.104 Violinist Yehudi
Menuhin and the conductor Otto Klemperer were likewise placed ‘at the
other extreme of the scale to the Beatles’.105 The gulf between popular and
‘serious’ music was paradoxically confirmed by classical performances of
Beatles’ melodies. Fritz Spiegl’s arrangement of Eine Kleine Beatlemusik
(1965) for string quartet was as sardonic in intent as the Royal Liverpool
Philharmonic Orchestra’s rendition of ‘I Want to Hold Your Hand’ on
April Fool’s Day in 1964.106

Traditional folk and blues appealed to those in search of meaning and
rawness.107 A spokesperson for the English Folk Dance and Song Society
drew much the same contrast between folk and the Beatles as Guardian
columnist Sid Chaplin, who elevated the ‘honest song’ provided by the
Elliotts of Birtley above the ‘trivial noise’ served up by the Beatles, with its
‘amplified impersonations of alien words and tunes’.108 An up-and-coming
blues guitarist named Eric Clapton thought the band’s deification ‘despic-
able’ when his heroes ‘died unheard of, sometimes penniless and alone’.
The popularity of Merseybeat threatened to make his blues evangelism
seem like a ‘lost cause’. It reduced bookings and ‘forced musicians like me
to almost go underground . . . plotting to overthrow the music
establishment’.109 Some commentators found authenticity in folk revival
and folk rock acts, despite their lack of roots. The Daily Telegraph’s review
of Bob Dylan’s legendary 1965 Royal Albert Hall concert saw nothing in
the Beatles’ repertoire to compare with Dylan’s ‘sophisticated, socially
conscious and biting’ songs, which at their best married ‘the earthiness of
the blues’ to ‘the awareness of the intellectual’.110

The apparently crude arrangements, vapid lyrics and primitive musician-
ship of the Beatles’ early recordings led detractors to conclude that
Beatlemania had little to do with the band itself. It was fruitless to seek
meaning in the words, tunes and actions of four fairly ordinary young men,
and efforts to do so were disconcertingly redolent of the obsessive behaviour
of their fans. Some critics therefore observed journalist Allen Brien’s maxim
that ‘We don’t study a shoe to understand a shoe fetishist’ and directed their
attention away from the Beatles and towards Beatlemaniacs.111

The composite portrait critics painted of Beatlemaniacs was as the
opposite of themselves. The Beatlemaniac was young, female, hysterical,
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incoherent, ignorant, naïve, undiscriminating and conformist; the arche-
typal critic was mature, male, composed, articulate, erudite, wise, discern-
ing and independent.112 The fans’ youth accounted for their pathetic
devotion to the Beatles, prompting Chaplin to express pity for the ‘child-
slaves’ of the music industry.113 Stupidity and ignorance further predis-
posed youngsters towards Beatlemania. Anthony Burgess diagnosed
a ‘cutting-off of the higher centres’ of Beatlemaniacs’ brains and Douglas
Gillies hypothesised that the appeal of the Beatles diminished ‘as the IQ
rises’.114 The femaleness of most fans was an incurable condition, as was
mental incapacity. Beatlephobes therefore pinned their hopes on fans
simply growing out of Beatlemania. ‘Let teenagers scream at the Beatles’,
counselled Auberon Waugh, until they came to their senses.115

Having cut the Beatles and Beatlemaniacs down to size, critics set about
doing the same to their educated apologists. The Daily Telegraph invoked
class loyalty when enjoining ‘[p]rofessors, writers, intellectuals [and]
bishops’ to spurn plebeian culture.116 Donald Soper made a comparable
appeal to generational solidarity. He upbraided his peer group for ‘trying to
cram itself into jeans’ and engaging in a ‘palsied twitching of bald heads’ in
time with the Beatles, before inexplicably confessing that ‘I rather like Cilla
Black.’117 John Gross advanced a more considered argument against ced-
ing cultural legitimacy to the Beatles. He reasoned that ‘pop culture’ was
simply a new name for the same mass culture that had been exerting
a corrupting influence for decades past. The ‘myth of pop culture’ was
being propagated by publicists who invested the Beatles with a bogus
significance and by critics who attempted to extract ‘something that feels
more authentic’ from commercial dross.118

Variants of these class, generational and aesthetic arguments were used
to roast every prominent early apologist for the Beatles. David Sylvester’s
comparison of the Beatles to Monteverdi prompted his fellow art critic
Keith Roberts to accuse him of succumbing to ‘the democratic pull of
modern life’.119 David Holbrook laid the graver charge that Hall and
Whannel were guilty of ‘blind trahison’ for ‘discriminating . . . between
pop and pop’.120 Burgess twitted Kenneth Allsop for taking Lennon’s
writings seriously, and William Mann for believing that ‘pop contains the
same elements of emotional satisfaction and intellectual complexity as
Beethoven, Brahms or Wagner’.121 His criticism extended to the broad-
casters and publishers who publicised them. Broadcasting pop could be
justified if it served the didactic function of ‘encourag[ing] an aesthetic’,
but as it was he suspected the BBC of being ‘rather proud of its
Philistinism’.122
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Art and Criticism

Figure 4.2 Artists – George Martin and John Lennon at Abbey Road Studios, 1965.
Photo by SSPL/Getty Images

The rapid evolution of the Beatles’music, lyrics and image meant that they
represented a different cultural proposition in the second half of the 1960s
(see Fig. 4.2). Their side projects made further incursions into fields
hitherto associated with high art. They directed films, composed electronic
music, exhibited art, wrote for the stage, sponsored artists, subsidised
a theatre troupe and established a record label which promised to do for
spoken-word recordings ‘what the paperback revolution did to book
publishing’.123

As the Beatles changed in the second half of the 1960s, so did the cultural
environment in which they worked. The decision by Karl Miller in 1967 to
revamp the Listener’s cultural coverage without regard for ‘the categories of
“high” and “low”, “serious” and “vulgar”’ had parallels in other publica-
tions of high repute.124 Steve Race, who had wished rock ’n’ roll ‘Good
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riddance’ in 1958, started reviewing pop LPs for the Sunday Times in
1965.125 The Observer employed Nik Cohn and George Melly as rock
critics, while the Guardian featured Geoffrey Cannon, until he agreed to
edit the Radio Times and endow it with ‘literary pretensions’.126 By 1970,
Derek Taylor was writing for the Sunday Times and Tony Palmer was
a columnist for the Spectator, which permitted him to quote Lennon’s
infamous use of the F-word in ‘Working Class Hero’ (1970).127 The
venerable Gramophone magazine reviewed Rubber Soul and declared
Revolver ‘astonishing’, and the reference book The Great Records included
Beatles albums for the first time in 1967.128 The Beatles also made regular
appearances in BBC arts programmes in the late sixties.129 In 1968
McCartney was interviewed for Tony Palmer’s All My Loving, and
Lennon and Ono played word games with the poet Christopher Logue
on John Peel’sNight Ride.130 In 1969, Late Night Line-Up devoted an entire
episode to Abbey Road and shortly afterwards dispatched Tony Bilbow to
interview Starr in a rowing boat.131

The conversion of prominent music critics was another sign of the
Beatles’ rising cultural stock in the late sixties. In 1963, the Listener’s
Deryck Cooke faintly praised the Beatles’ songs as ‘cheerful, engaging,
unintellectual’; five years later, he heralded Lennon and McCartney as
‘genuine creators of a “new music”’ which displayed all the hallmarks of
‘creative genius’.132 Musician and writer George Melly likewise described
the Beatles as ‘totally convincing geniuses’ in 1970, whereas in 1964 he had
expressed the opposite view: ‘They’re not geniuses, but they have talent and
charm.’133 The most eminent convert to the Beatles’ cause was the aca-
demic musicologist Wilfrid Mellers. During Beatlemania, he was willing to
countenance teenagers ‘accept[ing] Beatles and Bach’, but saw the first as
a stepping stone towards a mature appreciation of the second, and dis-
tanced himself from any ‘inverted intellectual snobbery’ suggesting
otherwise.134 He rated the Beatles’ music as ‘OK’ and their lyrics as
‘fatuous’, grumbled about their earnings, viewed Beatlemania as
a ‘regrettable fashion’ and condemned the electric guitar as a ‘perversion’
of the ‘authentic Spanish variety’.135 ‘[B]anality is sometimes inspired’ was
the backhanded compliment he gave them in 1966.136 His remark that
Revolver’s (1966) lyrics were ‘decidedly worth listening to’ also smacked of
faint praise.137 Mellers then experienced something of an epiphany with
the release of Sgt. Pepper the following year. He had hitherto conceived of
music in hierarchical terms between and within genres, so that the Beatles
represented the best of the least kind of music. Sgt. Pepper convinced him
that the once ‘vast gap between the serious and the popular arts’ was
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narrowing in terms of outlook and artistry.138 ‘[T]hough it starts from the
conventions of pop it becomes “art”’, he argued, ‘and art of an increasingly
subtle kind.’139 He was at this point unsure whether this signified the
Beatles’ evolution from entertainers to artists or a broader merger between
pop and serious music. His curiosity impelled him to write the first
scholarly monograph on the Beatles, published in 1973.140

These and other advocates of popular music in the late 1960s were more
prepared to challenge the critics’ indiscriminate attacks on the music
industry than they had been just a few years earlier. Cannon disputed the
notion that popular music was uniquely debased by commerce, arguing
that ‘vital music has no more (and no less) to do with the “pop music
industry” than vital books, or movies, say, have to do with their
industries’.141 Richard Mabey took on the ‘prejudice’ that the ‘laboratory
manufacture’ of music in the recording studio nullified its artistic value.142

He claimed that electronic instruments were instruments like any other. In
fact, synthesisers were arguably superior to pianos or violins because their
ability to produce any sound allowed fuller artistic expression.143 Nor
could popmusicians be considered mere cogs in a moneymaking machine.
Mabey argued that the idol as a ‘creature of the public’ had evolved into an
artist who was ‘very much his own man [sic]’, uninclined to sing for their
supper.144

The Beatles’ champions turned the tables on those who saw popular
culture as being debased by commercialism by advancing their own eco-
nomic critique of elite culture. The poet Christopher Logue baldly stated
that ‘The word art stands for nothing except those morsels from the past
upon which today’s bourgeois place a high cash value.’145 Critics charged
that bourgeois patronage diminished the quality of art as well as distorting
its definition. The Guardian’s art critic M. G. McNay thus preferred Stuart
Sutcliffe’s paintings over those of John Everett Millais because of Millais’
decision to ‘prostitute his remarkable talent to the middle class’.146 Tony
Palmer attacked latter-day patronage in the form of state subsidies for
culture. He found common cause with Lennon in deriding ‘the galleries,
the museums, symphony concerts, opera’ as constituting little more than ‘a
pretentious rat-race for the trendy’.147

The Beatles’ fans, who had been something of an embarrassment to the
band’s defenders in the early 1960s, were now presented as a more dis-
cerning lot. The notion that, as Harrison observed in 1967, ‘all the people
who thought they were beyond the Beatles are fans’ had two principal
consequences.148 The first was that fandom could be reimagined as being
akin to connoisseurship. Mabey envisaged a new relationship between
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artist and fan now that ‘more of the audience is listening’, with music
becoming a more mature form of communication.149 The second was that
the Beatles could no longer be accused of pandering to young, dumb
Beatlemaniacs. The Express credited Revolver for making ‘no attempt to
hold the simpler souls in their following’ and greeted Sgt. Pepper as the
creation of ‘a group now withdrawn from the screaming hysteria of pop
world audiences and dedicated to originality and perfection’.150

The more sophisticated the Beatles and their ilk became, the more these
critics questioned the value of pop as an analytical category. ‘“Pop” is now
as indefinite a label as “jazz” or “classical music”’, stated music critic Derek
Jewell in 1968.151 That same year, composer Tim Souster declared it
‘worthless’ to generalise about a genre encompassing everything from the
Beatles to Leicester balladeer Engelbert Humperdinck.152 One response
was for critics to subdivide pop into categories, principally distinguishing
between the Beatles and ‘a small elite of other pop singers’ on the one hand,
and the cruder form represented by ‘the raucous, long-haired rock ’n’
roller, and the romantic crooner’ on the other.153 This distinction between
supposedly serious and lightweight popular music eventually became
codified as one between ‘rock’ and ‘pop’. ‘Rock’, in its sense of a superior
form of popular music, was an American coinage which had not fully
established itself in Britain by the end of the 1960s: hence Nik Cohn’s 1969
study was entitled Rock from the Beginning in the United States but Pop
from the Beginning in the United Kingdom. Yet, as Table 4.1 shows, the
perception of whatMelodyMaker described as a ‘two-tier pop system’ took
root in Britain in the absence of an agreed terminology.154 Those, like
Bernard Levin, who refused to make any distinction between Procol
Harum and the 1910 Fruitgum Company were those who dismissed all
popular music as irredeemably crass and ephemeral.155

The origins of this hierarchical division have been heavily debated in
popular music studies and its validity has been widely disputed.156 For the
purposes of this study, what matters is not whether ‘rock’ was objectively
distinguishable from ‘pop’, but that contemporaries subjectively consid-
ered it to be so and credited the Beatles in part for rock’s emergence.157

Evidence from musicians and fans shows that they largely concurred
with critics in regarding the Beatles as ‘the most influential mentors,
catalysts and inspirers of . . . pop adulthood’ in the late 1960s.158 It was
true that fellow musicians found it less easy to pigeonhole them as ‘rock’
artists than, say, the Pink Floyd. The Beatles’ career predated the concept of
‘rock’ and had initially conformed to much of the ‘pop’ archetype in its
unabashed courting of a large, young and mostly female fan base.159 For
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these reasons, ‘pop’ acts such as Herman’s Hermits, Love Affair,
the Tremeloes and their friend Cilla Black remained loyal to the band in
the late 1960s.160 But musicians did not view the Beatles as invalidating the

Table 4.1 Divisions within popular music perceived by writers and
musicians, 1965–1975

Writers

William Mann, 1967 forward-looking pop the sticky, sweaty, vacuous ballada

Bob Dawburn, 1968 progressives traditional-styled pop entertainersb

Nik Cohn, 1969 fashionable squarec

Charlie Gillett, 1969 art rock bubble-gumd

RichardMabey, 1969 musician idole

George Melly, 1970 hard pop pop in the kiddy-mum-and-dad-
Eurovision-song-contest sense f

Tony Palmer, 1970 technical virtuosity musical illiteracy g

Tony Jasper, 1972 rock, progressive, head,
acid, psychedelic,

heavy

soul, tamla, bubble-gumh

Musicians

Pete Townshend,
1965

pop-art ‘showbiz’ stuff i

Barry Gibb, 1967 blues groups pop groups j

ManfredMann, 1968 the semi-underground
market

the pop marketk

Dave Dee, 1969 the blues and the
underground stuff

the Tom Joneses and the Engelbertsl

John Lennon, 1970 students working-class audiencem

a William Mann, Times, 29 May 1967, 9.
b Dawburn, Melody Maker, 12 October 1968, 16.
c Cohn, Awopbopaloobop, 168.
d Charlie Gillett, Record Mirror, 14 June 1969, www.rocksbackpages.com/Library/

SearchLinkRedirect?folder=born-to-sing-the-blues.
e Mabey, Pop, 17.
f Melly, Revolt into Style, 116.
g Palmer, Born under a Bad Sign, 12.
h Tony Jasper, Understanding Pop (London: S. C. M. Press, 1972), 16.
i Cited in Nick Jones, Melody Maker, 3 July 1965, thewho.net/node/3848.
j Cited in Rolling Stone, 23 November 1967, n.p.
k Cited in Ian Stocks, Oz, no. 17 (1968), ro.uow.edu.au/ozlondon/17/.
l Cited in Melody Maker, 29 March 1969, web.archive.org/web/20161111133826/

http://davedeedozybeakymickandtich.nl/march-1969/.
m Cited in Tariq Ali and Robin Blackburn, Red Mole 2, no. 5 (1971), 8.

Culture 131

http://www.rocksbackpages.com/Library/SearchLinkRedirect?folder=born-to-sing-the-blues
http://www.rocksbackpages.com/Library/SearchLinkRedirect?folder=born-to-sing-the-blues
http://davedeedozybeakymickandtich.nl/march-1969/


distinction between pop and rock so much as epitomising its evolution
from one to the other. Eric Clapton in 1968 saw the Beatles as having
created a new role for musicians since 1966, involving the (somewhat
irksome) requirement to be ‘intelligent’ and display ‘moral
responsibility’.161 Mick Jagger in 1967 pinpointed the release of Revolver
in 1966 as ‘the beginning of an appeal to the intellect’ subsequently pursued
by the Stones and ‘most of the new groups’.162 Members of Led Zeppelin,
the most famous of these new groups, drew a distinction between the
‘maturity’ of the Beatles’ psychedelic period and the era of Beatlemania,
when ‘[y]ou didn’t really bother what you were listening to’ and their
recordings were ‘nothing to really write home about’.163 It took an excep-
tionally cocky progressive musician such as Robert Wyatt to dismiss the
Beatles as ‘shallow’musicians who had not committed themselves to ‘[t]he
discipline of the musical life’.164 ‘Pop’ acts had to decide whether to follow
the Beatles’ path. Graham Nash chose to do so, even though it eventually
meant leaving the Hollies. ‘It’s a question of “now follow that” after
a Beatles’ album . . . and it’s great to feel a part of this kind of progress’,
he commented after the release of Revolver.165 Others decided against.
Revolver was ‘terrible’ according to Tich of Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick
and Tich, principally because it featured jazz musicians, and Barry Gibb of
the Bee Gees gave up listening to The Beatles double LP four tracks in.166

The pop–rock debate played out among consumers as well as producers
of music. In 1967, the Beatles Book polled its readership on whether Sgt.
Pepperwas ‘too advanced for the average pop fan to appreciate’.167 A rump
of Beatlemaniacs (estimated by the editor to be 5 per cent of readers)
preferred the catchy tunes created by the band ‘before they went stark
raving mad and started to write rubbish’.168 Jan and Chris from Luton
pined for the ‘head shaking, screaming and ooohing’ records of yore and
AnnCraig from Edinburgh found their later lyrics to be impenetrable, even
though she considered herself no ‘denser than most Beatle people’.169 But
Nancy Ryan of Cheshunt was pleased that ‘the Beatles’music has grown up
with me’, and other correspondents had no hesitation in proclaiming the
Beatles as ‘true musicians’ and future poet laureates.170

The male subcultures studied by Paul Willis in 1969 also drew sharp
distinctions between the Beatles of the early and late sixties. The working-
class ‘motor-bike boys’ were confirmed rockers who ‘ranked the early
Beatles very highly’ as an extension of fifties rock ’n’ roll. However, they
‘despised some of their late “really stupid stuff”’,171 with exceptions made
for the retro stylings of ‘LadyMadonna’ (1968), ‘Get Back’ (1969) and some
Plastic Ono Band sides.172 The very ‘melodic asymmetry and complexity of
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rhythm’ of the later Beatles’ work which alienated bikers appealed to the
hippies Willis encountered. Surveying the music scene from ‘the post-
Beatles high point of “progressive” music’, hippies perceived the Beatles
as having pioneered the crucial elements of prog rock – the concept album,
artistry, integrity, uncommerciality – before being ‘left behind’ by still
more adventurous acts.173

Among critics, the establishment of hierarchies within pop music criti-
cism went hand in hand with the erosion of hierarchies between pop and
other musical genres. It has been widely noted that the emerging field of
rock criticism demanded the acceptance of ‘rock’ on terms equal or super-
ior to those granted to folk, jazz, blues and sweet music owing to its
newfound sophistication and ‘social core’.174 What is less acknowledged
is that critics from within these fields increasingly agreed. Telegraph folk
critic Maurice Rosenbaum argued that the Beatles’ experiments, though
largely originating in the folk revival, had repaid the favour by 1968
through ‘encourag[ing], with almost every new song they produce,
a more understanding and more penetrating approach to the whole
world of demotic music’.175 The Composers’ Guild resolved in 1966 to
admit to its ranks Lennon, McCartney and ‘other “pop” composers with
a serious, dedicated approach to music’.176 The Guardian’s jazz critic Ian
Breach declared the Beatles the equals of Billie Holiday, Hans Keller
considered them ‘truly creative’ like Gershwin and the Sunday Times’
Derek Jewell conceded that he saw little purpose in continuing to distin-
guish between pop and jazz, such was the overlap between the two.177 He
set about the task of ‘establishing standards of discrimination in popular
music’, conscious that ‘the barriers between categories are down’ and that
jazz was no longer ‘the undisputed pacesetter’ it had once been.178

Still more radical were the claims made in the late sixties for the best of
pop to be accorded parity with classical music. Whereas early sixties
debates on the Beatles’ relationship to classical music had focused on
Mann’s comparisons with Mahler, those of the late sixties concentrated
on Tony Palmer’s assertion that ‘Lennon and McCartney are the greatest
song writers since Schubert’ in his review of The Beatles (1968).179 On the
face of it, Schubert’s Lieder offered a more natural comparison to the
Beatles’ songs. Other writers drew similar parallels between Schubert and
the Beatles, who were by this point intermittently operating within the art
song tradition.180 But several factors combined to make Palmer’s assertion
so inflammatory. One was that Palmer was no ‘middle-aged and very
pleasant’ classical music critic likeMann, but an up-and-coming rock critic
who personified youth culture as much as he commented upon it.181
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Furthermore, he made no secret of his ambition to destroy ‘the rigid,
authoritarian categorisation of music into “classical” and “popular”’, and
considered classical music to have ‘little new to say to the now
generation’.182 Palmer’s characterisation of Schubert as ‘the inventor of
Muzak’ served to lower him to the Beatles’ level rather than elevating them
to his.183 He doubled down on his claim that both Schubert and the Beatles
wrote ‘at great speed, for entertainment and with no regard for any high
“artistic” content’ by likening Liszt’s female admirers to Beatlemaniacs and
entitling an interview ‘Paul McCartney – Composer’.184

William Mann, who had portrayed the Beatles as an exception to the
general insignificance of pop music in 1963, claimed in 1971 that their
work and other ‘progressive stuff’ had turned the best rock into an ‘art
form’.185 The American expatriate Henry Pleasants went further in claim-
ing that the terms ‘classical’ and ‘popular’ obscured the ‘essentially indivi-
sible’ nature of music.186 Both critics proposed that the pop–rock division
could be applied within and across genres by distinguishing betweenmusic
intended to entertain and that with higher aspirations.187 Pleasants
detected a generation gap among classical musicians, with a younger gen-
eration displaying more eclectic and ecumenical tastes.188 There were
certainly exceptions to this rule, but it was telling that Sir Malcolm
Sargent and Sir John Barbirolli, both of whom boasted that they had
never listened to the Beatles, had been born during Victoria’s reign.189

Classical musicians and composers born in the 1930s and 1940s had more
time for the Beatles. Peter Maxwell Davies arranged ‘Yesterday’ (1965) for
classical guitar and declared Beethoven and the Beatles to be ‘both mar-
vellous, but different’: a sentiment echoed by fellow composers Gordon
Crosse and John Tavener and the pianists John Ogdon and John Lill.190

Now that the best popular music had apparently achieved parity with
classical music, some critics envisaged a fusion between the two. The
ambitions of progressive rock in this regard were taken seriously by
Jewell and Mann. They consequently applauded the song cycle on Abbey
Road and the album’s ‘skilful but sparing use of symphonic resources’.191

Henry Pleasants perceived in this and other ‘mature’ Beatles albums a shift
in popular music from borrowing classical and jazz motifs to entering into
an ‘even exchange’.192 However, the Beatles were not always seen as the
best exponents of the ‘exciting and creative confluence’ between rock and
classical music envisaged by Jewell.193 He saw them as being overtaken by
other progressive musicians in 1968 and welcomed their ‘dethroning’ in
1970 by more progressive acts such as Chicago, Pink Floyd, the Moody
Blues, Fairport Convention and Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young.194 Leading
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critic and musicologist Arthur Jacobs expected ‘creative musical inter-
course’ to be realised by bolder musicians than the Beatles.195

Other critics warned against the mulish beast produced by the cross-
breeding of pop and classical music. Tim Souster credited the Beatles with
upholding the tonal musical tradition in popular music, but considered
atonality better suited to composers of ‘extended and complex musical
expression’ such as himself.196 This argument gained credence from
Lennon’s musical collaborations with Ono, and Harrison’s first two solo
recordings. Jewell declared Ono responsible for the ‘worst’ and most
‘ludicrous’ music of 1968 and awarded Unfinished Music No. 1: Two
Virgins (1968) booby prizes for the ‘ugliest sleeve [and] most boring
sound’ of the year.197 And while the promoter of avant-garde music,
Victor Schonfield, urged Lennon and Ono in 1969 to ‘think hard about
giving up everything and getting serious about new music’ on the strength
of Unfinished Music No. 2, he dismissed Harrison’s equally unlistenable
Electronic Sound (1969) as ‘absolutely empty . . . lifeless academicism’.198

An alternative objection to the marriage of pop and the classics was that
classical music could not be saved from itself. Deryck Cooke used the
Beatles as a stick with which to beat serialist and aleatoric composers
who had eschewed the ‘common musical language evolved by humanity
at large’ in favour of wilfully abstruse and atonal experimentation.199

Cooke’s preference for ‘good pop songs’ over other contemporary genres
was echoed in pieces on the Beatles by Mann in 1968 and Pleasants in
1969.200 It was therefore ironic that Cooke announced that he had ‘finished
with post-Schoenberg music’ just as the Beatles began to dabble in it.201

Cooke had confidently placed the Beatles and Karlheinz Stockhausen at
‘extreme poles’ of the musical spectrum in 1963, only to find the German
composer appearing on the cover of Sgt. Pepper in 1967 and inspiring
‘Revolution 9’ the following year.202 Another of McCartney’s ‘new idols’
was John Cage, whose influence on Lennon and Ono’s collaborations was
readily apparent.203

Critics such as Mellers and Mann who shared the Beatles’ catholic tastes
took these developments in their stride.204 But they posed difficulties for
Cooke, who championed the romanticism of Schubert and Wagner, and
for Pleasants, who criticised ‘idolatry’ of Cage and had made a splash in
1955 by declaring contemporary music ‘A Dead Art’.205 Pleasants pro-
claimed the superiority of the Beatles over a pianist who ‘bounced small
white balls on the body [of the instrument] and rolled them down the
fingerboard’.206 Yet his ridicule might equally have been directed at
McCartney, who had contributed to a concert by the improvisatory
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music ensemble AMM by ‘running a penny along the coils of the old-
fashioned steam radiator’.207

The Beatles’ later lyrics also found their champions, although some
otherwise well-disposed writers demurred. Literary critic Michael Wood
and journalist Peter Cole did not rank them among the best songwriters, let
alone poets, and Philip Larkin’s fondness for their early music did not
extend to him rating them as ‘surrealists, mystics or political thinkers’.208

As with music, their admirers were divided on whether the Beatles were
contributing to high culture as well as popular culture and whether they
offered an alternative to modernism. At a minimum, they accepted that the
Beatles improved upon the ‘formal and unrealistic’ songs of the fifties and
early sixties.209 Most sympathetic writers agreed with John Willett that the
decisive break with the ‘old pop drivel’ came in the second half of the
1960s.210 Some went further. Adrian Mitchell was one of several poets who
claimed kinship with the later Beatles. He traced their development from
composing ‘likeable’ but inconsequential ditties in 1963 to bona fide poetry
in 1966 and ‘adventurous poetry’ by 1967.211 Christopher Logue declared
Lennon and McCartney to have ‘done as much’ as anyone for verse in the
1960s, offering as proof extracts from ‘For No One’, ‘Rain’ (both 1966) and
‘Sexy Sadie’ (1968).212 ThomGunn pronouncedMcCartney’s ‘For NoOne’
and ‘Eleanor Rigby’ to be ‘excellent poems’ and James Kirkup rated Lennon
as ‘one of the most gifted of younger English poets’.213

Poets who embraced the Beatles saw them as reviving ‘popular poetry’,
separate from the ‘academic or modernist’ traditions.214 Some went so far
as to envisage them as rescuing poetry from the obscurantism and form-
alism of a prevailing modernist idiom. For example, Thom Gunn favoured
‘Eleanor Rigby’ (1966) over W. H. Auden’s ‘Miss Gee’ (1937) for its greater
empathy and economy of language.215 Like the Beatles’ defenders in the
classical music field, admiring poets thought that their medium had
become precious and aloof. ‘[A]uthorship and judgment are kept in the
hands of white middle-class western men’, claimed Logue.216 Their ‘harm-
less pastoral burburlings [sic]’ had no connection to the lives of ordinary
people, who seldom read books anyway.217 The Beatles had succeeded
where established poets failed. Their poetry was oral, popular, urban and
relevant, full of the ‘disobedience, sexuality, revolution, new values’ to be
found in almost all ‘good new verse’.218

The theatre critics D. A. N. Jones and Harold Hobson similarly praised
the Beatles’ performance style as an alternative to themodernist techniques
of agitprop or alienation. Jones advised theatre directors to take heed of the
Beatles’ ‘courteous approach to audience participation’ in the ‘Hey Jude’
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promo (1968).219 Hobson contrasted their crowd-pleasing manner with
a contemporary drama scene which seldom ‘cares about audiences’ and
applauded the ‘good sense’ of ordinary people who ‘prefer (as I myself do)
the Beatles to Brecht’.220 The company manager of Apple Theatre, Wes
Waring, also distanced himself from Brecht as well as the ‘shock methods’
of Peter Brook. Instead of confrontation, he sought to establish the same
kind of ‘connection between audience and performer’ achieved by the
Beatles and other empathetic artists.221

However, many of the Beatles’ supporters did not pit them against
modernists. Instead, they saw them as bridging the gap between the main-
stream and the avant-garde and lowbrow and highbrow culture, especially
in relation to visual art. The Beatles’ commissioning of album covers by the
pop artists Peter Blake, Jann Howarth and Richard Hamilton underlined
the connection, and the Sgt. Pepper cover hammered home the point by
sandwiching George Bernard Shaw between Stan Laurel and Oliver
Hardy.222

The concept of Blake and Howarth’s magnificent cover was not a novel
one. In 1964, Mersey poet Adrian Henri imagined the Beatles in the
company of jazz musicians (Charlie Parker and Thelonious Monk), mod-
ern and contemporary artists (James Ensor, Marcel Duchamp, Kurt
Schwitters, Robert Rauschenberg and Jasper Johns) and the writers
Alfred Jarry, Dylan Thomas and William Burroughs (two of whom
appeared on the Sgt. Pepper cover).223 And earlier in 1967, Edward Lucie-
Smith’s The Liverpool Scene pictured two of Henri’s ‘masters’ (Jarry and
Ensor) ‘walk[ing] hand in hand with [jazz bassist] CharlieMingus and Paul
McCartney down Hope Street’.224 Lucie-Smith saw something quintessen-
tially Liverpudlian in the Beatles’ transgression of cultural boundaries:

Liverpool ‘fun’ is often deliberately anarchic. It involves the rejection of many of the
standards which those who officially promote and encourage the arts feel bound to
uphold. The fragmentation of our culture doesn’t bother them – they enjoy it.225

Artists and designers represented this state of cultural flux by juxtaposing
the Beatles with canonical visual art. The Yellow Submarine film (1968)
pastiched genres including expressionism, surrealism, pop art, op art and
art nouveau with wit and gusto. The painter John McDonnell superim-
posed the Beatles’ heads onto Caravaggio’s figures in his updating of The
Musicians (c. 1595). A Vogue feature by Elizabeth Bowen placed Richard
Avedon’s photographs of the band alongside medieval carvings, Japanese
prints, paintings by Piero della Francesca, Fernand Léger and John
D. Graham, and an image of Catherine Deneuve.226 The ‘elevation of
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popmusic and allied pop culture by the Beatles’ inspired Alan Aldridge not
simply to devise The Beatles Illustrated Lyrics (1969, 1971), but to celebrate
the collapse of cultural boundaries by inviting submissions from artists
working in diverse fields.227 Joining graphic artists like himself in the
enterprise were the pop artists David Hockney, Allen Jones and Eduardo
Paolozzi, the cartoonists Mel Calman, Ronald Searle and Ralph Steadman,
the photographers David Bailey and John Deakin, the puppet-maker Roger
Law, fan artists and many more.
Proponents of the ‘NewPoetry’, ‘newmusic’ and related artistic endeavours

had to decide whether the Beatles could be evaluated using the same criteria as
high culture, or whether different yardsticks were required to map
a transfigured cultural landscape.228 For Palmer, the only valid distinction
was one of quality. ‘Ultimately, there can be only three kinds of music –

whether it is composed by the Beatles or Brahms’, he stated: ‘good music, bad
music and non-music’.229 His absolutist approach chimed with that of critics
who declared the Beatles to be geniuses. The word genius was applied to the
Beatles in the 1960s in relation to a somewhat miscellaneous collection of
works. WilliamMann dubbedMcCartney a genius in a review of his first solo
album and James Kirkup declared Lennon to be ‘the only genius in modern
English poetry’ as early as 1965.230 Disc and Music Echo saw ‘musical genius’
in Sgt. Pepper; NewAge philosopher AlanWatts upped the ante by attributing
‘serious musical genius’ to the band as a whole.231 Cooke and Melly invoked
the traditional test of immortality in support of the Beatles’ claims to genius,
‘ultimate durability’ being in Cooke’s view ‘the only realistic standard’ to
ascertain greatness.232 Such claims would have appeared outlandish in the
early sixties, when publicist Tony Barrow dared purchasers of a 1963 compi-
lation to countenance the ‘Lennon & McCartney Songbook’ being discussed
in ten years’ time.233

Other critics preferred to devise new criteria befitting the new cultural
forms emerging in the 1960s, starting with terminology. Jazz critic Peter
Clayton found himself without a critical vocabulary to describe the invention
he heard on Revolver (1966):

It isn’t easy to describe what’s here, since much of it involves things which are
either new to pop music or which are being properly applied for the first time, and
which can’t be helpfully compared with anything.234

Music critic Geoffrey Cannon argued that rock was a ‘culture’ rather than
an ‘art form’ and that its greatest creations could not be assessed according
to ‘any existing cultural frame’.235 Whereas champions of the Beatles’
genius compared them to past giants (as when Palmer likened the
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sentiments of ‘Yellow Submarine’ (1966) to the philosophy of Plato,
Aristotle, Locke, Hume and John Stuart Mill), those emphasising the
novelty of sixties culture were less interested in locating the Beatles within
an existing canon.236 They argued that the apparent ‘formlessness’ of the
Beatles and their followers represented a ‘form of freedom’ of writers
unbeholden to ‘the literary achievements of the past’, and even innocent
of them: Tynan was disconcerted that Harrison had not heard of William
Blake.237 According to Clive James, such ignorance did not invalidate their
artistry so much as require critics to reconsider their assumption that ‘the
ability to create in the arts is directly dependent on scholarly knowledge’.238

New tools of criticism were needed to assess the Beatles and other ‘talented
yob[s]’.239

Culture and Anarchy

The eclecticism and experimentation of the Beatles in the second half of the
1960s did nothing to change the minds of their detractors. They continued
to question the band members’ abilities as musicians, composers and
lyricists and found them wanting against a battery of standard tests of
cultural value. Claims for the Beatles’ canonical status were either rejected
or left to posterity. In the early sixties, critics had confidently predicted that
the Beatles would soon disappear and take their ‘trivial and evanescent’
music with them.240 However, the Beatles lasted longer than anyone had
expected (themselves included). Naysayers accordingly shifted to arguing
that the Beatles’music needed to endure for several decades before it could
be considered canonical. ‘[Arthur] Sullivan has attained immortality. The
Beatles have not yet attainedmaturity’, quipped Lord Goodman in 1966.241

The poet Stephen Spender expressed relief when Starr did not recognise
him when they met, since it reminded him of the difference between the
fleeting celebrity of pop and the posthumous renown to which he
aspired.242 Since future generations could not yet pass judgement, critics
spoke on their behalf. Muggeridge maintained that ‘the eyes of posterity’
would look unfavourably upon the Beatles, if at all, and BrianMagee found
it inconceivable that the Beatles would be ‘an unthinkingly accepted part of
daily life all over the world in the 2000s’.243

Sceptics credited the greater artistry of the Beatles’ later work to produ-
cers and session musicians. Musicologist Sir Jack Westrup insisted that the
‘harmonic ingenuities’ attributed to pop performers were actually the work
of ‘the expert musicians who write the “backing”’.244 Fritz Spiegl claimed
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that Lennon ‘employed paid helpers to do some of his work for him’ and
disputed whether he or McCartney could be said to ‘write’ their music in
any meaningful sense.245 It was George Martin, after all, who had to
‘transfer [their] hummings or strummings to paper, harmonise and, if
necessary, orchestrate them’.246 Composer Michael Nyman advanced ‘the
pathetic arrangement’ of ‘Yellow Submarine’ for the Black DykeMills Band
(1967) as evidence of McCartney’s shoddy ‘musical craftsmanship’ when
deprived of Martin’s expertise, overlooking the fact that the arrangement
was by Martin himself.247

Their ‘modestly accomplished’musicianship came under scrutiny by the
Sunday Times Insight team in 1966.248 It pronounced Starr to be one of the
‘most moderate’ (that is, worst) professional drummers.249 Harrison was
deemed the best instrumentalist of the four, but that made him merely
‘passable’, one of the top thousand or so guitarists in the country.250 Not
that virtuosity could be put to any good effect in such a primitive musical
form. Amplification removed nuance from pop and constituted a ‘rape of
the musical sense’ according to the Leavisite Ian Robinson, a charge made
more eloquently by George Steiner in his critique of ‘decibel-culture’.251

Unchanged too was critics’ relegation of the Beatles below their own
preferred forms of popular music. The claims for jazz were made by Sandy
Brown, who thought the Beatles were feted for ‘ninth-hand’ versions of
techniques pioneered in New Orleans, and Edward Lee, who followed
Hobsbawm in attributing pop’s inferiority to its commerciality.252

Traditional folk found its champion in Anthony Burgess, who perceived
a ‘genius’ in broadside ballads of yore wholly absent from their modern
equivalents.253 Standards were praised by the poet Roy Fuller, whose paean
to George Gershwin’s setting of a single line from ‘How Long Has This
Been Going On?’ (1927) sat oddly beside his ridiculing of comparable
Beatles’ tunes.254 Spectator columnist Murray Kempton pitted the authen-
ticity of blues singer Joe Turner against the superficiality of the Beatles,
whose celebrity insulated them from everything ‘raw and crude in life’.255

The superiority of classical music was stoutly defended by the Beatles’
late-sixties critics, albeit in terms that made it appear demanding, difficult,
abstruse and as such beyond the ken of ordinary people. A pair of Times
editorials in 1967 and 1968 saw the Beatles’music and other ‘ephemera’ as
evidence that popular music ‘never ask[s] us to make exhausting efforts of
mind or spirit’.256 That the Beatles ‘express what is going on in the popular
mind’ testified to their lack of artistry.257 Further proof that they ‘lag[ged]
behind the conscious art’ was found in their songs’ ‘emotional inflations’,
since such histrionics had been excised from high culture since the
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1920s.258 It was not clear from this depiction of classical music as draining,
out of touch and buttoned-up why Beatles’ fans should wish to cross
the ‘wide . . . gulf’ between low and high art, even if they were capable of
doing so.259

The Beatles’ excursions into poetry and philosophy also did nothing
to improve their reputation among their detractors, who variously
described their later lyrics as ‘wretched’, ‘mostly rubbish’ and ‘so
simple as to require no more chewing over than bubble-gum’.260

Burgess saw the ‘vapid sentiments’ contained in ‘Eleanor Rigby’
(1966) and ‘She’s Leaving Home’ (1967) as evidence that the Beatles
concerned themselves with ‘suburban little emotions’ rather than the
great themes tackled by great lyrical verse.261 Hunter Davies ran up
against the same prejudices when he sought to print the lyrics of
‘Eleanor Rigby’ alongside his Sunday Times interview with
McCartney. His editors refused to countenance ‘so much space wasted
on humdrum pop songs’.262 Such put-downs were directed less
towards the Beatles than to what Burgess termed the ‘pretentiousness
and stupidity and cupidity’ exhibited by their defenders among the
literati.263 Punch derided ‘unembarrassed paeans’ to pop poetry and
proved their point by mock-auditioning Lennon for the vacant post of
Poet Laureate.264 Michael Smith ridiculed fellow rock critic Tony
Palmer’s over-interpretation of the pastiche and neo-primitivism of
‘Birthday’ and ‘Goodnight’ (both 1968).265 Jillian Becker answered
Christopher Logue’s panegyric by comparing the Beatles’ verse to
that of Patience Strong and Hallmark cards.266

Critics’ eyebrows arched ever higher when the Beatles branched out into
other genres. They tore into the Magical Mystery Tour TV special (1967)
for being ‘witless, narcissistic, conceited’ (Daily Telegraph), ‘blatant rub-
bish’ (Daily Express), ‘a colossal conceit’ (Daily Mail) and ‘ill-constructed
trash’ (in a secondDailyMail panning).267 Critics were divided overYellow
Submarine (1968), but united in their disdain for Let It Be (1970), the Times
arguing that it failed to meet the ‘minimum technical requirements’ of
cinema verité.268 Still worse received were the Beatles’ individual film
ventures. Candy (1968) and The Magic Christian (1969) disillusioned
critics who had seen comedic potential in Starr’s performances in
A Hard Day’s Night and Help!. The 1969 ICA screening of Lennon’s
collaborations with Ono, which included slow-motion footage of
Lennon’s semi-tumescent penis, left Ian Christie unmoved. ‘John
Lennon’s money has given him a licence to talk rubbish and be photo-
graphed doing it’, was his withering judgement.269
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Lennon’s cultural stock fell with every other one of his side projects in
the late 1960s and early 1970s. The mixed notices given to the stage
adaptation of In His Own Write in 1968 indicated that the novelty of his
literary works had worn off very quickly indeed. The skit he contributed to
Kenneth Tynan’s Oh! Calcutta! revue (1969, transferring to London in
1970) was considered ‘marvellous’ only by Ono.270 Obscenity charges
collapsed against his exhibition of explicit lithographs in 1970; harder to
dismiss was the Sunday Times’ accusation that the works failed to ‘do
anything for art’.271 Even the owner of the gallery mounting the show
accepted that it contained ‘some . . . bad art, some mediocre art and
some . . . good draughtsmanship’.272

Lennon’s critics jumped on any sign of philistinism. Burgess dismissed
him as having ‘no great education and no great knowledge of our literary
past’ and his unfortunate combination of ignorance and pretension
became a running joke in Private Eye.273 It invented Spiggy Topes as
a generic Lennon/Beatles/rock-star character given to dispensing the true
wisdom granted to a ‘mentally retarded idiot’.274 Topes explained how he
and his fellow Turds had reached the heights of Mozart, Beethoven and
Elgar.275 Brilliance was accomplished not by book learning (‘Reading’s
a hang-up’) or ability (‘Talent’s just a word like God’), but by spirituality
and intuition.276 ‘You don’t have to be educated to talk like I do’, revealed
Topes. ‘You don’t have to read nothing to knowwhat I’m talking about. It’s
there.’277 The arrival in Topes’ life of ‘Japanese pop sculptress and plastic
flower arranger’ Yoko Hama in 1968 provided boundless opportunities for
parody, from staging a bedroom farce at Coventry Cathedral to screening
art films of Topes belching and picking his nose.278

Such criticism went beyond mere disdain. In attacking the Beatles, tradi-
tionalists were defending culture as they understood it. They saw themselves
as performing their public duty as a clerisy in apostolic succession to Britain’s
greatest public moralists.279 The Oxford professor of poetry Roy Fuller
pledged himself to Matthew Arnold’s mission to ensure that ‘the raw and
unkindled masses of humanity are touched with sweetness and light’.280

Arnold was explicitly invoked by journalist Maurice Wiggin in his jaundiced
review of the 1967 Our World broadcast, and implicitly so by Malcolm
Muggeridge in 1969 in his tendentious claim that ‘all the works of the
imagination are concerned with light’.281 As Paul Long details in his Only in
the Common People: The Aesthetics of Class in Post-War Britain (2008),
F. R. Leavis was the touchstone for the educationalists and literary critics
clustered around The Use of English and Critical Quarterly.282 Brian Cox, the
co-editor of Critical Quarterly and the associated Black Papers on Education,
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envisaged himself as engaged in a Leavisite ‘battle’ between upholders of ‘the
traditional justifications of high culture’ and those pushing a ‘“value-free”
concept of culture’.283

These critics founded their opposition to the Beatles on the conviction
that, as Fuller put it, ‘criticism’s primary task [is] that of telling us whether
the work of art under consideration is any good or not’. The ‘chief cultural
evil’ which he confronted was that this truism was being ignored.284 The
‘cultural fog’ permeating sixties culture made it possible for people to
mistake John Lennon for James Joyce and ‘A Day in the Life’ (1967) for
a work of art.285 Fuller’s indignation at ‘Philistines’ who failed to distin-
guish between ‘highbrow’ classical music and the Beatles’ ‘kitsch’ indicated
how closely he associated genre with worth.286

‘Hierarchies exist’, affirmed the Daily Telegraph’s music critic Colin
Mason.287 Music lecturer Edward Lee explained how ‘serious art’ was
more valuable owing to its ‘greater technical command, and technical
subtlety, and . . . greater moral insight and moral worth’.288 But Lee’s
contention that these qualities were ‘pretty well universally’ acknowl-
edged, much like Mason’s categorical tone, belied the challenges facing
champions of high culture in sixties Britain.289 The novelist and critic
John Wain saw Lennon’s Joycean writings and the Beatles’ MBEs as
disconcerting evidence that ‘no one cares to say any longer where one
category ends and another begins’:

The 1960s are witnessing a gigantic scrambling of cultural levels. Whereas even
twenty years ago there was a culture for the few that was recognisably apart from
the culture of the many, we have now reached a point where popular and non-
popular forms have flowed together in a huge morass, whether fertile or poisonous
remains to be seen.290

The Beatles’ critics assumed themantle of cultural authority, yet feared that
those listening to the Beatles were no longer listening to them. Strident
proclamations of the insignificance of the Beatles signalled the very oppo-
site. Every time a bastion of culture fell to the Beatles, their detractors
experienced a diminution in their power to police the production, disse-
mination and appreciation of art. Changes in broadcasting, the press and
education drew ire and indignation. Malcolm Muggeridge’s suggestion
that Lord Reith would have given no airtime to the ‘Beatles bleat’ was
corroborated by John Scupham, who had recently retired from his post as
Controller of BBC Educational Broadcasting.291 Scupham urged the BBC
to ‘renew with missionary zeal the attempt to create and maintain
a common culture’ of an unapologetically highbrow kind by elevating
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Bach and Boulez above the Beatles.292 Radio producer Charles Parker
developed a conspiracy theory to explain why the BBC had abdicated its
responsibility to educate and inform.293 He claimed that his 1967 series
Vox Pop (1967) had been suppressed because it contravened the BBC’s plan
to make pop music ‘a master tool of social control by a ruling class’.294

The concurrent serialisation of Beatles biographies by the Sunday Times
and the Observer led Michael Nyman to deploy scare quotes when discuss-
ing ‘the “intellectual” Sundays’ and served to ‘cheapen’ broadsheet journal-
ism in the opinion of Bill Grundy, who later famously traded insults with
the Sex Pistols.295 Punch produced a mock-up of a Sunday Times’ front
page devoted entirely to the Beatles, including articles by the Bishop of
Southwark, Beverley Nichols and Malcolm Muggeridge, and Lord
Snowden’s portraits of the Beatles’ dogs.296

The Beatles were associated in the minds of conservative critics with the
pernicious effects of progressive schooling.297 Brian Cox blamed progres-
sive educators for indoctrinating the young to accept the Beatles as ‘major
poets’.298 The historianMax Beloff paired comparisons between Beethoven
and the Beatles with the same misplaced egalitarianism that resisted ‘excel-
lence in education’ and promoted comprehensivisation. He warned that
clever children in comprehensives would become ‘frustrated by being kept
at the pace of slower brains or diverted from cultural pursuits by the
ubiquity of “pop-culture” so-called in his environment’.299 Anthony
Burgess likewise fretted that comprehensives placed dull children in the
same classrooms as ‘the educable’.300 These brighter pupils would be less
likely as a consequence to grasp the ‘true vision of reality’ contained in the
great literature, art and science and to distinguish it from ‘the travesty-art
of the Beatles’.301

The selectivity of higher education did not insulate it from the same
levelling tendencies, causing Lee to express ‘horror’ at the prospect of
‘university beat groups’.302 Academic interest in the Beatles became
a byword for lower educational standards. Punch accordingly imagined
courses on the band being offered by the Open University and derided the
‘people with degrees in socio-musicology or musico-sociology’ who ponti-
ficated about pop while turning a blind eye to its ‘sordid commercial and
economic realities’.303 Holbrook savaged a pair of further education lec-
turers who had the temerity to place the Beatles within a ‘lesser tradition’ of
culture.304 To him, the Beatles were fit only to condemn; to do otherwise
was to be a ‘traitor to humanity and to civilised values’.305

Besides speaking their minds, it was unclear what critics could do to
right the situation. Suggested remedies ranged from the paternalistic to the
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coercive. Hoggart recommended that broadcasters steer listeners from the
Beatles to Beethoven to give ‘more of us . . . more chance to hear these
good – these better – things’.306 Marghanita Laski made the case for the
state to subsidise a ‘high art’which ‘consoled, renewed, strengthened [and]
purified’ its audience as opposed to a ‘pop art’ which made people ‘happy,
or excited, or relaxed’.307 Her observation that ‘many people want Beatles
and only a few want art’ was expressed in more confrontational terms by
Arts Council chair Arnold Goodman, who spoke of a ‘battle’ between pop
groups and high culture.308 The marketplace did not merely sustain the
lesser order of culture exemplified by the Beatles; it distracted people from
what Goodman termed ‘the worthwhile things in life’.309 Goodman’s call
for more arts funding was as self-interested as that of educationalist Roy
Shaw for educational projects to counteract ‘the cultural immaturity of the
majority’.310 Shaw warned that ‘[m]ass democracy will mean cultural
decay’ in the absence of public largesse. But his proposal for government
measures ‘restrain[ing] the commercial providers of pop culture’ was tell-
ingly vague and indicated the weakness of cultural paternalism against the
forces of mass culture.311 Fellow educationalist Bryan Wilson was more
concrete in his suggestion that the ‘the entertainment industry ought to be
placed under public examination’ through a licensing system.312 This was
censorship by another name, and no more realistic than Wilson’s plans to
sequester students in ‘the ivory tower’ in order to protect them from
‘dubious jazz-musicians, the popular press, pop singers, TV commenta-
tors, women of easy virtue and the contemporary satirists’.313

Conservative critics were acutely aware of their own marginality and
weakness in the face of mass culture and what they perceived to be the
treason of intellectuals who were supportive of the Beatles. In ‘The
Challenge of Barbarism’ (1965), Max Beloff accused those ‘fashionable
pundits’ who placed the Beatles on a par with Beethoven of participating
in ‘the treason of the intellectuals that is at the root of every society’s
decay’.314 The poet and folklorist James Reeves similarly implicated
Thom Gunn in a ‘contemporary trahison des clercs’ for celebrating the
Beatles’ creation of ‘The New Music’.315 Others charged educated Beatle-
lovers of ‘abdication’, ‘capitulation’ and ‘apostasy’, but themeaning was the
same. To portray the Beatles as great artists was to ‘deceive oneself and
damage the very standards that one should be trying to affirm’.316

The perceived strength of the forces ranged against them and the
inadequacy of the remedies at their disposal induced despair among
opponents of the Beatles. The tables had been turned, lamented the play-
wright Arnold Wesker in 1966. The traitors had become the establishment
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and now levelled charges of treachery against defenders of cultural stan-
dards. Critics of popular culture such as himself were not simply ignored.
They were afraid to speak out. To state that Prokofiev was self-evidently
superior to the Beatles was no longer socially acceptable. It violated the
democratic principle that everyone was entitled to their own viewpoint,
and the permissive consensus against ‘priggishness or censoriousness’.317

Like some recusant priest, he could only ‘secretly value’ the truly ‘enno-
bling or stimulating qualities of art’ altogether lacking in the Beatles’
repertoire.318

The result was a cultural declinism verging on apocalypticism.
A minority of Jeremiads came from left-wing figures such as Wesker.
The veneration of the Beatles betokened ‘decadence’ to socialist poet
Alan Bold and confirmation that ‘the Enlightenment has turned into its
opposite’ to historian George Lichtheim.319 But they were outdone in their
doom-mongering by those on the right. The crowd at a 1965 Beatles
concert so disturbed Noël Coward that he wondered whether ‘we are
whirling more swiftly into extinction than we know’.320 Max Beloff asso-
ciated the Beatles with ‘Barbarism’, Peter Simple invoked Spenglerian fears
of the ‘Suicide of the West’ and Brian Cox warned of a ‘revulsion from the
achievements of Western civilisation’ among the young.321

A defence of high culture spilled over into claims for the superiority of
Western civilisation. George Steiner worried that the young no longer saw
Western culture as ‘self-evidently superior’, while Quintin Hogg accused
Lennon of renouncing ‘the whole of Western culture and dynamism from
Athens and Rome and Jerusalem down to the present day’ by associating
with the Maharishi.322 The argument that ‘western civilisation today was
being challenged from within’ was most fully developed by John Sparrow,
the gadfly Warden of All Souls.323 He pounced on the Beatles’ ‘muddied
animism’ and Lennon’s comment that ‘The Mona Lisa is a load of crap’ as
evidence of the young’s ‘desire to repudiate the traditional culture of the
West and to reject in its totality the concept of Fine Art’.324 Drawing
inspiration from the profoundly Eurocentric vision of Kenneth Clark’s
Civilisation series (1969), Sparrow explained how ‘a civilised society is
superior to an uncivilised one’.325 A cathedral organist was a ‘superior
specimen of humanity’ to an ‘African savage’ and the rule of law was
preferable to being ‘scalped by savages or eaten by cannibals’.326

Sparrow presented an unappealing choice between order and liberty. His
atavistic model of development envisaged the ‘primitive’ child growing
into a ‘civilised man’ by sacrificing ‘freshness of vision, the innocent eye,
spontaneity and creative impulse, innocence of heart, directness in his
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personal relations’ in favour of inhibition, hypocrisy and the subordination
of the individual to the collective.327 The individualism and experimental-
ism espoused by the Beatles threatened the body politic. Following their
lead, hippies sought to ‘escape from the inhibitions imposed on them by
western society’ and ‘live the life of the noble savage’ through taking drugs
and indulging in the ‘hysterical worship of pop groups’.328

The most apocalyptic models of cultural decline came from religious
writers. The Catholic convert Christopher Booker slotted the Beatles into
his grand theories about the nature of art and its role in the rise and fall of
civilisations. He identified ‘two very different kinds of art’ across time.329

One was moral, truthful, profound, harmonious and in tune with ‘true
organic order’.330 Its opposite was perverted, sensationalist, superficial,
dissonant: a ‘vitality fantasy’ which fomented disorder in the name of
‘freedom and excitement’.331 He followed Plato in regarding music as
instrumental in ‘reflecting and shaping the moral character, mind and
temper of the Greek citizens, and therefore ultimately the harmony of
their society’.332 Great music achieved ‘the perfect marriage of life and
order’; its corrupted form was as debased, discordant and neurotic as the
society which spawned it.333

According to Booker, decolonisation, affluence and the erosion of class
distinctions since 1956 had made Britain ‘uniquely vulnerable’ to vitality
fantasies.334 The impact of rock ’n’ roll in 1955–6 was symptomatic of the
nation’s deteriorating ‘psychic health’, which was then dealt a body blow by
Beatlemania.335 The Beatles’ ‘Ooohs’ constituted a ‘disturbance of ordered
normality’ in the androgyny of their ‘girlish falsetto’ and the frenzy it
created in their audience.336 William Mann’s 1963 Times article signalled
‘the surrender of more traditional forms of culture to this new mass
hysteria’.337 Apostates like Mann saw ‘“self-expression”’ in both Bach
and the Beatles and analysed Lennon and McCartney compositions in
the same way as Beethoven’s.338 To Booker, cultural relativism and moral
relativism went hand in hand. A society which could not distinguish
between the canon and the Beatles was equally incapable of drawing ‘a
clear distinction between good and evil’.339

The only ‘Road Back from Fantasy’ identified by Booker was the one he
had chosen for himself: acceptance of ‘that complete and unchanging
world-view provided by Christianity throughout the past 2,000 years’.340

His views chimed with those of Malcolm Muggeridge, who viewed
Western civilisation as having experienced a ‘Gadarene descent’ from its
Christian heyday into a ‘Sargasso Sea of fantasy and fraud’.341 Like Booker,
Muggeridge pitted religious and artistic truth against the sordid fantasies of
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popular culture. The mass media conspired to ‘draw people away from
reality, which means away from Christ’.342 The Beatles, the Maharishi and
an assortment of modernist writers and artists also conveyed ‘the bad
dreams of a materialistic society’.343 Their cultural contribution, such as
it was, consisted of amassing wealth without talent or scruple, inciting lust
among prepubescent girls and falling for the guff of Transcendental
Meditation.344

Conclusion

‘It is difficult for a civilised, literary man to understand pop’, stated the
journalist Ray Gosling in 1970.345 So it proved, but the Beatles made many
of them try. Their critical reception in sixties and early-seventies Britain
reconfigured debates over the relationship between high and low culture in
several crucial respects. The Beatles brought pop music from the margins
of cultural discourse to its centre. They joined like-minded musicians in
composing, recording, performing and discussing music which aspired to
artistic recognition. Yet their background, youth, education, commercial-
ity, popular audience and stylistic promiscuity challenged critics to rethink
the very definition of art and its function in society.
However, this chapter has shown that the rethinking process was con-

tested and protracted. It did not conform to themodels of early acceptance,
eventual accreditation or outright rejection which were advanced at the
time and in subsequent scholarship. Instead, the Beatles provoked a fully
fledged debate about the meaning of culture which showed no sign of
resolution at the start of the 1970s. The debate was as much about its
participants and their role as cultural critics as it was about the Beatles. The
Beatles’ detractors tended to be older and more right-wing, but there were
many significant exceptions. Moreover, differing and often conflicting
views of the Beatles could be found within every conceivable cultural
group: poets, playwrights, composers and pop artists; literary critics, art
critics and film critics; jazz, folk, rock and classical-music writers and
musicians.
From one perspective, contemporary debates over the Beatles’ artistry

created more heat than light and exposed the educated at their most
ignorant. They misspelt names (‘Macartney’),346 misdated albums
(‘Sergeant Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (1966)’),347 misnamed songs
(‘That Boy’, ‘Hullo Goodbye’, ‘Back Home in the USSR’),348 misquoted
lyrics (‘I saw a film the other day’, ‘Couldn’t be worse’, ‘I’mvery stoned’),349
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misattributed compositions (Buckle crediting ‘This Boy’ to Harrison)350

and misidentified instrumentalists (Mellers imagining that Starr played the
sitar).351 Richard Williams notoriously reviewed the blank sides of a test
pressing of Lennon and Ono’sWedding Album (1969) as though they were
experimental recordings.352 Howard Barker wrote an entire play around
the conceit that ‘Lennon had actually known this girl Eleanor Rigby . . . and
served her up as song material’, which would have made more sense if
Lennon was the principal author of the song.353 Laurie likewise contrasted
Beatles’ compositions to the sentimentality of Peter and Gordon’s
‘A World Without Love’ (1964), unaware that it was a Lennon/
McCartney cast-off.354

Champions and opponents of the Beatles sought to summarily dismiss
each other’s arguments. Tony Palmer maintained that ‘only the ignorant
will not hear and only the deaf will not acknowledge’ the greatness of The
Beatles double album.355 Conversely, Fritz Spiegl refused to take seriously
anyone who took pop seriously, lambasting the likes of Palmer as charla-
tans ‘apply[ing] musical terms they do not understand to music which is
beyond the music-critical pale’.356 Spiegl’s distinction as the composer of
the Z-Cars theme tune established his superiority over the ‘musically
unlettered journalists’ he criticised.357 Similarly, Fuller’s comment that
any claim for the Beatles’ artistic merits represented ‘the abdication of
the critic from the act of evaluation’ served to bolster his own standing as
a literary pundit.358

Yet the cultural authority of the Beatles’ critics rested upon slenderer
foundations than they cared to admit. Anthony Burgess was the only
‘serious’ composer whose criticism displayed more than a passing acquain-
tance with the Beatles’ music.359 Spiegl had once been an orchestral
musician, but as a conductor he specialised in light music and composed
theme tunes, one of which was released on Andrew Loog Oldham’s
Immediate Records. Non-musicians who based their preference for classi-
cal music on ‘common sense’ or their ‘depths [being] stirred’ faced similar
criticisms to those levelled at untrained rock critics.360 John Carey dis-
cerned no ‘technical knowledge’ in Paul Johnson’s broadside and Clive
James asked Roy Fuller to explain his criteria for elevating Rachmaninov
above the Beatles.361 James astutely observed that ‘“High culture” is being
defended as a category, rather than as a set of qualities . . . by people who
are not qualified to defend it.’362

The very vehemence of the debate spoke to its significance. However
poorly their arguments have aged, contemporaries who questioned the
Beatles’ cultural value were not simply tin-eared. To accept the Beatles as
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artists meant revising many of their most ingrained assumptions not
simply about art, but their own status as artists, critics and intellectuals.
The stakes for the Beatles’ foremost defenders were almost as high. They
found themselves accused of philistinism and culpability for ‘the contem-
porary cultural crisis’.363 That they persevered is testament to the origin-
ality and impact of the Beatles and to the border wars breaking out in
postwar cultural criticism.
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5 Politics: The Beatles, Parliament and Revolution

In the general election of 1964, the Beatles propelled the Communist Party
of Great Britain (CPGB) out of obscurity and into power. It all began when
the main party leaders mishandled Beatlemania. The Liberals’ coup of
unveiling Ringo Starr at a campaign rally backfired when their leader Jo
Grimond was revealed to be a Beatlephobe. The Tory leader Alec Douglas-
Home agreed with his Labour counterpart Harold Wilson not to exploit
the Beatles for electoral purposes, only to be accused of treachery when
George Harrison, John Lennon and Paul McCartney unexpectedly joined

Figure 5.1 Politicians – With Labour Party leader Harold Wilson, March 1964. Photo
by © Hulton-Deutsch Collection/CORBIS/Corbis via Getty Images
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him at a hustings. Wilson ignominiously failed to secure any ‘platform
Beatles’ of his own. With Labour, Liberals and the Conservatives in dis-
array, the Beatles’ decision to decamp to the Soviet Union resulted in
a Communist landslide.1

These events did not happen. They were instead the premise of a Punch
column written by Basil Boothroyd in March 1964, which neatly captures
several themes of this chapter. The first is the sheer incongruity of pop stars
having anything to do with politicians in the 1960s. The political leader
most closely associated with the Beatles, Harold Wilson, might have con-
fessed himself ‘very fond of their [the Beatles’] programmes’, but his
biographer notes that ‘fashion in music, dress and art was beyond
his understanding’ and he made the curtest of references to the band in
his memoirs.2 For their part, the Beatles cared less about Harold Wilson
than they did about BrianWilson of the Beach Boys or MaryWilson of the
Supremes. The two Beatles songs which mentioned him (1966’s ‘Taxman’
and the unreleased ‘Commonwealth Song’ from 1969) skewered his immi-
gration and taxation policies, prompting the author of one of them, George
Harrison, to cite him alongside Edward Heath as exemplifying ‘that silly
cartoon world’ from which he sought to escape.3

The second theme is the Beatles’ unprecedented impact on political
discourse. The Punch article was satirical rather than surreal because of
the sporadic attempts by party leaders to align themselves with the band.
Home had already made a number of positive references to the Beatles
when the article appeared and Wilson was to meet them a few weeks
afterwards (see Fig. 5.1).4 Although Grimond did not join in, the General
Secretary of the CPGB John Gollan felt it necessary to announce that his
party had ‘no line on the Beatles’.5

The third theme is that of politicians seeking to divine the Beatles’
political leanings. The unseemly scramble for their favour envisaged in
the article played on the idea that they had no confirmed party affiliation.
This was indeed the case in the early sixties, allowing for claims and
counterclaims to be projected onto them.6 Whereas Boothroyd whimsi-
cally imagined them succumbing to communism, commentators from the
left and right were more prone to detect an incipient fascism in
Beatlemania.7 The Beatles’ political outspokenness in the second half of
the 1960s did not resolve the matter so much as generate new areas of
controversy.
The manner in which Boothroyd’s piece has been misinterpreted in later

accounts introduces the fourth theme: that existing scholarship on the
Beatles’ political impact resembles an echo chamber in which writers
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amplify each other’s assertions and mistakes. Three recent examples illus-
trate the point. Chapters by Jeremy Tranmer use Bertrand Lemonnier as
their source for several statements about the Beatles’ significance in the
1964 general election. These include the claim that Alec Douglas-Home
‘ask[ed] them jokingly to stand as candidates for the Conservative Party’
and that ‘Labour and the Conservatives came to a tacit agreement during
the 1964 election campaign, according to which neither party would . . . try
to make excessive use of the group’.8 Both events are wholly fictitious, and
in fact appear in contemporary satires (one a cartoon, the other
Boothroyd’s column), the humour of which was lost on Lemonnier.
David Fowler is similarly misinformed when stating that the
Conservative Party ‘instructed all Conservative candidates to mention
the Beatles in their [general] election campaigns’.9 There was no such
instruction and accordingly no recorded mention of the band by politi-
cians on the stump in the autumn of 1964 save by Screaming Lord Sutch
and Major Arthur Braybrooke of the Patriotic Party, who proposed dis-
placing the Beatles with a Gay Gordons revival.10 Fowler proceeds to
attribute half a dozen quotations to the Marxist scholar Eric Hobsbawm,
all of which appeared in a riposte to Hobsbawm and other ‘Beatles’
detractors’.11 This game of academic telephone is epitomised by an article
by Oded Heilbronner, who writes of ‘David Flower [sic] . . . quoting the
words of the conservative [sic] cabinet member William Deeds’s [sic] in
1963 [sic]: “the Beatles were an example of youthful free enterprise that
should be welcomed and nurtured by business leaders”’.12 Both names are
misspelt, the date is wrong and the quotation attributed to Deedes is
actually Fowler’s interpretation of the speech in question.

This chapter begins by examining why the Beatles provoked Parliament
to discuss pop music for the first time in a concerted fashion.13 It considers
which politicians spoke about the Beatles, when they did so and how their
comments fed into existing and emerging political debates. The main
source for this section is every mention of the Beatles in parliamentary
debates. In an attempt to introduce a modicum of precision to such textual
analysis, each reference was classified by date, by debate, by the age, gender
and party of the speaker, by theme, and by whether its tone was positive,
negative, neutral or mixed. This material was supplemented by politicians’
diaries and newspaper and periodical reports of statements made by
parliamentarians outside Westminster.

It then turns to the Beatles’ reception by Marxists and anarchists in the
extra-parliamentary left. The left had more dealings than MPs with the
band and was engaged in a similar quest to broaden the scope and
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constituency of politics beyond the concerns of Westminster. The left
mattered to the Beatles to the extent that they became major funders of
the radical press and supporters of certain campaigns, from CND to
Troops Out. The Beatles mattered to the left because of their class origins,
modernity, anti-authoritarianism, talent for creating controversy and
appeal to the young. More broadly, left-wing writers and publications
were instrumental in establishing pop music as a legitimate subject of
analysis. Serious debates on pop appeared in Marxism Today and the
New Left Review and the academic study of popular culture was pioneered
by cultural Marxists based at the University of Birmingham. Simon Frith
wrote for Marxism Today, Dave Laing and Pete Fowler wrote for 7 Days,
Richard Mabey and George Melly contributed to Anarchy, John Hoyland
reviewed Abbey Road (1969) for Black Dwarf and articles by Karl Dallas
appeared in the CPGB organ Music and Life. These authors and publica-
tions are among the main sources for the later portions of the chapter.
Previous chapters have examined conservative moralist critiques of the

Beatles and their contribution to cultural and religious decline. The extra-
parliamentary right nonetheless displayed little interest in the Beatles when
compared to their left-wing adversaries. The newly formed National Front
set off stink bombs at a screening of the ‘Communist propaganda’ film
featuring Lennon, How I Won the War (1967), while members of
Pokesdown Youth Club in Bournemouth burnt copies of ‘I Am the
Walrus’ (1967) in protest against its ‘lavatory poetry’.14 But there was
nothing in Britain to compare to the nationalist protests against their
appearance at the Budokan Hall in Tokyo or the anti-communist, anti-
atheist and anti-civil-rights activism against them in the southern United
States.15

Parliament

The Beatles dominated parliamentary discussions of popmusic every bit as
much as they dominated the pop scene. The group and its members
appeared in 57 debates and 5 written questions in the House of
Commons and House of Lords up to the announcement of their break-
up in April 1970: a total of 62 separate occasions. There appears to have
been only 45 debates and questions mentioning any other pop musicians
by name in the period between 1956, when Britain first encountered rock
’n’ roll, and April 1970. The Rolling Stones and its members came second
to the Beatles in Parliament as elsewhere, receiving mention in 15 debates
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or questions. The next most cited pop star in Parliament up to April 1970
was the since-forgotten Terry Dene, who featured in seven debates or
questions concerning his discharge from national service on psychiatric
grounds and swift return to his singing career. Of the rest, Elvis Presley
appeared in 6 debates or questions, Tommy Steele and Adam Faith in 5
apiece and Marty Wilde in 4 (once again discussing his exemption from
national service). An equal number of references was made to other pop
musicians in the eight years prior to the Beatles’ emergence and the eight
years of their recording career (22 and 23 respectively), suggesting that
parliamentarians’ interest in the Beatles did not result in their paying
greater attention to pop music more generally.

To determine when the Beatles appeared in parliamentary discussions, it
is necessary to switch from looking at the number of debates or written
questions to the total number of contributions made by Members of
Parliament. This is because the Beatles were often mentioned by multiple
speakers in the same debate. In all, 84 contributions were made by 76
different members (plus the unspecified number of Opposition MPs who
added ‘The Beatles!’ to Quintin Hogg’s list of ‘top talent’ lured to the
United States), indicating that there were not just one or two eccentrics
obsessing about the band.16

Table 5.1, which details the number of parliamentary references to the
Beatles by year, shows that interest fluctuated during the band’s short
career. The bulk of references – 51 out of 84 – comes from the year and
a half between November 1963, when the name of the Beatles was first
uttered in Parliament, and June 1965, when it was announced that they
were to receive official recognition as Members of the British Empire. The
turning point came with the Beatles’ conquest of America in

Table 5.1 Parliamentary comments on the Beatles
by year, 1962 to April 1970

1962 0
1963 5
1964 30
1965 17
1966 2
1967 17
1968 5
1969 5
Jan.–Apr. 1970 3
Total 84
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February 1964, which prompted no fewer than six parliamentary mentions
of them in a single week. Beatlemania struck a good number of politicians
as something remarkable in every sense of the word.
Parliamentary comments about the Beatles tailed off following the award

of their MBEs in 1965, notwithstanding the Beatles’ growing politicisation
in the second half of the sixties. There were only mentioned twice in 1966:
the year when they released their first overtly political song, ‘Taxman’, and
when Lennon created a furore for remarking that the Beatles were ‘more
popular than Jesus’.17 The Beatles attracted little parliamentary interest in
that ‘year of revolutions’, 1968, when popular music provided the sound-
track for radical protest. The same went for 1969, despite the publicity
surrounding Lennon and Ono’s Bed-Ins for peace and Lennon’s return of
his MBE.
One explanation for the decline in references to the Beatles after 1965 is

that ‘the end of the Beatle boom’ perceived by Ian Gilmour in 1967 excused
parliamentarians from attending to a subject which frankly baffled them.18

It also indicates that any efforts by popular musicians to engage politicians
could not expect to be reciprocated. Politicians were not particularly
interested in what the Beatles or any other musicians had to say about
them. Their interest derived from the way the Beatles encapsulated new
social problems inviting political solutions. The year 1967 accordingly saw
a rise in parliamentary comments on the Beatles because the band served as
a handy reference point in debates on drugs, pirate radio and the youth
question.
Parliamentary references to the Beatles did not fall neatly along party

lines. Table 5.2 shows that Labour and Conservative Members of
Parliament made almost the same number of contributions: 34 and 37

Table 5.2 Parliamentary comments on the Beatles by party, 1962 to
April 1970

Labour Conservative Other* Total

Positive 11 10 3 24
Negative 9 6 5 20
Mixed 1 4 1 6
Neutral 13 17 4 34
Total 34 37 13 84

* Includes Liberals, Ulster Unionists, cross-benchers and bishops. One National
Liberal and Conservative MP is counted as a Conservative.
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respectively. Labour parliamentarians were more likely to be negative than
their Conservative counterparts, though were less hostile than members of
minor parties and cross-benchers. But the two principal parties accounted
for roughly the same proportion of positive and neutral comments, indi-
cating that divisions about the Beatles emerged as much within parties as
between them.

This is not to say that Labour and Tory attitudes to the Beatles were
much of a muchness, for each party found different things to like and
dislike about the band. Complimentary Conservative references to the
Beatles portrayed them as exemplifying the work ethic, entrepreneurialism
and the benefits of a free-market, low-taxation society. Labour had no
truck with such economic liberalism and largely relied on the trademark
opportunism of its leader, Harold Wilson, to stake its own claim to the
Beatles. But when Labour and Conservative leaders fought over the band
during the heyday of Beatlemania, they did so without any clear direction
from their party colleagues.

The clearest division over the Beatles in Parliament occurred between
the generations. Whereas MPs aged 50 or above made an equal number of
positive and negative comments about the band, those under 50 were twice
as likely to be positive as negative. The firstMP to declare himself ‘proud’ to
be both a fan and to belong to the same generation as the Beatles was,
appropriately enough, the youngest member of the Commons, 25-year-old
Leslie Huckfield. The 1967 debate on the age of majority provided himwith
the ideal occasion for defending the Beatles and other ‘colourful facets of
my generation’ against parliamentary adversaries who ‘seem to have lost
touch completely with the way in which young people today are thinking
and feeling and going about their lives’.19 Younger MPs were not simply
cheerleaders for the band. In fact, half of their contributions were neutral in
tone, in comparison to a third of those by older MPs. It was rather that the
Beatles featured on the mental map of the younger cohort, who felt obliged
to acknowledge the band even when possessing no decided opinions about
them.

So how did politicians interpret the Beatles? Table 5.3 indicates that
humour was the most common theme. Mention of the band might serve as
light relief from grave matters of governance, but it also involved politi-
cians defining the Beatles as their binary opposites. They counterpoised the
Beatles to such serious matters as military alliances (‘from NATO to
the Beatles’), the clergy (‘from Beatles to bishops’), crop cultivation (‘not
the Liverpool “Beatle”, but the betel nut, of course’) and classical music
(‘for me to be non-controversial in a maiden speech is almost like asking
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a Beatle to sing in grand opera’).20 Parliamentarians ordinarily had nothing
in common with the Beatles, being modestly paid (‘I only wish I had the
salary of the Beatles’) and sensibly coiffed (‘would it be possible to get
a Beatle wig in this house?’).21 Politics was represented as a serious busi-
ness, in contrast to something as ‘trivial or superficial’ as a ‘“Beatle” hair-
do’.22 As such, it was best conducted by serious politicians, not pop stars,
prompting one bemusedMP to wonder why a constituent voted for ‘some-
one called “Ringo”’ instead of a parliamentary colleague.23

Direct comparisons between politicians and the Beatles appeared in the
form of parliamentary insults in which one politician accused another of
falling short of parliamentary ideals. The Speaker likened boisterous MPs
to hysterical Beatlemaniacs when chiding them for ‘treat[ing] the Prime
Minister’s question time as though it were a reception at London airport’.24

The same analogy was used when dismissing the views of members of Her
Majesty’s Opposition as being ‘of no more importance than whether the
teen-agers are these days screaming for John or Paul or Ringo’.25 An
underperforming Leader of the Opposition drew comparisons to the hap-
less Pete Best, in severe need of replacement (‘Get another drummer’).26

A valuable article by Paul R. Kohl suggests one way of understanding
why the Beatles signified a realm outside parliamentary concerns. He
depicts the Beatles as ‘agents of carnival’ who challenged existing hierar-
chies through humour and role reversal.27 This accurately describes how

Table 5.3 Parliamentary comments on the Beatles by theme, 1962 to
April 1970

Humour 24
Generation/youth 18
Art 14
Treatment by authorities 13
Crime 11
Merseyside, John Lennon 10 each
Economics, influence, wealth 8 each
Appearance 7
Drugs, education, modernity, music, state subsidy/intervention 6 each
Free market, Paul McCartney 5 each
Behaviour, Beatlemania, ephemerality, military, Ringo Starr,
taxation

4 each

BBC, fame, personal enthusiasm, pirate radio 3 each
Yoko Ono, politics, public service, quotation of lyrics, religion 2 each
Britain, Brian Epstein, George Harrison, intellectual property 1 each
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the Beatles and their admirers used humour, but politicians’ jokes served
the opposite purpose. By belittling the band, parliamentarians’ witticisms
reinscribed the political hierarchy on their own terms and in their own
favour.

From this perspective, the Beatles’ carnival was a sideshow that occa-
sionally reminded politicians of the goings-on beyond the weighty matters
occupying them at Westminster. Yet the Beatlemania sweeping Britain in
late 1963 and the United States in early 1964 could not be ignored, however
alien it seemed to the grown men (and occasional woman) in Parliament.
The first prominent politicians to pronounce upon the Beatles betrayed
their confusion. Edward Heath, having found himself labelled ‘[t]he most
unpopular politician in Britain’ by the New York Times for making snob-
bish remarks about their accents, sought to redeem himself by proclaiming
the Beatles to be ‘the salvation of the corduroy industry’.28 Field-Marshal
Viscount Montgomery similarly reversed himself, his initial fantasies
about ‘the Beatles having to get their hair cut’ replaced by an equally
unrealised ambition of inviting them ‘down for the weekend’.29

While the earliest remarks by politicians merely acknowledged the
Beatles’ prominence, the manner in which Heath and Montgomery shifted
from condescension to ingratiation testified to the band’s power. They and
their parliamentary colleagues suddenly found themselves having to com-
pete for public attention with young men radically different from them-
selves in background, appearance, outlook and talents. Both politicians and
musicians had constituencies of a sort. They vied for space in the news-
papers and the broadcast schedules: an unfair competition given that
Lennon was ‘almost the most celebrated living Englishman’.30 ‘For any-
thing to be acceptable just now, it has to be said by Marx or Marcuse, or by
Lenin or Lennon’’, grumbled the aptly named Tom Iremonger in 1969.31

Politicians were by definition interested in power, and some specu-
lated that the Beatles possessed a form of it that they lacked. They were
omnipresent – ‘the Mersey beat reaches even into Blaenau Ffestiniog’ –
and apparently omnipotent, leading Tony Benn to wonder whether the
Soviet Union ‘could be undermined by a single open air concert by the
Beatles in Moscow’.32 Tory MP Henry Price marvelled at the ‘hypnotic’
influence they exercised over their fans and Harold Wilson was one of
several politicians expressing variations on the theme that ‘the Beatles
did more to keep kids off the streets than all the forces of law and
order put together’.33

So, when not simply making jokes at the band’s expense, politicians’
responses to the Beatles revolved around issues of power. The most
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practical question was how the state should exercise its power over the
Beatles: the subject of 13 parliamentary comments. The principle that
citizens should be equal before the law led certain MPs to complain that
the Beatles as celebrities received favourable treatment from the authori-
ties. Sir Charles Taylor maintained in 1963 that ‘the Beatles should no
longer receive police protection in the London area from their admirers’
and Sir Knox Cunningham objected in 1965 that ‘people were refused
admission to London Airport when the Beatles were flying to Europe’.34

A related complaint was that the state should not bestow unwarranted
praise on the Beatles asmere popular entertainers. LordWillis deplored the
sight of ‘many grave, reverend and learned seigneurs climbing on
the Beatles’ bandwagon’, and such indignation reached a crescendo when
the Beatles were awarded MBEs in 1965.35

But arguments for equal treatment were made on behalf of the Beatles as
well as against them on the grounds that, if they did not deserve to be
mollycoddled, neither should they be mistreated or undervalued. Joan
Quennell asked Rab Butler to explain why the Beatles had been ‘man-
handled by Foreign Office officials’ during a Washington embassy recep-
tion in 1964 and the following year Ronald Lewis expressed himself
dumbfounded that the Beatles were only awarded MBEs for ‘making
people happy’ while Dr Beeching was ennobled for doing the precise
opposite.36 Arthur Lewis tabled two questions in 1968 suggesting that the
arrest on drugs charges of John Lennon and Yoko Ono had been heavy-
handed and publicity-seeking. The historian and peer John Julius Norwich
thought the police had insufficient reason to impound Lennon’s nude
portraits of Ono two years later.37

The so-called ‘Beatle clause’ of the 1969 budget, which targeted the
foreign earnings of entertainers, saw rival conceptions of equality being
advanced by the two main political parties. Whereas Labour believed that
taxing the rich would create a more equal society, the Conservatives held
that all citizens had an equal right to earn money, and that singling out the
Beatles for punitive taxation was a product of sheer envy. Shadow
Chancellor Iain Macleod stated that Labour had ‘set out to shoot the
Beatles, probably not a particularly estimable thing to do since the
Beatles make a lot of money for this country, much of it in foreign
exchange’.38

The Conservatives’ relatively liberal taxation policy was not the only
instance of politicians advocating the relaxation of government control
over the Beatles and their kind. Traditionalists and modernisers clashed
over whether male prisoners and soldiers should be permitted Beatle-length
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hair. Montgomery welcomed the prospect of conscription forcing the
Beatles to get short backs and sides, but such antediluvian views irked
those keen for institutions to keep pace with the times.39 ‘I do not know
why [the Beatles] should get their hair cut’, said Emrys Hughes: ‘Why should
a soldier need to have his hair cut in a certain way?’40 Hair length likewise
presented Victor Yates with an issue on which to advocate penal reform. He
condemned as ‘repressive’ and arbitrary prison regulations that would, for
example, force the Beatles to be shorn.41 Though the Beatles had split up by
the time that they featured in a debate specifically about the permissive
society, such exchanges weighed up the balance of power between state and
the individual over matters of personal conduct.42

The extent to which the state should impose cultural standards
appeared in debates over public sponsorship of the arts.43 Even the
most ardent dirigistes conceded that the state should not instruct
people what to listen to in their free time. The Chairman of the Arts
Council Lord Goodman despised the Beatles and despaired that ‘The
pop groups are winning the battle against those who would promote
the arts’.44 Yet he told Parliament that it was not the Arts Council’s job
to parachute classical musicians into areas where children were desert-
ing Bartók for the Beatles.45 ‘[W]e cannot legislate for leisure. That
would be wrong. Leisure in itself is freedom’, conceded his Labour
colleague Lord Willis in his philippic against the Beatles, adding that
‘we can only provide the conditions . . . the facilities’ to foster cultural
appreciation.46 The provision of such ‘facilities’, however, allowed
Willis to advocate a state-sponsored ‘cultural offensive’ against the
‘cultural revolution’ spearheaded by the Beatles. His suggestion that
the state might subsidise high art with a ‘culture tax’ levied against pop
music was a non-starter, unlike his opposition to profit-making radio
stations ‘“chugged up” with “pop” music’.47 As with the ‘Beatle clause’,
Labour’s antipathy to commercial broadcasting allowed the
Conservatives to present themselves as champions of liberty (possibly
buoyed by one pirate station transmitting from the good ship Laissez-
Faire).

Disagreement over how the state should treat the Beatles was mirrored
by that over how the Beatles should treat the state. Contributing to the
national finances was the main way in which politicians saw the Beatles as
being of service. It was widely assumed that they had been awarded MBEs
for services to the export industry, though a supportive early-day motion
tabled by Liverpudlian MPs credited them with producing ‘great good and
happiness’ as well as ‘great commercial advantage’ to Britain.48 Others
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wished that the Beatles would serve the nation by entertaining the troops in
West Berlin or establishing a philanthropic institution in the mould of the
Wolfson and Rayne Foundations or the Nuffield Trust.49

Politicians also hoped that the Beatles would serve as role models for the
young, though what virtues they were meant to embody was a matter of
dispute. Tory Vice-Chairman Dame Barbara Brooke and Bill Deedes
encouraged youngsters to follow the Beatles’ example of ‘[n]ot sitting
waiting for other people to do for them, but getting about and doing on
their own’, the moral being that ‘[t]o be tops in the beat business demands
work, skill, sweat’.50 William Clark wondered if the Beatles could ‘instil
into our teen-agers the importance of saving’ rather than earningmoney by
lending their name to ‘Beatle Bonds’.51 Yet such materialistic concerns
were secondary to Lord Aberdare, who considered the Beatles’ involve-
ment with the Maharishi to be ‘one of the most significant things that has
happened recently’ inasmuch as it demonstrated ‘worldly achievement’ to
be no substitute for ‘spiritual satisfaction’.52

From a politician’s point of view, however, the greatest public service
that the Beatles could perform was to bestow electoral advantage on his or
her party. The national press recorded only one occasion when
a mainstream politician mentioned the Beatles on the hustings. This was
during the Kinross by-election in November 1963, when Alec Douglas-
Home ‘gave the right answer at an election meeting to the wag who asked
him “Would you let your daughter marry a Beatle?”’.53 The Beatles went
almost unmentioned during the general election campaign of autumn
1964. Yet there was an unmistakably electioneering tone to the way (as
Brian Epstein put it) ‘the Prime Minister and the Leader of the
Opposition . . . [made] voluble, rival claims to the ownership of the
Beatles’ earlier that year.54

Home and his Minister of Information Deedes displayed populist
instincts in speeches which saluted the Beatles as representative of the
export-driven, upwardly mobile and go-ahead country created by the
Conservatives. Unfortunately for them, Wilson could not ignore so direct
a challenge to his strategy of contrasting Labour’s youthful and classless
‘New Britain’ with its Tory opposite. He retaliated using all the rhetorical
skills at his disposal. Not only did he consider it preposterous for ‘these
apostles of a bygone age . . . to pretend that they are with it by claiming the
Beatles’. It was also opportunistic, withWilson charging that Home ‘would
not hesitate’ to appoint the Beatles to ambassadorial positions ‘if he
thought there were votes in it’.55 While upbraiding the Conservatives for
exploiting the Beatles for political gain, Wilson saluted them as young,
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classless achievers fromMerseyside in the hope that voters would consider
himself in a similar light. He was on hand to reopen the Cavern Club in
1966 and used his one face-to-face meeting with the band inMarch 1964 to
secure a famous photo op and to denigrate ‘attempts recently by a certain
leader of a certain party . . . to involve our friends, the Beatles, in politics’.56

Wilson’s decision to awardMBEs to the Beatles testified as much to their
symbolic power as to his tactical nous. The notion of the Beatles receiving
honours first emerged during the 1964 general election campaign, but only
as part of the platform of ‘national teenage candidate’ Screaming Lord
Sutch.57 Melody Maker’s call to ‘Honour the Beatles: Do It Now!’ in
March 1965 met with widespread incredulity in Fleet Street.58 Yet
Wilson obliged within amatter of weeks, putting a Labour spin on the well-
worn theme of the Beatles as incomparably iconic iconoclasts. Labour MP
Eric Heffer accordingly dismissed protests against the MBEs as ‘plain silly
and rather snobbish’ for their refusal to accept that ‘nowadays honours are
being given on a much wider and more democratic scale than before’.59

The following year Timemagazine portrayed ‘good old ’arold’Wilson and
the Beatles as part of the same ‘swinging meritocracy’.60

As well as pondering how to respond to the Beatles as a band, politicians
used the Beatles as test cases for the latest social theories: Michael Young’s
‘rise of the meritocracy’, Richard Hoggart’s ‘candyfloss culture’, John
Kenneth Galbraith’s ‘affluent society’, the Newsom Report’s analysis of
educational low achievement, and various models of juvenile delinquency.
It was in this capacity as harbingers of modernity that the Beatles featured
in three key political controversies concerning culture, social mobility and
the generation gap.

The Beatles were inevitably invoked in parliamentary debates on the
relationship between high and low culture at a time when the ‘cultural
capital’ accorded to each was a matter of intense concern (see Chapter
4).61 Most politicians agreed with Viscount Samuel in his sharp dis-
tinction between the Beatles and ‘serious’ art.62 The Bishop of
Southwark and Lawrie Pavitt accordingly contrasted them to the
Royal Shakespeare Company and the soprano Joan Cross.63 But while
the likes of Lord Auckland and Sir Herbert Butcher were careful not to
criticise the Beatles when distinguishing ‘their form of culture’ from
the more august variety, others did not hesitate to do so.64 The Duke of
Atholl referred to the Beatles as mere ‘noise’, while Lord Willis saw the
Beatles as personifying all that was wrong with contemporary culture
and society.65 Drawing upon Matthew Arnold’s Culture and Anarchy
(1869), Richard Hoggart’s The Uses of Literacy (1957) and most
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especially Paul Johnson’s New Statesman article ‘The Menace of
Beatlism’ (1964), Willis declared that ‘This is not culture. This is
a cult – a cheap, plastic, candyfloss substitute for culture.’ He charged
that popular culture was not simply distinct from and inferior to high
culture. It was destructive of it, supplanting its rightful place in the
nation’s hearts and minds. He used the metaphor of a ‘tidal wave . . .

under which we are in danger of becoming submerged’ and lamented
that firms had switched from making busts of Shakespeare to those of
the Fab Four. Thus the twentieth century was becoming ‘the century of
Beatles and Bingo’ in contrast to the eighteenth century (‘the century
of Bach and Beethoven’) and the nineteenth century (‘the century of
Brahms’).66

Willis was not the ideal champion of high culture since, although
chairman of the Writers’ Guild, he was by his own admission a ‘first-
class second-rate author’.67 He had made his name as a screenwriter:
most famously as the creator of Dixon of Dock Green, but was also
responsible for melodramas, children’s films, Norman Wisdom vehi-
cles, the occasional musical and, somewhat later, the schlocky Man-
Eaters, about tigers on the prowl in American suburbia. His dubious
cultural credentials prompted Lady Gaitskell to state that she would
choose the Beatles over his best known literary creation.68 The other
problem for Willis’ argument was that the sixties were a time when the
boundaries between high and low culture were coming under challenge.
The Yardbirds duly sought to convince Willis of the merits of popular
music by staging a concert in his back garden. Wilson showed himself
better attuned to this development in a calculatedly light-hearted refer-
ence when he met the Beatles:

I’m sure the Times music correspondent spoke for all of us when he said of our
friends, the Beatles, that harmonically, it is one of their most intriguing with its
chains of pandiatonic clusters.69

Politicians were generally more comfortable when discussing music in less
highfalutin terms, as a matter of personal preference. Lord Taylor con-
fessed that he while he ‘ought to have liked’ all the canonical figures
mentioned by Willis, he had not heard of some of them, disliked others
and supplemented his enjoyment of the rest with music-hall and easy-
listening artistes.70 Lord Shackleton similarly admitted to being sufficiently
‘lowbrow’ to approve of the Beatles.71 Lord Denham went still further by
conceding that ‘to the devotee, “pop” is an art form’ and urging his fellow
peers not to be ‘intellectual snobs’, although the remainder of his speech

164 The Beatles and Sixties Britain



damned pop music with faint praise.72 Less equivocal was the young
Liverpudlian Labour MP Bill Rodgers. He expressed pride over having
attended the same grammar school as two of the Beatles and declared that

It is important to realise that culture is indivisible and not to regard popular
culture, which some people may not like, as something totally separate from the
provision for music and the arts in the way that they are normally understood.73

Here was the germ of a more pluralistic view of culture, at odds withWillis’
rigid if hypocritical hierarchical model.

The debate over meritocracy demonstrated that the Beatles were
sufficiently ambiguous – and politicians sufficiently confused – that
different conclusions could be reached by politicians applying similar
models. Charles Curran used the concept of meritocracy along the
same lines as its creator, Michael Young, when bemoaning the fate of
those without ‘a minimum standard of ability and education’ in
a society run by and for a skilled elite.74 The one problem with his
argument was his choice of John Lennon as a ‘pathetic’ example of how
secondary-modern schools were leaving the residuum without the
requisite academic skills to communicate, still less to succeed.75 He
was challenged by his Conservative colleagues Sir Harrison Harwood,
who prized ‘character’ above book learning, and Norman Miscampbell,
who more helpfully pointed out that Lennon and two other band
members had attended grammar schools.76

While willing to credit the Beatles with being ‘highly intelligent’,
Miscampbell shared Curran’s assumption that their fans lacked ‘deeper
education’.77 The same went for Richard Buchanan, who speculated that
those who ‘follow the Mersey beat’ rather than ‘the scholastic beat’ ended
up in jobs ‘well below their intellectual capacity’.78 Moreover, Miscampbell
made the common error of portraying Young’s dystopian vision in positive
terms. He saw no problem in the Beatles being rewarded handsomely for
their ‘great skill’, much as Bill Deedes commended them for showing that
‘[t]here is no place for the lazy, the incompetent, the slipshod’ in
a successful entertainment industry.79

HaroldWilson succeeded in devising a Labour version of meritocracy in
which the Beatles were to be rewarded with medals instead of money, only
for the Conservatives to regain the initiative in 1969 when opposing the
‘Beatle clause’. John Nott received applause from his fellow Tories when he
declared himself to be ‘not envious’ of pop stars and hoped that they would
earn three times their current salary in recognition of their efforts.80 Pop
stars subsequently became one of the Conservatives’ favourite examples
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when advocating low rates of personal taxation for the rich and enterpris-
ing in the 1970s and 1980s.
Notwithstanding Wilson’s efforts, some Labour politicians used the

example of the Beatles to question the very existence of a meritocracy.
Tony Benn reasoned that ‘the Beatles have done more for the royal family
by accepting MBEs’ than vice versa. A scourge of the status quo, Benn saw
the Beatles’ honours as ‘strengthen[ing] all the forces of conservatism in
society’ by providing a democratic gloss to the archaic privileges of the
monarch.81 A more common concern was voiced by Lord Campbell of
Eskan, who referred to the Beatles when ridiculing the idea of any ‘recog-
nisable relationship between productivity and reward’.82 It once again fell
to Ted Willis to launch the most uncompromising attack on the Beatles
and, with it, the notion that the Beatles exemplified meritocratic accom-
plishment. It made no difference to him that they were ‘technically very
good’ when their music lacked any cultural value. Nor could they take
credit for satisfying a demand ‘artificially created’ by malign ‘commercial
interests’.83 Their fans were not the ‘highly discriminating critics’ extolled
by Deedes, but ‘not-so-clever’ educational failures engaged in the ‘worship
of “phoney” idols’ like some ‘savage and backward people’.84 For the young
to believe that ‘They [the Beatles] did it; and I can do it’ was not so much
inspirational as delusional, the ‘doctrine of cheap success’ being but
a temporary diversion from the ‘drudgery and greyness’ of their lives.85

Meritocracy was meretricious.
The question of juvenile delinquency also exercised politicians a great

deal in the 1960s.86 They did not implicate the Beatles in the confrontations
between mods and rockers in southern seaside resorts in 1964.87 Better
still, three parliamentarians that spring heldMerseybeat responsible for the
improved conduct of teenagers in the north-west.William Teeling credited
‘the Beatles and similar groups of musicians’ for the rapid decline of
‘unruly behaviour’ by young Northerners, a theory extended by the
Bishop of Norwich to include skiffle groups and Birmingham in addition
to the Beatles and Liverpool.88 Norman Miscampbell likewise claimed that
gang-related crime had ‘largely disappeared’ from Liverpool thanks to ‘The
Beatles, and groups like them’ offering an alternative form of group
membership. Miscampbell saw beat groups as a solution to the problem
of youth alienation and atomisation inasmuch as they ‘provided an outlet
for many people who find it difficult to integrate themselves into society
when they move into adolescence’.89 Less idealistic was W. R. Rees-Davies,
who called in 1965 for dance clubs to open on Sunday evenings on the
grounds that teenagers who were prevented from ‘listen[ing] to the
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“Beatles”, or whoever it may be . . . would be on the streets, getting into
trouble’.90 Willis condemned the ‘attitude of complete defeat’ of those
content with ‘keep[ing] them [adolescents] off the streets’, but conceded
that the Beatles served this basic if base purpose.91

In the late sixties and early seventies, however, politicians generally
considered the Beatles to be inciting delinquency instead of quelling it.
The 1967 Tory party conference showcased Quintin Hogg fulminating
against the ‘weakness, sophistry and ignorance’ on display in the
Beatles-sponsored advertisement in The Times questioning the laws
on marijuana.92 He proposed that ‘addicts [sic] of hashish . . . however
distinguished their position in the Top Ten . . . they will be treated as
criminals deserve to be treated’.93 That same year, Lord Stonham had
denounced the ‘contamination’ represented by Lennon’s apparent
reference to LSD in ‘Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds’.94 Another
Home Office minister, Alice Bacon, declared herself to be ‘horrified’
by the manner in which ‘pop singers and managers of pop groups’
were ‘questioning traditional values and social judgments of all kinds’.
She scolded McCartney and Epstein for justifying their use of LSD
because ‘young people take quite seriously what pop stars say’.95

Indeed, such was the Beatles’ presumed sway over youth that Paul
Channon chastised Bacon for so much as mentioning their views on
acid on the grounds that ‘It is terribly dangerous to quote people like
that when we are against drug taking.’96 Richard Crossman reflected
upon ‘how useful’ and ‘respectable’ the Beatles had seemed when
granted MBEs when contrasted to the hippies they had become by
1970, much as Wilson conceded that Lennon went ‘wrong, later’ when
promoting drugs.97

Given the scale of public anxiety and antipathy towards drugs and the
counterculture, it is surprising that the Beatles did not receive more flak
from politicians in the late 1960s. They presented sitting targets for con-
servative moralists such as Finchley MP Margaret Thatcher, who in 1969
expressed nostalgia for the 1950s when ‘we had not heard of the Beatles or
David Frost, there was no permissive society and no hippies’.98 A more
comprehensive attack came from the Labour peer Lord Sorensen.
A Unitarian-cum-agnostic, Sorensen mocked the band’s mysticism and
devotion to the Maharishi.99 As President of the Josephine Butler Society
(formerly the Association for Moral and Social Hygiene), he took excep-
tion to ‘the denunciation of conventional morality by such people as Yoko
and her Hairy Spouse, Lennon the Beatle’.100 And as someone born in the
nineteenth century, he was no more affronted by their use of hallucinogens

Politics 167



than the manner in which ‘their appalling noises intoxicate the human
young’.101

Yet the proportion of positive and negative comments about the band
made by parliamentarians barely changed before and after 1967. From
1963 to 1966, 28 per cent of parliamentary comments were entirely positive
and 22 per cent were entirely negative in tone. From 1967 to the dissolution
of the band in April 1970, there were 30 per cent uniformly positive
comments and 27 per cent uniformly negative ones. The big change –

and irony – of the late sixties was that as the Beatles became more
politicised and confrontational, they proved harder to incorporate into
parliamentary discourse. They ridiculed Parliament, representative
democracy and the party system and gravitated towards causes too utopian
and internationalist to fall within Westminster’s realm. Politicians and the
Beatles regarded each other as largely irrelevant by the turn of the decade.

Marxists

In February 1964 – the month that Douglas-Home traded Beatles jokes
with President Johnson and Paul Johnson sparred with Bill Deedes over
their influence on the young – the Kremlin weighed in on the subject of the
Beatles. Its youth paper Moskovskij Komsomolets opined that

The British authorities do not interfere [but] . . . encourage the Beatles. Why?
Because this diverts the attention of the young people of Britain from politics, from
bitter reflections about their desecrated ideals and shattered hopes.102

Only the most doctrinaire Marxist organisations in Britain upheld such an
unwaveringly hostile line.103 One was the Maoist outfit the CPGB
(Marxist-Leninist). Its Sussex University branch ingeniously combined
attacks on the Beatles’ wealth, reactionary politics and spirituality when
imagining how ‘from inside their Rolls Royces they sing “Revolution you
can count me out”, [sic] as they drive through India’.104

It was telling that the CPGB, which was formally affiliated to (and
secretly funded by) the Soviet Union, felt no compunction to follow
Moscow’s line. In the same month as the Moskovskij Komsomolets article,
the leader of the CPGB declared the party’s neutrality towards the band.105

The following month, the party journal Music and Life ran an article by
John Evans which dismissed Soviet Bloc portrayals of the Beatles as ‘an
insidious class weapon to distract young people from political and social
realities’.106
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Marxists’ uncertain reception of the Beatles was a product of their long
and troubled interactions with popular music. The CPGB’s approach
belied its reputation for being mired in socialist realism.107 As Andy
Croft has noted, dogmatic statements about culture as a weapon of class
struggle did a disservice to the party’s genuine interest in creating ‘an
enriched and democratic human culture’.108 Music was also integral to
party members’ self-contained world. David Aaronovitch recalls of his
communist childhood that

The greatest carrier of the political message was not speeches or pamphlets or
books. It was music. Emotion and ideology took fastest wing in song. The Party,
knowing this well, always had good musicians and great tunes.109

The CPGB was wary of pop music owing to its all-consuming commerci-
ality and propagandising for mainstream American values. The party-run
Workers’ Music Association cautioned in 1945 that ‘[t]he dance-band
musician as a rule has not Ideals’ to the same degree as the ‘cultured
musician’.110 It did not consider popular music to be beyond redemption,
but saw the solution in musicians recognising their ‘social function’ instead
of indulging their individualism and employing their skills to ‘educat[e] . . .
people’s emotions’.111

Jazz and folk were the popular genres deemed most appropriate for
communist ends because they were held to operate outside and in opposi-
tion to capitalist mass culture. The two leading lights of the British folk
revival, A. L. Lloyd and Ewan MacColl, were committed communists. The
CPGB had strong links to the folk label Topic Records and the magazine
Sing (1954–66), and contained within its ranks the eminent historian and
jazz critic Eric Hobsbawm. Hobsbawm maintained that jazz and pop
reflected their divergent modes of production. Whereas pop was ‘standar-
dised or mass-produced music’, jazz was a ‘folk music’ which survived at
the fringes of modern industrial capitalism.112 The music industry con-
trolled the pop musician and rendered his music ‘insipid’ through ‘com-
mercial processing’.113 Jazz remained ‘authentic’ by resisting
commercialisation and placing ‘the individualities of the players’ before
all other concerns.114

If the Old Left was not as stodgy in its attitude to popular culture as
might be thought, the New Left was not quite as open-minded as it has
been given credit for.115 To be sure, theNew Left Review published notably
sympathetic articles about youth culture, including one in which the
historian and peace campaigner E. P. Thompson gamely presented
Tommy Steele as a herald of the ‘Aldermaston Generation’.116 But on the
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whole New Left writers treated pop music as the least favoured of the
popular arts. The non-Marxist Richard Hoggart equated rock ’n’ roll with
cultural deracination, the ‘almost limitless freedom’ of Juke Box Boys being
dissipated in ‘hedonistic but passive’ diversions.117 Raymond Williams
echoed both Hoggart in his despair over ‘cultural and educational coloni-
sation’ and Hobsbawm when contrasting jazz to ‘the latest Tin-Pan
drool’.118 The most substantial New Left Review piece on popular music
published before Beatlemania was by Paddy Whannel and Brian
Groombridge. It made two bald propositions:

(1) that most of [pop] music is bad music – judged by its own standards, not by
those of art music or folk song; (2) that the promotion of pops involves
a fundamental but typical abuse of the means of communication in contemporary
society.119

The Beatles and the bands which followed in their slipstream led Marxists
to take another look at popular music. When Whannel returned to the
topic in his collaboration with Stuart Hall, The Popular Arts (1964), he
included a postscript on the Beatles which acknowledged their ‘distinctive
break’ from pop’s ‘assembly line’ pap. The Beatles’music was less ‘tooled’,
their lyrics less ‘moony’ and their image less Americanised than standard
pop.120 Their authenticity was part cause, part consequence of a bond with
their local fans that was not entirely mediated by marketing. Hall and
Whannel’s arguments overlapped with those made by the CPGB’s John
Evans in Music and Life earlier that year. To Evans, ‘the exploitation of
Beatlemania’ did not nullify ‘the intrinsic merits’ of the Beatles’ music.121

These merits originated in the compositional talent of Lennon and
McCartney, which made them ‘largely independent of the mass-
produced pop-song industries’ and able to create ‘something English and
craftsmanlike’ in an otherwise Fordist industry. He considered it churlish
for British communists to decry the homegrown Beatles after having so
long denounced ‘the swamping of our native culture by American pop art,
often of little musical worth and dubious morality’.122

Hall and Whannel did not mention the Beatles’ politics and Evans
disapproved of the political advantage sought by both East and West
from these ‘rather unpolitical but basically decent boys’.123 But Marxists
were impelled to consider the Beatles as political actors in their own right
in the second half of the 1960s. Young Communist League (YCL) leader
and one-time rock ’n’ roll singer Pete Carter interpreted Lennon’s 1966 call
for ‘a bloody revolution’ as symptomatic of his generation’s untapped
militancy.124 ‘[O]ur ideas are in accord with the direction of thought of
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young people’, he argued: ‘It is on this ground that communist ideas can
make the biggest impact.’125

So could pop help the Marxist cause? The first issue to address was
whether popular culture could become an arena of revolutionary activity.
Marxists agreed that the entertainment industry represented capitalism at
its most exploitative. Differences emerged about whether performers and
fans exercised any agency in the production and consumption of music.
Hall and Whannel’s characterisation of youth culture as a ‘contradictory
mixture of the authentic and the manufactured’ laid the foundations for
subsequent Gramscian analyses.126 Another unaligned intellectual, Alan
Beckett, took on Theodor Adorno’s reductionist model of the ‘culture
industry’ in an influential NLR article published in 1966.127

Similar arguments appeared in party publications. Ian Birchall of the
International Socialists (IS) conceived of pop music as being shaped by
the ‘two conflicting pressures’ of capitalism and working-class youth.128

The CPGB’s Marxism Today ran heated debates about such matters in
1966 and again in 1973–5 in which the Beatles featured prominently.129

Member of the CPGB and folk critic Karl Dallas broke ranks with ‘folkier
than thou’ revivalists in 1968 by arguing that the ‘showbiz power structure’
was unable to control inventive acts like the Beatles.130 His contention that
‘the new pop people are virtually in control of the mass media’ was echoed
by the soi-disant Marxist Kenneth Tynan, who characterised Lennon and
McCartney as ‘working-class artists’ who had ‘take[n] over the means of
artistic production’.131 Perry Anderson imagined pop musicians who were
‘clos[ing] the gap between those who produce and those who appropriate
art’ as modelling the role of artists in a future communist society.132

Marxist discussions of the music industry intertwined with those about
youth. The CPGB had lost much of its membership following the suppres-
sion of the Hungarian Revolution of 1956 and saw the young as a potential
source of renewal. Prominent members of the YCL were attuned to youth
culture and achieved record sales for its newspaper Challenge when featur-
ing the band on its cover in December 1963.133 Evans warned older
communists against ‘playing the heavy father’ by denouncing the Beatles.
He pointed out that ‘the Beatle generation are also . . . the Aldermaston
generation’, unwilling to take instruction from their elders.134 ‘The poten-
tial idealism of youth is very strong. The harvest is there to be reaped’,
agreed his colleague Barney Davis: ‘Unfortunately at the moment many of
the harvesters are in the wrong field, using the wrong tools.’135 Fellow YCL
leader Pete Carter implied that the seeds of revolution were to be found
among the young rather than the proletariat and urged the party to ditch
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‘the tactics, language and attitudes of yesterday’ to rally them to the
cause.136

The CPGB’s youth drive faced strong competition from Trotskyist
groups, whose dual critique of Western capitalism and Eastern socialism
appealed to many graduates of the anti-nuclear, anti-Vietnam War and
student-protest movements. By declaring students to be ‘The New
Revolutionary Vanguard’, Black Dwarf went further than the YCL in
questioning the doctrine of class struggle.137 Its arts critic Roland
Muldoon saw the potential of pop music to form part of ‘a rival culture
which reflects the aspirations of our movement’ and which connected
socialist doctrine to the everyday ‘human predicament’.138

The Beatles were therefore integral in fuelling a debate among British
Marxists about popular music, the young and the relationship between the
two, yet fell short of effecting a decisive ideological shift during the 1960s
and early 1970s. The balance of opinion inMarxist publications of the time
rejected the notion that the music industry fostered revolutionary con-
sciousness. The characterisation of pop culture as capitalist propaganda by
the CPGB’s Geoff Bowles differed little from that of Trotskyist Mick
Launchbury, who deemed it ‘the most advanced form of planned obsoles-
cence in our sick society’ and advocated a total boycott of its products.139

From this perspective, the novelty of sixties youth culture was only super-
ficial, its shifting styles a function of the industry’s need ‘to create and
invent new demands’ in order to shift new product.140

Marxist attacks on the entertainment industry acquired
a conspiratorial flavour when applied to the Beatles. To radio producer
and CPGB stalwart Charles Parker, the ‘Beatles syndrome’ provided
incontrovertible evidence that pop was a form of social control ‘sanc-
tioned and utilised by the power elite to safeguard their position’.141

Bowles portrayed ‘the ruling class and their henchmen’ as attempting
to co-opt the Beatles by awarding them MBEs, while the Centre for
Contemporary Cultural Studies (CCCS) presented the ‘Beatles era’ as
a case study of how ‘a subcultural style became transformed, through
increasingly commercial organisation and fashionable expropriation,
into a pure “market” or “consumer” style’.142

The idea of the young as a revolutionary vanguard seemed at best
fanciful and at worst heretical to Marxists wedded to class struggle.
Beatlemaniacs reminded classical composer Alan Bush of ‘Voodoo in
British Guiana’.143 Bush’s concern about the corrupting effects of pop
lyrics on young minds was surprisingly echoed by John Evans in the
same forum. He saw a link between ‘sexy lyrics’ and the rise in premarital
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sex, and accepted that pop was somewhat to blame for delinquent beha-
viour such as amphetamine use and violence betweenmods and rockers.144

The appearance of hippies later in the decade dismayed some prominent
Marxist intellectuals. Peter Fryer thought them wilfully ‘mindless’, Stuart
Hall disparaged them as a ‘pure American species’ and George Lichtheim
diagnosed ‘mental sickness’ among their militant contingent.145 For ortho-
dox Marxists, the generation gap was an illusion ‘deliberately fostered and
exploited’ by the bourgeoisie to make profits and maintain power over
a fractured proletariat.146 Cultural Marxists based in the CCCS developed
more sophisticated analyses of youth subcultures in the 1970s. Yet they
continued to view most pop culture as ‘basically conformist in character’,
with any subversive elements soon neutralised and commodified in
a process of ‘renewal without revolution’.147

Many Marxists continued to denigrate pop on aesthetic grounds. At
a public discussion on ‘The Good and Bad of Pop’ organised by the CPGB’s
Music Group in November 1964, a Musicians’ Union official criticised the
technique of ‘“so-called” drummers’ in beat groups, a retired musician
lamented pop’s ‘low artistic value’ and Bush declared fan mania to be ‘a
new low in mass culture’.148 A jazz critic took issue with holding
a discussion in the first place. ‘[W]e should take the musical non-value of
present-day pop for granted’, he maintained: ‘There is nothing to discuss; it
is rubbish.’149

Champions of each genre of music approved by the CPGB came forward
to criticise the Beatles. Bush queried whether pop had ‘any artistic value’
and Music and Life complained in January 1964 that EMI had stopped
pressing classical albums in order to meet the demand for Beatles’ records.
It commended the practice of socialist economies of making classical
recordings cheaper than pop in order to elevate public taste.150 When
Music and Life published Evans’ article on the Beatles the next month, it
counterbalanced his positive assessment with a piece by the Hungarian
composer and folklorist Pál Járdányi. Járdányi’s diatribe against dance
music, loudspeakers and transistor radios was included to provide
a ‘wider perspective’ on popular music, the editors explained.151

Hobsbawm considered ‘products like the Beatles’ to be musically insig-
nificant from his perspective as a jazz and blues connoisseur. ‘Much of their
appeal has nothing to do with music at all’, which was little different from
common-or-garden rock ’n’ roll. It was the ‘clothes, haircuts and stance’
which in his view accounted for their popularity, or rather provided ‘an
excuse for (mainly feminine) teenage hysteria’.152 Bert Lloyd accused the
Daily Worker of having become the ‘Beatles’ Daily’ for covering the band,
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and fellow folklorist Parker saw the Beatles’ visions of a ‘false community’
as a ‘masterly confidence trick’ detracting and distracting from the real
thing.153

Parker’s lyrical analysis followed an established method of sifting out
‘positive’ popular songs from the ‘cynical’ and ‘decadent’ ones.154 Escapist
lyrics served to ‘distract the attention of young people away from the real
problems of the world’, while cynical ones inculcated a nihilism among the
young.155 Whether saccharine or acidic, pop in Ewan MacColl’s view
engendered a ‘negative attitude’ which absolved its producers and con-
sumers of ‘the responsibility of being committed to any idea [or] course of
action’.156 Marxists accordingly sought to identify ‘what [were] the pro-
gressive and reactionary elements in, say, T. S. Eliot’s poetry or the songs of
the Beatles’.157 The simplicity of the early lyrics provided themwith little to
work with, although this did not stop Bush from declaring ‘From Me to
You’ (1963) ‘thoroughly obnoxious’ for its advocacy of promiscuity.158 Jim
Cornelius was more generous in his interpretation of ‘Can’t Buy Me Love’
(1964) in anti-capitalist terms as ‘a condemnation of the values of
society’.159 The IS’s Ian Birchall agreed, but pointed out that such senti-
ments simply recapitulated ‘the conservative convention of folk-song and
fairy-story’ that the poor were happy with their lot. As such, it was an object
lesson in ‘the individualism and quietism of all pop music’.160

The Beatles’ psychedelic period divided opinion between those inspired
by its transformative visions and others who objected that ‘You need more
than love to win the class war’.161 Peter Fryer considered ‘Within You
Without You’ (1967) ‘puerile’ for jettisoning ‘collective efforts to solve
humanity’s problems’ in favour of personal solutions.162 Parker objected
that Sgt. Pepper’s soundscapes bore no relation to ‘the actual human
communities in which people work, struggle and live together’ and Jim
Boyd argued that the line ‘things are getting better all the time [sic]’ was
intended to deflect attention from the crisis of capitalism.163 Yet CPGB
critics of Sgt. Pepper were themselves criticised by other party members.
Nick Kettle upbraided Boyd for his ‘ludicrous analysis’ of ‘Getting Better’
(1967) and the ‘lachrymose banalities’ detected by Parker in ‘She’s Leaving
Home’ (1967) were commended by veteran party official Betty Reid for
their ‘human and evocative’ depiction of changes in family life.164

Marxists could at least unite against ‘Revolution’ (1968). Roland
Muldoon’s initial attack in Black Dwarf was swiftly followed by John
Hoyland’s two famous broadsides in the same paper.165 Although
Richard Neville described Hoyland’s contretemps with Lennon as ‘a classic
New Left/psychedelic left dialogue’, Lennon received little public support
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from the counterculture or any other quarter.166 Neville himself cited the
song as evidence that the Beatles ‘sought to be excluded from the revolu-
tionary vanguard’, and the Old Left joined forces with the New Left in
denouncing this ‘piece of blatant anti-communism’.167 Sheila Rowbotham
privately dissented. Her desire for ‘the “revolution” to combine the Johns
[Hoyland and Lennon]’ pointed the way towards an identity politics con-
cerned with ‘changing the outer world and building a new one within’.168

Like Hoyland, she was a young revolutionary who had been inspired by the
radical subjectivity of Beatles songs.169 As a woman, however, she found
the Beatles’ masculinity at once arousing and disturbing. While watching
the Beatles in Magical Mystery Tour (1967), her masturbatory fantasies
were rudely interrupted by the striptease scene in Raymond’s Revue Bar.
She found herself simultaneously complicit in and distanced by the film’s
male gaze.170

Rowbotham recalled being unable at the time to resolve her quand-
aries about Magical Mystery Tour and the Lennon–Hoyland debate. For
her and many other women involved in London’s countercultural and
left-wing circles, the answer to reconciling the personal and the political
came in the form of the women’s liberation movement.171

British second-wave feminists were slow to develop critiques of popular
music when compared to their American counterparts. Alan Beckett and
Perry Anderson’s quixotic defence of the Rolling Stones as exposing
misogyny by trumpeting it went unchallenged in the feminist press
until 1973, when Spare Rib published an article by the Australian
Margaret Geddes.172 In the meantime, the Stones made the playlists of
women-only discos and Germaine Greer endorsed them for contributing
to ‘the revolution of sensibility which is the prerequisite of political
revolution’.173 Lennon and Ono’s quirky brand of women’s liberation
made almost no impression on British feminists.174 The sexual politics of
the Beatles only began to be debated in earnest in the second half of the
1970s, when Terri Goddard and Liz Waugh’s claim that their lyrics were
‘notably free from sexism’ was challenged by Elizabeth Wilson.175 She
maintained that they did not differ from the Stones in promoting the
‘conscious and aggressive domination over women’.176

Class affiliation formed another test of the Beatles’ bona fides. The first
Marxist to write about the band, journalist Tom Spence, approved of the
fact that the Beatles ‘all live on theMerseyside [sic] and their relations work
for a living’. He contrasted their class backgrounds with those of Alec
Douglas-Home, and their earthy Scouse accents with the ‘pseudo-
Americanisms’ of other British pop stars.177 At the same time, Spence
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feared that ‘spivs’ would capitalise on their success and use it to distract
workers from class conflict.178 Spence reminded Daily Worker readers that
Liverpool contained ‘eighty thousand crumbling houses and thirty thou-
sand people on the dole’: a city in which the ‘thud-thud-thud’ of beat clubs
helped the young to forget ‘a worried outside, where Me Dadmay be out of
work and the telly is the only comfort in an unsanitary house’.179

As the Beatles’ fame burgeoned and their horizons widened,
Marxists accused them of embourgeoisement. Perry Anderson and
Martin Jacques accepted that the band had spearheaded an ‘implicitly
class rebellion’ in league with their proletarian fan base.180 Anderson’s
complaint was that, having quickly achieved this ‘certain sexual-
cultural emancipation of working-class youth’, the Beatles did not
proceed to tackle the more intractable issue of economic
inequality.181 The resultant ‘impasse’ left the Beatles from 1967
onwards holed up in Abbey Road (‘a null zone even of bourgeois
London’) conducting a ‘musical radicalism’ without political
purpose.182 Jacques likewise concluded the Beatles had become ‘sepa-
rated from their social and cultural backgrounds’, but Marxist literary
critic Terry Eagleton contended that the Beatles were not truly prole-
tarian in the first place.183 The grammar-school educations of
Harrison, Lennon and McCartney has made them ‘affluent, genial
[and] uncommitted’ in comparison to secondary-modern products
such as Cliff Richard, whose rebellious streak was compounded by
the racism he faced at school for being born in India.184

Marxists often wrote off the Beatles as class traitors at the turn of the
decade. Harrison attracted criticism for his ‘patronising sneer’ at workers
in ‘Piggies’ (1968), the anti-collectivist ethos of ‘Within You Without You’
(1967) and his belief in the ‘miraculous powers of meditation’.185 ‘This
might be a comforting creed to someone with Harrison’s wealth, but
unemployed workers in Birmingham or hungry peasants in Bengal are
likely to be slightly less impressed’, commented John Crump of the
Socialist Party of Great Britain (SPGB).186 The Socialist Labour League
(SLL) lectured Starr on how the ‘petty bourgeois vulgarity’ of The Magic
Christian (1969) paved the way for ‘[f]ascism’s path’, but it was Lennon’s
‘lamentable petty bourgeois cry of fear’ in ‘Revolution’ (1968) that drew the
greatest ire.187 Hoyland’s censure was a waste of time, according to one
correspondent to Black Dwarf: ‘MrHoyland should be told that bourgeoise
[sic] like Lennon are cured not converted. There is not anything in
Lennon’s thinking that hunger and a few weeks in Fidel’s canefields
would not correct.’188
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The Beatles’ extramural activities in the late sixties did little to enhance
their standing among Marxists. Few revolutionary socialists recognised
McCartney’s description of Apple as ‘Western communism’.189 Muldoon
attributed the reactionary sentiments of ‘Revolution’ (1968) to the Beatles’
interest in ‘safeguarding their capitalist investment’.190 The following year,
the IS’s David Widgery condemned Lennon as a ‘quietist’ for spending his
time ‘opening Oxfam bazaars and repelling takeover bids’.191 AsWidgery’s
quip about Oxfam indicated, philanthropy was too reformist for many on
the left. Even Lennon and Ono’s support for industrial action by the Upper
Clyde Shipbuilders was criticised by Jack Bruce, musician and scion of
a Glaswegian Communist family, on the grounds that the roses accompa-
nying the donation were an insult to the workers’machismo.192 Desmond
Morris noted that the couple’s pacifism also placed them at odds with the
‘violent extremes in left-wing intellectualism’.193 Lennon’s Bed-Ins, his
anthem ‘Give Peace a Chance’ (1969) and the return of his MBE in protest
against Britain’s involvement in Biafra went on to achieve legendary status,
but received little attention in the Marxist press until Denver Walker
pronounced them ‘confused and idealistic’ five years after they had taken
place.194 They also went unreported in the Bulletin of the Vietnam
Solidarity Campaign (VSC), probably because the VSC was less anti-war
than pro-Vietcong. Lennon’s refusal to participate in VSC demonstrations
on the grounds that he ‘didn’t like the violence’ further blotted his
copybook.195

Public confessions of drug use and infidelity appalled socialists of
a puritanical bent. A correspondent to Black Dwarf contrasted the impec-
cable private lives of ‘[t]he great revolutionaries of history’with the ‘amoral
bums’ of the pop world, including ‘poor confused drug experimenter’
Lennon.196 A greater acceptance of drug use was ‘among the things that
defined a new Left, as against a traditional, rather stuffy old Left’ according
to Robin Blackburn of the International Marxist Group (IMG).197 His IMG
colleague Tariq Ali signed the 1967 Soma petition for the decriminalisation
of cannabis alongside the Beatles, Brian Epstein and various left-wing
luminaries including Peter Fryer, Tony Garnett, Clive Goodwin, Michael
X and Adrian Mitchell. But the Beatles’ funding of a full-page advertise-
ment in The Times seemed decidedly tame in comparison to the conviction
and brief incarceration of Mick Jagger and Keith Richards that
same year.198

The ideological soundness of the Beatles was ultimately hard for
Marxists to judge. Their politics changed from year to year and they were
not card-carrying members of anything.199 Lennon in particular spread his
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favours widely. He was in contact with unaligned leftists including Peter
Watkins and Bertrand Russell, supported and corresponded with an array
of underground publications and blithely informed IMGers Tariq Ali and
Robin Blackburn that ‘the first thing we did when we got back [to England]
was contact you and RichardNeville and [Black Power leader]Michael [X],
because in your individual ways you represent the movement in different
spheres, all the different aspects of it’.200

Lennon’s militant turn in the early seventies offered him the chance of
redemption. Widgery applauded ‘his remarkable musical self-analysis of
the working-class hero, the serene socialist vision of Imagine and the
deliberately unsubtle agit-prop of Some Time In New York City.’201 For
those schooled in the protest tradition, if for few others, the highlights of
Lennon’s songwriting career were his post-Beatles’ revolutionary anthems
‘Luck of the Irish’, ‘Sunday Bloody Sunday’, ‘Woman is the N****r of the
World’ (all 1972) and ‘Power to the People’ (1971). His four-figure dona-
tions in 1972 to Irish republicans and Scottish shipyard workers were
tangible signs of commitment to the cause and Tariq Ali believed him to
be on the verge of joining the IMG. His abrupt departure to the United
States was therefore all the more disillusioning to his Marxist supporters.
Ali disapproved of his new Yippie friends for their ‘remoteness from the
working class’.202 Widgery bluntly called them ‘middle-class bullshitters’
and came to conclude that ‘corporate America had killed Lennon long
before Mark Chapman got to him’.203

Ali was not alone in hoping to attract a pop star to his cause. The
YCL’s Barney Davis had urged ‘Marxists and progressives to help guide
the work of these [pop and protest] singers’ in 1966.204 Pete Townshend
had been a YCL member, the Kinks performed at the 1967 YCL annual
conference and in 1968 John Hoyland ‘fraternally’ urged Lennon to
commit himself to revolutionary socialism.205 Had he or any of the
other Beatles done so, it is difficult to imagine them lasting more than
a few months before resigning or being expelled. Since they remained
unattached, Marxists had to decide if they passed muster as fellow
travellers. Imti Chounara conceded that ‘none of the Beatles is
a revolutionary Marxist-Leninist member of the Communist Party’, but
suggested that they should be treated no differently from radical trade
unionists and politicians outside of the party.206 Yet even Chounara
admitted that Lennon was not a Marxist in all but name. Although he
did not regard being ‘idealistic in a Utopian sense’ as a reason to dismiss
Lennon out of hand, utopian socialism had highly pejorative connota-
tions among communists since Marx and Engels coined the term in
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1848.207 Even Eurocommunists such as Martin Jacques believed that the
counterculture’s ‘utopian-anarchism’ had to be ‘combat[ted] . . . with the
theory and practice of Marxism’.208 Hardliners were less forgiving.
Hippies’ muddled anarchism, mysticism and reformism constituted ‘An
Abortion of Socialist Understanding’ according to the SPGB publication
Socialist Standard, while the CPGB (Marxist-Leninist) condemned the
Beatles’ ‘utopian’ misinterpretation of class war as spiritual quest.209

Anarchists

Many of the very same qualities which rendered the Beatles unpalatable to
Marxists were what made them appealing to anarchists, who had their own
reasons to consider the sixties a revolutionary era. In the late nineteenth
and early twentieth centuries, there had been only a ‘minuscule’ number of
self-declared anarchists in Britain.210 The expressive politics of the anti-
nuclear campaigns of the late 1950s and early 1960s, when combined with
the waning appeal of the Soviet Union, generated an interest in anarchism
which burgeoned during the ‘permissive’ 1960s. Britain’s customary
‘neglect of anarchism’ abated as libertarianism grew, noted the New Left
writer and historian Raphael Samuel.211

A major intervention in anarchist discussions of popular music in the
1960s came from Charles Radcliffe in his ‘wild, experimental libertarian-
socialist journal’ Heatwave and related publications.212 Radcliffe sought to
‘alter the face of the earth’ through ‘the total extinction of all forms of
exploitation or authority’.213 The ideal society described in the first issue of
Heatwave was standard anarchistic fare: a collectivised, decentralised,
demilitarised ‘federation of autonomous communes’.214 By issue two,
this had evolved into a more imaginative vision of ‘[a]n endless passion,
an endless adventure, an endless banquet’ founded on ‘almost-total
leisure’.215

For Radcliffe, ‘total revolution’ began with the destruction of all existing
revolutionary doctrines and methods.216 His ambitions far exceeded ‘the
rectification of economic and political structures’ envisaged in the ‘old
revolutionary sacred texts’.217 Eastern communism was as authoritarian
and materialist as Western capitalism, and existing revolutionary organi-
sations replicated the ‘bureaucratic machine’ they claimed to oppose.218

Radcliffe also dismissed the insurrectionary potential of the proletariat,
who were indistinguishable from the bourgeoisie in their consumerism
and inertia.219 The true new revolutionaries were the ‘Provotariat’, an
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assortment of subcultures which displayed ‘the groping of youth towards
explosive self-expression’.220 The class base of these sundry ‘groupings of
disaffected youth’ was beside the point. Whether cross-class mods, work-
ing-class Teds, rockers and ‘ton-up kids’ or middle-class Beats, ravers and
CNDers, they all refused to acquiesce to the status quo.221 New methods of
revolution were to be found not in strikes, party-building or ‘disparate and
fragmentary protests’, but in the ‘PROVOcation’ of the ruling elite through
youth culture, especially popular music.222 The ‘disquiet-factor’ created by
subcultures and their confrontational behaviour would provoke the autho-
rities into overreacting, thereby creating a spiral of resistance and repres-
sion until ‘THE CRISIS WILL COME.’223

The centrality of popular music in Radcliffe’s theory of revolution was
partly a matter of personal enthusiasm:

I didn’t really care much about the political coherence or otherwise of ‘rock revolt’.
It might be largely or entirely ‘spectacular’, but frankly I didn’t give a shit. I simply
liked listening passively or otherwise to some rock, most real blues and largely
postwar jazz, and I wasn’t about to stop!224

He was friends with Eric Clapton, John Mayall, John McVie, Jimmy Page,
Jeff Beck and SteveWinwood and wrote laudatory pieces about the Rolling
Stones and The Who.225 What made Radcliffe’s own ‘fusion of personal
life-style and politics’ timely and significant was that it fed into wider
debates among anarchists about youth culture in the early 1960s.226 Ian
Vine’s 1963 article ‘Beatnik as Anarchist?’ challenged ‘armchair revolu-
tionaries’ to acknowledge that the nomadic and hedonistic existence of
drop-outs allowed them to ‘remain almost entirely free’.227 While most
such Beats-cum-tramps had no interest in wholesale social change,
Radcliffe’s American collaborators Penelope and Franklin Rosemont had
transitioned from Beatniks to Wobblies convinced of the insurrectionary
power of pop.228

The Beatles were the subject of Radcliffe’s first and ‘somewhat confused’
article on popular music.229 In ‘Pop Goes the Beatle’, published in
November 1963, he found much to criticise. Their tunes lacked melody
and harmony and their marketing was based on ‘deception and manipula-
tion of young people’. Beatlemania was a media-induced ‘teenage orgasm-
substitute’ and the Beatlemaniacs themselves were ‘not challenging
anything’.230 Even so, the Beatles were still an improvement on what he
described elsewhere as ‘the sickly gutlessness of orthodox pop’.231

Merseybeat had begun as a form of self-expression and the music, however
crude, was ‘new and young and vigorous’.232 The Beatles and their
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contemporaries were more independent of the music industry. So were the
fans, who were increasingly able to select stars of their own choosing. The
fulminations of Paul Johnson indicated that the Beatles and their fans
constituted a ‘PROVOcation’ to the adults in power.233 ‘If anarchism has
nothing to say’ to the fans, he concluded, ‘it has nothing to say at all.’234

A more full-throated anarchist defence of the Beatles appeared in Peace
News the month after ‘Pop Goes the Beatle’. It was written by Richard
Mabey, sometime member of the Oxford anarchist group and future
Penguin editor and nature writer. Mabey argued that the Beatles forced
a wholesale reassessment of the music industry.235 Their music and demea-
nour were refreshing and their stardom gave the lie to the idea that ‘all
financial success, hit parades, “latest sales gimmicks”, heroes, agents, man-
agers and promoters are all, a priori, wicked, reactionary and
corrupting’.236 The Beatles’ pursuit of music as a ‘way of life’ was mirrored
by their fans.237 They were able to escape from the ‘drab world of adult
responsibility and obscure political squabblings’ and experience unbridled
joy in a ‘blatantly subversive’ fashion.238

Mabey’s contention that the Beatles ‘challenge[d] the assumptions of our
society’ did not convince correspondents to Peace News.239 A teacher at
a girls’ comprehensive school saw little non-conformity in the Beatles fans
in her classes, and an undergraduate accusedMabey of ‘wish-fulfilment’ for
reading social progress into royal approval of the Beatles.240 Mabey
responded with the intriguing suggestion that orthodox models of revolu-
tion had things backwards. Instead of ‘eliminating the baddies (Royalty,
employers, etc.)’ first and expecting the end of ‘boredom, drabness, monot-
ony’ to follow, Beatlemania provided a ‘revolutionary alternative to this
world’ in advance of structural transformation.241

The left-libertarian group Solidarity reprinted Radcliffe and Mabey’s
articles in a 1966 pamphlet, alongside a piece by the Chicago Wobbly
Franklin Rosemont which answered the question ‘Are the Beatles
Subversive?’ in the affirmative.242 Yet scepticism towards youth culture
was more common in anarchist publications of the early and mid-1960s.
There was much suspicion of the protest movements favoured by the
young, and anarchist critiques of the music industry overlapped with
those ofMarxists. A special youth issue ofAnarchy inMay 1963 denounced
escapist fan worship and saw something suspicious in ‘everyone [being]
sympathetic’ to teenagers after years of mistrust.243 Older anarchist intel-
lectuals differed little from their non-anarchist counterparts in their dis-
taste for Beatlemania. The educationalist A. S. Neill viewed the Beatles’
popularity as a symptom of defective schooling. Pupils engaged in ‘making
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and doing’ would not think of listening to their records and Beatlemania
could be prevented if schools ‘dealt with emotional things’.244 The sexol-
ogist Alex Comfort was equally disconcerted by Beatlemania, likening its
effect of ‘The Beatles working up a teenage audience’ to Adolf Hitler and
‘the smoking of a marajuana [sic] cigarette’.245

The counterculture forced anarchists to reassess the Beatles in the late
1960s. It resembled anarchism in what Julie Stephens has termed its ‘anti-
disciplinary politics’, and Elizabeth Nelson has identified an ‘essentially
anarchist critique of society’ in the alternative press.246 International Times
(IT) encouraged readers to exercise autonomy over themselves: ‘to be your
own government’ as well as ‘taking on governments’.247 IT’s great rival Oz
noted how the underground sought to ‘live peacefully but disparately’ by
creating its own autonomous institutions: ‘It produces and reads its own
newspaper, the International Times, runs its own boutiques and book-
shops, organises its own finances and legal aid for members who get picked
up by the police, goes about its own pop arts business.’248

Countercultural figures with anarchist leanings portrayed the hippie
lifestyle in utopian terms. As a leading Western proponent of Zen
Buddhism and an early enthusiast for LSD, AlanWatts naturally welcomed
the counterculture’s spiritual and chemical experimentation. In his 1969
essay ‘Wealth versus Money’, Watts portrayed hippies as pioneers of a new
way of life in which people would value experiences over property and self-
made items over mass-produced ones.249 Oz editor Richard Neville’s Play
Power (1970) foresaw a future post-materialist society in which work was
performed solely for fun as a ‘pastime, obsession, hobby or art-form’.250 As
important as any ideological affinities between hippies and anarchists were
the overlapping networks and personal friendships forged in London’s
embryonic alternative scene. One meeting place was London’s Anti-
University, whose roster of ‘writers, poets, psychiatrists, sociologists,
Marxists, anarchists, artists, musicians and filmmakers’ included everyone
from Jeff Nuttall and C. L. R. James to Yoko Ono and Barry Miles.251

Another was Notting Hill Gate, with its stew of militancy, creativity,
multiculturalism, communal living and drugs.
Anarchist intellectuals were conflicted over the meaning of the counter-

culture. Their misgivings were captured in a round-table discussion broad-
cast by BBC Radio 3 in 1968. Colin Ward characterised hippies as escapist,
individualistic and juvenile.252 Nicholas Walter adjudged the countercul-
ture as ‘relevant to’ but not ‘part of’ the anarchist movement on account of
its materialism.253 For George Melly, the underground’s obsession with
drugs detracted from its laudable quest for love and freedom.254 Timothy
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Leary’s drug-induced mysticism was also portrayed as ‘sinister’ by a 1967
Situationist manifesto co-authored by Radcliffe, Christopher Gray,
Timothy Clark and Donald Nicholson-Smith, which went on to denounce
IT as ‘sanctimonious’ for its pseudery and ambition to become part of
a ‘New Establishment’.255 Yet Radcliffe and Gray ‘hung out with hippies’
regardless, and Radcliffe recognised that the Provotariat’s ‘countless and
varied strands of autonomous post-war youth rebellion’ had been brought
together in the underground scene.256 His belief in its revolutionary
potential was shared by Alex Comfort, who was as sympathetic to hippies
as he had been antipathetic to Beatlemaniacs. Comfort reasoned that the
underground could be ‘the most important . . . feature of our time’ if it
foreshadowed a coming generation ‘which will no longer take orders, no
longer respond to the conventional economic incentives, no longer value
technology or discovery for their own unrelated selves’.257

Anarchists including George Melly, Richard Mabey, Jeff Nuttall and
Mick Farren were responsible for a remarkable portion of the key texts
on pop culture issued in the late sixties and early seventies.258 These writers
all saw popular music as a potentially subversive force. Melly argued that
pop’s commitment to ‘total freedom’ made its politics ‘almost totally
anarchist’.259 Mabey saw fifties teenagers as erecting ‘the scaffolding of an
alternative society’, Nuttall envisaged the counterculture as the beginnings
of ‘the erosion of the square society’ and Farren saw postwar youth culture
as ‘revolution in its purest form’:

Hundreds of thousands of white kids prepared to become social outcasts rather
than join their parents’ death culture, even in the role of oppressors, is surely the
most positive, if disorganised, revolutionary statement in history.260

Farren,Melly, Mabey andNuttall’s assessments of the Beatles’ contribution
to youth culture corresponded to diverse strands of anarchist thought.
Mick Farren hero-worshipped Lennon but nonetheless considered the
Beatles ‘part of a compromise of a revolution’.261 They were too main-
stream and insufficiently confrontational for his tastes. ‘The Beatles have
been trying to turn people on, gently’, he remarked in 1968, whereas his
band the Deviants were pursuing a ‘harder line’.262

Melly thought the Beatles no different from other pop acts in lacking the
social critique to develop their anti-authoritarian instincts into something
more than libertarianism. He believed that Lennon’s ‘Revolution’ deserved
credit for exposing how ‘Pop acts out revolt’.263 The arguments for and
against the Beatles’ quest for ‘total freedom’ had been rehearsed in Peace
News. In 1964, the radical educationalist Albert Hunt had ridiculed
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Mabey’s early pieces on the Beatles for parroting ‘publicity handouts’ about
their cross-class appeal and had queried what ‘[w]etting your seat and
putting your fingers in your mouth’ at a concert did for the cause of
revolution.264 Four years later, he maintained that the Beatles’ claim to self-
sovereignty constituted a ‘revolutionary demand’ in a society which
expected everyone to perform their allotted role.265 However, fellow pacif-
ist Roger Barnard attacked Hunt for endorsing a ‘kind of anarchy’ unat-
tainable to all but the very rich.266 Another contributor to Peace News,
Laura Birch, argued that the band were not simply selfish, but parasitic.
‘The Beatles could not be free if they had to produce all their needs for
living’, she stated: ‘while it [their wealth] means that they themselves are
free, [it] makes thousands of other people unfree’, condemned to be the
Beatles’ ‘lackeys and servants’.267

Richard Mabey and Jeff Nuttall shared Melly’s concern that commodi-
fication had turned ‘Revolt into Style’, but were even more condemnatory
of the Beatles’ hippie phase. In The Pop Process (1969), Mabey described
their abandonment of the ‘toughness and common sense’ characterising
their earlier music as nothing short of ‘infanticidal’.268 To have ‘surren-
deredmeekly to theMaharishi’was as much of a political folly as a religious
one, since their stay in the ‘Maharishi’s palace’ removed them from the
realities of poverty in India.269 The charge of escapism also appeared in
Nuttall’s Bomb Culture (1970), which depicted the Beatles as ‘absorbed in
their navels, the novelty of the first trips wearing off’.270 This ‘pursuit of
inner spaces’, whether through drugs or religion, had diverted them and
other countercultural artists from political and social involvement:

it behoves the artists . . . to turn away from the Nothingness. . . . It’s time to apply
their supremely informed sensibilities to action, decisive, constructive action that
leaves behind it a concrete achievement as testimony to its worth. It’s time to come
away from the mobile arts, poetry, jazz, theatre, dance, clothes.271

These criticisms were stated forcefully by one ‘Reg O’Lucian’ in anAnarchy
article published the month that the Beatles left for Rishikesh. To him,
Transcendental Meditation epitomised ‘the hippies’ basic treason to their
fellow men’ in its quietism, individualism and passive acceptance of exist-
ing power structures. A ‘[r]evolution in your own soul’ which left the state
and economic inequality intact was in his view no revolution
whatsoever.272

Music aside, anarchist discussions of the Beatles in the late 1960s and
early 1970s centred on their activism, wealth, pacifism and art. Some of the
Beatles’ countercultural activities could be presented in anarchist terms.
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Apple was (at least in theory) a non-state, not-for-profit organisation
which placed the collective good above individual self-interest.273 Epstein
and the band briefly planned to establish a commune for themselves on
a Greek island and, when that came to nothing, Lennon donated a less
balmy island in the Irish Sea to communards in the Digger Action
Movement.274 Lennon’s politics in 1968 and 1969 were more anarchistic
than anything else, although he repeatedly dissociated himself from the
term and neither he nor the Beatles received much credit from anarchists
for their ventures.275

Anarchists’ habitual mistrust of the rich and famous gained intellec-
tual heft from the Situationist International (SI), which displayed an
impeccably Gallic condescension towards Anglo-Saxon popular
culture.276 Before the Beatles appeared on the scene, Internationale
Situationniste had mocked the Beats as ‘mystical cretins’ and Angry
Young Men as ‘tepidly literary’ throwbacks to a pre-Dada era.277 The
journal shoehorned the Beatles’ early fame into its model of a leisure
industry based on ‘forced consumption [and] pseudo-culture’, noting
their appeal to the bourgeoisie and their contribution to Britain’s
exports.278 The Beatles featured alongside Minis and miniskirts in
a list of ‘prefabricated trifles’ used to distract people from their oppres-
sion in Raoul Vaneigem’s classic The Revolution of Everyday Life
(1967).279

Formal links were established between the SI and British anarchists
following visits to Vaneigem and Guy Debord by Charles Radcliffe,
Christopher Gray and Diana Shelley late in 1966.280 Although Radcliffe
did not share their disdain for ‘anything consumable that was in the
slightest bit popular’, he found little to admire in the later Beatles. He
condemned their risible if quintessentially English ambition to become
shopkeepers, mocked their ‘foppishly absurd’ attire and slated Sgt.
Pepper for its ‘grandiose superficiality’.281 The Situationist manifesto
he co-authored in 1967 replicated the SI’s critique of culture as
a spectacle designed to distract the populace from the reality of their
own oppression and alienation.282 The Beatles became a byword for
conformity in British Situationist publications. They appeared as one
of the ‘most gratuitous, decadent and self-destructive products’ of
consumer society, while the filmmaker Jean-Luc Godard was
denounced as ‘just another bloody Beatle’ on account of his
celebrity.283 A pamphlet distributed at a free concert in 1969 chal-
lenged concertgoers to recognise that the counterculture was just
another form of popular entertainment:
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WHAT THE FUCK ARE YOU DOING HERE? . . .
CAN’T YOU UNDERSTAND THAT THESE SCENES ARE NO DIFFERENT

FROM THOSE THAT YOU ARE KICKING AGAINST?
TAKE YOUR PICK, SUNDAY NIGHT AT THE LONDON PALLADIUM,

BEATLES, PINK FLOYD ITS [sic] ALL THE SAME SHIT.284

Out of this rage against pop culture’s complicity with the spectacle came
the ambition to create an anti-Beatles. Gray’s original idea of ‘a totally
unpleasant pop group’was picked up byMalcolmMcLaren and Jamie Reid
and realised in the form of the Sex Pistols.285

Although there was considerable overlap between the anarchist and
pacifist movements, Situationist ambitions to destroy the spectacle of
capitalism often countenanced physical force, culminating in bombings
by the Angry Brigade.286 The Beatles’ pacifism was mocked by King Mob,
the militant offshoot of Situationism and the self-styled ‘gangsters of the
new freedom’.287 King Mob’s response to ‘All You Need Is Love’ was to
daub ‘All you need is dynamite’ on a Tavistock Road wall.288 More
ominous was their hit list, inspired by Valerie Solanas’ attempt on the life
of Andy Warhol in 1968. Its call for the ‘Murder of Artists’ did not target
the Beatles directly, but listed many of their friends and associates includ-
ing Yoko Ono, Barry Miles, Richard Hamilton, Marianne Faithfull, Mick
Jagger and Bob Dylan.289 Lennon’s murder in 1980 prompted one con-
tributor to the anarchist newspaper Freedom to sympathise with the
perpetrator, criticise the victim and ponder the ‘fun’ to be had writing
satirical songs about the event.290 Harry Harris’ verdict was that Lennon’s
campaigns for love and peace had been credulous and futile. ‘[H]ow is it
possible to respect a guy naive enough to think World Peace could simply
be wished into existence?’ he asked.291

Lennon’s pacifism elicited more interest and support from John
Papworth in the environmentalist journal he founded and edited,
Resurgence. Papworth was an intriguing figure. An Anglican clergyman
later defrocked for justifying shoplifting from supermarkets, he had the
distinction of being jailed for civil rights protests in the United States
and for anti-war protests in Britain. He helped to develop the small-is-
beautiful philosophy with his friend E. F. Schumacher, and, less cred-
itably, assisted the double agent George Blake to flee to Moscow after
breaking out of prison.292 Papworth approached Lennon and Ono as
kindred spirits in an ‘Open Letter’ quite different in tone from
Hoyland’s more famous broadside. Responding to Lennon and Ono’s
promise to donate all future royalties to world peace, he pointed to the
futility of all previous such ventures. Demonstrations and
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publications – his own included – did nothing to address the
uncontrollable nature of large-scale economic and technological pro-
cesses. It was these which caused wars, argued Papworth, so that only
their complete replacement by thousands of largely self-sufficient ‘vil-
lage republics’ would ensure peace. ‘We can do nothing with their
[leaders’] power except dissolve it at the base and create alternative
structures on a small scale’, he told Lennon and Ono, who unchar-
acteristically did not respond.293

British Situationists were unimpressed by the Beatles’ artistic experiment-
alism. Theoretically, they were anti-art. They affirmed Antonin Artaud’s
assessment of culture as shit and fantasised about blowing up William
Wordsworth’s cottage in the Lake District.294 Actually, they were in
a direct line of descent from Dada, surrealism and other early twentieth-
century modernists in their determination to remake culture into
a subversive force. The Beatles were drawing uponmany of the same artistic
currents and knew some of the same artists and performers. Chris Gray was
good friends with Lennon andOno’s assistant Dan Richter and later worked
for McCartney, while Radcliffe knew Josje Leeger of The Fool, who designed
clothes for the Apple Boutique. But Situationists critiqued the derivative and
mercenary qualities displayed in the film Help! (1965), the White Album
cover (1968) and Ono’s art. Help! was a Happening devoid of any radical
charge, according to David Wise. He objected to the film’s jibes at abstract
art and argued that the use of montage and rapid edits put a hip gloss on an
artefact embedded ‘firmly within the on-going capitalist order’.295 Dick
Lester’s films and Lennon’s side projects confirmed to him that ‘English
absurdity always ends up supporting the status quo’.296 Richard Hamilton’s
blank cover for The Beatles was in Wise’s view a copy of his own copy of
Malevich’s white-on-white coffin. Hamilton ‘institutionalised’ and ‘emascu-
lated’ the motif by turning an avant-garde statement into yet another
commodity ripe for exploitation.297 Other anarchists charged that Yoko
Ono’s performance art represented a ‘spectacle of revolt’ designed to titillate
and distract. The mourning for the murdered Lennon in 1980 was con-
demned as the ultimate spectacle in which ‘sheep’-like consumers projected
their dreams of community upon a commodified icon.298

Conclusion

Mutual disregard is the default state between politicians and pop musi-
cians. The pioneering work of the CCCS (in common with ‘serious’ rock
criticism of the 1960s and 1970s) operated on the reverse assumption that
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Rock was good because it was authentic to subcultural and countercultural values.
These values were in opposition to the dynamics of capitalism and their expression
through the actions of the music industry was to be welcomed. Rock was
political.299

Much subsequent research has undermined the premises of this model by
questioning the existence of autonomous and oppositional subcultures and
portraying political radicalism as either absent, spasmodic or ineffective
among musicians and their audiences. ‘It is becoming difficult to see where
and how rock is, or could be, articulated to progressive political commit-
ments’, wrote Lawrence Grossberg in 1993: ‘The once generally shared
assumption that the two intersected at some point . . . seems to have
disappeared.’300 If pop musicians were customarily detached from politics,
it followed that politicians could afford to ignore popmusic. ‘[A]lmost total
indifference’ is how the most prolific scholar on the subject, John Street,
characterises British politicians’ customary attitude to pop.301 Simon Frith
agrees, noting that ‘British governments have never shown much interest
in pop music’ beyond the occasional photo opportunity.302

At the same time, popular music has evolved in such a way that occa-
sional encounters with politics are inevitable. For the Beatles to become the
first pop group to attract significant parliamentary attention was just one of
many ways in which they were pioneers. To be sure, they received much
less interest than, say, motorways, and made appearances on the edges of
parliamentary discourse: in written questions, early-day motions, adjourn-
ment debates, Private Members’ Bills, the free-for-all discussion of the
Queen’s Speech and in scattered references regarding everything from
agriculture in Zanzibar to the siting of a district general hospital in
Ilford. This testified in part to the Beatles’ perceived marginality, for even
admirers like Bill Deedes placed beat groups at the ‘outer fringe’ of his
world view.303 But it also pointed to their ubiquity in what Lord Balfour
termed ‘this Beatle-ridden age’.304 The Beatles were a – possibly the –

symbol of sixties Britain, who could be related to virtually any topic on
virtually any occasion.
Quite what the Beatles symbolised provoked a bewildering number of

questions in Parliament. Were they a force for good or ill? Was their power
actual or symbolic? Were they deserving or undeserving of wealth, police
protection and political honours? Were they cosseted or mistreated by the
authorities? Should they be treasured as an economic asset or resented as
a cost to the exchequer? Did they demonstrate the existence of
a meritocracy and, if so, were they its beneficiaries or victims? Did they
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exemplify the failure of secondary-modern education or the success of
a grammar school one? Were they the pride of the North or a symptom
of its backwardness? Was John Lennon ‘highly articulate’305 or in a state of
‘pathetic near-literacy’?306 Was Paul McCartney ‘a very good man’ or
leading youth astray?307 Was their music ‘art’308 or ‘noise’?309 Was it the
successor to or the antithesis of the classical tradition? Was its commercial
success the product of a free market or a rigged one? Were the band
members materialistic or spiritual? Did they promote ‘the doctrine of
cheap success’ or point out its hollowness? Were their fans suckers or
connoisseurs?Was their behaviour ‘of very little consequence’ or worthy of
academic investigation?310 Did they incite or prevent juvenile delin-
quency? Were they ‘thumb[ing] their noses at the adult world and its
conventions’ or rightly ‘rejecting some of the sloppy standards of their
elders’?311 If the Beatles joined the army or went to jail, should their hair be
cropped? Assuming they needed it, would they merit state subsidy?

Westminster manufactured disputes, but these went beyond the usual
parliamentary badinage in that they stemmed as much from confusion as
dogmatism. No party line could be upheld towards characters as unpre-
dictable and unprecedented as the Beatles. Nor could politicians draw
upon their mental hinterland for clear guidance. Some broke the habit of
a lifetime by declaring their ignorance on a matter of public interest, while
others awkwardly admitted to gaining their knowledge through perusing
glossy magazines.312 To the four roles performed by politicians in relation
to popular music identified byMartin Cloonan and John Street (legislators,
policymakers, regulators and moral crusaders), perhaps we should add
a fifth: that of perplexed bystanders.313

The closest parliamentarians came to agreement over the Beatles was to
view them as funny peculiar. Wisecracks demonstrated a familiarity with
the Beatles by the joker and his or her audience, who typically responded
with ‘self-conscious laughter’.314 Yet they simultaneously served as
a distancing mechanism, their humour stemming from the sheer improb-
ability of a beat combo having anything to do with parliamentarians and
their concerns.

Solemn consideration was given to how the state should treat these
plenipotentiaries from the land of Youth. But the most serious issue raised
by the Beatles concerned not the power of the state but its powerlessness.
Harold Wilson was right that Alec Douglas-Home should have refrained
from ‘claiming credit for the Beatles’.315 They had emerged unexpectedly,
acted independently and represented forces outwith the comprehension of
Westminster, still less its control. This explains why they appeared in
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debates about the most nebulous of topics and those most impervious to
legislative action: ‘The Problem of Leisure’, ‘Automation’, ‘Youth and
Social Responsibilities’, ‘Drugs (Prevention of Misuse)’.
The most hyperbolic statements made by politicians about the Beatles

were in retrospect the most realistic ones. Indeed, the very term used by
Lord Willis – ‘cultural revolution’ – was that chosen by historian Arthur
Marwick for his more positive characterisation of the sixties, which placed
the Beatles at its centre.316 Deedes applauded the same ‘cultural movement
among the young which may become part of the history of our times’ so
lamented by Willis.317 But neither they nor any other politician could do
very much about it. The Beatles represented changes in whatWillis termed
‘the human condition’ that went beyond the limits of the knowable and
actionable in Westminster.318 From this perspective, it was not the Beatles
but parliamentarians who were peripheral to the upheaval of the 1960s.
MPs and the revolutionary left held some attitudes in common towards

the Beatles. Both perceived the band as rivals for public attention and
affection. They envied the Beatles’ sway over the young and enjoined
them to use it to good effect, from the pacifist John Papworth’s idea for
a world of communes to the far-right MP John Biggs-Davison’s suggestion
that the state should leave anti-cigarette campaigns to celebrities like them.
Politicians of all stripes liked to steal a little of the Beatles’ limelight.
Michael X’s 1970 photo op with Ono and Lennon differed little from
Harold Wilson’s appearance with the band six years previously. Point-
scoring over the Beatles between parties was a common occurrence inside
and outside Westminster. The SLL’s Bill Hunter pilloried Labour MP and
one-time communist Eric Heffer for revealing his ‘deep respect for the
ruling class’ in defence of the Beatles’ MBEs.319 The SPGB laid into the
‘trendy imbecility’ of the YCL for embracing pop culture in 1967, and an
anonymous anarchist writing for Freedom in 1980 got in a dig at ‘all the
lefty rags’ for being so conformist as to mourn Lennon’s death.320 Like
their mainstream counterparts, Marxist parties and their publications were
internally divided about the Beatles. Members of the CPGB exchanged
insults in Marxism Today much like Trotskyists in Black Dwarf, and
attitudes in the YCL ranged from praising Lennon’s agitprop and
Harrison’s charity concerns to denouncing the false consciousness created
by ‘Sergeant Pep-up’s Phoney Thoughts Club Band’.321

Extra-parliamentary and parliamentary attitudes nonetheless diverged
in important respects. Parliamentary interest in the Beatles dipped in 1966
and declined precipitously from 1968 onwards. They attracted only ten
mentions in Westminster from their break-up in April 1970 to 1979, when
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Iain Sproat felt obliged to remind fellow MPs that the Beatles ‘were big
news 10 years ago’.322 The revolutionary left conversely detected in 1966
the first overt signs of political consciousness in the Beatles, who went on to
support some of their causes and publications in the late sixties and
seventies. While (astonishingly) no one saw fit to comment in Parliament
on Lennon’s murder in December 1980, the CPGB’s Political Committee
had a minuted discussion on the subject.323 Lengthy eulogies to Lennon
were published by Simon Frith in Marxism Today, Mick Farren in SoHo
Weekly News and Tariq Ali in Socialist Challenge, which was offering
subscribers an ‘Exclusive John Lennon poster’ within days of his death.324

The revolutionary left’s greater affinity with the Beatles existed for
generational as well as ideological reasons. The Beatles were near-
contemporaries of the young activists who joined far-left organisations
during the 1960s. Furthermore, they moved in some of the same circles.
The Beatles met Wilson once, but Lennon saw Michael X a number of
times and gave him large sums of money over several years. Tariq Ali
recalled that Lennon ‘would ring me once or twice a month and talk about
the state of the world’ and Richard Neville was summoned to meet Lennon
to discuss his libertarian manifesto Play Power.325

But the left’s interest in the Beatles did not necessarily translate into
affection or understanding. Play Power gave an equivocal answer to the
question ‘is rock music revolutionary?’326 To Neville, ‘The Paradox’ was
that the music was insurrectionary but ‘the performers and promoters are
not’: an impression possibly reinforced when he was whisked away in
a Rolls with tinted windows to Lennon’s country pile.327 Other left-wing
analyses used the language of paradox and contradiction. Dave Laing’s The
Sound of Our Time (1969) suggested that the Beatles and Bob Dylan were
turning on its head Lenin’s maxim that ‘Ethics are the Aesthetics of the
future’. Instead, their music contained the germ of a better society which
eliminated ‘the notions of work, leisure and money as we know them’.328

Martin Jacques and other embryonic Eurocommunists weighed up the
‘positive and negative elements . . . of the cultural rebellions of the sixties’
and the Beatles’ relationship to them.329 Analyses of the band by the CCCS
were a study in paradox, with the Beatles complicit in ‘transcending class
while preserving capitalism’ and Beatlemania considered just another
moral panic when compared to real threat posed by punk.330

More conventional Marxists saw little reason to be conflicted. To them,
the Beatles were engaged in the wrong revolution: a cultural revolution
which privileged generation over class, mistook bohemianism for rebellion
and individualism for freedom.331 ‘Since property and work relations
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remained unaffected, nothing fundamental had been changed’ by pop
music in sixties Britain, argued Perry Anderson.332 When Hoyland com-
mented in Black Dwarf that the Beatles’ psychedelic output formed ‘part of
what has made me into the kind of socialist I am’, a correspondent snidely
observed that the same could not be said for Che Guevara.333 Such dog-
matism threatened to make small groupings smaller in an age when ‘a pop
singer influences one thousand times more’ young people than any left-
wing outfit.334 Hoyland instead entreated Lennon and his kind to ‘come
and join us’, unsure of the outcome.335
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Conclusion

Figure 6.1 Headliners – The Beatles’ break-up goes public, April 1970. Photo by
Mirrorpix/Getty Images
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On 11 April 1970, the day after the news broke that Paul McCartney was
leaving the Beatles (see Fig. 6.1), Daily Mail journalist Pearson Phillips
reflected on ‘How they changed and how they changed us’.1 He presented
a stark before–after picture. Before the Beatles, Britain had been
a peaceable kingdom characterised by conformity, order, deference and
innocence. Then ‘when they arrived things changed’ in every conceivable
respect. Class hierarchies and sexual reticence collapsed. New looks and
sounds announced themselves, as the North and the young led the way.
Phillips hedged his bets on whether the Beatles were the agents or symp-
toms of change. ‘Future historians will explain that in a footnote’, he
remarked, somewhat underestimating the complexity of the task. But
that ‘society changed’ was undeniable from his perspective, as was the
fact that without the Beatles it ‘would not, could not, have happened with
the same style’.2

John Lennon delivered amuch bleaker assessment of the Beatles’ societal
impact when interviewed in December 1970 by the editor of Rolling Stone,
Jann Wenner.3 Wenner shared Phillips’ belief in the catalytic effect of the
Beatles, whom he had described earlier that year as ‘the single dominant
force in the new social thought and style for which the Sixties will forever
be remembered’.4 But, when asked by Wenner ‘What do you think the
effect of the Beatles was on the history of Britain?’, Lennon was having
none of it:

The people who are in control and in power and the class system and the whole
bullshit bourgeois scene is exactly the same except that there is a lot of middle-class
kids with long hair walking around London in trendy clothes and Kenneth Tynan’s
making a fortune out of the word ‘fuck’. But apart from that, nothing happened
except that we all dressed up. The same bastards are in control, the same people are
runnin’ everything, it’s exactly the same.5

Lennon’s pessimism had several causes. He had just emerged from purga-
tive Primal Scream Therapy, which had offered him the possibility of being
born again once he sloughed off the accrued pain of his past. To Lennon,
the sixties and the Beatles were hang-ups to be overcome in order to forge
a new career and face a new decade (he named 1970 ‘Year One’).6 He was
also entering his most politically militant phase: hence his jibes at rich
hippies offering no real challenge to the ruling class. Meeting the
Trotskyists Tariq Ali and Robin Blackburn the next month, Lennon used
the same line about ‘trendy middle-class kids in pretty clothes’ to under-
score his position that ‘the class system didn’t change one little bit’ in the
1960s.7 He now accepted the Marxist orthodoxy that the cultural
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superstructure could not transform the economic base. When Ono ven-
tured that ‘the new music showed things could be transformed by new
channels of communication’ in the 1960s, he countered that ‘nothing really
changed’ and sided with Ali and Blackburn against Ono by arguing that
power could only be taken by force.8 Lennon’s demolition of ‘the Beatles
myth’ in the Wenner interview served the personal aims of reinventing
himself and reclaiming his artistic powers and the political aim of warning
the likes of Wenner and Phillips not to project their hopes onto a pop
group.9 His declaration that ‘the dream is over’ was an attack on the
broader folly of mistaking superficial and epiphenomenal events of the
sixties for actual structural transformation.10

Phillips and Lennon stood at opposite poles when explaining the effect
of the Beatles on sixties Britain. Phillips was at the tail-end of a tradition of
sixties boosterism found in the journalism of Piri Halasz and John Crosby,
the memoirs of Brian Epstein, Mary Quant and Vidal Sassoon, the films of
Richard Lester and Peter Whitehead and the photographs of David
Bailey.11 Lennon’s dourness wasmore in keeping with other commentators
at the turn of the decade, which had been commemorated by a slew of
instant histories-cum-obituaries of the sixties. Christopher Booker
announced the implosion of the ‘libertarian dream’ epitomised by the
Beatles, and Heather Cremonesi claimed that London’s ‘Permissive
Paradise’ had turned into ‘a vision of hell’.12 Even Peter Evans, who
summed up the sixties as ‘great fun’, accepted that its cultural achievements
were ‘inevitably evaporative’ when saying his farewells to the decade in
1969.13

The twomost influential accounts of the Beatles to emerge in subsequent
decades rejected both Lennon’s contention that the Beatles made no sig-
nificant impact on sixties Britain, and Phillips’ view that they had changed
it for the better. The titles of Philip Norman’s Shout! The Beatles in Their
Generation (1981; rev. 1993, 2003) and Ian MacDonald’s Revolution in the
Head: The Beatles’ Records and the Sixties (1994; rev. 1997, 2005) testify to
these works’ ambition to relate the Beatles to their times. Each accepts
Phillips’ monochrome vision of Britain before the Beatles. According to
Norman, ‘respect’ was the governing principle for ‘the generation born
[before] 1941’ (a dividing line which oddly bisects the Beatles). The endur-
ing power of ‘Victorianism’ dictated that

They had respect for their elders and their betters. They had respect for their
country with its Empire, now Commonwealth, its God-given right to be called
‘Great’ Britain. Having just survived a world war, they had respect for politicians
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and soldiers. They had respect also for clergymen, policemen, schoolteachers and
the Queen.14

The ‘drab uniformity of postwar Britain’ criticised by Norman also appears
in MacDonald’s account.15 He depicts it as a ‘slow-thinking world’ in
which ‘conformism was universal’, its ‘stiff and pompous’ façade hiding
a ‘festering mess of sexual ignorance’.16

MacDonald sees the Beatles as part of a ‘flood of youthful energy’ which
breached this ‘psychic dam’ in the 1960s and ushered in a glorious if
fleeting ‘golden age’ experienced by ‘anyone’ below the age of thirty.17

Norman dates the turning point to 1956, when teenagers came into being
in response to rock ’n’ roll, and the Suez Crisis meant that ‘England had
become overnight a second-class power’.18 These upheavals prepared the
ground for the Beatles’ ascendancy in the 1960s, when they symbolised the
decade’s ‘vigour and optimism . . . idealism . . . abounding creativity . . . its
childlike sense of discovering the whole world anew’.19

In Lennon’s terms, MacDonald and Norman appear to embrace the
Beatles myth and the sixties dream. They nonetheless share little of Phillips’
enthusiasm for the social changes wrought by the 1960s. The only victims
in Phillips’ account are the collar-stud industry and the ‘wrinkled balloons’
of snobbery and pomposity, punctured by the Beatles’ barbs.20 For
MacDonald and Norman, the price of sixties liberation was nothing less
than the ‘total fragmentation of Western society’.21 MacDonald was
a product of the counterculture who, as Richard Mills observes, remained
faithful to its ideals in opposition to what he perceived to be the death of
spirituality, debasement of culture and demise of community in the after-
math of the sixties.22 In MacDonald’s telling, the ‘revolution in the head’
experienced by ordinary people in the 1960s replaced ‘consensus, hierar-
chy, and fixed values’ with consumerism and the fetishisation of
technology.23 Stripped of their Christian beliefs and communal bonds,
atomised individuals succumbed to a soulless materialism in the late
twentieth century in which money alone was left ‘holdingWestern civilisa-
tion together’.24

Norman came to share MacDonald’s view that the Beatles opened
a Pandora’s box in the 1960s, which he characterises as the decade when
‘civilisation ceased moving steadily forward and began taking quantum
leaps backward’.25 Lennon’s irreverence at the 1963 Royal Variety
Performance sparked the ‘modern contempt for convention and self-
restraint’ manifested in IRA bombings, child abuse, the erosion of public
services and 9/11.26 Sgt. Pepper’s glorification of drug use led to the
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addictions plaguing contemporary society. The Pill (somewhat nebulously)
allowed future generations of children ‘to thieve and vandalise without the
slightest fear of parental retribution’.27 ‘If we are honest we must accept
the extent to which the heady new freedoms of youth in the sixties paved
the way for the frightening, ungovernable world we see about us today’, he
maintains, and the Beatles’ capacity to ‘get away with anything’ bore much
of the blame.28

Much insight can be gained from the writings of MacDonald and
Norman without subscribing to the metaphysics of one or the doom-
mongering of the other. Their assessments of the Beatles’ impact none-
theless lack substantiation and verge on speculation. This book has set itself
the more limited but achievable aim of understanding what the Beatles
meant to sixties Britain through examining the thoughts of their contem-
poraries recorded at the time. The available evidence indicates that the
Beatles did what cultural figures seek to do above and beyond entertain-
ment. As artists and celebrities, they advanced ways of living, loving,
thinking, looking, talking, joking, worshipping and campaigning which
surprised and occasionally provoked their contemporaries. Sometimes
explicitly and sometimes unwittingly, they created a distinctive vision
which critiqued society as it was and imagined society as it could be.

The chapters on society in this book show their impact to have been
broad, rapid and multifaceted. By the end of 1963, the band and their fans
had been used as a yardstick against which to measure virtually every facet
of society: class and age, gender and sexuality, Church and Crown, region
and nation, economics and politics. They did not create these debates. Late
fifties and early sixties Britain was already awash with state-of-the-nation
rumination.29 Potboiling articles, books and pamphlets posed awkward
questions: Is Chastity Outmoded?, Suicide of a Nation?,Must Labour Lose?,
‘Does England Really Need a Queen?’ Others delivered no less unsettling
verdicts: The Stagnant Society, The Glittering Coffin, The Angry Decade,
The Rise of the Meritocracy, The Two Cultures, The American Invasion.
Writers blamed in-groups within ‘The Establishment’ for Britain’s failures
and identified out-groups giving cause for concern. These included the
‘dark strangers’ from the New Commonwealth, families leaving East End
poverty and community for suburban affluence and isolation, wives jug-
gling the ‘two roles’ of mother and worker, homosexuals who ‘stand apart’
and ‘the unattached’ and unclubbable young. A storied collection of young
novelists, playwrights, satirists and New Wave directors dramatised hot-
button issues: social mobility in Room at the Top and Steptoe and Son;
manual labour in Saturday Night and Sunday Morning and I’m All Right

Conclusion 197



Jack; decolonisation in The Entertainer; individualism in Look Back in
Anger, decency in Lucky Jim; marriage in A Kind of Loving; deference in
TW3; heroism in The Goon Show; masculinity in This Sporting Life; alter-
native lifestyles in A Taste of Honey; delinquency in The Loneliness of the
Long-Distance Runner; youth culture in Absolute Beginners; and race rela-
tions in The Emigrants, The Lonely Londoners and City of Spades.
It was testament to the Beatles’ relevance and multivalence that they

featured in discussions about all these issues and more. Still more
striking was the way in which they – or rather, interpretations of
them – changed the terms of the debates in several cases. Mass culture,
Americanisation, the ‘youth question’, the ‘generation gap’ and the
North–South divide looked different in light of the Beatles’ stardom.
Expectations that the bubble would burst and the craze collapse were
confounded by their charm, ability and boundless creativity. But their
continued salience did not rest entirely upon their capacity for rein-
vention. From the outset, reactions to the Beatles provoked reactions of
their own. Contemporaries considered the social significance of
Beatlemania, the political significance of parties identifying themselves
with the band and the cultural significance of the Times’ music critic
naming Lennon and McCartney ‘[t]he outstanding English composers
of 1963’.30 These discussions about discussions about the Beatles cre-
ated a snowball effect. The more fame the band acquired, the more
publicity and sales they generated, the more fans they amassed and the
more criticism they received, the more significant they seemed, making
them still more famous. It was debatable who appeared oddest in the
context of early sixties Britain: the Beatles; their indecorous young
female fans; their incongruously male, middle-aged and middle-class
admirers in journalism, politics and the arts; or the serried reaction-
aries ranged against them.
The condescension and outrage directed at them in the Beatlemania era

was largely self-defeating. Critics drew attention to a band they believed to
be beneath notice with a churlishness which undercut their claims to
superiority. Epstein managed to provide the Beatles with substantial
cover so long as they disclaimed artistic pretensions and social meaning
and remained on the puckish side of offensive. But, as Chapter 3 argued,
the Beatles essentially burst their own bubble in the second half of the
1960s. During Beatlemania, the band had debunked talk of their social,
cultural and political import. Subsequently, this ingrained self-deprecation
sat uncomfortably with their attempts to transmute their talent, fame and
wealth into various unlikely ventures. They abjured the winning formula of
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tours, films, press conferences, publicity stunts and three-minute hits of
their early years and cultivated a reputation for perversity.

Their popularity as a band survived the musical experimentation and
eclecticism of the late 1960s, but they were paradoxically at their most
marginal when at their most socially engaged. Post-materialism was
a tough sell when most Britain households lacked telephones and central
heating, especially if it was preached by monied pop stars.31 The same went
for ‘Western communism’ when its Eastern version sent tanks into Prague
and persecuted its citizens in the name of Cultural Revolution. Eastern
spirituality had little purchase in a Christian country of waning religiosity
in which under 1 per cent of the population was of Asian descent.32 Lennon
and Ono unwisely expressed their support for Black Power by bankrolling
a thug and espoused a version of second-wave feminism which did not
appeal to second-wave feminists. The benefits of drugs were dubious and
their risks obvious, while it was hard to disentangle unobjectionable calls
for love, peace and understanding from crackpottery concerning chance,
time travel and the power of positive thinking. Anyone hostile to drugs,
hippies, obscenity, infidelity, permissiveness, law-breaking, social protest,
the rich, the far left, avant-garde art, miscegenation, Americans, Indians or
the Japanese had a reason to dislike the Beatles in the late 1960s. Under
these circumstances, what is surprising is not the public criticism; it is the
tolerance shown towards them.

The chapter on culture, like those on society, highlights the rapidity
of the Beatles’ impact. By the summer of 1964, they had produced
songs, a film and a work of fiction which attracted highbrow scrutiny.
Cultural critics, like social commentators, sought to divine the Beatles’
representativeness, importance and desirability and were just as
divided in their conclusions. Once again, the Beatles were initially
unwitting agents of this discourse. There is no reason to think that
Gustav Mahler inspired ‘Not a Second Time’ (1963) or that James
Joyce directly influenced In His Own Write (1964). The Beatles subse-
quently became more self-conscious in their artistry. Though increas-
ingly estranged from mainstream British society in the second half of
the 1960s, they became more culturally connected. McCartney’s
exploration of the London scene, Ono’s tutelage of Lennon, and
album covers designed by famous artists testified to their burgeoning
sophistication. As artists, they posed a more direct challenge to cultural
norms than social ones: hence the ferocity of the arguments for and
against their cultural worth. No agreement had emerged by the turn of
the decade. For the Beatles to be admitted to the pantheon of great
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artists required art to be redefined and the boundaries between high
and low culture to be redrawn.
The chapter on politics explores the Beatles’ impact at the farthest

reaches of their influence. In retrospect, their celebrated encounter with
Harold Wilson appears more of a culture clash than a confluence between
two modernising forces in sixties Britain, as representative as a lunar
eclipse. Parliamentary interest in them was sporadic, and parasitic on
discussions in the press. At best, MPs served their representative function
in expressing the bewilderment shared by many of their age and back-
ground.More problematic was that their struggle to come to terms with the
Beatles betrayed a wider incomprehension of new social and cultural
currents. The same politicians who enacted permissive legislation dis-
played little understanding of the changing dynamics of sixties Britain
that occasioned these reforms. They likewise expanded state sponsorship
of the arts at the very time that culture was being democratised in a manner
independent of subsidy and at variance with conventional notions of how
art was created, consumed and conceived. The revolutionary left displayed
more interest in and understanding of the Beatles than did Westminster
politicians. Irrespective of their affiliations, most Marxists and anarchists
adjudged the Beatles to be politically unsound. This was a correct analysis
within its own terms, but testified to the difficulties encountered by revolu-
tionary left organisations in accommodating countercultural values, and
helps to explain why ’68 in Britain was relatively small in scale.33

This book has shown how the Beatles acted as the sand in the oyster of
sixties Britain: a disruptive presence inciting purposeful activity. Reactions
to the Beatles dealt with the weightiest of subjects, however glibly: the
condition of modernity, the meaning of art, the relationship between state
and society. The volume, range and fractiousness of disagreement about
them from their rise to their demise caution against generalising about the
sixties. Phillips’model of change and Lennon’s model of continuity, which
respectively anticipated the historical work of Arthur Marwick and
Dominic Sandbrook, do not account for the sheer lack of consensus
about the Beatles. The band served as a common reference point around
which people could argue about the present state and future direction of
society.
By the end of the century, these disputes had faded in popular memory.

This much was apparent in the interviews recorded by the BBC and
archived by the British Library in the Millennium Memory Bank (MMB).
This was a massive project, its 5,762 interviews making it the second-
largest oral history archive in the world. Equally extensive was its range

200 The Beatles and Sixties Britain



of interviewees, who came from every conceivable background, age group
and region.34 The summaries produced by the interviewers allow rough
counts of the frequency of terms across the archive and allow us to identify
especially pertinent interviews to be heard in full.35

Of the sixteen themes covered in theMMB’s semi-structured interviews,
those of Playtime and Growing Up were most likely to incite people to talk
about the Beatles. And talk they did. In popular memory, as in contem-
porary discourse, the Beatles eclipsed all other popular musicians. They
were mentioned a total of 237 times in the rough measure provided by the
summaries. This was three times the number of references to Elvis and four
times those to the Rolling Stones. There were approximately an eighth as
manymentions of CliffRichard, a ninth asmany to BobDylan or Bill Haley
and a tenth as many to Frank Sinatra or the Spice Girls. Wham!, Bing
Crosby, Joe Loss, David Bowie, Duran Duran, Tommy Steele, Jimi Hendrix
and Pink Floyd were the other popular musicians name-checked over ten
times: that is, around a twentieth of the mentions of the Beatles. Those with
mentions in single figures included The Who, the Kinks, the Shadows, the
Bee Gees, the Sex Pistols, the Smiths, Abba, Oasis, Boy George and Culture
Club, Bob Geldof, Band Aid and Live Aid, Madonna, Lulu, Eric Clapton,
Cilla Black, Dusty Springfield, George Formby, Gracie Fields, Bob Marley,
Vera Lynn, Harry Roy, Henry Hall, Johnny Ray, Adam Faith, Buddy Holly,
Stevie Wonder, Diana Ross, Elton John and Kylie Minogue. There were
more mentions of the Beatles than of whole genres and subcultures such as
mods and rockers, hippies, punk and rock ’n’ roll. References to films and
television programmes seem paltry when placed alongside those to the
Beatles. For every mention of Coronation Street or EastEnders, there were
five or six to the Beatles. References to the band respectively outnumbered
those to Star Trek, James Bond, Star Wars and The Sound of Music by
factors of ten, twenty, thirty and a hundred to one.

The 135 people recorded as commenting on the Beatles in the MMB
interviews were almost all drawn from the same age cohort. Five sixths of
them were born between 1932 and 1960. This meant they had been
between 10 and 30 years old at some point during the Beatles’ recording
career, compared to just a third of all interviewees. Those mentioning the
Beatles did not differ substantially from their age cohort in terms of gender,
ethnicity, occupation or education, but were over twice as likely to come
from the north-west and (less predictably) the south-east.

The Beatles featured in people’s life stories in three principal ways. One
was to situate themselves in relation to famous historical events. At the turn
of the millennium, the Beatles had joined wars and royal weddings as
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reference points in a shared narrative. An encounter with the Beatles
related a personal story to a common history. Recollections of being shat
on by pigeons while queuing for tickets, attending a concert, serving
a Beatle or (as in many a Liverpudlian account) getting to know the band
before they achieved fame, fed and fed off a repository of twentieth-century
British identity.36 Memories of the Beatles served a second, unsurprising
purpose of evoking youthful passion. Interviewees wistfully recalled occa-
sions when they were temporarily deafened by Beatlemaniacs37 or heart-
broken by McCartney’s marriage.38 Fans remembered wearing tights
festooned with beetles39 and eating packet after packet of Findus fish
fingers to collect pictures of the band.40 These anecdotes simultaneously
distanced interviewees from their younger selves and allowed them to
‘bathe in nostalgia’ about the sixties, which was the third main reason for
Beatles’ references.41 The band in this context served as a ‘harbinger of
some wonderful change’ who appeared to bring ‘everything else in [their]
wake’.42 In such accounts, ‘the Beatles and the Pill’were unstoppable forces
which ushered in ‘total freedom’ without serious problems or resistance:

the mid-sixties . . . was when you stopped dressing like your dad . . . the Beatles
were obviously about then . . . the chains started to come off and people started to
sort of really get free. And it really was like that, you know, sort of, everything
started happening . . . everything just got turned on its head.43

The nostalgia at once conceals and reveals. Reading these accounts in
isolation provides little inkling of the atypicality of the Beatles and their
unsettling effect upon contemporaries. Hindsight smoothed out the con-
flicts, resolved the contradictions, marginalised the opposition. As this
book has shown, the Beatles’ meaning and worth were far from settled in
the sixties. The same went for the social and cultural changes with which
they were identified. What interviewees later remembered as a ‘great feel-
ing of freedom coming in’ generated at the time anxiety as well as excite-
ment, including among the young.44 Only occasional glimpses of the ‘other
sixties’ were available from the vantage point of the 1990s. The polarising
effect of Beatlemania surfaced in one man’s memory of spending his days
fending off demands from home and school to cut his hair, and his nights
sampling ‘the city . . . full of bands, all combing their hair forward and
wearing jackets without lapels on’.45 A retired Liverpool policeman
recalled having clocked Lennon after the ‘foul-mouthed gutter snipe’ told
him to eff off and a clergyman related how the Eisteddfod disqualified his
duo for contravening ‘tradition’ after girls screamed at its Beatles- and
Everlys-influenced harmonies.46 When Donna Bird reminisced about
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seeing ‘all the top groups’ at the Tower Ball Room in Great Yarmouth, her
mother-in-law interjected that ‘everybody didn’t want the Beatles and rock
stars. Things like that, I hated them, people of my age wanted Max
Bygraves’.47 Evidence of the opprobrium heaped upon the Beatles for
their late sixties transgressions is confined to an ex-teacher recalling how
their drug-taking made her ‘go off them a bit’ and an interior designer
‘having to defend them because they did strange Sgt. Pepper-type things’
and experimented with drugs. ‘They . . . all went a bit weird, but so did the
whole generation really’, she recalled.48

These interviews offer a highly partial perspective on the sixties, but they
speak volumes about its legacy. The Beatles are used not simply to define
their era but to expose what was lacking beforehand: musically,49

sexually,50 sartorially,51 emotionally.52 The aftermath was disillusioning.
While interviewees understood the loss of their youthful innocence in
terms of personal maturation, the loss of sixties idealism was often per-
ceived as societal degeneration. In these narratives, the Beatles symbolise
a halcyon age poised between Victorian repression and ‘the
unpleasantness . . . associated later with some aspects of modern life’.53

In 1963 16-year-old Cheryl Vines won a competition to meet the Beatles by
writing that ‘they personified the time’. In 1999 she cherished her mem-
ories of both band and decade:

I’m so glad I lived in the 60s . . . I mean the freedomwas phenomenal. We really did
think we could change the world. . . . It was a lovely time. It was gentle, it was
peaceful, people were kind . . . there wasn’t this terrible sort of grasping attitude.54

To people like her, the Beatles evoked a time of affluence before
Thatcherism,55 sex before AIDS,56 drug experimentation before chronic
addiction57 and music before technology displaced ‘real people or
performers’.58 Even those like Peter Allen, who conceded that the sixties
‘didn’t really swing’ in his native Hull as they did in the metropolis, still
remembered the decade as a ‘tremendous time’. He declared himself ‘very,
very, very honoured to have been inmy teens when the Beatles were at their
height and been able to queue outside the ABC all night to get tickets to go
and see them and to have felt that feel . . . of the Sgt. Pepper’s era’.59 The
Beatles’ ambivalent status in sixties Britain had been all but forgotten.
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