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“And in the end 
The love you take 
Is equal to the love you make.”

~Excerpt from The Beatles, “The End” from the album Abbey Road
Introduction


Since the September 11, 2001 media-dubbed "Attack on America," news headlines that haven't been about the terrorist attack or America's subsequent recovery and retaliation have been scarce to none at best. One has only had to visit cnn.com - the Internet branch of the CNN cable television network – to see that the terrorist attack and America's consequent "War on Terrorism" is at the top of most American's priority list of newsworthiness. However, on November 30, 2001, for the first time since September 11, cnn.com relayed a new headline independent of the words and names that have come to dominate the American collective conscience over the past few months. Absent for the first time since the terrorist attacks were the words "anthrax," "terrorism," "Bush," or "bin Laden." In their place was the somber, yet powerful message that relayed so much: "Fans mourn Beatle Harrison." Of course, the headline alluded to the death of George Harrison, a founding member and lead guitarist for The Beatles.


Likewise, the music-based cable television network vH1 regularly broadcasts a program entitled "100 Greatest" that gives a general rundown of various important aspects of American popular music based on analysis by both critics and artists. According to their analysis, the greatest artist of rock and roll is The Beatles. The most important rock and roll television moment is The Beatles initial performance on the "Ed Sullivan Show" in 1964. The most important album: The Beatles Revolver. The most "shocking moment" - the 1980 murder of John Lennon.


Defined as the generation of Americans born between the end of World War II and 1964, the 78 million US citizens that comprise the "baby boomers"
 hold a certain emotional attachment the music and personas of The Beatles. But what is this attraction for The Beatles founded upon? How can four young men from the ailing seaport city of Liverpool, England still 30 years later conjure up such passion in the members of this generation? Perhaps this study can provide some unbiased answers from a member exclusive of the "baby boomer" generation.

Formerly and presently, the popularity of The Beatles rests largely on the symbiotic relationship the "Fab Four" had with the post-World War II generation known as the "baby boomers." As this generation grew out of the repression of the 1950s because of shared cultural and societal characteristics, The Beatles too evolved, sharing in their collective conscious, and providing the "soundtrack" to their progression. The Beatles were both products of, and influencers of this age group and its shared values' and attributes'. In some respects, The Beatles were ahead of their generation, playing an influencer role. In others, they were products of this culture and collective conscious. All things considered, The Beatles were, and continue to be, spokesmen for this disillusioned generation, as is reflected in their musical and social evolution.


What this study will attempt to illustrate is the relationship The Beatles had with the generation of American's that came of age in the 1960s – the “baby boom" generation. It will not merely be a study of the Beatles and their evolution as musicians (although this will be a fairly relevant and discussed topic), but will attempt to demonstrate how The Beatles evolved symbiotically with this generation, and why they are still revered contemporarily. The "Sixties" as a personified entity will be studied to better illustrate the fact that the Beatles were not only influencers of this decade, but also products of it. In essence, this study is as much about the Sixties as it is about The Beatles. Thus, the cultural and societal ideals of this era are examined to depict how The Beatles went from a subordinate American imitation band into the cultural icons they are revered as today. 

“Four Nice Young Men from Liverpool”: A Brief History of the Beatles

Liverpool and The Quarrymen


Liverpool, England is a medium-sized city in the northwest of England. The country’s largest seaport town, Liverpool was once a thriving industrial city as well, but began to fall from grandeur after the various physical and economically attacks on the city brought about by England’s involvement in World War II. It is in this city that the story of The Beatles begins, as it is in Liverpool that John Lennon (born October 9, 1940), Paul McCartney (born June 18, 1942), George Harrison (born February 25, 1943) and Ringo Starr (born Richard Starkey on July 7, 1940) were given birth to and subsequently grew up in.
 Growing up in Liverpool was rough after World War II. The war left its mark on Liverpool, and economically, times were difficult. In fact, all four Beatles were born into, and grew up in lower-middle working-class families (with the exception of John Lennon who is considered to have been the most "well off" member of the group because he was raised by his middle-class "auntie"). Paul McCartney, reflecting on his Liverpudlian childhood reflected on his childhood in Liverpool by relaying the following:

Reminders of the war were all around. We played on bombsites a lot and I grew up thinking the word 'bomb-site' almost meant 'playground'. I never connected it with bombing. 'Where are you going to play?' – 'I'm going down the bombie.' We said words like 'shell-shock', never realizing their true significance. There used to be a guy in a demob suit who walked along twitching. People would ask, 'What's wrong with him?' – 'Oh, shell-shock.'

McCartney later tells how a gang of teenage boys robbed him of his watch when he was ten-years-old.
 As is plainly illustrated, Liverpool in the late-1940s and early-1950s was not the most ideal environment to come of age in. 


Across town, inspired by his love for the American rock and roll that dominated the British airwaves during the early-mid 1950's, in 1955 John Lennon began The Quarrymen – the band that would pave the way for The Beatles a few years later. Two years following the formation of The Quarrymen, after a discussion at a church picnic, Lennon invited fellow schoolmate Paul McCartney to take over the reigns of lead guitarist in his band. Shortly thereafter, McCartney convinced Lennon to allow his friend George Harrison, also a guitarist, to join the band, which Lennon allowed.

The (Silver) Beatles, Hamburg and a Final Line-up


In 1960, The Quarrymen officially changed the group’s name to The Beatles after a brief stint as The Silver Beatles, of which the word "silver" was quickly dropped. Stuart Sutcliffe, a friend of Lennon, became the band’s bassist while Pete Best was added onto play drums a short time later. Later that year the group toured Hamburg, Germany's seedy red-light district in what Richie Unterberger has called The Beatles' "baptism by fire."
 It was this tour that honed and began to perfect the group's sound and playing abilities, and also began the group's initial experimentation with substances that would later provide an influence for much of their music – drugs. Although they later reported trying marijuana for the first time in Hamburg (contrary to the popular Bob Dylan story), the only drugs the band used regularly throughout the Hamburg period were stimulants (or "uppers" as they're commonly called) to meet the demands of their grueling and often all-night gigs.


When Sutcliffe dropped out of the band in 1961, McCartney filled the bassist spot in the group while Harrison was promoted to lead guitarist. That same year, The Beatles caught the attention of a Liverpudlian record store manager named Brian Epstein, who soon became the band's manager as well (Epstein is responsible for the "mop top" image the group displayed – shaggy hair, Pierre Cardin suits – that became their initial trademark).
 Epstein scored the locally popular group an audition with Parlophone Records producer George Martin, who signed the band in the summer of 1962. After the signing and amid internal bickering, Pete Best was ousted from The Beatles in August, only to be quickly replaced that September by Rory Storm and the Hurricane's drummer Ringo Starr shortly before the quartet's first single recording, "Love Me Do"/"P.S. I Love You," which became a moderate hit at best.

"Beatlemania,"


Success for The Beatles didn't come until the single "Please Please Me" was released in early 1963. Ritchie Unterberger describes the initial appeal of The Beatles during this period as follows:

What the Beatles had done was to take the best elements of the rock and pop they loved and make them their own. Since the Quarrymen days, they had been steeped in the classic early rock of Elvis, Buddy Holly, Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Carl Perkins, and the Everly Brothers; they'd also kept an ear open to the early '60s sounds of Motown, Phil Spector, and the girl groups. What they added was an unmatched songwriting savvy (inspired by Brill Building teams such as Gerry Goffin and Carole King), a brash guitar-oriented attack, wildly enthusiastic vocals, and the embodiment of the youthful flair of their generation, ready to dispense with post-war austerity and claim a culture of their own. They were also unsurpassed in their eclecticism, willing to borrow from blues, popular standards, gospel, folk, or whatever seemed suitable for their musical vision. Producer George Martin was the perfect foil for the group, refining their ideas without tinkering with their cores.

"Beatlemania" erupted in the UK in the October of 1963 after the phenomenal success of the singles' "She Loves You" and "I Want to Hold Your Hand." These two songs were also met with a great deal of success in the United States. However, it wasn't until The Beatles February 9, 1964 performance on "The Ed Sullivan Show" that the initial groundwork of "Beatlemania" as a cultural phenomenon was laid and the subsequent "British Invasion" and domination of American airwaves by British artists’ began. Shortly thereafter, the album and film A Hard Day's Night was released, silencing critics’ accusations’ that The Beatles were merely a passing fad.
 The foundations of The Beatles as legends had begun. In fact, in the February 21, 1964 issue of TIME magazine, in an article about the group's surging American popularity after "The Ed Sullivan Show" appearance, the group is labeled as "revolutionary" by the article's unknown author.

The album Help! (Also released cinematically following the triumph of "A Hard Day's Night"), which was released in mid-1965, showed The Beatles evolving lyrically with John's confessional title song and McCartney's "Yesterday." By the end of the year, the album Rubber Soul would secure the group's success as a serious, folk-inspired act with unorthodox instrumentation such as the sitar (evident in the song "Norwegian Wood (This Bird Has Flown)"), and the utilization of new studio recording techniques.
 Also of note in 1965, Lennon and Harrison had their first LSD experience in what is commonly referred to as the "dentist incident." Starr followed suit shortly afterwards with McCartney refraining until early 1n 1966.

The "Studio Years"


The drug influence was made known and the emerging countercultural movements that were beginning to take root made their presence known when The Beatles released their acid-drenched masterpiece, Revolver in August 1966.
 The album progressed the group away from their earlier "Beatlemania," teen idol image and finally cemented the band as "serious" composers of music.
 With Revolver's complex melodies, intricate sound and unorthodox instrumentation, combined with a growing disillusionment and frustration with the constant and exhausting touring that had been the group's standard since their early days, the group decided to give up touring so that they could focus their time and creative energy into the studio and what it had to offer. Beatles historian Bill Harry describes this transition as follows:

The Beatles' studio recordings were becoming more complex. Within a matter of weeks after the release of Revolver, The Beatles' touring days were over and their 'studio years' began – the type of music they were now experimenting with in the recording studio would have been difficult to present in their live stage performances.


One only has to listen to any of the 13 songs contained on the band's next effort, Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band to realize how far the studio could actually take The Beatles music. Considered by many critics (even to this day) to be "arguably the most influential album of popular music ever released," Sgt. Pepper's was undoubtedly The Beatle's magnum opus in terms of its experimental and stylistic offerings.
 Released on June 1, 1967 at the beginning of the so-called "Summer of Love," the album was symbolically viewed as the "definitive psychedelic soundtrack" of that summer.
 

The "White Album" and Abbey Road


After the creative peak reached with Sgt. Pepper's, the group slowly began to unfold, the beginning of which was cited as being the seeping pill overdose death of Epstein in the August of that year. Following Epstein's death, the group would begin to follow their separate interests, that included Harrison's increasing fascination with the Eastern religions offered in India and Lennon's increasing involvement with his soon-to-be wife, Yoko Ono. In late-1968, The Beatles released their self-titled double album, commonly referred to as "The White Album." Although a commercial blockbuster with some very innovative material, it was no Sgt. Pepper's.
 


After “The White Album,” the band began to deteriorate even more, as members became increasingly pursuant of their own interest, even beginning to release material as solo artists. During this period, McCartney became increasingly impatient, as he wanted to get back to touring and live performances again. This sparked the “Get Back” sessions, which demonstrated a return to the simpler instrumentation that characterized their beginnings (although not considerably devolved). The resulting album (which resulted in only one live performance for all its troubles) was the last Beatles album to be released, but not the last recorded.
 

In the last half of 1969, Abbey Road was released to critical and commercial success and is historically viewed as something of a miracle due to the constant bickering and walkouts that occurred during its recording. It was the last Beatles album of new material that would be released. In May 1970, Let It Be was released, although most of the material on the album had been previously released as singles before Abbey Road was released, as the album was the result of the “Get Back” sessions of early-1969. Let It Be was the last album released by The Beatles, as just one month before on April 10, to the shock of fans around the world, McCartney announced his exit from The Beatles, and the band’s obvious demise.
 The phenomenon was over.

"The Medium is the Message": A History of American Popular Music and Its Cultural Significance


To understand how The Beatles came about, one must understand American popular music, for it has been said that The Beatles were "students of American popular music.”
 Although the United States is often scrutinized as a cultural melting pot with minimal valid forms of expression and artistic varieties, three types of "roots" music have been cited as essentially American in composition. Country and western, the "blues" (also referred to as "rhythm and blues") and, to an extent, folk music are all cited to be distinct forms of American "roots" music.
 

Initially and, to an extent, presently, rock and roll was a fusion of the blues and country and western styles.
 Although this definition is simplistic in nature, one must remember that historically, the United States has a history of racial oppression and negative ideology toward certain groups of people. When rock and roll first busted onto the scene in the early 1950s, the reason it was viewed as such a threat to post-World War II ideologies was because rock and roll artists were primarily black (The Coasters, Big Joe Turner, The Drifters, etc.). Rock and roll at this point was merely an extension of the blues, and the blues were bad. Lyrically, the blues were accused as being sexual in nature, and the fast "throbbing" up-tempo beat was considered sexual innuendo, and in many cases, this was the truth. The emerging (almost exclusively white) middle-class saw this as a threat to their children and to society as a whole. Gone were the days when children followed in the footsteps of their parents and enjoyed the "friendlier" offerings of Tin Pan Alley and Vaudeville musicians. To come were the days when teenagers defied their parents and danced the night away at their favorite sock-hop.

For the first time in United States history, lines were being drawn between the older generation and the younger. Where for generations youth had sat idly by and enjoyed the same values, ideals and forms of entertainment as their parents (as they were expected to), the emerging middle-class and the mundanity that was bred in this generation during the Eisenhower-era gave birth to a new youth dominated culture. For the first time, youth had viable sources of dispensable income that make marketers take notice, making them a newly targeted demographic and the shear size of the "boomer" market made sure that they would no longer sit still in silence.

Although the 1950s youth rebellion would be minute in contrast with what would take place just a few years away in the 1960s, it is still relevant in understanding The Beatles in terms of the collective conscious of the "baby boomer" generation. When Elvis Presley was filmed from the waist up while he performed "Hound Dog" on the Ed Sullivan Show on September 9, 1956, rock and roll became a national sensation.
 Condemned by critics to be a passing fad, Elvis's scandalous performance jolted the staid, Eisenhower conformism, and made the statement that rock and roll was here to stay. Legendary rock critic Greil Marcus cites this single event as being the first "pop explosion." According to Marcus, a "pop explosion"

Is an irresistible cultural upheaval that cuts across lines of class and race (in terms of sources, if not allegiance), and, most crucially, divides society itself by age. The surface of daily life (walk, talk, dress, symbolism, heroes, family affairs) is affected with such force that deep and substantive changes in the way large numbers of people think and act take place. Pop explosions must link up with, and accelerate, broad shifts in sexual behavior, economic aspirations, and political beliefs.

The second (and only other) such "pop explosion" that has occurred in the United States, Marcus argues, transpired with The Beatles. 


If early rock and roll had drawn the lines between disgruntled youth - malcontent in their malaise - and their elders, it was this single performance that built up the wall and declared war. For the first time in US history, youth had common ground to call their own, and the old structure of class, social and racial divisions were slowly coming apart.


How appropriate then that the early Beatles influences came straight from Elvis Presley, and many other important performers of the "first wave" of rock and roll – the period from roughly 1955 to 1960.
 Among these early influences (who The Beatles paid tribute by covering their tunes in the band's earlier days) were The Everly Brothers, Carl Perkins and the many other "rockabilly" musicians that dominated the charts at the time. The music these musicians created was a fusion of country and western with the blues, evidently heavy on the country and western aspect. In fact, when one hears an early George Harrison guitar chord, they are essentially hearing a Carl Perkins chord.
 However, The Beatles were also growing up on (and also subsequently covering) rock and roll by more blues influenced artists like Little Richard, Chuck Berry and Fats Domino.


The point that needs to be clarified here is that, while American middle-class youth born immediately after World War II were becoming disillusioned by the complacency and ensuing boredom of the society around them, they found an outlet for rebellion in rock and roll music. Similarly, the members of The Beatles (and those around them) were finding rock and roll music as an escape from the harsh and often brutal, war-ravished environment that surrounded them. Two distinct forms of youth, on opposing sides of the Atlantic, both raised on rock and roll's first wave, and both using this music as a means of escape from the environment and societal conditions that surrounded them. 

Although the two environments (for the most part) were strikingly different, as Marcus noted above, this music gave all forms of youth a common bonding ground. It is in this manner that the Beatles were products of the collective conscious of this generation. The fact that they were slightly older than the typical "boomer" when this music began to dominate the airwaves gave The Beatles a more mature and perceptive realization as to the potential this music could have if given the right focus.

Rock & Roll vs. ”Rock Music”


Although the aforementioned Elvis Presley may have been coined the “King of rock ‘n’ roll,” and a huge influence on the early Beatles, one only has to listen to Presley’s music to realize that it is simplistic in nature. The one-dimensional lyrics of Presley’s most famous hits, including “Hound Dog" (1956), “Don’t Be Cruel" (1956), and “Teddy Bear” (1957) were not meant to be complex. Instead, they are short compositions that characterize the music of the 1950s. The same three chords are strummed repeatedly, with no building to a grand climax, which was the case of the Tin Pan Alley and Vaudeville recordings' that preceded early rock and roll. This produced a pulsating and up-tempo beat that made the initial rock and roll recordings so irresistible to its listeners. 

Recordings were made for 45 rpm (revolutions per minute) records and had to be short and too the point. The idea of an entire album of material was unfathomable, so singles dominated the market. This structure is evident in all of the number one hit singles of the 1950s from the aforementioned “first wave” of rock and roll, including Bill Haley and the Comet’s “Rock Around the Clock" (1955), Little Richard’s “Tutti-Frutti" (1956), and Buddy Holly’s “Peggy Sue" (1958). The lines from these songs are memorable indeed, but are memorable because they are insignificant – at best they are "superficial and shallow, and at worst, silly and meaningless."


In his work, Philosophy at 331/3 rpm, author James F. Harris suggests that rock and roll as it was known in the 1950s no longer exist. Instead, "rock music" replaced rock and roll as it evolved and matured with the collective conscious of the "baby boom" generation. He offers the following explanation for his claims:

If there is a period of rock music about which Marshall McLuhan's famous dictum 'the medium is the message' (from his book Understanding Media) is really obvious, it is the early period of rock and roll. When the beat is lost, the message is lost…It was the medium [the beat] which was anti-social, irreverent, and a threat to the dominant culture. In this regard, rock 'n' roll as a new, powerful and still-developing medium was like an empty vessel waiting to be filled. The social and political consciousness and the personal and political alienation which were to be caused by the momentous and tragic events of the 1960s were to provide the content for the empty vessel – messages for the medium. Rock music was on its way. In this sense, rock music can be understood as a development of and a progression from early rock 'n' roll.

Harris goes onto argue that, although The early music of The Beatles was in fact slightly more sophisticated than early rock and roll music, all of their earlier hits ("Love Me Do", "A Hard Day's Night", and "I Want to Hold Your Hand", among others) "represented no great departure, in their lyrics from the music of the late 1950s."
 


However, as Harris noted, this music was slightly ahead of its era, and even though lyrically it was still "teenybopper bubble-gum” music in nature, it represented a slight departure from the even more simplistic stylings that preceded it. Perhaps legendary folk musician Bob Dylan explains this contrast best in a 1971 essay where he relates what he was feeling the first time he heard "I Want to Hold Your Hand" on the radio: 

They were doing things nobody was doing. Their chords were outrageous, and their harmonies made it all valid…But I kept it to myself that I really dug them. Everybody else thought they were for the teenyboppers, that they were gonna pass right away. But it was obvious to me that they had staying power. I knew they were pointing the direction where music had to go…It seemed to me a definite line was being drawn. This was something that never happened before.


During this era, to receive a compliment such as the one above from a man who represented the mature folk underground – Bob Dylan – was impressive to say the least. So why would the man who should have nothing positive to say about a band that appealed to a prepubescent crowd, recognize that the Beatles were so much more than their initial image lets on to be? To understand Dylan's reasoning, one must look at the period of rock and roll from 1960 –'63. Often considered a bland, uninspired period in American popular music history, based on the "boomer" market that emerged in the 1950s, music marketers were now splitting up this market and targeting specific demographics within the "boomer" generation. Three distinct markets emerged: the teenyboppers, their teenaged older siblings, and the older, maturer college-aged market. John Covach explains these markets more thoroughly:

One way for business people to deal with the youth market during this time of transition was to realize that by 1960, it was no longer one market.  Many of the kids who had been excited by Little Richard, Chuck Berry, and Elvis in the mid 1950s had graduated from high school by the end of the decade, and were now eager—in time-honored fashion—to be treated as adults.  This meant that there were at least two potential markets: one focused on the new generation of teenagers (the younger brothers and sisters of the first-wave rockers) and another directed at the now college-age former rock & rollers.  Teen idols and dance music, concerned with non-sexual romance and dancing, would be the styles most clearly directed at the younger set, while folk, a style that grappled issues of social, cultural, political, and economic issues, would appeal to the older one.

For the teenyboppers, there were artists such as Frankie Avalon, Fabian and Ricky Nelson. The music was simplistic at best, with the concentration being on looks, and finding the “perfect boyfriend.” For their teenaged siblings who were brought of age with the first wave of rock and roll, the dance appeal of the song was what was important, therefore, shows such as Dick Clark's American Band Stand began to spring up to appease this audience. Finally, for the more mature, college-aged crowd that began to discover and feel like they had a responsibility to aid in society's ills, folk music by the likes of Dylan, the Kingston Trio and Peter, Paul and Mary provided them with an outlet to vent their frustrations with society.


What was special about The Beatles was their appeal to all three of these demographics. Certainly their appeal as teenyboppers is evident – they were charming, well dressed, handsome, and considered to be so by most young women of the day to be "boy-next-door types" who appealed even to the parents of the teenyboppers. This is evident from the hoards of screaming girls of all ages portrayed in any of the classic television clips that have become a part of the current American collective conscious. Their music was danceable (to an extent), and pleased the teenaged crowd, and lastly, in an issue that deserves further explanation, there music had indirect folk undertones.

As mentioned beforehand, The Beatles drew much of their influence from American rock and roll of the mid-late 1950s. However, there was another stimulus present during The Beatles learning period unknown to most Americans at the time, as their attentions were centered on the music of Presley and the like. This additional influence came in the form of the music known as "skiffle," a style that was extremely popular among citizens of the UK due to artists like Lonnie Donnegan and his Skiffle Band. Simplistically, skiffle music is a fusion of early-1950s rock and roll and traditional "folky", almost ballad-esque sounds.
 In this manner, not only were The Beatles students of American popular music, but they were being schooled by a more confessional and inspired form of song as well, and the combining of the two made them ahead of their time, and set them apart from the mold, obviously proving successful. 

With their February 1964 appearance on The Ed Sullivan Show, the Beatles brought something fresh and new to the arena of rock and roll. Basically, and it should be argued, that they were in the right place at the right time, and for this they are not special. In fact, it could be hypothesized that anybody offering anything new could have gained a significant amount of status and popularity during this dismal era of American popular music. However, not only were The Beatles offering something new and innovative, they were significantly advanced. Sure they could have appealed to anyone of these three demographics, but instead, in an unprecedented manner, they appealed to all three at once. 

As the listeners of rock and roll's first wave grew and matured to high school and college-age, The Beatles were there to provide them with a new sound that evolved with their growing tastes. Their music provided enough of folk's conscience to help the teens in their “putting away of childish things,” while at the same time making this music fun enough to ease the pain of this transition. As the 1960s would progress both culturally and socially, the music and personalities of The Beatles would continue to age and evolve along with the various age groups of this generation (specifically the teenagers and college-aged members) that became symbolically hooked in 1964.

The Sixties


If rock and roll dominated the airwaves in the 1950s, it was "rock music" that came to dominate American popular music in the 1960s. The single event cited as the "new dawn" of rock music was Dylan's then unfathomable use of electric instrumentation and amplification at the 1965 Newport Folk Festival.
 Actually inspired by The Beatles, Dylan went from the traditional unplugged stylings of the acoustic guitar (THE staple of folk music) to "plugging in" and utilizing and combining electric instrumentation into folk, forever altering rock and roll.
 As evidenced in his aforementioned essay on The Beatles, Dylan realized that rock and roll was going to change, and The Beatles were going to be the ones to change it. Therefore, it was The Beatles, again in the role of influencer that subsequently changed rock and roll into the more seriously themed rock music, ultimately maturing with their “boomer” counterparts. 


As rock and roll evolved into rock music, so too were The Sixties beginning. James F. Harris gives the decade of the 1960s an almost personified status, being an embodiment all its own. According to Harris, The Sixties is a "misnomer," stating that The Sixties didn't actually begin in 1960, but instead denotes the period from the "early-to-mid-1960s to the early-to-mid-1970s."

The Sixties began with the Cuban Missile Crisis in October 1962 and ended with the resignation of Richard Nixon in August 1974. An enormous amount of history took place in this short period. It took a little while for the cumulative effect of the world-shattering events of the early 1960s to begin to be felt in our culture and in rock music.

Harris goes on to relate that the number of major events during this period and the negative character of those events are the two characteristics that define what would be the basis for the collective conscious of The Sixties.


In what perhaps relates the best understanding of what constructed the collective conscious of the "boomer" generation in The Sixties, Harris provides seven ideological motifs he believe were shared by a vast majority of the nation's youth in The Sixties, ultimately giving rise to their shared cognizance. The first motif is a feeling of shared victimization, brought about by multiple assassinations of leaders, the Vietnam War, the draft and the murders at Kent State – grievances the younger generation thought to be brought about as a means of persecution by the older generation. The second of these motifs was the feeling of community among this generation brought about by those who felt persecuted by society (hippies, blacks, etc.). Next, many members of this generation felt self-important and had something to say. If you felt emotion, do not hide it inside, tell someone about it, and what better way to express your feelings than in song. The fourth motif, according to Harris was a rejection of the older generation's wisdom and feeling that the individual must find their own way. This generation was the first to feel that they needed to find their own identity and search for new values, which for many meant delving into drugs, Eastern religions and attempting different lifestyles and having radical political beliefs. Harris's fifth motif is a sense that the individual has a mission and quest in life, and a collective feeling that one must right the wrongs' of their elders, although oftentimes, this is not a clear and definable goal. Sixth on Harris's list is the sense of empowerment many members of this age group felt, as evidenced in the multiple movements of the age, including the Civil Rights Movement, Berkeley Free Speech Movement, and the Anti-Vietnam War Movement. Lastly, Harris argues, this generation felt a sense of a moral imperative. Despite the rampant drug use, sexual freedom and illegal demonstrations that members of this age group frequently participated in, they still felt morally superior to their elders because it was they that had brought the world into the current disorder it was in.


Now that the defining traits that supplied the foundation for which the collective conscious of The Sixties can be based, there is one further issue that must be elaborated upon. If it was these seven “motifs” (or any other such related traits laid down by writers of similar magnitude) that provided the spark that set The Sixties youth apart from the generations that had preceded it, it was the counterculture, and more particularly the “drug culture” that fueled the fires of youth revolt.


“I’d Love to Turn You On”: The Rise of LSD, Psychedelia, and the Counterculture of the Sixties

The origins of what came to be known as the countercultural movements (or simply “the counterculture”) of the mid-late 1960s actually takes root (similar to the 1950s initial rock and roll rebellion) in the early 1940s. On April 16, 1943, a Swedish scientist by the name of Albert Hoffman was experimenting with different lysergic acid compounds in his laboratory at the University of Zurich. Hoffman, who had been experimenting with such compounds for shortly over five years, recorded the following in his journal: 

Last Friday, April 16, 1943, I was forced to interrupt my work in the laboratory in the middle of the afternoon and proceed home, being affected by a remarkable restlessness, combined with a slight dizziness. At home I lay down and sank into a not unpleasant intoxicated like condition, characterized by an extremely stimulated imagination. In a dreamlike state, with eyes closed (I found the daylight to be glaring), I perceived an uninterrupted stream of fantastic pictures, extraordinary shapes with intense, kaleidoscopic play of colors. After some two hours, this condition faded.

What Hoffman had experienced would be humanity’s first documented account of the effects of an LSD “trip.” Hoffman later determined that his experience was probably caused by minute traces of the chemical solution LSD –25 (the technical naming of Hoffman’s creation) being exposed to his fingertip. What Hoffman did not know at the time was that what he had created in a Swedish laboratory would be a defining element to integrating a collective conscious into a generation of America’s youth.


In a family with other narcotics such as mescaline, psilocybin, Ecstasy, and, to an extent, marijuana, LSD is what is referred to as a psychedelic drug. A psychedelic drug, according to Lester Grinspoon and James B. Bakalar, is 

One which, without causing physical addiction, craving, major physiological disturbances, delirium, disorientation, or amnesia, more or less reliably produces thought, mod, and perceptual changes otherwise rarely experienced except in dreams, contemplative and religious exaltations, flashes of vivid involuntary memory, and acute psychoses.

The word psychedelic is derived from the combined Greek words “psyche,” meaning soul or mind, and the word “delin,” meaning to make manifest.
 In 1953, a British novelist and author of The Doors of Perception by the name of Aldous Huxley coined the term “psychedelia” after taking mescaline for the first time. Shortly over a decade later, Huxley’s term would come to define another revolution occurring in rock music, one that The Beatles would be given status as the form’s primary innovators.


If teenagers in the 1950s - inspired by rock 'n' roll's initial rebellious nature – were twisting the night away at sock-hops, sleepovers and school dances, by 1966 they were flocking to San Francisco's Haight-Ashbury district and attending Trips Festivals, dropping acid and grooving and dancing in ballrooms to the sounds of "acid rock."
 These concerts, organized by Ken Kessey and his Merry Pranksters, were just one of the outlets the youth that came of age in the late-1950s and early-1960s to rejoice in their newfound collective conscious, and, as was the intention, expand this consciousness as far as it could possibly go. If certain shared motifs and feelings were the foundation for which The Sixties collective conscious was founded upon, then drugs, particularly psychedelics were the cement that would seal it together. 

The members of youth that flocked to Trips Festivals and Be-Ins, and took the advice of ex-Harvard professor Timothy Leary to “turn on, tune in, drop out” were certainly finding an outlet for their frustrations brought about by the seven shared motifs of their peers and were counteracting to the American elder culture that said they had to conform to societal norms, and be like their parents. As members of this new “counterculture,” they were simply shouting back that they did not agree with the values of their parents and that they would form a new culture altogether, and as the abovementioned statistic on the shear numbers of the “baby boomers” tells us, they may have been able to pull it off.


It became evident that the counterculture and psychedelia would be a driving force in music, and actually did come to dominate rock music until the late-1970s.
 Certainly the music from the latter half of the 1960s – roughly The Psychedelic Era - reflected this notion. In 1966, along with The Beatles acid-soaked Revolver, the Beach Boys released Pet Sounds, which, according to rock music lore, was inspired by Brian Wilson’s first LSD trip. Subsequently, in the aforementioned Haight-Ashbury district of San Francisco drug-inspired and fueled bands such as the Grateful Dead and the Jefferson Airplane began to emerge almost daily.


However, despite the rampant drug use so often associated with the Sixties and psychedelia in general, the word psychedelia shouldn’t necessarily falter up connotations of drug usage. Like Harris’s seven motifs, the idea of psychedelia, or mind expansion (which didn’t necessarily have to be the result of drug usage) became a part of the collective consciousness of the Sixties. “Psychedelic rock doesn’t mean ‘drug rock,’ but rock that is inspired by a philosophical approach implied by the literal meanings of ‘mind-revealing’ and ‘soul-manifestering,’ states Jim DeRogatis on the subject. DeRogatis also relates how the psychedelic experience had become so embodied into the collective conscious of the “baby boomers” that

LSD captured the popular imagination by 1966 to the point where people who had never had a psychedelic experience thought they had a fairly good idea of what one was like. The drug became inextricably intertwined in the crazy quilt of social, political, sexual, and racial issues raised by children of the Baby Boom in what is now inevitably referred to in cultural shorthand as The Sixties.


With songs such as “Tomorrow Never Knows” and “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” performed by the Beatles, DeRogatis’s claims’ appear to be quite valid. If one is told time and time again what an LSD trip is like, and its supposed imagery dominates the media of the day, certainly you will think you know what an acid trip is like, and listening to The Beatles music would be no different of an experience. However, this brings up the idea that psychedelic music can do one of two things: it can either enhance the trip you’re on, or the music can be the trip.
 If you view psychedelia as music enhancing the trip, a song like “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” (if you’re not tripping) will make you feel like an outcast because you think you’re not in the know, and the song holds special meaning for those on LSD. If you view psychedelic rock music as the trip itself, then the music takes on a much grander meaning because you’re actually supposed to listen to it and take something from it, an action hard to do on the effects of LSD and other mind-altering substances. Thus, in effect, the music is supposed to replace an actual drug-induced trip, and actually become the trip itself.
 


Therefore, based on research, it could be hypothesized that the Beatles intended for their music to be a substitute for the trip as opposed to an enhancement. Although John Lennon wrote “Tomorrow Never Knows” while on an LSD trip, he said himself that he wanted people to actually take note of the song lyrically and take something away from it, as the lyrics were structured from the philosophically-oriented “Tibetan Book of the Dead.”
 Also, the Beatles claim they never experimented with LSD while in the studio, so thus, they wouldn’t know the appeal their music would have on an individual taking LSD. The Beatles wanted you to hear their music the same way they recorded it – with a sober and open mind. Again, this illustrates The Beatles as being in conjunction with their generation, all the while influencing it, but also staying just one step ahead of it. 

Ironically enough, as the Summer of Love blossomed in the June of 1967 and Sgt. Pepper’s was released and a whole nation of youth were engaging in rampant drug use and free sex, The Beatles had almost fully given up drugs to find better ways of enlightenment and spirituality. Here again they assume the role of innovators’ for the “baby boomer” generation. While Sgt. Pepper’s was the definitive psychedelic soundtrack, the actual drug influence on the album is kept minimal, and instead, new, safer forms of enlightenment are sought out in favor of drugs. In fact, it was George Harrison who actually visited the Haight-Ashbury district that summer and was completely turned off by what he called “a bunch of kids just out of their heads.”
 Harrison shortly thereafter became involved in the Eastern religions of India and abroad, and had a major influence in converting the other members of the group to such religions.
 

For the rest of this generation, content at the time on getting “out of their heads,” Eastern religions’ and the quest for spirituality would not come until the dawning of the 1970s, as is evident in the lyrics and philosophical motifs of a good majority of early-1970s rock musicians. These motifs and ideologies are evident in the lyrics and actions of many of the bands of the early-1970s, including but not limited to, Led Zeppelin, Yes, Emerson, Lake and Palmer, Genesis, and Pink Floyd.
 Again, The Beatles were innovators influenced by a collective thought process that inspired them to seek out new and original ways of thinking and acting.

Conclusions

There is no doubt that The Beatles are still as revered today (and perhaps even more highly so) than they were in the Sixties. Think about the vigils and outcry of anguish and grief that accompanied John Lennon’s murder on December 8, 1980.
 Or the unbridled success of The Beatles 1 album release in 2000 and its extended stay on the charts. 

The Beatles were not representatives of the Sixties, instead they were, as Paul McCartney has stated, they were “spokesmen” for this generation. Perhaps it is McCartney that offers the best explanation of The Beatles’ role in the Sixties, commenting on Sgt. Pepper’s and its role in the lives’ of the members of this generation, as quoted in The Beatles Anthology. 

The mood of the album was in the spirit of the age, because we ourselves were fitting into the mood of the time. The idea wasn’t to do anything to cater for that mood – we happened to be in that mood anyway. And it wasn’t just the general mood of the time that influenced us…There was definitely a movement of people. All I am saying is: we weren’t really trying to cater for that movement – we were just being part of it, as we always had been. I maintain The Beatles weren’t the leaders of the generation, but the spokesmen. We were only doing what the kids in the art schools were all doing. It was a wild time.

In this manner, McCartney dispels The Beatles as being representatives of the Sixties. And this is exactly what this study seeks to illustrate. The Beatles weren’t the leaders of an entire generation of youth. Instead, they were a part of it. What this generation represented was what The Beatles represented. And, was often the case, what The Beatles represented became social norms for the collective conscious of this generation. More often then not, The Beatles were ahead of their time, but were not leaders. They were just as much followers of the “boomers” as they were leaders. As the “boomers” grew up, so too did The Beatles. The Beatles, by no means, were the reason this generation ”grew up,” as is so often the popular idea.

As this generation was the first to experience rock and roll in any form, so too were The Beatles, who in turn were influenced by it, bringing up 1950s nostalgia in their peers when they performed that February night on “The Ed Sullivan Show,” and also progressing these aging youth into adulthood with their perfect blend of rock and roll, folk music and charming appeal. 

Even their hair represented a stray from the norm that would foreshadow what was to come. Certainly long hair was a staple of the counterculture, but The Beatles’ hair was the source of much criticism in their initial 1964 American debut. However, such hair foreshadowed other Sixties’ movements’ such as the sexual revolution and the gay movements because of its implied androgynous appeal.
 

However, in certain aspects of this culture, they too were influenced, as was the case with the peace and love movement. The Beatles weren’t innovators of this movement, they simply worked in conjunction with their peers in supporting and viewing non-violence as an option for America during the Vietnam-era, as evident in John Lennon and Yoko Ono’s “bed-ins” of 1969.
 

Like two siblings growing up with each other, one the slightly-more-wise elder, The Beatles (the older brother) often lead the way for their generation, while at the same time, its was this generations young, bright ideas that kept The Beatles going and inspired them to keep leading the way. As both grew together, they both grew closer together, working off of one another and providing comfort and safety for one another. 

The Beatles were just as much a part of the members of this generations lives’ as any close friend or family member was, and that’s why the break up in 1970 was seen as such symbolism. The Sixties were over (in decade terms), and the flair that had gone with them was now going to fizzle out and fade away. 
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