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How the 1960’s Counter Culture Influenced The Beatles’ Revolver

Early August 1966 The Beatles released their critically acclaimed album Revolver, which influenced not only their future sound, but the sound of other artists since. This is the album where the Beatles really started working more together as a band. George Harrison became more involved in the writing process which can be heard on the albums opening track Taxman, whilst Ringo Starr can be heard singing Yellow Submarine.

   A pre-cursor to Revolver was the album Rubber Soul, which was heavily influenced by the Beatles’ heavy Marijuana use after they were introduced to the drug by Bob Dylan in a hotel room in 1964 (Gilmore, 2016). ‘Following the release of Rubber Soul the group had embarked on what was to be their final UK concert tour and following a lengthy break, they returned to Abbey Road to record continually for three months.’ (Revolver, ND). By this time Lennon and Harrison had started taking LSD, whilst the latter had developed an interest in Indian music and Hinduism, which saw the Sitar making a brief appearance in Rubber Soul’s Norwegian Wood at Lennon’s request.

   ‘The 1960’s hippie counter culture movement involved a variety of social concerns and beliefs.’ (Bhaddock, 2011). They believed ‘that life was about being happy, not about what others thought you should be.’ (Bhaddock, 2011). They didn’t concern themselves with the consequences of their actions, but instead lived by the philosophy ‘if it feels good, do it’ (Bhaddock, 2011). The American hippies weren’t satisfied with what the previous generation had built for them, which beggars’ belief as they had been left ‘the greatest booming economy the world had ever seen.’ (Bhaddock, 2011).

   The hippie’s fundamental belief was extreme left wing, they ‘rejected established institutions. Calling them “The Establishment”, “Big Brother”, and “The Man”, hippies believed the dominant mainstream culture was corrupt and inherently flawed and sought to replace it with a Utopian society.’ (Bhaddock, 2011). By opposing nuclear weapons and the Vietnam War, they were also rejecting the middle class values instilled in them by their parents. The hippie’s ‘were often vegetarian and believed in eco friendly environmental practices. They championed free love and sexual liberation, particularly for women. They also promoted the use of psychedelic drugs which they believed expanded their consciousness.’ (Bhaddock, 2011) [Sic]. All of these beliefs were soon to become part of the new Beatles image. 

   At this time The Beatles were changing musically, they were inspirational with their unusual chord progressions and strange melodies to other bands such as The Rolling Stones, The Byrds and The Beach Boys. Despite this ‘Lennon, for his part, envied the Stones' permission to make dirtier and angrier music than the Beatles. But it was Dylan whom the Beatles heeded most. Dylan's new electric music was majestic, in particular "Like a Rolling Stone," and some wondered if hallucinogens had helped stimulate his surreal, stream-of-consciousness imagery.’ (Gilmore, 2016).

   In the spring of 1965 Lennon, Harrison and their other halves were introduced to LSD. They were having dinner at their dentists house John Riley. Soon after dinner Riley invited the four into his front room where he was preparing coffee, then he subsequently urged them to finish their cup. ‘Shortly after, he told Lennon he had placed sugar cubes containing LSD in the coffee. Lennon was furious. "How dare you fucking do this to us?" He knew something about the drug: It was a powerful hallucinogen – termed a psychedelic – and it caused changes in thoughts, emotions and visions that frightened some observers.’ (Gilmore, 2016).

   Dr Riley was quite a promiscuous man and was heavily involved in the Swinging London scene. ‘London was crowned the swinging capital during the mid 60’s. Although this was largely only available to middle and upper class Londoners the era was to have profound effects on the UK for the rest of time.’ (Swinging 60’s and psychedelia, N.D). Because of this John and George were worried that both, them and their partners were going to be persuaded to have an orgy with Dr Riley and his girlfriend Cindy Bury, because they kept asking them to stay at the house. As this was the first time that the four of them had taken acid, they started to freak out and thought that the whole evening had become seedy. So they decided to leave and go to an Ad-Lib club in London’s Leicester Square as they had promised their friends that they would come and watch them perform. Riley was adamant that he and Cindy should also come to keep an eye on them so Lennon, Harrison and their other halves fled Dr John Riley’s house in Georges Mini Cooper whilst Riley followed suit in his own car.

   When they were in an elevator inside the club they the LSD was beginning to take hold. All four of them felt as though they were playing a part in a horror movie and that the elevator was on fire. "We all thought there was a fire in the lift," Lennon told Rolling Stone in 1971. "It was just a little red light, and we were all screaming, all hot and hysterical." Once inside at a table, something like reverie began to take hold instead.” (Gilmore, 2016). George Harrison also told Rolling Stone Magazine "I had such an overwhelming feeling of well-being, that there was a God, and I could see him in every blade of grass. It was like gaining hundreds of years of experience in 12 hours." (Gilmore, 2016).

   After the show at the Ad-Lib the four of them decided to drive back to Harrison’s house in Esher. ‘John later said, "God, it was just terrifying, but it was fantastic. George's house seemed to be just like a big submarine... It seemed to float above his wall, which was 18 foot, and I was driving it.’ (Gilmore, 2016). ‘This unwitting initiation into LSD would find its fulfillment the following year in Revolver, the Beatles' bravest and most innovative album.’ (Gilmore, 2016).

   In the summer of 1965 The Beatles went on tour in North America and ‘Despite their initial mixed reaction to the psychedelic, Lennon and Harrison resolved that they wanted to take the drug again – and this time they wanted company.’ (Gilmore, 2016). Harrison told The Rolling Stone magazine ‘"John and I had decided that Paul and Ringo had to have acid," Harrison said, "because we couldn't relate to them anymore. Not just on the one level – we couldn't relate to them on any level, because acid had changed us so much. It was such a mammoth experience that it was unexplainable. It was something that had to be experienced, because you could spend the rest of your life trying to explain what it made you feel and think. It was all too important to John and me."’ (Gilmore, 2016). After asking the other Beatles to try it, ‘Starr joined them: "I'd take anything," he later said. "It was a fabulous day. The night wasn't so great, because it felt like it was never going to wear off. Twelve hours later and it was, 'Give us a break now, Lord.'" (Gilmore, 2016). On the other hand Sir Paul McCartney didn’t want to do it, he said of the drug ‘"We'd heard that you're never the same," he said in Anthology. "It alters your life and you never think the same again. John was rather excited by that prospect. I was rather frightened by that prospect. . . never get back home again. I was seen to sort of stall. . .  because there was a lot of peer pressure." Lennon and Harrison wouldn't forget his refusal.’ (Gilmore, 2016).

   The Beatles began recording Revolver at Abbey Road studio on the 6th of April 1966 and finished on the 21st of June. As this was done over three months it allowed the group to be more creative and experimental in the recording process than ever before ‘and with John and Paul in fine form as writers. George also made his mark with three of his compositions appearing on a Beatles album for the first time.’ (Revolver, ND). Geoff Emerick was to play a vital role in the recording of the album. Not only did he come up with the idea that Lennon sing through a rotatory speaker strictly meant for the use of an organ on tomorrow never knows, he was ‘disdainful of EMI's strict policies, which forbade microphones to be placed closer than 18 inches to drum kits and discouraged the overloading of audio signals to create distortion and "unnatural" sounds. On Revolver, Emerick systematically broke one rule after another in his efforts to give the Beatles the new and unusual sounds they demanded.’ (Scapelliti, 2016). 

   The opening track on the album Taxman was written by George Harrison. It was about all the taxes that the band had to pay after earning a lot of their money. Harrison is quoted as saying in Anthology ‘I had discovered I was paying a huge amount of money to the taxman. You are so happy that you've finally started earning money - and then you find out about tax. In those days we paid 19 shillings and sixpence [96p] out of every pound, and with supertax and surtax and tax-tax it was ridiculous - a heavy penalty to pay for making money. That was a big turn-off for Britain. Anybody who ever made any money moved to America or somewhere else.’ (Taxman, N.D). It was the first song that he had written for The Beatles and had to phone Lennon to ask for help with the writing it was he who suggested ‘to use the names of both prime minister Harold Wilson and opposition leader Edward Heath, the first living people to be directly named in a Beatles song.’ (Taxman, N.D). After being asked about the writing process in 1980 by David Sheff, Lennon said ‘I remember the day he called to ask for help on Taxman, one of his first songs. I threw in a few one-liners to help the song along, because that's what he asked for. He came to me because he couldn't go to Paul, because Paul wouldn't have helped him at that period. I didn't want to do it. I thought, Oh, no, don't tell me I have to work on George's stuff. It's enough doing my own and Paul's. But because I loved him and I didn't want to hurt him when he called that afternoon and said, 'Will you help me with this song?' I just sort of bit my tongue and said OK. It had been John and Paul for so long, he'd been left out because he hadn't been a songwriter up until then.’(Taxman, N.D). 

   Recording the track was a simple process, you can clearly hear George Harrison giving a fake count in but if you listen closely you can also hear McCartney doing the real count in. ‘The Beatles taped four takes, two of which were complete. They rearranged it overnight, and the following day recorded 11 new takes, the first 10 of which were of the rhythm track only.’ (Taxman, N.D). It was the time for Ringo to record the cowbell part and for John and Paul to provide the Mr Wilson and Mr Heath falsetto backing vocals, ‘Then the track was left alone until 16 May, when the song was mixed for mono.’ (Taxman, N.D). McCartney had already recorded his guitar solo by this time and Harrison absolutely loved it, ‘particularly the Indian-influenced descending scale at the end.’ (Taxman, N.D). It has been claimed that the guitar solo has been ‘reversed, slowed down a tone, edited and used during the instrumental break in Tomorrow Never Knows, the two parts are quite different and were likely recorded on different days.’ (Taxman, N.D).

   When McCartney started writing Eleanor Rigby he was sat at his piano and the the words ‘Daisy Hawkins, she picks up the rice in the church where a wedding has been…Those words just fell out like stream-of-consciousness stuff’. (Eleanor Rigby, N.D). After that he started thinking of different scenarios, ‘most people leave the rice there, unless she’s a cleaner.  So there’s a possibility she’s a cleaner, in the church, or is it a little more poignant than that?  She might be some lonely spinster of this parish who’s not going to get a wedding, and that was what I chose.  So this became a song about lonely people.’ (Eleanor Rigby, N.D). McCartney grew up in the boy scouts and was always told to look after your elders e.g. helping old ladies across the street or going to visit older people who were living in nursing homes. In fact Sir Paul used to do this as a young boy and has said ‘I sat with lots of old ladies who chatted about the war and all this stuff, and also, as I fancied myself as a writer, a part of me was getting material.  There was a corner of my brain that used to enjoy that kind of thing, building a repertoire of people and thoughts.’ (Eleanor Rigby, N.D). As for the melody McCartney ‘wrote it at the piano, just vamping an E-major chord: letting that stay as a vamp and putting a melody over it, just danced over the top of it.  It has almost Asian Indian rhythms’ (Eleanor Rigby, N.D). 

   After he had got his melody and a few of the lyrics he started showing it to other people. The first person that he let hear the beginnings of the song to be Donovan Leitch a singer and friend of Sir Pauls. ‘Another person who Paul played this premature song to was a professional music teacher.  Paul relates, “When I’d written ‘Eleanor Rigby,’ I tried learning with a proper bloke from the Guildhall School of Music, whom I was put on to by Jane Asher’s mum (Margaret Elliot, an oboe teacher).  But I didn’t get on with him either.  I went off him when I showed him ‘Eleanor Rigby’ because I thought he’d be interested, and he wasn’t.  I thought he’d be intrigued by the little time jumps.’ (Eleanor Rigby, N.D).

   McCartney still had to solve the problem of the name as he didn’t believe that Daisy Hawkins was believable enough because it could be anybody but the subject in this song had to be very distinguished but still believable. ‘Regarding the character’s first name, Paul remembers, “We were working with Eleanor Bron on ‘Help!’ and I liked the name Eleanor.’ (Eleanor Rigby, N.D). Songwriter  Lionel Bart recalls things a little differently to Sir Paul, he says ‘“Paul has always thought that he came up with the name Eleanor because of having worked with Eleanor Bron in the film ‘Help!’ but I am convinced that he took the name from a gravestone in a cemetery close to Wimbledon Common where we were both walking.  The name on this gravestone was Eleanor Bygraves and Paul thought the name fitted the song.  He then came back to my office and began playing it on my clavichord.”’ (Eleanor Rigby, N.D). Either way it happened he had the first name. As for the surname McCartney recalls walking down the harbour side in Bristol and seeing a shop which was called Rigby’s. ‘I was walking around the city one evening…I remember quite distinctly having the name Eleanor, looking around for a believable surname and then wandering around the docklands in Bristol and seeing the shop there…I was in Bristol on a visit to see Jane Asher at the Old Vic (January 1966), and just walking around the dock area I saw an old shop called Rigby (actually ‘Rigby & Evens Ltd, Wine & Spirits Shippers” just across the street from the The Theatre Royale where Jane was starring in the play “The Happiest Days Of Your Life”) and I thought, oooh, It’s a very ordinary name and yet it’s a special name, it was exactly what I wanted.  So Eleanor Rigby.  I felt great.  I’d got it!  I pieced all the ideas together, got the melody and the chords.’ (Eleanor Rigby, N.D). 

   The 28th of April 1966 The Beatles started recording Eleanor Rigby. ‘The first session for Paul McCartney's most famous and best-loved songs, Eleanor Rigby, took place on this day, with the recording of the string octet backing. The session was a short one, beginning at 5pm and finishing at 7.50pm.’ (Eleanor Rigby, N.D). George Martin said about the string arrangement ‘I was very much inspired by Bernard Herrmann, in particular a score he did for the Truffaut film Farenheit 451. That really impressed me, especially the strident string writing. When Paul told me he wanted the strings in Eleanor Rigby to be doing a rhythm it was Herrmann's score which was a particular influence.’ (George Martin, N.D). [Sic].

   Another song on this illustrious album that cannot be ignored is Tomorrow Never Knows. It would be the song that encapsulates the creative direction in which The Beatles were to follow on with their quintessential 1967 album Sgt Pepper. ‘Titled simply "Mark 1" at the time recording commenced on April 6, 1966, the song was written by Lennon, the product of his experience with LSD, which he'd taken the previous January. Using lines from The Psychedelic Experience, an LSD manual based on the Tibetan Book of the Dead, he wrote the song as a mantra composed of one repeating melody line over driving bass and drum track. "It's only got the one chord, and the whole thing is meant to be like a drone’ (Scapelleti, 2016).

   In this track Lennon wanted his voice to sound like a Dalai Lama that was on top of a mountain and the man that was in charge to achieve this effect was Geoff Emerick. He didn’t know how to create what John was asking for until he realised that the answer had been in front of him the whole time. He decided to mic Lennon up to a Leslie rotary speaker that was mainly used for recording the organ and had never been used for vocal tracking before. ‘As Lennon's voice came swirling through the Leslie, the assembled group listened in awe from the control room. "It's the Dalai Lennon!" exclaimed McCartney. Emerick also showed his ingenuity in recording the song's drums to achieve the "thunderous" sound Lennon had requested. In addition to moving the mics right up to the drum heads (earning him an EMI reprimand for "microphone abuse"), Emerick applied a heavy dose of compression using a Fairchild 660 limiter to give the drums a very forward, "pumping'' sound.’ (Scapelleti, 2016).

   Another major influence that can be heard throughout this song which is McCartney’s love for avent-garde music, as ‘it was completed with another unusual technique: an overdubbing of tape loops assembled by McCartney, featuring distorted guitar and bass tones and sound effects. Tape loops had long been used in composition by avant-garde composers, but for the pop music world, it was entirely new.’ (Scapelleti, 2016). 

   Revolver is riddled with the sounds of the 1960’s counter culture. The fact that The Beatles were trying to recreate the sound that one would hear if they were taking an acid trip pays heed to this. A lot of the albums lyrical content was also written under the influence of LSD which was one of the 2 main drugs that hippies would use, that and marijuana. Despite the fact that the majority of the songs were written and the thought of arrangement was thought out under the influence of acid ‘The Beatles set musical trends that are still being followed. They never rested on their achievements, constantly stretching the boundaries of pop music.’ (Powell, N.D).
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