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The Beatles and Film

This concise yet comprehensive study explores the emblematic journey by four young men from Liverpool from the epicentre of teen-led youth culture to the experimentation of the counterculture and beyond. 

Beginning with the celebration of Britain’s own ‘youthquake’ in the joyous and genre-shifting A Hard Day’s Night (1964), the author delves into how the Beatles’ film work allows us to chart their subsequent musical maturation and retreat from the tribulations of stardom in Help!, their tentative attempts at improvised filming in the televised Magical Mystery Tour (1967), their acceptance of cartoon representations as leaders of the hippie counterculture in Yellow Submarine (1968), and the final implosion of their musical dynamic in the recording studios of Let It Be (1970). The book analyses how, as they grow with their fanbase, the Beatles’ films alternate stylistically between mimetic representation and allegorical interpretation, and switch narratively between fan-filled and welcoming worlds, to films relaying introspection and isolation.

Offering an in-depth case study of the successes and failures of British youth culture in a volatile decade, The Beatles and Film is an engaging text for both scholars and general readers alike. 

Stephen Glynn lectures in Film and Television at De Montfort University. His research specialisms are in British film genres and the interconnections between film and popular music. Previous monographs on cinema and youth culture range from the general, The British Pop Music Film (London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2013), to the specific, A Hard Day’s Night (London: IB Tauris, 2005) and Quadrophenia (London and New York: Wallflower, 2014).
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Series editors’ introduction

Despite the high visibility of youth films in the global media marketplace, especially since the 1980s when Conglomerate Hollywood realised that such films were not only strong box office performers but also the starting point for ancillary sales in other media markets as well as for franchise building, academic studies focusing specifically on such films were slow to materialise. Arguably the most important factor behind academia’s reluctance to engage with youth films was a (then) widespread perception within the Film and Media Studies communities that such films held little cultural value and significance, and therefore were not worthy of serious scholarly research and examination. Just like the young subjects they represented, whose interests and cultural practices have been routinely deemed transitional and transitory, so were the films that represented them perceived as fleeting and easily digestible, destined to be forgotten quickly, as soon as the next youth film arrived in cinema screens a week later. 

Under these circumstances, and despite a small number of pioneering studies in the 1980s and early 1990s, the field of ‘youth film studies’ did not really start blossoming and attracting significant scholarly attention until the 2000s and in combination with similar developments in cognate areas such as ‘girl studies.’ However, because of the paucity of material in the previous decades, the majority of these new studies in the 2000s focused primarily on charting the field and therefore steered clear of long, in-depth examinations of youth films, or were exemplified by edited collections that chose particular films to highlight certain issues to the detriment of others. In other words, despite providing often wonderfully rich accounts of youth cultures as these have been captured by key films, these studies could not have possibly dedicated sufficient space to engage with more than just a few key aspects of youth films. 

In more recent (post-2010) years a number of academic studies have started delimiting their focus and therefore providing more space for in-depth examinations of key types of youth films, such as slasher films and biker films or examining youth films in particular historical periods. From that point on, it was only a matter of time before the first publications that focused exclusively on key youth films from a number of perspectives appeared (Mamma Mia! The Movie, Twilight and Dirty Dancing were among the first films to receive this treatment). Conceived primarily as edited collections, these studies provided a multifaceted analysis of these films, focusing on such issues as the politics of representing youth, the stylistic and narrative choices that characterise these films and the extent to which they are representative of a youth cinema, the ways these films address their audiences, the ways youth audiences engage with these films, the films’ industrial location and other relevant issues. 

It is within this increasingly maturing and expanding academic environment that the Cinema and Youth Cultures volumes arrive, aiming to consolidate existing knowledge, provide new perspectives, apply innovative methodological approaches, offer sustained and in-depth analyses of key films and therefore become the ‘go-to’ resource for students and scholars interested in theoretically informed, authoritative accounts of youth cultures in film. As editors, we have tried to be as inclusive as possible in our selection of key examples of youth films by commissioning volumes on films that span the history of cinema, including the silent film era; that portray contemporary youth cultures as well as ones associated with particular historical periods; that represent examples of mainstream and independent cinema; that originate in American cinema and the cinemas of other nations; that attracted significant critical attention and commercial success during their initial release and that were ‘rediscovered’ after an unpromising initial critical reception. Together these volumes are going to advance youth film studies while also being able to offer extremely detailed examinations of films that are now considered significant contributions to cinema and our cultural life more broadly. 

We hope readers will enjoy the series.

Siân Lincoln and Yannis Tzioumakis

Cinema and Youth Cultures Series Editors
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Introduction

Overviews and origins

Interviewed in 2012, America’s pantheon director Martin Scorsese eulogised over what he termed ‘one of my favourite moments in movies’, a moment that ‘influenced a lot of the work I’ve done’. After contextualising how overall ‘The freedom of the picture was something that was very important: the sense of breaking all the form’, Scorsese moved onto his chosen scene where, he emphasised, there was ‘something very musical and dancelike about the editing’, while the filming possessed a creative tension with ‘the freedom of the camera alongside the constraint of the characters looking towards the lens’ (quoted in Arena … 2012). One of most cine-literate of directors and a recognised champion of world film history and preservation, Scorsese was not highlighting the skills of his idolised Michael Powell, nor the work of other revered filmmakers such as John Ford, Jean Renoir, Stanley Kubrick, or Alfred Hitchcock. No: his praise here was reserved for the title-track sequence to a television film of 1967, a debut-directed and long-derided piece largely improvised and under an hour in length, a work so neglected that reputedly no negative had been properly archived – Scorsese was lauding Apple Corps’ production of the Beatles’ Magical Mystery Tour. Though pilloried at the time of its release, the film has of late been restored, re-released and reappraised – with the help of authorities like Scorsese – as a seminal example of a key aspect in the work of the most important pop group in western culture – the Beatles and their films.

The Beatles’ treatment by academia now constitutes a long and winding road, with myriad volumes dedicated to assessing their lasting influence from musicological, industrial, linguistic, sociological and cultural perspectives (see Inglis 2013). One of that long road’s less excavated sections, however, concerns their film work, the focus of this volume. Throughout their career, the Fab Four made regular recourse to film, be it as corporate exploitation or a vehicle for personal expression. Beat poet Allen Ginsberg saw the Beatles’ progression from mop-top heart-throbs to disciples of transcendental meditation as constituting ‘a “paradigm for the whole era”, symptomatic of the whole cultural change the sixties ushered in’ (Taylor 1987: 137), and this volume aims to demonstrate how the films of the Beatles offer a prism through which one can trace these seismic youth movements of the 1960s. It explores this emblematic celluloid journey by four young men from Liverpool from the epicentre of teen-led youth culture to the mind-expanding experimentation of the counterculture and beyond. Enacting a fluctuating synergy as they grew with their fanbase, The Beatles and Film charts both the successes and failures of youth culture, British and beyond, in a varied and volatile decade. 

Firstly, some broad-stroke parameters must be drawn. It is a given that the primary importance of the Beatles’ films was understood to reside in their music, and the very acceptance of the Beatles into cinema can be interpreted as contributing as much to the pop music industry as to the film industry. Indeed, the narrative content of the majority of these films could be read as largely ‘incidental’ to the songs and performance sequences. Music is central to myriad subcultures, and this study acknowledges and explores the importance of the Beatles’ musical sequences, but there already exist studies that have concentrated on discrete and detailed analyses of how the Beatles’ musical numbers function both intratextually, within their discrete film setting (Fremaux 2018), and intertextually, within the broader scope of the filmed musical genre (Glynn 2013). The principal focus of this study, therefore, is on the Beatles’ film work as an attitudinal indicator of youth socio-cultural movements. From the outset this is distinctive. If the development of young people’s identities and personhood is generally recognised as a social activity undertaken via sustained interaction with significant others, the Beatles’ films begin by showing a precocious advance on early top-down models of socialisation whereby responsible adults (notably parents and teachers) are acknowledged as transmitting stable cultural norms and knowledge by inculcating long-established social attitudes and practices. Here from the outset is the dynamic engagement by Beatles fans in an emergent adult-free socio-cultural framework allowing the interactive realisation of their sense of selfhood. 

The terminology at work here also needs addressing. In this study ‘youth’ is understood as conveying a wider significance than ‘teenage’, especially as ‘teen films’ have tended to emphasise experiences of and in (predominantly US) high school. The Beatles and their fanbase extend beyond this focus to a number of identity factors, both post- and pre-adolescence, including the ‘elongation’ of youth – the exploration of lifestyles deferring traditional milestones of maturation such as settling down, starting a family, etc. These permeable temporal parameters encompass the differing youth cultures on show in the Beatles’ films. Their early films, A Hard Day’s Night (Lester, 1964) and Help! (Lester, 1965), are examples and examinations of the strand of youth culture commonly labelled Beatlemania, a commercially exploitative campaign centred on four trendsetting young men that nonetheless elides with a resistant, sexually defiant subculture shaped by its female teen and pre-teen audience. The group’s middle films, Magical Mystery Tour (the Beatles, 1967) and Yellow Submarine (Dunning, 1968), offer more consciously artistic explorations of late-1960s counterculture, a youth movement commonly equated with hippiedom. This phase can, perhaps counter-intuitively, be adjudged as ultimately less ‘revolutionary’ than Beatlemania. Firstly, the Beatles arguably function here more as adaptors, even followers, than founders or frontrunners. Secondly, they eschew what Raymond Williams terms the more ‘oppositional’ stance of US and European counterculture which ‘finds a different way to live and wants to change the society in its light’; instead they work within the UK’s ‘alternative’ version that ‘simply finds a different way to live and wishes to be left alone with it’ (2005 [1980]: 41–2). Self-penned or otherwise, the Beatles’ counterculture films reveal a fixation less on societal and political change than on attitudinal and personal development. This introspective element continues into their final film, Let It Be (Lindsay-Hogg, 1970), which shows the Beatles, and youth culture in general, of an age to reminisce, revisit roots, and mine what can be termed another ‘alternative’ or ‘youth heritage’.

Finally, while ‘cinema’ is regularly referenced as a medium (and presently as a physical performance space), this book has specifically employed ‘film’ in its title since it analyses and references not only theatrically-released works by and/or about the Beatles but also television broadcasts and underground/avant-garde exhibited events. Thus, to clarify a difference of scope as well as nomenclature, by privileging an extended period of film production this study differs from current companion volumes in the Routledge Cinema and Youth Cultures series in not centring its study on a single youth film. Instead, in the following chapters, its examination considers all five films starring the Beatles from 1964 to 1970, elaborating how together they offer a heuristic vehicle for tracking the development of youth culture and counterculture across the 1960s.

This study of the five films by the Fab Four offers a tripartite investigation, explaining the motivations and manoeuvrings of their production histories, summarising their critical and commercial reception, and analysing the film ‘texts’ themselves. The last element constitutes the main body of each section and looks to place the visual style and narrative ideology in its social context, exploring how youth cultures are mobilised and articulated, and the impact of such texts on popular culture at large. The films, of course, are never simply reflectionist, but select from, mediate and at times – such was the group’s influence – even trigger social and cultural change. The Beatles on screen are shown to offer a ‘re-presentation’ or a ‘refracted’ view of the 1960s, their star status giving them a synecdochic function, rendering them a repository for the culture’s shifting tendencies and tensions – exemplars of what Christine Gledhill terms ‘condensers of moral, social and ideological values’ (1991: 215). By dint of their talent, fame and fortune, the Beatles are, of course, not ‘typical’ members of society, but their films nonetheless articulate the same social aspirations enjoyed and the strictures endured by many of their non-famous and younger followers. While the Beatles’ early songs stressed the positives of life and love, harmoniously/inclusively proclaiming ‘yeah, yeah, yeah’, their touring workload and public scrutiny rapidly intensified and amplified their physical and psychical confinement. This study explores how their five films trace this oscillating rapport between the Beatles and their fanbase. It shows how the films play out a repeated pattern that alternates stylistically between mimetic representation and allegorical interpretation, and that switches narratively between worlds that are fan-filled and welcoming to scenarios that relay group introspection and even isolation. It demonstrates how their films advocate then retreat from first youth culture, then counterculture, and finally reject the entire cultural construct known as ‘Beatles’.

This pattern of acceptance and rejection is initially enacted in the two Beatles films directed by Richard Lester. Following this introductory chapter’s explanation of methodology and a brief socio-cultural context for their early and formative relationship with cinema, Chapter 1 analyses A Hard Day’s Night, arguably the most aesthetically achieved of all pop music films. I have written extensively elsewhere on the Beatles’ debut feature, but that earlier monograph, while giving some attention to youth cultures, focuses particularly on the film’s contribution to genre development and an understanding of national identities (Glynn 2005). Here, the focus is on Lester’s ironised drama-documentary format which (ostensibly) allows the viewer privileged testimony to the epicentre of this new youth culture phenomenon but simultaneously reveals the extent to which the Beatles are already marketed and mediated. It also shows how the film investigates the nature of the fanbase feeding into the unparalleled mass hysteria of Beatlemania. 

The series to which this volume contributes aims to explore how young people engage with the culture made for and about them and so, above all, the study of A Hard Day’s Night examines those (predominantly but not exclusively) female fans. Accounts of youth cultures have long been accused of displaying a gender imbalance by focusing on mainly working-class but overwhelmingly male subjects (McRobbie 1980: 37–49). Lester’s film, however, arguably the first concerted examination of the synergy between fans and youth culture, offers a different and distaff perspective. It works to place its young audience centre screen and suggests how, in their chase and concert sequences, the female fans are not merely socialised into a subservient and idolising gender role, but more pro-actively assert a newly-found collective and even transgressive power. In summary, A Hard Day’s Night is shown as evidencing the Beatles and their youth culture fanbase in mutual (and climactically euphoric) acceptance. 

Nonetheless, the Beatles’ film debut was not without intimations that this partnership was troubled by more claustrophobic aspects. Chapter 2, examining their sophomore offering Help!, explores how, through a more consistent process of displacement, this ‘downside’ to Beatlemania is given fuller rein. As evident from the lyrical content of the title song, the group are seen as adrift, recipients of unprecedented success but unsure it has been worth the effort. Indeed, amidst the film’s elaborate and intertextual espionage plot parodies, the Beatles become marginalised in their own production. Further still, the fans, so integral to A Hard Day’s Night and its euphoria, are shown here to be excised. Instead, the chapter argues, these fans are allegorised, with the pursuit of the Beatles by a band of Eastern cultists and the constant interruptions to their performances symbolically playing out the group’s besieging by indiscriminate and inattentive followers. In summary, we witness in Help! the Beatles’ (coded) rejection of their youth fanbase.

Help! promotes a new youth cultural imperialism whilst also evidencing the Beatles’ retreat from public performance in favour of studio production, an indication of their growing musical seriousness and complexity. Chapter 3 follows how this maturation continued in their changing physical image and the self-filmed, Scorsese-admired Magical Mystery Tour, a work furthering their rejection of ‘the desire to be seen as the establishment’s role model for youth’ (Neaverson 1997: 67) but also showing their new attempts to re-position themselves as authentic ‘artists and counterculturalists’ (Frontani 2007: 16). Challenging the production and exhibition processes of mainstream film-making, the loose narrative resituating of West Coast hippiedom into a British seaside day trip is shown as seeking to replicate, especially in its musical numbers, both the perception-altering experience of an LSD-induced psychedelic trip and the bliss of India-originating transcendental meditation. Analysis of the work’s reception reveals, however, that this was the wrong medium at the wrong moment and constituted the first popular and critical artistic failure of the group’s career. Here, in summary, were the Beatles once more reaching out to their fanbase, but that fanbase now rejecting the Beatles and their version of the counterculture.

Not for long, though. The bulk of Chapter 3 shows how the group’s cinematic fortunes would soon reverse in a project to which they made little personal commitment, but where the use of their personae and the more flexible format of animation allowed a more fully ‘realised’ version of psychedelia and the concerns of counterculture – the musical fantasy Yellow Submarine. A detailed visual analysis shows the myriad artistic influences on the film, notably styles and imagery taken from pop artists ranging from Peter Blake to Andy Warhol. The textual analysis offers potential interpretations for the film’s narrative, including its (again allegorical) play on late-1960s states of consciousness and statesmanship: as Bob Neaverson describes it, ‘an underground parable of how the psychedelic Beatles (symbols of the peaceful and apolitical forces of hippy counter-culture) overcome the forces of state power to establish a new regime of karmic awareness and universal goodwill’ (1997: 88). Accessible at different levels of interpretation, the film’s healthy commercial returns would support the reading that, in summary, Yellow Submarine allowed their fanbase a delayed (and diluted) acceptance of the Beatles and their (cartoon) brand of counterculture.

The last chapter provides a summative conclusion on how the Beatles and their films re-present the development of (primarily British) youth culture throughout the 1960s. (And beyond: a final survey of their solo film ventures notes how, if the musical core rests with Lennon and McCartney, the film kudos goes to Starr and Harrison). The chapter begins with an exploration of their final film, Let It Be, its record of the group’s bitter dissolution presenting a parallel to the fragmentation of pop and youth culture at the end of the decade. Containing a compendium of Beatles film tropes, its filmed studio sessions are shown to offer less stylised versions of the musicianship foregrounded in Help!. They culminate, however, in one last meaningful live performance, a link back to the group’s film origins in A Hard Day’s Night – until the Yellow Submarine-style ‘blue meanies’ from the British police force close it down. With this volume’s focus on ‘the Beatles growing up’, several factors – notably fan pressure – are seen as contributing to their fractious demise, but Let It Be exposes internal splits and new romantic, distinctly adult alliances, which signal unmistakably the end of the youth cultural and cinematic journey. Here, in summary, is where the Beatles reject the Beatles.

In Let It Be the Beatles even move out of Twickenham Film Studios, dissatisfied with its atmosphere and acoustics. How different this rejection of venue was to the group’s origins where music and cinema worked symbiotically. Prior to A Hard Day’s Night, the burgeoning Beatles gained plentiful experience, not of film-making, but of cinema houses. It is accepted that the group tightened its act in the bars of Hamburg (Gladwell 2008: 35–68; Inglis 2012), a residency where for the first four months their cramped accommodation was in the Bambi Kino picture house. But on returning to Britain their sound – and name – were predominantly spread by their manager Brian Epstein who had them join the bill of one of the numerous six-act, twenty-minutes-a-set, twice-nightly line-ups that relentlessly toured the nation’s cinemas (and occasional ballrooms) in the early 1960s. With most towns’ theatres committed to hosting week-long variety acts, these single-booked ‘two house’ package tours became a welcome source of revenue for Britain’s then-struggling cinema chains. Many of their imposing art-deco-style picture houses, built during the interwar boom years, could seat up to 3000 paying customers and had been fitted with large stages, and even orchestra pits, to accommodate the vogue for cine-variety, a ‘bastard form’ where film projection was mixed with older forms of popular entertainment (Sutton 2000: 46–7). Suddenly re-theatricalised after years of sharp audience decline, these cinemas now became the prime venue for bringing the freshest pop music acts into a city’s High Street.

So it was with the Beatles. Following their modest debut hit with ‘Love Me Do’, the Beatles’ first UK tour, from 2 February to 3 March 1963, had ten of its 14 dates at cinema venues. Beginning at the Gaumont Cinema, Bradford, and taking in the UK’s main chains – nights quickly followed at Bedford’s Granada Cinema, Wakefield’s Regal, Carlisle’s ABC and the Southport Odeon – the Beatles started by closing the first half of each ‘house’, a support act down a bill compered by Irish comedian Dave Allen and headed by 16-year-old Helen Shapiro (Lewisohn 1992: 98–102). Shapiro was a genuine pop music film star who had taken a lead role in Richard Lester’s It’s Trad, Dad! aka Ring-a-Ding Rhythm (1962), and performed two songs in the Billy Fury vehicle Play It Cool (Winner, 1962) (see Figure 0.1). Nonetheless, the February chart-topping success of ‘Please Please Me’ saw the Beatles end the tour as the main attraction, accompanied by a steady growth in screaming from the now packed-out predominantly teenage audiences. This surfacing of what the national press would six months later term Beatlemania was a phenomenon essentially fostered in Britain’s cinemas. At Epstein’s insistence, the Beatles almost immediately undertook a second tour, their 9–31 March schedule comprising 21 dates of which 13, starting at the East Ham Granada, were again cinema-based (Lewisohn 1992: 103–5). Though nominally now sharing top billing, American singers Tommy Roe and Chris Montez were immediately usurped by the rapturously received emergent teen idols.
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Figure 0.1. ‘Love Me Do’: the Beatles’ cinematic beginnings.

These package tours were high-pressured and low-comfort affairs – their drudgery is lightly touched on in A Hard Day’s Night.
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