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         grounded—thank goodness—in reality.
      

      
      
   
      Introduction

      
         
         
         
      

      
      This book had its beginnings in two “places”: fan of the rock-and-roll band The Who
         and teacher of college history courses. For me, the two are not unrelated. My interest
         in the past as a vocation and my interest in The Who started together in my late teens.
         As I gained formal training in history as a university undergraduate, during graduate
         school, and then as I taught history in the college classroom, I kept listening to
         The Who, reading about them, and occasionally seeing them perform live. Almost from
         the start, I thought of The Who as a historian’s band. The time and place where the
         group began and the times and places through which they moved over the years were
         easy to spot in their songs, in their eye-catching performances, and in the interviews
         and writings of Pete Townshend, the band’s main songwriter and guitarist, who came
         across as self-conscious about the band’s place in the larger sweep of things. As
         I saw it, The Who “brand” was infused with time and place and with the themes that
         lent themselves to connecting the past with the present. A similar point is made by
         the British sociologist Stanley Cohen, who wrote an influential study of the “Mods,”
         a youth subculture that gave The Who their first “brief” in the early 1960s. The Who,
         wrote Cohen, “explicitly stood for, sang about and understood (a gift nearly non-existent
         in the pop world) their origins.”[1]    Though it is not hard to make the case that other famous groups of the sixties
         “British Invasion,” such as the Beatles and the Rolling Stones, were similarly representative
         of their time and place, for reasons I hope to demonstrate in this book, The Who offer
         a particularly instructive vantage from which to survey a piece of the past: the Atlantic
         world since 1945. Thus, the idea of writing the history of The Who as a microcosm
         of Atlantic history did not seem far-fetched to me. The scarcity of books on post–Second
         World War transatlantic cultural history, particularly on rock and roll, in the classes
         I teach on the twentieth century was surprising given the tremendous impact that the
         music and culture have had. This void in the literature was another spur to the project.
      

      
       I have long been a fan of The Who, but as a historian writing about them, I have
         had to be conscious of the “noble dream” of the profession: detachment and objectivity.
         Fortunately, to be a fan and critical observer of The Who is neither mutually exclusive
         nor, indeed, particularly hard to accomplish, for The Who invited skepticism from
         fans and observers, maintaining a mildly ironic stance about themselves, about their
         place in the larger scheme of things, and about “fandom,” which is a focus of this
         book. Townshend, a fan himself, was both appreciative and leery. As he saw it, The
         Who’s “job” was to be “the mirror for the desperation, bitterness, frustration, and
         misery of the misunderstood adolescents, of people in the vacuum.”[2]    Even as Townshend “thanked” Who fans for being “the best boss a man could ever
         have,”[3]    he confessed, “I don’t like fans really . . . because they’re my employer—I don’t
         like the boss. . . . [Fans] are fanatics, obsessives. In a Freudian sense, there is
         something very strange about them, a degree of obsession, and neither of you really
         know what the transaction is about.”[4]    Townshend and The Who returned the circumspect gaze of their fans with a healthy
         dose of the same.
      

      
       The Who belonged to a second wave of the British Invasion of rock music that landed
         in Europe and North America in the 1960s. The band became famous for producing popular
         songs and albums and for a raw and very loud performing style that set them apart
         from other bands of the day. The Who used feedback—the distorted sound made when notes
         are “looped” between a guitar pickup and speaker—in some of their recorded songs and
         especially in their live performance, which included, along with the extremely high
         volume, the onstage destruction of instruments. The Who produced a sound that shocked
         the senses, and the “auto-destructive” element made it all the more outrageous. “The
         Who’s act,” recalled Richard Barnes, a friend from the sixties and later a chronicler
         of their history, “was like a total no-holds-barred assault on the senses”:
      

      
      
         The Who were the most outrageous and stunning live act to hit the British scene. They
            were sheer violence and frustration set to music. . . . There were no half-measures;
            they threw everything they had at the audience, ending with a blitz on their own equipment,
            which they would systematically destroy and, in a cloud of smoke and fused smoldering
            amps and other debris, simply walk offstage.
         

         
      

      “Reactions to the Who’s stage act,” wrote Barnes, “varied from complete and utter
         awe and disbelief, through total excitement to outright anger and contempt. Experiencing
         the Who live never left anyone indifferent.”[5]   
      

      
       Electrified rock and roll had been loud and energetic from the start, but this was
         something different. Copied and parodied since the band formed in 1964–1965, the loud,
         strange noises and the destruction of gear, with no clear precedent in music history,
         were for many listeners a deeply disquieting style of music making. Some responded
         to the volume and destruction with shock, mystification, or disgust. But for fans,
         the auto-destruction, the loud music, and the feedback were genuinely thrilling. It
         became The Who brand.
      

      
       The Who’s music belonged to a stream of rock and roll that was popular and successful,
         though surprisingly so because it was also strange. The loudness and violence had
         little historical precedent, even as the musical roots from Europe, America, and Africa
         were there to be found. The paradoxes of The Who’s music made it indelibly a product
         of modernity: the kind, Townshend wrote, by which “one was able to take the rhythms
         of the modern world and make them as loud as the modern world, as loud as the jet
         plane, or louder, as thunderous as a locomotive going by.”[6]    There were other well-known bands that produced a loud, electrified, aggressive
         style of rock, but The Who occupied a special niche: “If Led Zeppelin made you want
         to boogie, and the Rolling Stones and the Doors made you want sex,” wrote an author
         who saw what made the groups different, “Townshend and The Who made you want to smash
         something up.”[7]   
      

      
       Early in their career, The Who made a name for themselves by playing loud music,
         using feedback, and destroying guitars and other instruments at the end of live performances.
         If The Who had done nothing else, they would have secured a place in rock-and-roll
         history for their high volume and for smashing equipment. But early on, The Who also
         showed a knack for crafting catchy pop songs and for later producing long-playing
         “rock operas.” “My Generation” became a youth anthem of the 1960s and now, almost
         a half-century since its release in 1965, a historical “artifact” of the age of rock
         and roll. The song, whose lyrics are stuttered as though the singer is affected by
         drugs or nerves, is probably the best example of The Who’s brash, insolent, smart
         brand. With “My Generation,” The Who made volume, aggression, and attitude commercial.
         Their career began in 1964, reached a peak in the early 1970s, and wound down in the
         early 1980s. In the process, their music became a cultural and emotional touchstone
         for an emerging phenomenon: an “Atlantic generation” that included fans in the band’s
         native England and across North America and Western Europe.
      

      
       For a time from 1964 to 1974, The Who were on the cutting edge of rock-and-roll modernity,
         absorbing the music (itself less than a decade old) as it crossed the Atlantic from
         the United States and then making it their own by playing really loud and with a flair
         that drew on neighborhood and working-class (or post–working class) roots in their
         native London. The Who were modern because they were “postmodern”: privileging neither
         the technology nor the musical genre, approaching both as disposable (as befitting
         the commercialism of the era), and, to prove it, destroying—literally breaking to
         pieces—guitars and other musical equipment on the stage. Ever since Pete Townshend
         smashed his first guitar at a gig in 1964, other rockers have done so too. Because
         the gesture has become iconic, it is easy to forget how startling the destruction
         of equipment, the loud music, and the anger and frustration in the songs were in 1964
         or to grasp how this kind of music could become lasting and commercially successful.
      

      
       This book takes up the history of The Who as a way to explore the place of rock-and-roll
         music in post-1945 Atlantic history. It begins with the long-term historical roots
         of rock across the Atlantic and then delves into the first decade of The Who (1964–1974),
         when the four members of the band—Roger Daltrey, John Entwistle, Keith Moon, and Pete
         Townshend—came together and produced their most lasting and commercially successful
         music. The book places The Who’s story in a historical and Atlantic framework. The
         Atlantic world is a “place” in this way of thinking. If we can say that Atlantic history
         began around 1500 with the movement of Europeans and Africans to the Americas, the
         idea of an Atlantic community was really articulated in the 1940s, with serious scholarship
         on the topic beginning a decade later.[8]    Bernard Bailyn—the preeminent scholar of Atlantic history—has emphasized two related
         points about the field: its focus on the early modern era (ca. 1500–1800) and the
         fact that its full history through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries still remains
         “a tale yet to be told.”[9]    The concept and contours of twentieth-century Atlantic history—including its cultural
         transactions—have not been given the attention that it warrants. As European imperialism
         generated a Eurocentric paradigm across much of the world after 1500, so the economic,
         political, and cultural influences of the United States contributed to an Atlantic
         paradigm in the twentieth century. Both influences are very much there in the history
         of The Who, even as the popularity of their music and their brand eventually spread
         beyond Europe and America. The Who’s first audience were young London Mods, but over
         the years the audience became Atlantic and then nearly global.
      

      
       The Who, like many other British Invasion bands of the 1960s, were transatlantic
         because of the music traditions they drew from the United States, because they returned
         that music with a British flair back to America, and because they developed enormous
         fan bases on each side of the Atlantic: “feedback” here refers not only to the discordant
         notes they played but also to the back-and-forth of music, music industry, and musicians
         that, beginning in the 1960s, helped to create an Atlantic generation. The Who and
         English peer groups—including the Beatles, Rolling Stones, Kinks, Dave Clark Five,
         Cream, and Led Zeppelin—were crucial to the formation of this Atlantic generation.
         A focus of the book is fandom, including issues of social class, gender, and localism
         among fans on both sides of the Atlantic. The Who’s original fans were London Mods,
         but by the end of the sixties, a much broader type had emerged on both sides of the
         Atlantic: mostly male, from the working or middle classes, young, probably sporting
         long hair, not always politicized but frustrated by societal norms and ready to challenge
         them. By “Atlantic,” I mean especially the North Atlantic, including the United Kingdom,
         the United States, Canada, and continental Europe (including France, Denmark, Sweden,
         West Germany, and the Netherlands). Because The Who are a British group whose greatest
         success and largest number of fans were in their native Britain and the United States,
         the coverage is greatest for these two countries.
      

      
       The book has four goals. The first is to place The Who and their performance style
         in long- and short-term historical and Atlantic context. A second is to explain how
         the loud, aggressive music of The Who could have broad and enduring appeal, first
         in England and then across the Atlantic world. A third is to direct the book toward
         the undergraduate college classroom and the knowledgeable general reader while also
         making a contribution to scholarship in the field. A fourth is to make the case for
         casting The Who as a historical microcosm representative of certain modernizing trends
         of the last two and a half centuries.
      

      
       Music, to be fully appreciated, has to be heard, and so writing about it starts at
         a disadvantage. I want to emphasize that my approach to the topic is historical. The
         book is written as a transnational cultural and social history. It joins insights
         from pop culture with the historical and comparative perspective that I can bring
         from my own training. It is not a general history of rock and roll. Rather, the book
         surveys historical trends, including the long- and short-term developments in music,
         technology, commerce, politics, and society that contributed to The Who brand. In
         short, the book shows readers and students how some of the popular culture that they
         or their parents know has a documentable history and how that history may be placed
         within a broad geographical and temporal context—the Atlantic world beginning at roughly
         1500. An argument that the book makes is that The Who may be viewed as a product of
         historical developments of which they and their fans were hardly aware.
      

      
       The first chapter is broadly framed, covering the long- and short-term historical
         roots of The Who’s music and performance style, including African American blues,
         rhythm and blues, and other forms of American and British pop music. The chapter includes
         historical background on the technological, social, and cultural developments across
         the Atlantic that produced fans and consumers; on traditions in popular entertainment
         beginning in the eighteenth century that help explain The Who’s appeal; and the short-term
         (ca. 1950–1960) antecedents of the British rock-and-roll invasion. The Who appear
         intermittently in this chapter, which concludes with the Atlantic perspective of this
         history.
      

      
       Chapter 2 adds more historical background, explaining the time frame of the book
         (1964–1974) and adding detail on the technology of rock music: radio, record players,
         microphones, electric guitars, and amplifiers. The chapter introduces the managers
         and promoters who played a crucial role in developing and marketing The Who brand
         and creating a transatlantic music industry. The chapter makes a brief introduction
         of Who fans and the rock journalists who covered the band, the different venues in
         which the band played, and the logistics and culture of touring in the 1960s, with
         examples from England, North America, and Western Europe.
      

      
       The third chapter explores in greater detail the singular loudness of The Who, the
         elements of violence incorporated into their performance, and the sensory experience
         of listening to The Who live or alone via radio, record player, or headphones. The
         chapter provides a profile of crowds attending Who concerts on each side of the Atlantic
         and differentiates between Mods (their earliest followers) and later fans. The chapter
         concludes with an analysis of the evolution of The Who’s music, from singles and “power
         pop” to sophisticated albums, including the rock opera Tommy.
      

      
       Chapter 4 provides greater exploration of Who fans (including the idea of an Atlantic
         generation), The Who and gender, The Who as quintessentially British, and The Who
         and social class. The chapter also examines The Who and politics, with additional
         analysis of the violence in some of their early stage performance and music. The chapter
         concludes with an introduction to the album Quadrophenia (1973).
      

      
       The last chapter takes up the story of Quadrophenia, like Tommy a rock opera but one that is also a musical memoir of The Who’s origins. The chapter
         includes a description of how The Who toured the album in England, Europe, and North
         America. The chapter synthesizes and summarizes themes from the book, winding down
         the transatlantic history of The Who by situating them in the post-1974 rise of punk
         and classic rock. The chapter describes the last years of the band and iconic moments
         near the end of their run: the death of drummer Keith Moon (1978); the events of December
         1979 at Cincinnati, Ohio, when eleven fans were killed in a rush for seats; and the
         band’s breakup in 1982. The chapter concludes with a review of the remaining members’
         periodic reunions, including a memorable performance in New York City following the
         September 2001 attack on the World Trade Center. Chapter 5 resituates The Who in Atlantic
         historical perspective, as well as in a more global context.
      

      
       The sources for the book are a mix of primary and secondary materials. Primary sources
         include The Who’s music; stories, interviews, and concert reviews selected from newspapers;
         published collections of interviews with members of The Who and their friends, supporters,
         and band managers; published fan recollections and testimony; album and CD/DVD liner
         notes; and rock music journals and magazines. Secondary sources include the abundant
         popular literature (biographies, pop histories, and the like), video documentaries,
         and the ever-growing scholarly literature on rock music. Pete Townshend was the main
         songwriter and most articulate member of the group—indeed, among the most literate
         and thoughtful of his generation of rock ’n’ rollers. For these reasons, he is an
         important voice in this book.
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      Chronology

      
         
         
         
      

      
      1962: Roger Daltrey and John Entwistle form the Detours—Pete Townshend joins
      

       

      1964: Keith Moon joins as drummer—Pete Meaden becomes manager—the Detours become the High
         Numbers—Kit Lambert and Chris Stamp replace Meaden as managers—Pete Townshend smashes
         his first guitar at a performance—the High Numbers change their name (permanently)
         to The Who—first performance at the Marquee Club in London
      

       

      1965: “I Can’t Explain”—first appearances on BBC television and radio—“Anyway, Anyhow, Anywhere”—first
         overseas tour (Netherlands, Sweden, Denmark)—“My Generation” (single)—My Generation (The Who’s first album) released
      

       

      1966: “Substitute”—A Quick One (album) released—“Happy Jack”—“The Kids Are Alright”—“I’m a Boy”—tours of England,
         Ireland, and Europe—legal struggle with former producer Shel Talmy
      

       

      1967: First appearance in the United States, at Murray the K’s shows in New York City—“Pictures
         of Lily”—Monterey Festival in California and subsequent first North American tour—“I
         Can See for Miles”—Scandinavian tour—The Who Sell Out

       

      1968: Tour of Australia and New Zealand—North American tour—“Magic Bus”—performance on the
         “Rolling Stones Rock and Roll Circus”—Pete Townshend begins study of Meher Baba
      

       

      1969:  Tommy released—concert tour of Tommy in Europe and North America—Woodstock Festival (United States)—Isle of Wight Festival
         (England)
      

       

      1970: Isle of Wight Festival (England)—“The Seeker”—Tommy at New York City’s Metropolitan Opera—Live at Leeds released—North American and European tours, including opera houses
      

       

      1971:  Lifehouse project at the Young Vic Theater (London)—Who’s Next released—“Won’t Get Fooled Again”—North American and British tours
      

       

      1972: “Join Together”—“Relay”—European tour—at the Fête de l’Humanité
      

       

      1973:  Quadrophenia released—North American and British tours
      

       

      1974:  Odds and Sods released—North American, European, and British tours
      

       

      1975:  Tommy (film)—The Who by Numbers released
      

       

      1977: The Who play at Kilburn State Theater (London)
      

       

      1978:  Who Are You released—Keith Moon dies
      

       

      1979: Kenney Jones replaces Keith Moon—The Kids Are Alright (film)—Quadrophenia (film)—Cincinnati disaster
      

       

      1981:  Face Dances released
      

       

      1982:  It’s Hard released—Farewell Tour
      

       

      1989: Tour for Tommy twenty-fifth anniversary
      

       

      1997:  Quadrophenia tour
      

       

      2001: Concert for New York City
      

       

      2002: John Entwistle dies
      

       

      2006:  Endless Wire released
      

      
      
   
      Chapter 1

      “My Generation”

      
         
         
         
         The Who in Historical Perspective

         
         
      

      
      Rock and roll has a history. Or, perhaps, a better way to put it is to say that rock
         and roll has two histories. The more familiar and conventional of the two is the one that begins in
         the United States in the 1950s with the music of Bill Haley, Buddy Holly, Elvis Presley,
         and other performers who went on to become deities in rock’s pantheon. This is a pop
         history that has been mythologized and reified over the years through glossy coffee
         table books and video documentaries and in the sensational biographies of those well-known
         rockers whose lives seemed to follow a predictable arc: the rise to fame, the fall,
         and—depending on whether or not one survived the hedonistic years of stardom—the resurrection.
         But rock and roll has another, perhaps less familiar, history: one that has deep and
         dispersed roots and that is in fact tied to many of the momentous developments in
         society, economy, politics, technology, and culture across the Atlantic in the last
         250 years. This is a long-term history about which most of those belonging to the
         art and enterprise of rock music—musicians, managers, promoters, studio engineers,
         and fans—seem dimly aware. But rock and roll is a product of both, and the familiar
         short-term pop history cannot really be understood without turning to the deeper,
         long-term history.
      

      
       The Who—a British rock band that had an unremarkable beginning in the working-class
         clubs and former music halls of the Shepherd’s Bush section of early 1960s London
         but which, by the end of the decade, had become one of the best-known and most influential
         groups across the Atlantic—was a product of both the long- and short-term histories
         of rock and roll. In this sense, it is possible to tell the story of one rock band
         as emblematic of certain historical trends: The Who, as standing for something larger
         than the band itself, is a theme that runs through the book. The Who are, of course,
         not the only rock band that can be said to have represented something bigger than
         themselves. In fact, they cultivated certain inimitable qualities designed to set
         them apart, contributing to their early success and to their remarkable longevity
         in a business populated by endless one-hit wonders. One quality that distinguished
         The Who and that makes them a good subject for a history like this is the awareness
         that the group possessed of their place in the larger sweep of things; this is particularly
         true of guitarist and principal songwriter Pete Townshend. This self-consciousness
         about the historical moment to which they belonged imparted an unusual prescience
         to the brand they created, a brand that also made them rich and famous. For those
         who are open to the idea that the big picture of history can reveal itself in “little”
         histories like this, it is not hard to cast moments in The Who’s rock-and-roll story
         as microcosms: historical capsules that capture the convergence of long- and short-term
         trends.[1]    
      

      
       Rock bands came and went quickly in the 1960s. The Who lasted a long time (two of
         the four original surviving members are still performing), became famous, and achieved
         financial and critical success because they produced a string of catchy pop singles,
         including “My Generation,” which became an anthem for its era; because of their influential
         long-playing albums Tommy (1969), Live at Leeds (1970), Who’s Next (1971), and Quadrophenia (1973); and for the memorable personalities that made up the band, including Townshend,
         who was to become a kind of rock-and-roll sage. But even if all these accomplishments
         were somehow taken away, indeed if the band had folded like so many of their peer
         groups after just a year or two, The Who still would have a special place in rock
         history for two other qualities: the loudness of their music and their memorable stage
         performance. Here is a journalist’s description of a Who gig at London’s fashionable
         Marquee Club in 1965:
      

      
      
         I arrived late and heard what sounded like someone sawing through an aluminum dustbin
            with a chainsaw to accompaniment of a drummer who was obviously in time with another
            group on another planet and the most deafening bass guitar in the world. The vocalist
            was virtually inaudible amidst the cacophony. I turned on my heel to leave but Kit
            [Lambert, one of The Who’s managers] came up behind me . . . promising . . . , “This
            will be a moment you will remember all your life.” He pulled me into the sweaty, smelly
            confines of the Marquee where a large number of [Mods, a youth subculture of the era]
            in their vented jackets and Fred Perry shirts leapt about in delight. I was astonished.
            The long lanky guitarist with the big hooter (Townshend) was doing a passing impression
            of a malfunctioning windmill, all the while extracting a tortuous scream from his
            guitar which sounded as though several Siamese cats were being electrocuted inside
            his speaker cabinet. This, I was reliably informed, was “feedback.” Then the surly
            looking blond thug (singer Roger Daltrey) up front . . . threw his microphone at the
            drummer (Keith Moon) who retaliated by hurling his sticks at his head and thrashing
            around his kit like a whirling dervish. The bass player’s (John Entwistle) hair was
            dyed jet black (his tribute to Elvis) and in his black clothes on a very dark stage
            was almost invisible. He made up for this by turning his volume control up so high
            that he could be heard in the next world. Finally the apocalypse arrived on cue when
            the guitarist raised his guitar above his head and smashed it to splinters on the
            stage while the drummer kicked his drums in the general direction of the vocalist
            who made a determined effort to hit him over the head with one his cymbals. When the
            dust finally settled and the cheers subsided, Kit turned to me. “Wasn’t that wonderful,
            dear boy?” he asked.[2]    
         

         
      

      The Who performed in a physical, almost violent style. They were also deafeningly
         loud. So loud that lyrics and individual instruments could be hard to distinguish.
         So loud that the music could be heard at a distance. So loud that the volume had a
         physical effect, leaving some listeners queasy and disoriented. So loud that it could
         leave ears ringing for days afterward. It is not surprising that some Who fans would
         later attribute hearing problems to the concerts they attended in the 1960s and 1970s.
         Nor is it surprising that Pete Townshend has become a spokesperson on behalf of preventing
         tinnitus—the ringing in the ears brought about, in his case, by decades of playing
         and listening to really loud music.
      

      
       Along with the sound, the other ingredient that set The Who apart from peer groups
         and left early observers scratching their heads in bewilderment were acts of onstage
         destruction: Townshend smashing his guitar, Keith Moon kicking over the drum kit,
         and singer Roger Daltrey finding ways to extract awful sounds from the microphone.
         This was strange music that was somehow also appealing. A Swedish fan attending a
         Who concert in Stockholm not long after the Marquee show described above recalled
         the odd thrill produced by the noise and mayhem:
      

      
      
         On stage there were lots of Marshall amps and speakers looking as destroyed as I’d
            seen from photos. We forced our way towards the stage (not very easy). People were
            arriving in a steady stream. Then the music started. What a sound. And what volume.
            What a feeling. The crowd waved back and forth, one second three metres from the stage,
            the next right in front of it. . . . I guess there was some kind of panic, you couldn’t
            do anything but follow the waves. I got a terrible feeling someone had fallen down
            on the floor we jumped around on, and there wasn’t anything I could do about it. Then
            Pete started to smash his guitar and his speakers, and I started shivering. Somebody
            let off a smoke bomb. It was total chaos. Pete ended the berserk by pushing his whole
            Marshall stack into the audience. This was of course the heaviest live concert I had
            ever experienced in my life.[3]    
         

         
      

      Many observers and journalists responded to this part of the act with shock, mystification,
         or disgust. But from the beginning, rock-and-roll fans—in the band’s native England
         and then as The Who began to travel in continental Europe, the United States, and
         Canada—thrilled to the seemingly purposeless destruction.
      

      
       These two elements of The Who’s story—the loud music and onstage destruction—have
         since become a well-known chapter in the pop history of rock music. Even today when
         The Who show up in print or on television as part of the master narrative of rock
         and roll, it is often these qualities that take center stage. Since Pete Townshend
         smashed his first guitar at a gig in 1964, other rockers have done so, too, such that
         the gesture has become an iconic part of rock performance. Accordingly, it can be
         easy to forget how truly startling the destruction of equipment seemed in 1965, along
         with the loud music and the anger and frustration in the songs. Or how this kind of
         music could possibly become commercial or promise any kind of longevity. Or what it
         all meant. Pop music, even its brashest new child—rock and roll—had not seen anything
         quite like this.
      

      
       The Who introduced ingredients to rock and roll that were eye-catching, ear-splitting,
         and just off the emerging norm, partly to make them stand out against an array of
         impressive acts coming onto the music scene on both sides of the Atlantic in the early
         1960s. To name just a few of the best known, in England the Beatles, the Rolling Stones,
         and the Kinks were contemporaries of The Who; in the United States, where the variety
         of pop music formats was greater, there were Bob Dylan, the Byrds, James Brown, and
         Motown artists such as Smokey Robinson, Stevie Wonder, and the Supremes. The near
         simultaneous appearance of so many performers who were to become among the most famous
         and commercially successful pop acts of the twentieth century at a particular moment
         (the early to mid-1960s) and at a particular place (the Atlantic world of England,
         Western Europe, and North America) makes it possible to cast the story of The Who,
         their generation of rock fans, and the strange combination of volume and violence
         that were part of their brand, as a historical convergence: a development that we
         can situate in broader context and for which we can seek the threads of causation—the
         “causes”—that brought it all about. Pop music from the 1960s, like everything around
         us, has a history—a history with long- and short-term roots. Unlike the adolescent
         frustrations that Townshend was struggling to get across in the band’s first hit single,
         “I Can’t Explain,” the history and appeal of The Who’s special brand of rock and roll
         can be investigated, written about, and, indeed, explained.
      

      
      “Sparks”: The Long-Term Roots

      
      There are few historical precedents for making really loud music and smashing instruments
         onstage. Among the handful of precursors to The Who was the Italian artist Alberto
         Savinio, who during Europe’s interwar period (1919–1939) sometimes destroyed a piano
         at the conclusion to his performances.[4]     In fact, The Who’s combination of loud music and smashing of instruments was
         a more or less authentic, revolutionary innovation.
      

      
       Revolutionary as the act may have been and aside from the noise and violence, The
         Who and other rock bands followed in a historical path of music and performance that
         had deep, dispersed roots in British, European, African, and North American culture
         and that over time merged into a stream of Atlantic popular culture.[5]     Historians tend to think of the short term as laying out the proximate causes of an event and occurring within the space of
         years or decades, while the long term describes developments that evolve over the course of centuries. The short-term history
         naturally reflects the long-term process. The Who played rock and roll, a form of
         music that justifiably can be said to have been born in the United States in the 1950s.
         Indeed, the phrase probably dates from its use by an American disc jockey (or DJ)
         in the early 1950s. But while the phrase and the genre are relatively recent, the
         roots of the music derive from a mélange of traditions coming out of the Atlantic
         basin during the early modern era (ca. 1500–1800). The British and European roots
         go even deeper, to religious and secular traditions that began in the Middle Ages
         (ca. 1000–1500). The Who were a British band, and in Britain as elsewhere in Europe,
         the music of the popular classes—what would in the twentieth century sometimes be
         vaguely labeled “folk” or “roots” music—remained for a long time, especially the music
         of the countryside, drawing on agricultural and religious practices in European peasant
         culture, including carnival, charivari, and mumming.[6]     Carnival was the pre-Lenten period of feasting and celebration. Charivari was
         the mocking celebration done by villagers to newlyweds. Mummers were troupes of street
         performers who acted out plays in villages. All three traditions sought to temporarily
         “turn the world upside down” by allowing persons from the lower classes to poke fun
         at those of a higher status. In hindsight, secular medieval music’s most important
         contribution to the future was probably the troubadours: itinerant musician/poets
         originally from southern France. Unlike many other forms of medieval art and culture,
         the troubadours’ musical tradition was not specifically religious, focusing instead
         on themes of love and play. This was a music designed to entertain patrons in the
         courts of Western Europe, but also one that was played by and found audiences among
         the lower classes of both city and countryside.[7]    
      

      
       The playfulness and ephemeral qualities of the troubadours’ music is harder to locate
         in another of rock’s long-term roots—the music of the Christian church, which was
         especially intended to elevate and help guide the pilgrim’s “progress” to heaven.
         Nonetheless, in England during the Middle Ages, the church—Catholic until the Elizabethan
         settlement of the sixteenth century led to the creation of the Anglican church—served
         as a kind of musical middle ground between the folk traditions of the peasantry, who
         remained the majority of the population during the Middle Ages and who sang mostly
         in everyday language (the vernacular), and the nobility, who sang in French following
         the Norman conquest of England in the eleventh century.[8]     But for most ordinary British believers—whether Anglican, Catholic, or, later,
         Methodist, Presbyterian, or one of the many smaller sects, such as Quakers, that came
         in the wake of the Protestant reformation of the sixteenth century and the civil wars
         of the seventeenth—the church or chapel was both a place to hear sermons and a village
         or neighborhood institution where song became central to one’s upbringing. Well into
         the twentieth century, the church and choir were the places where, for many British,
         the love of song was first cultivated. This was the case for many twentieth-century
         rock and rollers. Roger Daltrey, John Entwistle, and Pete Townshend all sang in the
         neighborhood church choir.[9]    
      

      
       The popular music heard and played in British and European cities had somewhat different
         roots from that of rural music. From the early modern period well into the nineteenth
         century, the music of the urban lower classes of London, Paris, Vienna, Milan, and
         elsewhere especially drew on entertainment originally intended for royal courts or
         the upper classes (the nobility and upper bourgeoisie). The music that we now often
         think of as classical, including opera, tended to trickle down the social ladder from
         high to low. This is a different pattern from that of the twentieth century, when
         the varieties of popular music that dominated in both city and countryside mostly
         drew their inspiration from the poorer or middle rungs of society. As music and performance
         moved from high to low in European cities, certain elements were altered to broaden
         its appeal for audiences less familiar with the techniques and purposes of composition.
         In seventeenth- and eighteenth-century Italy, opera evolved in two directions: opera seria, the established form intended for a sophisticated audience, and opera buffa, a variation often incorporating elements of folk comedy that was sometimes a lampoon
         of the original: bawdier, more sentimental, with stock characters using language (including
         dialect) that a typical urban audience of artisans, laborers, small merchants, and
         their families could understand and whose story (libretto) usually ended with the triumph of common sense over upper-class egotism. Opera buffa—which was fully formed in European cities by 1740 or so—also introduced entertaining
         mechanical devices to the stage and a “vulgar carnival atmosphere” that, while criticized
         by purists, appealed to a broad range of social classes.[10]     Opera had originally been mostly a private entertainment for members of the royal
         court and nobility, but by the eighteenth century, “impresarios” were tailoring performances
         for a mix of people seated in a range of venues. Performers moved across Europe from
         city to city in “troupes,” renting spaces and hiring local musicians to accompany
         the performances. The lower cost of admission fit the new audience. At the same time,
         opera buffa audiences developed the habit of interacting with onstage performers, who placed
         greater emphasis on acting and less on singing than in opera seria. Gradually, a kind of performance repertoire evolved in Western European opera, with
         musicians and audience members prepared to play out their respective roles.[11]     The repertoire was altered during the years of the French Revolution (1789–1794)
         as audiences in the parterre were tamed by bourgeois social mores that kept them confined to their seats, applauding
         the performance only at the appropriate moment—a rule to which modern audiences still
         adhere.[12]     An interactive repertoire between audience and musicians similar to that of the
         eighteenth century emerged in the rock concert experience of the 1960s and 1970s.
         This was certainly the case for The Who—with Keith Moon and Pete Townshend, in particular,
         engaging in dialogue, sometimes bordering on insult, with members of the audience.
         Townshend, working under the influence of manager Kit Lambert, who came from a classical
         music background, even “started to use baroque (era) chords” in the music that he
         wrote.[13]     The opera buffa pedigree is also easy to see in The Who’s “A Quick One While He’s Away” (a mini-opera
         from 1967’s The Who Sell Out album), some of Townshend’s later individual projects, and especially the band’s
         rock opera Tommy, which fully incorporated the opera buffa form into the twentieth century’s age of rock and roll.
      

      
       It is tempting to interpret developments in eighteenth-century European opera as
         signs of the slow disintegration of a formerly impermeable border between high and
         low—a long historical evolution that could also be seen in other areas of European
         culture, including literature and painting, and that then became characteristic of
         twentieth-century culture. Almost from the start, opera buffa appealed not just to the lower classes but to many in the middle classes and nobility.
         This movement between high and low in the popularization of art was part of a larger
         trend in European society. As historians have described, by the eighteenth century,
         “market forces” were being felt in many segments of European society, from the baking
         and selling of bread to the hiring of workers for construction projects to the jostling
         of customers from all backgrounds paying for seats at the theater or opera. In this
         evolving, increasingly commercial, gradually more popular setting, it made good financial
         sense for musicians and entrepreneurs to attract as wide a base of customers as possible.
         Composers and performers, who had been viewed as technicians in the seventeenth century,
         adapted to the new regime of free enterprise by styling themselves as both artists
         and self-promoting entrepreneurs.[14]     The most famous example of the new-style entrepreneurial talent is Amadeus Mozart
         (1756–1791), who operated comfortably in both high and low spheres despite an upbringing
         meant to appeal to Habsburg court society of the Austrian Empire. Indeed, the young
         Mozart seemed instinctually drawn to the raucous and to opera buffa: two of his most famous works, “Figaro” (1786) and “Cosi fan tutte” (1790), were
         produced for this genre.[15]     From the early modern era to the end of the eighteenth century, the carnivalesque
         and the vulgar—long a part of the cultural life of the European rural and lower classes—moved
         steadily into the opera houses of Western Europe and, from there, to other entertainment
         venues. Of course, serious opera (which Mozart also composed) did not die out. There
         was room for both it and opera buffa, or the “light opera” form that it took in the nineteenth century. The Italian composer
         Giuseppe Verdi (1813–1901) was a successful composer of light opera in the nineteenth
         century, as were the team of Charles Gilbert (1866–1910) and Arthur Sullivan (1842–1900)
         in England.[16]     In the twentieth century, Broadway musicals in the United States were to take
         many of their cues from the opera buffa tradition. The Who’s rock opera Tommy became a virtual opera buffa when translated to film in 1975, as it did in 1993 when it moved to New York City’s
         Broadway theater. Tommy, with its long-term historical roots in the eighteenth-century opera buffa and short-term origins in the age of rock and roll, remains a popular musical play
         to stage through the present with an appeal to contemporary audiences, probably analogous
         to the work of Gilbert and Sullivan in the late-nineteenth century.
      

      
       Aside from opera, there were other long-term developments in European and British
         cultural history—some of them musical, some not—that, with the benefit of hindsight,
         we can say paved the way for rock and roll to emerge in the second half of the twentieth
         century. The Romantic era of literature, theater, painting, and music (ca. 1815–1848)
         played a part by emphasizing and making commercially successful certain personal qualities
         that still strike us as perfectly modern. These qualities included genius, inspiration,
         an emphasis on individual liberty, and youth. Mozart had been a kind of star on the
         European cultural scene in the late-eighteenth century. This was a little unusual
         in his day; indeed, the term “star” was not used in a way recognizable to us until
         at least the 1820s.[17]     But there was more of this to come. The Polish-born composer and musician Frederick
         Chopin (1810–1849) came to epitomize the Romantic-era artiste, winning over Parisian audiences with his passionate musical performances and frail
         physique. Not unlike sixties rockers Jimi Hendrix or Jim Morrison, Chopin seemed a
         predestined character set upon a course toward a tragic, early death played out upon
         a public stage.[18]     The pianist and composer Franz Liszt (1811–1886) was another nineteenth-century
         Romantic-era talent who prefigured some of the famous artistes of the twentieth. Interestingly, soon after bringing The Who’s Tommy to the movie screen, the film director Ken Russell latched onto the parallels between
         the ages of Romanticism and rock and roll when he cast Roger Daltrey as the title
         character in his Lisztomania (1975), a madcap biopic of the fated nineteenth-century performer for whom the former
         sheet metal worker from West London now seemed the ideal choice.
      

      
       Mozart had been the first great modern synthesizer of elite and popular music in
         Europe. Neither he nor successors such as Chopin or Liszt shied away from the adoration
         of fans. The democratization and commercialization that were occurring in music and
         performance in Western Europe in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and that
         were part of the long-term roots of rock and roll helped legitimate and make profitable
         the “profane” music that had for so long been outshone by the “sacred” in the European
         tradition. These musical developments, all of which served as roots for rock music
         and The Who, cannot be separated from the other great historical developments of this
         period, one of which was the emergence of black American culture, itself a product
         of something quite remote from the British country churches and Viennese opera balls
         that were also a part of the long-term history: the transatlantic slave trade.
      

      
      “Substitute”: Black America’s Contribution to The Who

      
      “Substitute,” a top-ten single in 1966 for The Who, mocked the facades of British
         society with an irony and sense of humor that was unusual in pop music of the day,
         though typical of the lyrics of the precocious twenty-one-year-old Pete Townshend.
         “You think we look pretty good together / You think my shoes are made of leather”
         went the tune, though the singer was really just “a substitute for another guy.” When
         Roger Daltrey sang, “I look all white, but my dad was black,” he was pointing to the
         obvious prejudices of the North Atlantic world in which he and the rest of the band
         had grown up. This was a world in which rock and roll arguably owed its origins more
         to the music of black Americans than to any other group and yet a world in which centuries
         of racial oppression and prejudice meant that it was white performers in the twentieth
         century, including The Who, who would especially reap the benefits—accolades, career,
         money—of that music.
      

      
       In listening to well-known Who tunes such as “Magic Bus” or “Baba O’Riley,” it seems odd to think that medieval British culture and the work of Mozart could have historical ties to the band.
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