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In 1967 we were living in Springfield, Missouri, and I had just turned
nine. I was riding in the car with my mother and “Strawberry Fields
Forever” came on the radio. I was terrified. It didn’t sound like any-
thing I’d ever heard before with its odd pulsing tones and droning,
nearly monotonous vocals. It seemed nightmarish. To reassure me, my
mother started to explain what the lyrics meant and how the sounds
were supposed to approximate what was going on with the singer’s
emotions and in his mind.

It was one of the pivotal moments of my life.
I dedicate my work on this book to my mother, Sue. Mom: thanks for

helping to keep me from living with my eyes closed.

—3Ben Urish
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Series Foreword

Although the term singer-songwriters might most frequently be associated
with a cadre of musicians of the early 1970s such as Paul Simon, James Tay-
lor, Carly Simon, Joni Mitchell, Cat Stevens, and Carole King, the Praeger
Singer-Songwriter Collection defines singer-songwriters more broadly, both
in terms of style and in terms of time period. The series includes volumes
on musicians who have been active from approximately the 1960s through
the present. Musicians who write and record in folk, rock, soul, hip-hop,
country, and various hybrids of these styles will be represented. Therefore,
some of the early 1970s introspective singer-songwriters named above will be
included, but not exclusively.

What do the individuals included in this series have in common? Although
some have collaborated as writers and some have not, all have written and
recorded commercially successful and/or historically important music and
lyrics at some point in their careers.

The authors who contribute to the series also exhibit diversity. Some are
scholars who are trained primarily as musicians, while others have such areas of
specialization as American studies, history, sociology, popular culture studies,
literature, and rhetoric. The authors share a high level of scholarship, accessi-
bility in their writing, and a true insight into the work of the artists they study.
The authors are also focused on the output of their subjects and how it relates
to their subject’s biography and the society around them; however, biography
in and of itself is not a major focus of the books in this series.

Given the diversity of the musicians who are the subject of books in this
series, and given the diverse viewpoints of the authors, volumes in the series
will differ from book to book. All, however, will be organized chronologically
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according to the compositions and recorded performances of their subjects.
All of the books in the series should also serve as listeners’ guides to the music
of their subjects, making them companions to the artists’ recorded output.

James E. Perone
Series Editor
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John Lennon showed artistic talent and leaning at an early age. The double
punch of British skiffle music and American rock and roll in the mid-1950s
turned his creative impulses to performing music. The Quarry Men, a group
named after Lennon’s school and formed and led by him at age 16, devel-
oped over the next three years into The Beatles, the most significant of all
rock music combos. Key among this development was Lennon’s meeting and
forming a musical partnership with Paul McCartney. At McCartney’s sug-
gestion and with his example, the two young men began composing songs
jointly and separately.

Lennon enrolled in Liverpool Art College as The Beatles honed their skills
by performing in the Liverpool area and then in Hamburg, Germany. By late
1962, Lennon and The Beatles were on the British music charts, and within
several months “Beatlemania” was born and spreading, reaching the United
States in full force early in 1964.

By the end of the following year, Lennon’s songwriting had matured. As
a craftsman, he could do what was required quite well, often to levels of
brilliance. But for him, that was increasingly no longer satisfying artistically.
Lennon’s songs became more overtly personal in terms of topic, more freely
expressive in terms of lyrics, and sonically more evocative. They had to say
something meaningful, both in the form and the content, or to him they
were of lesser value. For Lennon, a song of his was “good” if it expressed
and communicated real emotions, ideas, or events, regardless of whether it
was successful in terms of professional polish or chart success. The reverse
held true as well. A song of his may have been excellent at the level of craft,
structure, story, and harmony, but if it did not express and communicate
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something vital, he considered it empty hack work and was often the most
dismissive critic of his own efforts.

The Beatles’ unprecedented popularity continued as musical styles and
interests changed during the socially turbulent 1960s. By early 1970, the
individual Beatles went their separate artistic ways, having jointly amassed 51
singles in the top 40, 34 in the top 10, and 20 number-1 hits.! In the decades
since, the group’s recordings continued to find both relevance and sales with
new, large audiences.

Lennon’s pop music innovations while in The Beatles spanned music,
lyrics, and recording techniques. These innovations continued as his cre-
ative partnership with Paul McCartney dissolved and another creative part-
nership, with avant-garde conceptual and performance artist Yoko Ono,
evolved.

Lennon continued to have erratic chart successes for post-Beatles singles
and albums, having 13 charting singles and 8 charting musical albums
during his lifetime, with another 6 singles charting in the eight years after
his murder. Yet only one of those singles topped the charts at number one
during his life. It was both his at-times discomforting emotional honesty
and his espousing of and devotion to controversial social and radical politi-
cal causes in his music and otherwise that arguably hampered the mass
appeal legacy he inherited as a former Beatle. Efforts such as “Mother”
were not dance-floor friendly, and, excellent though it is, Lennon could
not have expected the provocative “Woman Is the Nigger of the World”
to have had much appeal in the pop market of 1972. A similar statement
could be made regarding his more innovative work done in support of
Ono; though readily available, such work did not find much favor with
former Beatlemaniacs.

Yet he did release those recordings, and his status as a former Beatle at least
garnered them some notice. Lennon naturally sought the largest possible audi-
ence for his music. His relishing of the experimental aside, he was, after all, a
pop musician. When he could combine mainstream success with his need to say
something of value, as with “Instant Karma!” or “Imagine,” that was ideal.

After his greatest solo chart success and a flurry of collaborations with
other performers, Lennon did not formally record for almost five years.
Then, scarcely a month after the release of his “comeback” album, he was
shot to death as he entered his apartment building in New York City. The
resulting worldwide display of grief and memorials demonstrated not just
nostalgia for The Beatles or their era in general or Lennon in particular, but
recognition that Lennon had achieved iconic status. He had become a liv-
ing legend. Lennon might have alternately been bemused by this and railed
against it, but it had happened—and in the decades since, this process has
only intensified.

But Lennon was an all-too-real flesh-and-blood human, both as frail and
as strong as any. Many examples of his work, musical and otherwise, have
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become available posthumously, and they illuminate the man as well as the
artist. What we are left with is the intensity of his thoughts, the clarity of his
questions, the concern within his humor, and the pain within his triumpbhs.

SCOPE AND ORGANIZATION

As is the case with all of the books in this series, the focus of this volume is on
the music, lyrics, and recordings of our subject. For this volume, that is John
Lennon, but John Lennon apart from The Beatles. Some might contend that
this is an artificial break, and to a certain degree it is. Yet having been made
numerous times elsewhere, the case does not need to be made here for the
exceptional nature of The Beatles” work and Lennon’s contributions to that
body of work. Compared to the academic coverage of The Beatles’ material,
Lennon’s post-Beatle compositions and recordings, even in light of his killing,
remain unfairly neglected with only a handful of attempts to do them justice.

Although this work focuses on John Lennon’s “solo”—or, more accu-
rately, post-Beatle—years, clearly, it is impossible to totally ignore his work
as a singer-songwriter while a member of The Beatles. Just as clearly, his later
career would not have been the same had he never been a Beatle. Much of
the sociohistorical and artistic weight Lennon’s post-Beatle output carries
results from his having been a Beatle.

Much that is, but not all. Lennon himself saw his life’s creative output as
one large mosaic.? His solo artistry and influence not only illuminate what he
gave to The Beatles (and what the experience gave to him), but comprise a
significant contribution on their own.

More so than all but a few other pop music artists, Lennon was able to fuse
experiments in technology, instrumentation, lyrics, and song form into artis-
tically and commerecially successful recordings. Whether expressing emotions,
explaining philosophies, protesting social situations, or ruminating on the
joys and pains of romantic or familial entanglements, few have been Lennon’s
equal and none his better.

The book is arranged chronologically with minor exceptions where some
posthumously released recordings may be discussed then as opposed to when
they were recorded for reasons explained in the text at those points. This is
by no means a full-scale biography of John Lennon. Yet, as with many art-
ists, and with Lennon more than most, the biography does not just underlay
the art; it is directly and explicitly woven into it. Many of Lennon’s musical
creations are overt editorials on what was happening to him, or about what
issues were of immediate concern to him at the time of their creation. In
many instances, Lennon’s biography and artistic enterprises mesh, and as a
result our discussions do as well.

Obviously Lennon’s post-Beatles body of work was first curtailed by his
voluntary self-removal from the music industry, and then by his slaying. Yet
he was incredibly productive from the start of The Beatles’ recording career
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until his withdrawal from recording early in 1975. Since his shooting, sev-
eral composition tapes, home demos, studio recordings, and even completed
songs have been released and may continue to be. But it is not the mere num-
ber of Lennon’s compositions and recordings that intrigues; it is their con-
tent and quality. An analysis of Lennon’s work that aims to straddle academic
and mainstream audiences is, we hope, a welcome addition to the Beatles and
Lennon literature available.

In keeping with the scope of the Praeger Singer-Songwriter Collection, we
have focused on Lennon’s musical compositions that he recorded, and have
further focused on particularly notable songs from each of his albums. That
said, we have not left out any studio recording that Lennon composed and
completed recording during his lifetime, and we have included uncompleted
compositions and recordings that we deem most significant.

In addition, we have commented as thoroughly as seems appropriate,
given the focus of this series, on Lennon’s significant musical works in col-
laboration with others (again, post-Beatles), notably with Yoko Ono. The
full range of Lennon’s efforts in conjunction with other musicians—whether
vocal, instrumental, in composition, or in production—is discussed in the
context of his other musical endeavors.

Because of his status as a former Beatle, Lennon had enormous artistic con-
trol over his work. Outside of a handful of collaborations as a “guest star,” he
produced all of his post-Beatle recordings, often in collaboration with Ono,
Phil Spector, or both. The one exception to that rule, the Oldies but Goldies
project, fell apart and Lennon had to take over complete control to finish
the project. His recordings may have at times been unsettling enough to be
censored or outright banned from broadcast or sales, but during his lifetime
they were as he wanted them or they did not get released. Naturally, this does
not apply to the uncompleted, posthumously released recordings.

Because the aim of this series is to provide a guide to the recordings and
compositions of the singer-songwriters under discussion, we have provided a
discography of Lennon’s key post-Beatles recordings. The index includes all
of the songs mentioned in the text, including those written, co-written, and /
or recorded by Lennon; songs he recorded but did not write; and songs which
Lennon neither wrote nor recorded, but which we have discussed in the text.

Lennon had a playful, adventurous, questioning, and concerned spirit.
Those attributes variously imbued his artistic endeavors. Both in The Beatles
and beyond, there is usually a sense of joyful wonder coupled with an intense
honesty underlying Lennon’s work that is frequently difficult to adequately
explain. The more we attempt to put our finger on it, the more it slips away—
to paraphrase something we heard somewhere. No matter what his topic—be
it a straightforward love song, an angry polemic, or a surreal bit of nonsense—
Lennon expressed some aspect of himself that was real, and in so doing, either
clarified it for all of us or at least shed some light on it for future understand-
ing. We hope we have done something similar with his words and music.



In My Life: The Early Years

John Winston Lennon (later John Ono Lennon) was born on October 9,
1940, in the midst of a bomb raid during the Second World War in the port
city of Liverpool, England.! His father, Fred Lennon, was a merchant seaman
who had only sporadic contact with his family during the war; he moved away
within a year after the war’s end, having no further contact with his son until
after fame had arrived. Later in life, Fred Lennon remarried and fathered
another two sons. Lennon and his father had minimal contact until Fred
Lennon’s death in 1976.2

At an early age, Lennon’s mother, Julia (maiden name Stanley), by most
accounts a free spirit, turned over her son’s rearing to her stern sister Mimi
and Mimi’s husband George Smith, though she kept in sporadic contact with
him. Julia soon had three daughters by two different men. As Lennon entered
his teens, she began to have closer contact with him, including teaching him
rudimentary banjo playing. This deepening relationship was cut short by her
accidental killing by an inebriated, oft-duty police officer in the summer of
1958, when Lennon was 17 years old. Lennon maintained sporadic contact
with his two youngest half-sisters (the eldest had been adopted by a family in
Sweden shortly after her birth) until his slaying.?

Bright enough to be bored and disenchanted enough to be rebellious,
by all accounts Lennon slid through his schooling, only applying himself to
expressive projects such as artwork or writing. Talented but disinterested and
directionless, Lennon spent his early teens withdrawn into a small circle of
close friends, and bonding with his affable uncle George, who died unexpec-
tedly in 1955, when Lennon was just 14.
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LYRiCcAL INFLUENCES

While not evident in his earliest songwriting, the short stories, sketches,
and essays that made up Lennon’s first two books clearly evidence the influ-
ence of the fantasy, illogic, and nonsense literary achievements of Edward
Lear, Lewis Carroll, and W. S. Gilbert. What in Lennon’s lyrics many have
attributed to the influence of psychedelic drugs more properly has its roots in
Victorian-era wordplay humor.*

Lennon’s imagination and tart sense of humor were also in accord with the
absurdist drolleries of such British comedy troupes as The Crazy Gang and
The Goons, a humor tradition that led to Lennon’s contemporaries such as
Beyond the Fringe and Monty Python’s Flying Circus. As Lennon’s lyrical
composing matured, he often combined his comical wordplay and imagina-
tive flights, sometimes just for the absurdity itself, but often for more poetic
or thoughtful ends. While such Beatles’ classics as “Lucy in the Sky with
Diamonds,” “I Am the Walrus” (where the Lewis Carroll inspiration is most
overt), and “Glass Onion” are well-known examples, his post-Beatles career
has numerous illustrations as will be shown.

MusicAL INFLUENCES

Lennon grew up during the tail end of the big-band swing era in postwar
Europe, where the pop music scene was heavily influenced by the American
presence through military bases, economic trade, and war recovery efforts.
Additionally, homegrown artists, national and regional, from traditions such
as the British Music Hall, were still very popular. For example, both Lennon
and his Beatles band mate George Harrison were lifelong George Formby
fans, and outtakes of The Beatles rehearsals show them playing a wide variety
of popular songs, not just the expected rhythm and blues/rock and roll num-
bers. It may have been Paul McCartney who explicitly composed pastiche
songs in these prerock-era pop music traditions, but Lennon was clearly well
schooled in them as well.?

In the mid-1950s Great Britain was hit by the popular craze of skiffle, a
fusion of folksy traditional tunes with Tin Pan Alley sensibilities, played on
homemade or inexpensive instruments. The impromptu inventiveness had
an appeal for the artistically inclined and attention-seeking young Lennon,
and he formed a skiffle group while learning to accompany himself on
banjo.

Nearly concurrent was the explosion of American rockabilly, rhythm and
blues, and rock and roll that hit Great Britain in full force by 1956. As were
many others, Lennon was entranced and excited, and pushed his skiffle orga-
nizations to incorporate this new music. Lennon’s fascination with and love
for the music of Buddy Holly, Chuck Berry, Elvis Presley, and others never
left him. In finding them, he had found himself.
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BEATLE MOONLIGHTING

Once he found his drive, Lennon was by all accounts relentless. By early
spring of 1957, at the age of 16, Lennon had formed his first skiffle band,
The Black Jacks. They soon changed their name to The Quarry Men, taking
the moniker from the school that Lennon and most of the members were
attending. Membership changed fairly regularly, although a standard pool
of players seems to have formed, including Paul McCartney, fairly early on.
More and more rockabilly and rhythm and blues were played, and the band
changed names several times, eventually stabilizing by the fall of 1960 as The
Beatles.® Just over two years later, in October 1962, the first of their charting
hits was released.

With McCartney’s assistance and the songwriting of Chuck Berry and
Buddy Holly as examples, Lennon began composing songs. Like those two
rock and roll pioneers, Lennon and McCartney came up with the music as
well as the lyrics. No matter who wrote what or how much, almost all of their
professional songwriting collaborations from their teen years until the end of
The Beatles are credited to both men equally. Legend has it that this stems
from an carly agreement between the two while they were in their teens.”
Some songs were true collaborations, some were the sole effort of one or the
other, and it seems an example of every possible variation in between can be
ascertained. In the flood of Beatle releases and the sheer amount of work he
produced, it is somewhat surprising to discover that Lennon composed songs
while a Beatle that the group did not record.

Lennon’s most well-known early composition that was not used by The Bea-
tles is “Bad to Me.” One of Lennon’s pleasanter efforts of the time, it features
a spoken-sung opening prologue, a rarity among Lennon’s compositions. Also
lyrically more sophisticated than most of his early work, the song became a top-
10 hit for Billy J. Kramer and the Dakotas in 1963 in the United Kingdom.

One of Lennon’s earliest compositions survived in the band’s repertoire
long enough to be recorded by The Beatles, but only at their failed audition
for Decca Records held on January 1, 1962. The song is called “Hello Little
Girl,” and it was eventually included on the Beatles’ Anthology collection.
This ebullient song with a fast-paced lead vocal was recorded by The Four-
most and was a hit for them in England in 1963.

The lost gem of Lennon’s early non-Beatles works is simply titled “I’m in
Love.” Musically and lyrically more accomplished, the song builds excite-
ment with each strain and verse, shifting meter and rhythm to match the
differing lyrical tone of each section. The Fourmost secured this one too,
making it a top-20 hit in the United Kingdom.

“One and One Is Two” is certainly arithmetically correct and moves
along at a solid pace but has derivative lyrics and a slightly awkward refrain.
McCartney is most responsible for this early 1964 effort with some prob-
able input from Lennon, though he later disavowed it.® It was never even
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considered as a possible song for The Beatles, and was even rejected when
they first tried to give it away at the height of Beatlemania!®

“World without Love” was a number-one hit for Peter and Gordon in
1964 and Lennon reputedly made some minor lyrical adjustments, but the
song is pretty much McCartney’s.!? Other early Lennon compositions were
either eventually turned into numbers for The Beatles or are all but forgotten
and now lost.

In the course of The Beatles’ recording careers there were several Lennon
songs that were either never fully completed, rejected at some point in the
process, or abandoned by Lennon himself. Some have been included in The
Beatles’ Anthology CDs; others still exist in the vaults or the hands of audio
bootleggers. Because that part of Lennon’s career is not relevant to this work,
they are not discussed here. However, some compositions of Lennon’s done
while he was a Beatle but never recorded for release by them, or recorded and
unissued at the time of their breakup, were returned to, and therefore will be
discussed at the appropriate place in Lennon’s post-Beatles chronology.

During his time as a member of The Beatles, Lennon did not really col-
laborate musically with other recording artists until The Beatles as a function-
ing unit was coming to an end and Lennon began his personal and artistic
partnership with Yoko Ono. There are two brief exceptions to this, and both
involve Paul McCartney.

The first also involves another rock group from Great Britain, The Rolling
Stones. Members of both groups had known each other for some years, and
Lennon and McCartney had given The Rolling Stones a song they had com-
posed called “I Wanna Be Your Man,” though The Beatles later recorded
and performed it as a vocal feature for Ringo Starr. Supposedly, observing
Lennon and McCartney at work on the song had inspired Keith Richards and
Mick Jagger to begin composing as well.}!

In 1967 Lennon and McCartney added harmony vocals to The Rolling Stones’
single “We Love You.” Even though their voices are easily noticed and the public
knew of their contribution at the time, the single peaked at number 50.

Once The Beatles set up Apple Records and began building a stable of art-
ists other than themselves to record for that label, they were involved to vary-
ing degrees in the activities of some of their artists. One group Lennon took
particular interest in he named Grapefruit, after a book of Ono’s. Lennon
and McCartney produced a track from their album Around Grapefruit titled
“Dear Delilah” although Terry Melcher was officially credited. The produc-
tion is clean and energetic, but nothing out of the ordinary. Oddly, another
song on the album, “Lullaby,” sounds very much like a Lennon composition,
and Lennon must have liked it. When Ono copyrighted a batch of Lennon’s
home tapes in preparation for the Lost Lennon Tapes radio show, she mistak-
enly, though understandably, included a version of “Lullaby.”!? The group’s
bass player George Alexander wrote the song. The group had a small hit with
“Dear Delilah,” but Lennon did not produce another artist besides himself
or Ono until Bill Elliot and the Elastic Oz Band in 1971.



The Ballad of John and Yoko,
Late 1968 to Early 1970

While it is well known that The Beatles recorded together until early in 1970
and were a contractually bound entity until 1975,! various sources have posed
the questions of and answers to when, how, and why The Beatles broke up.
All agree, however, that it was a slow and fractious process. Some date the
band’s split as the end of the last tour late in 1966. Others mark the group’s
dissolution at the death of their manager Brian Epstein in August 1967. Still
others select the period when their two-record album The Beatles (known
as the White Album) was nearing completion and Lennon began his artistic
collaborations with his soon-to-be wife, conceptual and performance artist
Yoko Ono.

The validity of this interpretation is open to question, but certainly Lennon’s
creative energies were directed toward non-Beatles projects, and his artistic
sensibilities were modified and redirected. It would seem unfair however to
blame Ono, as used to be fashionable, for the demise of The Beatles by pull-
ing Lennon away from them. That scenario obscures and ignores other issues
impacting the dynamic of The Beatles, such as George Harrison’s maturing
talent, among many other factors. Just as important is that it ignores the fact
that Lennon’s impulses were constantly changing, and, if anything, collabo-
rating with Ono refreshed and reinvigorated his work.

Two VIRGINS

Without the other Beatles, Lennon appeared in a supporting role in the film
How I Won the War (1967). The film was directed by Richard Lester, who had
also directed The Beatles’ first two feature films A Hard Day’s Night and Help!
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A promotional single was released for How I Won the War, which Lennon had
no hand in conceiving or executing, although it used a clip of his voice from the
film’s soundtrack.? Discounting that single, the Two Vizginsalbum was Lennon’s
first recorded artistic statement without the involvement of any of the other Bea-
tles. It was also his first of three nonpop music album collaborations with Ono.

The full title of the album is Unfinished Music No. 1: Two Virgins and,
like the next two experimental collaborations, it invites the listener to cease
being a passive consumer, but instead become an active improvisational co-
performer, albeit at a technological distance. The recording consists of tape-
looped sound collages supported mainly by airy, pulsating percussions at
varying speeds; ambient room noise; and brief snatches of dialogue (natural
as well as seemingly performance improvised) from Lennon and Ono. The
entire proceedings clock in at just under half an hour. Ono’s characteristic
tremolo wailings are also present throughout. Listeners can add their own
sounds, vocal and otherwise, to “finish” the unfinished music.

Lennon had reportedly made similar home recordings previously, and the
results of such experimentation had been applied to numerous Beatle record-
ings from the previous two years. A sample of what these might have been
like is the sound collage used for “Jessie’s Dream” from The Beatles’ Magical
Mystery Tour television film broadcast near the end of 1967.

A close listen to Two Virgins reveals Lennon’s natural nonsensical humor
popping up at times, his mocking of mundane domestic moments (similar
to his books and some of The Beatles’ later Christmas fan club recordings),
the performing of jangly piano chords (even a bit of a sea shanty) and an
early attempt at his increasingly aggressive, yet almost minimalist, feedback
guitar playing. The work sets the pattern for much of Lennon and Ono’s
experimental musical conversations of the next two years. Nothing on the
album was particularly new to followers of free form or avant-garde and
experimental music and recordings. But the combination of the two art-
ists and Lennon’s presence meant that whatever audience the album found
would not have been likely to have fully understood the roots of the project,
and probably easily ignored it or were just plain baffled by it.

The album gained notoriety not for its recorded content but for its cover, on
which Lennon and Ono appeared nude, attempting to convey both a sort of
Adam and Eve / childlike innocence with nothing to hide and, perhaps, to sym-
bolize his artistic rebirth through the collaboration. The resulting scandal over
the cover ensured that the album was more talked about than listened to, and
it was largely and to some degree unfairly dismissed as totally self-indulgent. It
remains, though, the least interesting of their three avant-garde albums.

THE ROLLING STONES Rock AND RoLr CIRCUS

With the White Album released, The Beatles made a promotional film
for the single “Hey Jude” / “Revolution.” This led to them discussing what
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would eventually become the Get Back sessions. Meanwhile, Lennon and
Ono rehearsed and filmed a segment for The Rolling Stones Rock and Roll
Circus, a concert film made up of various British rock acts performing in a circus
setting with the Rolling Stones hosting and capping oft the show. Lennon’s
impromptu band was called The Dirty Mac and included Eric Clapton, who
took part in The Beatles’ recent recording sessions and who would work with
Lennon fairly regularly for the next year.?

They ripped through a passionate version of Lennon’s “Yer Blues” from
the White Album, and then a fast-paced jam featuring Ono, tentatively titled
“Her Blues” and later titled “Whole Lotta Yoko.”* Had the film been released
in 1969 as originally planned, it would have furthered Lennon’s stance as a
performer away from The Beatles, clarified The Beatles’ dissolving nature,
and showcased Lennon and Ono’s artistic partnership for a much larger audi-
ence than their joint albums received. However, the film was unreleased for
decades, by which point it was a time capsule and curio, though no less
welcome for being so.

Lire wiTH THE LIONS

The couple’s next collaboration, Unfinished Music No. 2: Life with the
Lions, is more varied, more successful, and yet slightly more derivative than
Two Virgins in that it utilizes ideas from the Fluxus art collective of which
Yoko had been part. The title makes a pun on the old British radio program
Life with the Lyons starring performers Ben Lyons and his wife Bebe Daniels,
and is a wry commentary on the media circus in which Lennon and Ono
found themselves embroiled at the time. The back cover is the now-famous
photo of their arrest on drug charges, and the front cover set the tone for
the album—Ono is pictured in her hospital bed (shortly after she suffered
the first of three miscarriages) with Lennon leaning on cushions at her side
on the floor.

The album opens with a live recording titled “Cambridge 1969” docu-
menting Lennon’s second professional non-Beatles music performance since
their formation. Since the Rock and Roll Circus performances of “Yer Blues”
and “Whole Lotta Yoko” would remain unreleased for another quarter cen-
tury, this was the first available on-record public performance of Lennon’s
free-form guitar playing. It was more assured and developed than it was in
its formative stage on Two Virgins. The focus, however, is on Ono’s vocals;
Lennon’s work, unexpected and fascinating, remains in support and coun-
terpoint to her efforts. Other musicians join in eventually, and the effect is to
clarify Lennon and Ono’s work in juxtaposition to them.

“No Bed for Beatle John” follows and is the standout track on the album.
It begins quietly as Ono reads /chants /sings newspaper articles detailing
her hospitalization and the scandal over Two Virgins. Soon, Lennon joins in
a whispery semi-falsetto voice performing a news article about his and his
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first wife Cynthia’s divorce. Lennon’s voice is in the background of Ono’s as
a harmonic countermelody of sorts. The simple fun of the appealing idea is
countered by the mournful tones of the vocals, and the pair’s erratic phrasing
that undercuts the rational structure of the news reports. The effect is uneasy
and disconcerting; yet, as “unfinished” music, it is assumed that the listener
is encouraged to grab some reading material and chant along, perhaps chang-
ing the overall effect.

Intriguingly, in a bootleg recording from The Beatles’ Get Back sessions
of January 1969, a couple of months after “No Bed for Beatle John” was
recorded, Lennon and the band jam to “Good Rockin’ Tonight” singing the
lyrics of “I heard the news” while Paul McCartney reads a negative news-
paper account of The Beatles’ recent exploits. This does not appear to be a
conscious development of the idea, but rather both Lennon and McCartney
engaging in a little passive-aggressive communication. A humorous variation
of the idea is included in the John Lennon Anthology set that was released in
1998. Lennon imitates Bob Dylan by reading newspaper passages in a Dylan-
esque voice while accompanying himself on guitar.

Next is “Baby’s Heartbeat,” which is a fuzzy-sounding loop of the heart-
beat of their unborn and ultimately miscarried child. It becomes trance-like,
in an odd parallel to the ending of Lennon’s Beatle track “I Want You (She’s
So Heavy)” released on the Abbey Road album five months later. In shock-
ing similarity to that track, it ends startlingly and abruptly. Knowledge of the
miscarriage layers this track and the next one, “Two Minutes of Silence,”
with palpable sorrow.

“Two Minutes of Silence” might more accurately have been titled “Two
Minutes of Ambient Sounds Wherever You Are” and has its roots in similar
works, notably by Ono’s fellow Fluxus member John Cage.® But coming as it
does after “Baby’s Heartbeat,” the listener cannot help but contemplate the
pain of the expectant parents’ loss. Lennon’s drive for sheer personal honesty
in his artistic endeavors would expand and become clearer in the next year as
The Beatles broke up and he began his post-Beatles career. The simple and
direct emotional stillness is very powerful, and even more poignant when
one considers Ono’s public remembrance for Lennon after his killing was a
request for 10 minutes of silence.

The album finishes with “Radio Play,” which consists of a radio being played
as if it were a musical instrument. It is turned on and oft, and the tuning dial
is spun at random. We hear spoken words, occasional fragments of music, and
sometimes just static, whines, and whistles. As with other such Lennon and Ono
pieces, background noises can be discerned, adding various layers of sound.

“G1veE PEACE A CHANCE”

At the end of May 1969, The Beatles’ single “The Ballad of John and
Yoko” was released. The lyric was a short musical account of and Lennon’s
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editorial on the couple’s recent newsmaking exploits. Lennon’s wish for
documenting and explaining his activities had often been veiled in previous
Beatles songs. But the group’s time in India, coupled with Ono’s influ-
ence, helped Lennon to become more comfortable with seeing his life,
ideas, thoughts, and activities as direct rather than indirect sources for his
art. Communicating his current personal emotional and philosophical states
became the prime aspect of his artistic agenda, as formatively evidenced by
such earlier Lennon Beatles numbers as “All You Need Is Love” and “Revo-
lution.” Lennon pursued this not only in his experimental albums with Ono,
but, as noted, in his more mainstream songs as well. “The Ballad of John
and Yoko” is one of the most explicit examples of this exploration. Interest-
ingly, only two of The Beatles, McCartney and Lennon, play on the track.
Despite the lack of airplay—due to the song containing the line, “Christ,
you know it ain’t easy” in the refrain—the single was a top-10 hit in the
United States for the band.

Five weeks after the release of “The Ballad of John and Yoko” came the
first non-Beatles single released by a Beatle, which provided further evidence
that the group was fracturing and that Lennon’s artistic goals were shifting.
It was credited as a Lennon-McCartney composition, though McCartney
had no hand in its creation. It also had only two Beatles playing on it, this
time Lennon and Starr, and was credited to the Plastic Ono Band, the public
having never encountered The Dirty Mac. The song was the protest anthem
“Give Peace a Chance,” purposely designed by Lennon to supplement or
even supplant “We Shall Overcome” as a popular song of solidarity and war
protest.®

The Plastic Ono Band became the moniker for Lennon’s musical efforts
for almost the next three years and was basically the name of whomever he
rounded up to create the group at that particular time. It was not a fixed
group, even if Lennon did draw from a pool of regulars. To counter Lennon’s
frustrations with The Beatles as a near magical entity, he simultaneously
declared that the Plastic Ono Band was both a band with no members and
a band where all who heard of it were the members; the band was “concep-
tual.” Publicity material for the band included plastic boxes with instruments
and recording equipment in them, declaring the packaging and equipment
to be the band itself.

“Give Peace a Chance” was composed and recorded in the couple’s
hotel room in Montreal as they staged a bed-in protest for peace. A crowd
of visitors, including several counterculture notables (Timothy Leary,
Abbie Hoffman, and Tom Smothers among them), clapped along and
sang the chorus while Lennon verbally exhorted them (“Everybody now,
¢’mon...you won’t get it unless you want it!”) through the tune. Later, in
the studio, Lennon had Starr strengthen the rhythm, sometimes creating
a sound eerily similar to a heartbeat, and added some singers to sweeten
the chorus.”
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The calculated simplicity of the song worked and still does. The verses are
a quick flurry of multisyllabic terms that “Everybody’s talkin’ *bout,” which
jumble together almost into insensibility, whereupon they are replaced with
the simple statement of the chorus, “All we are saying is give peace a chance.”
The chorus is the message, but that is not all the song has going for it. The
humor and cleverness of the song’s construction is evident on the verses as
Lennon’s wordplay reduces the initially serious sounding terms into less and
less important topics, sometimes finishing with nonsense and non sequiturs
such as “bishops, fishops, rabbis, pop eyes, and bye bye, bye byes.” In the live
performance of the song a few months later in Toronto, Lennon dismisses
the verses’ importance. And as a sing-along chant, perhaps this is so. But
as a song, the way Lennon says what he does supports and illuminates the
message the song seeks to impart. The song ends with Lennon saying “OK,
beautiful, yeah!” along with the assembly cheering and applauding.

The flip side is a song featuring Ono’s vocals on her own composition,
“Remember Love,” accompanied only by Lennon’s finger-picking guitar
work. The song is a yearning number of pure nursery rhyme innocence
and simplicity, not at all like the other harsh vocalizations Ono had so far
produced.

“Give Peace a Chance” is so well known that it is hard to see it as contro-
versial, yet it was and still has the power to antagonize. Despite the fact that
it was the first musical offering of a (more or less) solo Beatle and carried the
Lennon-McCartney composition credit, the single was controversial enough
in the United States to only briefly make it to number 14 on the pop chart.

WEDDING ALBUM

The third of the couple’s nonrock albums was of a piece with the previous
two. The packaging was an attempt to include the public in on the wedding,
complete with photos, a copy of the wedding certificate, a photo of a piece of
wedding cake, and news clippings of their activities. This recording consisted
of Lennon and Ono calling out each other’s names in various ways (angry,
sad, fearful, teasing, etc.) accompanied by their amplified heartbeats for one
entire album side, and a sound collage of interviews and mundane snippets
(such as ordering room service) from their bed-in titled “Amsterdam” on
side two.

The first side, then, expands on the concept of “Baby’s Heartbeat” and
combines it with the well-known Stan Freberg novelty single from 1951,
“John and Marsha.” Here, the duo’s heartbeats are heard as rhythm back-
ground, and Lennon and Ono recite each other’s names for the entire side of
the album—as long as the technology of the time allowed without a break.
In context, it represents the blending and unity of the couple. It sounds as if
Lennon is intermittently crunching an apple, which might be seen as both a
sly comment on The Beatles production company Apple Records and /or a



The Ballad of John and Yoko, Late 1968 to Early 1970 1

continuation of the Garden of Eden theme introduced on Two Virgins. Or,
perhaps he was just hungry.

A section of the piece turned up on Ono’s 12-inch promotional single for
“Walking on Thin Ice.” In addition, Ono later presumably used part of this
recording for her song “Never Say Goodbye” from her album It’s Alright
in 1982, as Lennon’s voice can be heard screaming “Yoko” on the latter
recording.

Side two is an audio impression of the newlyweds’ honeymoon event, the
bed-in for peace in Amsterdam. Once again, background noises and natural
sounds are heard. The recording begins with Ono singing “John John (Let’s
Hope for Peace),” a more formal live rock version of which was included on
their next album. This segues into a part of the tireless interviews they gave
during, as they called it, their “advertising campaign for peace” and some of
the clearer summations of their message are not surprisingly included here.
Lennon can be heard ordering room service and reading the paper to his
wife. When a questioner asks about The Beatles’ first hit single, “Love Me
Do,” incorrectly referring to it as “Do You Love Me?” Lennon instantly
quips, “Not particularly,” in reply.

The ending is a sound collage of the two extemporizing commercial jingles
in their advertising campaign for peace and unwinding at the end of the
day. Lennon also mockingly performs a few bars of his Beatles composition,
“Good Night,” which Starr sings on the White Album. Whereas the first side
is of novelty interest after more than one listening, the second side succeeds
in Ono’s and Lennon’s goal of creating an immediate, artistic, and commu-
nicative documentary impression of their then-current lives. Despite this suc-
cess, it was to be the last of such experimental recordings released, although
another was planned.

A footnote to the album came and went all but unnoticed in 1980 with
the release of the couple’s Double Fantasy album. The Double Fantasy cover
features a black-and-white photo of Lennon and Ono kissing, a fitting image
for that album’s theme of couplehood and family. What passed mention was
that it was a remake of or a parallel to the interior album cover for Wedding
Album, which features a similarly posed black-and-white photo of the couple
presumably enjoying (or re-creating) their first kiss as husband and wife.

“CoLp TURKEY”

By the fall of 1969 The Beatles was ostensibly still a functioning unit, yet
the group’s fragmentation continued as each member found other artistic
outlets for his varying interests. As The Beatles completed the Abbey Road
album, Lennon presented them with his latest song “Cold Turkey.” The
group rejected it, so Lennon decided to record it as the next release of his
Plastic Ono Band.® They may have rejected it as a Beatles release, but both
George Harrison and Ringo Starr were willing to record it and did so, but
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Lennon rejected the effort and re-recorded it with other musicians.” Abbey
Road was then released in October 1969, as was Lennon and Ono’s third
experimental recorded collaboration, Wedding Album.

As discussed previously, Wedding Album would prove to be a comparatively
minor work, while “Cold Turkey” became a significant marker of Lennon’s
artistic terrain and growth as The Beatles came to an end and is therefore a
significant marker for him as a solo recording artist as well.

Like its predecessor “Give Peace a Chance,” “Cold Turkey” was originally
credited as a Lennon-McCartney composition (later releases give credit only
to Lennon), and its performance was credited as a product of the Plastic Ono
Band.'® And once again, McCartney seems to have had no direct involve-
ment in the song’s creation or recording. It would be the last time Lennon
would uphold the agreement he and Paul had supposedly made in their youth
to share all songwriting credits. McCartney apparently stopped this practice
before Lennon when he began composing songs for the film The Family Way
in 1966. After the film, McCartney went back and forth on his non-Beatles
songs, sharing credit with Lennon on two and taking sole credit on four, such
as on “Come and Get It” for the group Badfinger in 1969. Interestingly,
Lennon did credit McCartney for his similar, though noticeably fewer, non-
Beatle compositions until the change on “Cold Turkey.”!!

As Lennon and the Plastic Ono Band released “Cold Turkey,” The Bea-
tles released George Harrison’s song “Something” as their new single, with
Lennon’s song “Come Together” on the flip side, both from the Abbey Road
album. The sensibilities of the two A-sides are quite distinct and partially evi-
dence Lennon’s increasing artistic difference from the rest of the group.

“Cold Turkey” shares with Lennon’s Abbey Road piece “I Want You (She’s
So Heavy)” a harsh overall sound, straining vocals, and trance-like repetition.
In addition, the song’s production prefigures the stripped-down minimalist
approach that Lennon would employ on his and Ono’s Plastic Ono Band
albums in the coming year.

The song title “Cold Turkey” was a slang term for immediate and complete
withdrawal from drugs. The lyrical descriptions of the “thirty-six hours, rol-
lin’ in pain” and the self-made hell of rising fevers and bleak, nervous nihil-
ism certainly make the literal point clear. When Lennon’s weary, moaning
delivery of the simple lyrics are musically coupled with his and Eric Clapton’s
jarring and rumbling guitar work, the song succeeds as an audio portrait of
physical and mental anguish.

Yet, as was not unusual with Lennon, the song goes beyond the literal
meaning. Lennon later termed it a song about pain, and was surprised that it
was largely banned from radio play in the United States on the grounds that
it was about drugs—even though it was antidrugs (or at least, anti-heroin
addiction). In fact, the lyrics never mention drugs in general, or any drug
in particular, and instead work on the metaphorical level of the pain of total
or surprising loss. Something that, as Lennon said about the song in 1972,



The Ballad of John and Yoko, Late 1968 to Early 1970 13

happens to all of us “one way or another.”!? In that light, the song becomes
Lennon’s perhaps unconscious statement of anxiety at the apparent dissolu-
tion of The Beatles, a major personal and professional support system that he
would have to do without.

As if the literal subject matter was not pushing the pop music boundaries
enough, the five-minute piece ends with almost 1 minute and 45 seconds of
Lennon’s screams and moans layered with similarly characterized guitar tones
and feedback noises. Where “Give Peace a Chance” drew out its chanting
chorus and ends in exultation, “Cold Turkey” draws out tortured moans and
ends in exhaustion. The song finishes abruptly with a short series of sounds
that are eerily similar to Lennon’s groundbreaking work on The Beatles’
recordings “Strawberry Fields” and “Revolution #9” as well as his experi-
mental sound collages with Ono. Perhaps this was Lennon’s “audio signa-
ture.” This audio referencing of previous work further implies that “Cold
Turkey” recognizes any type of abrupt loss.

The flip side of “Cold Turkey,” Ono’s “Don’t Worry Kyoko,” is just as
intense, with Lennon and Clapton providing the lilting guitar groove for her
vibrant vocalizing and was included as part of Ono’s album Fly and as such is
discussed in that context.

Characteristically, Lennon debuted this strange-sounding (for the era),
harsh, and alienating song before its release at a rock and roll festival high-
lighting 1950s performers, chiding the audience when they did not respond
as enthusiastically as he thought they should have. He also used “Cold Turkey”
as a joke when he later returned his Member of the British Empire (MBE)
award to the British government in protest of (among other things) its
support of the United States in Vietnam. He facetiously added that he was
also protesting the fact that “Cold Turkey” did not make it into the top 10.
It had peaked at number 14 in the United Kingdom and only made it to
number 30 in the United States, the pains of drug withdrawal not exactly
being acceptable pop music fodder at the time.

The expression of raw emotional pain and angst in “Cold Turkey” would
soon be at the core of many of the songs that would make up Lennon’s
Plastic Ono Band album—although that album is significantly more direct,
having most of the poetic metaphor absent. In fact, fans and critics alike
would soon see such expressions as an integral part of Lennon’s strengths as a
singer-songwriter. Therefore, the importance of “Cold Turkey” in establish-
ing Lennon as a solo artist and significant creative force separate from The
Beatles should not be ignored.

Live PEACE IN TORONTO

After the completion of the Abbey Road album in late summer 1969,
Lennon was basically finished with recording as a Beatle. Although the group
would have other recording sessions as Phil Spector worked on the Get Back
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sessions’ tapes and turned them into the album Let It Be, Lennon did not
participate. In fact, Lennon took the unfinished Beatles tracks “What’s the
New Mary Jane?” and “You Know My Name (Look Up My Number)” and
intended to complete them for future release as Plastic Ono Band offerings.
McCartney reportedly stopped this, and the former did not see release until
the Anthology 3 collection in 1995, while the latter became the flip side of the
“Let It Be” single in March 1970.13

In September 1969, Lennon accepted an invitation to attend a rock and
roll festival concert in Toronto featuring a few modern groups and such
1950s stalwarts as Jerry Lee Lewis, Little Richard, and others. He quickly
formed a version of the Plastic Ono Band again, including Eric Clapton,
for the event. The band had no real rehearsals but was able to get through
passable if erratic versions of early rock classics such as “Blue Suede Shoes,”
“Money,” and “Dizzy Miss Lizzie.” The Beatles, with Lennon performing
the lead vocals, had covered the two latter songs. Lennon’s combined ner-
vousness and pleasure are evident while the band’s roughness is alternately a
drawback when they slip out of tune and out of time, and a true joy when the
performances of Lennon and Clapton mesh and feed off each other.

Leaving the oldies behind, the band next performs “Yer Blues,” which
Clapton at least had performed with Lennon before, albeit 10 months ear-
lier. The next number was the debut of Lennon’s “Cold Turkey.” Although
the studio single had been out and on the charts by the time the album of
this live concert was released, the song had not yet been recorded when per-
formed here. The performance moves along at a slightly quicker and more
lilting pace and is not nearly as harsh as the single became or as it would be
in future live performances.

“Give Peace a Chance” follows, with Lennon extemporizing alternate but
similar lyrics for the verses, retaining the same thrust and mixing the serious
message and humor of the single recording.

Even though contemporary bands were also in performance in addition to
the 1950s icons, the event was advertised as a rock and roll revival. In what
must have been equal doses of courage and arrogance, the band shifted to
featuring Ono and her nonpop performances, expanding on the performance
pattern employed for The Rolling Stones Rock and Roll Circus almost a year
previously. Most might consider this a long way in some respects from Jerry
Lee Lewis, but Lennon and Ono saw it differently. She and the band rip into
what would become the B-side of “Cold Turkey,” “Don’t Worry Kyoko.”
Ono’s full-throttle vocals and Lennon and Clapton’s hard-core guitar sounds
must have been startling to a crowd primed for rockabilly and doo-wop.

The finale of the set is an electrified version of Ono’s “John John (Let’s
Hope for Peace),” an acoustic version of which would be included in the
audio collage of “Amsterdam” from Wedding Album, as previously men-
tioned. Like “Cold Turkey,” at the time of the concert, a recorded version of
the performance had not been released yet. However, it would be issued by
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the time Live Peace in Toronto was released. Lennon and Clapton end up set-
ting their guitars by their amplifiers, thus letting the perpetual feedback end
the set as the band left the stage.

An edited version of the performance came out as a record album three
months later in December 1969, making it Lennon and Ono’s fourth album.
Those four albums and the two Plastic Ono Band singles had been released
in 13 months, in addition to Lennon’s other work, with and without The
Beatles. The concert was filmed, but when the documentary was eventually
released, the Plastic Ono Band was not included. In 1988, their segment,
with a little bit of introductory footage of classic 1950s stars, became its own
documentary titled Sweet Toronto. As with The Rolling Stones Rock and Roll
Circuns from the previous year, had the band’s footage been released as part of
the original film, it would have helped to solidify the public’s understanding
of the end of The Beatles as a living musical entity. Furthermore, it would
have highlighted Lennon’s distance from them as a separate performer in
the public’s mind, as well as help answer the perennial “What does he see in
Yoko?” question.

On December 15, Lennon and Ono performed with George Harrison, Eric
Clapton, and others as the Plastic Ono Supergroup in London at a fundraiser
for UNICEF. The group performed superb, hard-edged versions of “Cold
Turkey” and “Don’t Worry Kyoko” for an audience that, unlike the one in
Toronto, at least might have known what to expect. The vibrant performance
was recorded and included in their 1972 Sometime in New York City double
album and Frank Zappa’s Playground Psychotics almost 20 years later.

“INSTANT KARMA!”

On January 27, 1970, Lennon wrote and recorded the next Plastic Ono
Band single, and it was released to the public in less than two weeks, becom-
ing a top-five hit. “Give Peace a Chance” was a more or less an on-the-
spot recording, and—although credited to Lennon-McCartney and later
overdubbed by Starr—by its nature, it was never considered to be a Beatles
recording. “Cold Turkey” initially became the second Plastic Ono Band sin-
gle by default rather than by design when The Beatles rejected it and Lennon
decided to record it anyway. But the third Plastic Ono Band single, “Instant
Karma!” was never offered to The Beatles, providing evidence, if any were
needed at that late date, that Lennon no longer considered The Beatles his
prime artistic outlet, if an artistic outlet for him at all. This and future such
releases would credit Lennon and / or Ono along with the Plastic Ono Band
until the name was partially abandoned when the couple separated late in
1973, although Lennon jokingly credited some of 1974s Walls and Bridges
to the Plastic UFOno Band and the Nuclear Ono Band.

The title “Instant Karma!” is also a bit of a joke, because, in traditional
thinking, karmic forces might take more than one life time to play out for an
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individual. Instant karma would indeed be a surprise, and the exclamation
point in the title emphasizes the clever nature of Lennon’s irony in forcing
the listener to ponder just what “instant karma” might be. It also functions
as advertising hyperbole, an aspect emphasized in the album artwork for the
song in Lennon’s 1975 singles collection Shaved Fish.

The first verses have a sarcastic tone and berate the listener to “get yourself
together ... pretty soon you’re gonna be dead” and telling the listener “its
up to you—yeah, you!” The tone reverses when Lennon seems to mock the
listener for thinking he or she is a “superstar” but then he agrees, “Well, right
you are!” This leads into the rousing anthem-like repeated chorus of “We all
shine on, like the moon and the stars and the sun.” Instant karma seems to be
a system of positive retribution with “everyone gonna get their share” if they
merely recognize their responsibilities to other humans. After implying what
proper human behavior ought to be, Lennon then poses the question, “Why
in the world are we here, surely not to live in pain and fear?” The answer
that we are here to self-actualize through concern for humanity is strongly
implied but never stated outright.

Sonically the recording has similarities to “Give Peace a Chance” with its
handclapping rhythm and Lennon’s chorus-leading vocals. And like “Cold
Turkey,” it has a simple stripped-down feel despite the jangly rhythmic pia-
nos and echoed mix. There is no piano or guitar solo, but Lennon takes a
brief vocal solo of grunts and moans in what may be a joking reference to the
lengthy vocal moans and screams of “Cold Turkey.” Otherwise, his vocals
bite through with a real urgency and sincerity to the performance, despite the
1950s Sun Records-style echo that serves to partly distance and disembody
Lennon’s vocal presence. The result is that Lennon manages to have it both
ways: his voice seems otherworldly, yet tangible. “Cold Turkey” demon-
strated Lennon’s penchant for taking something personal and expanding its
message through metaphor. “Instant Karma! (We All Shine On)” was Len-
non providing a chiding though positive and proactive message for humanity.
The same artistic drive would be the bedrock of his post-Beatles career.

The single’s reverse side, Ono’s “Who Has Seen the Wind?” is a low-key,
evocative number on which Lennon does not perform.

Lennon had demonstrated his ability to have pop hits without The Beatles.
A Beatles compilation album titled Hey Jude was released around the time of
“Instant Karma!” and The Beatles’ Let It Be album was issued the following
May. By the time it was clear to the public that The Beatles were no longer a
functioning unit, Lennon already had the Live Peace in Toronto album going
gold, and three top-40 hit singles, the most recent (“Instant Karma!”) having
peaked at number 3.



Gimme Some Truth,
1970—-1973

With all The Beatles having finally acknowledged their split in late April
1970, Lennon had already turned his attention to the primal scream therapy
of Arthur Janov to help deal with his lingering stress and strain as well as cer-
tain addictions, a move that would have a purging effect on his musical and
lyrical compositions as the year progressed. Lennon’s actions had, to some
degree, negatively colored his reputation with the public from his seemingly
radical artistic and political endeavors with Ono to the well-publicized public
break-up of The Beatles.

JoHN LENNON /PrAsTIC ONO BAND

It would not be until December 1970 that Lennon’s first “solo” album,
John Lennon/ Plastic Ono Band, would be released. Its uncomplicated and
direct sound, gritty frankness, painfully raw emotional content, and moral
outrage would become the marker of artistic and personal integrity by which
Lennon and other artists making “serious” pop music would be measured.
The album stands as a document of Lennon’s mental and emotional pur-
gation following the end of The Beatles. For his audience, it is a call to
wake up from being narcotized by childhood trauma, parental authority,
popular culture, consumer society, and all manner of social, political, and
religious institutions. If, during the time the album was recorded, Lennon
was strongly influenced by the primal scream therapy practices of Arthur
Janov, then John Lennon / Plastic Ono Band was the artistic embodiment of
his primal scream.
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Lennon chose to open the album with the selection he also released as a
single, “Mother.” The album version opens with four dirge-like bell peals
not present on the single release, which also fades out sooner. Lyrically the
song is an exorcism of the pain of parental rejection, as Lennon mourns the
mother who did not want him and chastises the father who left him, purg-
ing the pain by saying “goodbye, goodbye.” Percussion from Ringo Starr
ticks like a clock, emphasizing the awareness of how the past impinges upon
the present, while Lennon’s piano hits chords echoing the pealing bells that
began the song.

After a third verse in which Lennon warns the next generation not to “do
what I have done” (a lyrical nod to the harrowing traditional ballad “House
of the Rising Sun”), he begins a series of increasingly agonized laments,
shouting repeatedly “mama don’t go” and “daddy come home” as if revert-
ing to the anguished, frightened child. Structurally similar to the finale of
“Cold Turkey,” it is just as emotionally stark and disquieting in its own way,
something that could be said of much of the album. To no one’s surprise,
the barren-sounding, angst-ridden single—backed by one of Ono’s better
numbers, “Why”—did not break into the top 40.

“Hold On” is a song of affirmation. Lennon does not hide behind an
impersonal narrator, but specifically mentions John and Yoko in the lyrics.
The first verses allude to the trials and tribulations that the Lennons expe-
rienced as John sings of his “fight” and Yoko’s “flight.” These challenges
not only encompass the emotional pain that the Lennons faced in their
primal scream therapy, but also the concrete prejudice (racism, sexism, and
a public that blamed Ono for taking Lennon away from The Beatles) and
opposition (to the causes the duo promoted, such as world peace) that the
Lennons faced from the time they became a couple. Lennon reminds his
wife and himself that from within they will have the strength to weather
the storms.

Lennon then expands this notion to encompass all peoples on earth. He
realizes that he and his wife are not the only two who face problems in life.
When people of all nations come together and understand they are “one,”
then they will “see the light.” Peace will be more than an imagined dream.

The shimmering guitar work of the song sounds vaguely like parts of
Lennon’s “Sun King” from Abbey Road, but the similarities are superficial.
Those who see nothing but bleakness from Plastic Ono Band forget the ulti-
mately hopeful messages embedded in some of the tracks, or Lennon’s never
totally missing humor. Before the verse about the world, the listener hears
“Cookie!” in the voice of the Cookie Monster from Sesame Street. It is either
a complete non sequitur or a clever referential commentary on childhood
traumas and adult obsessions.

Continuing in the line of the therapeutic value of self-awareness, Lennon
focuses in “I Found Out” on different avenues he tried to find meaning and
make peace with himself, only to discover that they all led to dead ends. The
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title means “I wised up,” and the first verse points a finger at hangers-on and
others who tried to exploit Lennon and the Beatles for political ends, finan-
cial gain, or both. Two years earlier, Lennon and Beatle band mate Paul
McCartney flew to New York City and announced the opening of Apple
Corps. The two naively encouraged musicians and inventors and those with
innovative ideas to approach Apple for funding of their pet projects. Com-
ing to grips with the failure of this tack, Lennon tells these same, and simi-
lar, people, “stay away from my door.”

In the second verse, he tackles formalized Christianity. Four years earlier,
the U.S. media held Lennon over the coals due to his remarks comparing
the popularity of the Beatles to Jesus Christ.! At a Chicago press conference,
he reluctantly apologized. He tacitly withdraws that apology in the second
verse as he sings that there will be no Jesus coming “from the sky” to bring
salvation. He tells the listener not to expect help to come from some outside
source, but rather that one must rely on oneself. For Lennon, this realization
frees him. There is no hope to be gleaned from false teachings. He ends the
verse singing, “I know I can cry.”

The third verse addresses free love and the idea that jumping in and out
of bed with a number of partners would bring some kind of meaning and
satisfaction. In particular, he addresses men and tells them that sexual prowess
will not define their masculinity or who they really are as people.

Lennon makes this verse painfully personal as he closes with the thought
that his parents conceived and gave birth to him, but, in the end, they did not
want him to be a part of their lives, nor did they want to give of their selves to
him. His father went off to sea. His mother chose to let her sister raise him.
Agreeing with the pop psychology idea that entertainers seek the love denied
them as children, Lennon sings that, because his parents did not want him,
they made him “a star,” however unintentionally.

Still feeling burned from sitting at the feet of the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi
several years earlier, Lennon next casts his critical eye on the promises of
Eastern religions. Just as Marx spoke of religion being an opiate for the
masses, Lennon asserts that “Hare Krishna” will “keep you occupied with
pie in the sky.” These teachings will not help the followers come to terms
with the issues of everyday life, because they have no special enlightenment
of the individual soul. Lennon implicates gurus of any kind, but the listener
cannot help thinking that Lennon is visualizing the Maharishi in his lyrics.
Lennon had earlier criticized the teacher from Rishikesh in his veiled attack
on the guru in the Beatle song “Sexy Sadie” from the White Album. Lennon
rejects all leaders who have the answer, opting instead to have “found out”
for himself.

In the final verse, Lennon deals with drugs and the false high that “dope
and cocaine” present. It is an empty place. He again brings up religion,
interestingly combining the religions of Christianity and Beatlemania as he
sings of “Jesus” and “Paul” in the same line, a typical example of Lennon’s
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punning wordplay, this time to make a serious point. Later, in the album
track “God,” he sings of how he believes in neither Jesus nor Beatles.

Finally, Lennon tells the listener what he has learned. You have to “feel
your own pain.” None of the answers he has addressed in the five verses
helped him come to terms with his malaise. He had to face what hurt him
inside without drugs or religion or fame or good feelings from giving his
wealth to good causes or registered charities as buffers, and finds himself
better for it.

Lennon’s vocals start with sneering and build to a snarl, partnered with a
spitting, sputtering guitar sounding like an electric power box shorting out.
The guitar solo is only a couple of quickly struck notes repeated a few times,
which is yet another example of Lennon’s minimalist musical expression. The
anger and pain combine until finally Lennon’s vocalizing is reduced to a shrill
bark, in an approximation of the earlier guitar solo. The track is a particularly
strong one in an album of exceptional material.

Lennon then sings of the sleight-of-hand imposed on the masses by the
upper class in a song more complex than most listeners consider. In “Working
Class Hero,” he details how the listener is hegemonically raised to strive for a
dream that will always be just out of reach. The “working class hero” is living
an illusion. He is “doped with religion” and is told there is “room at the top.”
Only the bloodthirsty who can learn to “smile as you kill,” those whose phi-
losophy is directly opposed to the peace and freedom from hate that Lennon
called for and sang about, will get to the mansion on the hillside.

Yet, the refrain declares that a “working class hero is something to be.” It
seems, though, that Lennon is being sarcastic in the statement. The working-
class heroes are merely “fucking peasants” who are manipulated and exploited
at every turn by the powers that be.

Using what appear to be his own experiences, Lennon sings of how the
masses are molded from the time they come out of the womb to be sheep
or followers in the employ of the wealthy. As in “I Found Out,” he speaks
out of pain. The pain was so great that he became numb to it. Lennon sings,
“They hate you if you’re clever,” which seems to be a direct expression of his
youthful troubles in school. The thought carries forward as paralyzing fear
until the working-class hero “can’t really function.”

The only instrument is Lennon’s acoustic, steadily-churning guitar, help-
ing the song to capture something of a folk troubadour ambiance. To some,
the song seems to have been inspired by the work of Bob Dylan, an ironic
observation in view of Lennon’s disavowal of “Zimmerman” as a false idol in
“God” later in the album. The song was left oft many U.S. radio station play
lists because twice in the lyrics Lennon employs the adjective “fucking.” In
the years since Lennon’s passing, he has had the “Working Class Hero” man-
tle placed on him as a positive attribute, a possible misreading of the song.
He ends the song by singing, “If you want to be a hero, well just follow me.”
But in the context of the album, that line is decidedly ironic, as is the entire
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song. Fans must view Lennon as the “real” working-class hero, who had seen
through the manipulation and tried to lift the veil for others. It is part of the
odd “martyrdom” layered over Lennon’s senseless and brutal killing. One
can only wonder what the self-aware and healthily cynical Lennon himself
might have said about it all.

At one point Lennon sings about the “folks on the hill,” and it is hard not
to imagine him singing “fools” instead of “folks” since it would fit and make
sense in context. But if he did have “fools” in the lyrics, then the link to Paul
McCartney’s Beatles song “The Fool on the Hill” would be too distracting
from Lennon’s message.

In a song that parallels “Hold On,” Lennon again sings of himself and his
wife, and then casts his net to encompass the world, in “Isolation.” A simple
piano and drums support Lennon’s tentative vocals. An organ then joins in
as the vocals become vibrant and wailing. He starts the song by focusing on
the relationship between Ono and himself. He observes that people have a
perception that, because he is rich and famous, his dream has come true. But,
like everyone else, he fears loneliness and “isolation.” He notes that Ono
and he are trying to make the world a better place, but they continue to face
opposition, which leads to another form of isolation.

He does not blame anyone. In a passage inspired by the old rhythm and
blues song “I Apologize,” Lennon admits that he does not expect anyone to
truly understand. After all, everyone has been taught the same, and we are
all “victim(s) of the insane.” Lennon’s hope is that the pervasive fear that
isolates people will not cause the end of the world. The song is direct and
moving, with Lennon giving an animated and nuanced vocal performance.

A driving rhythmic piano and incessant drumbeat underscore “Remem-
ber,” a song visiting the memories of childhood with remorse when seen
from the adult perspective. The song looks back to childhood events and
perspectives with an awareness that has changed their meaning. “Remember
today,” Lennon sings, as a way to cope with the childhood memories that
are now traumatic in hindsight. The first section recalls childhood stories
of heroic escape, but the rest of the song indicates there can be no fanciful
escape from one’s past, but then implies that perhaps escape is not needed
after all.

Lennon quotes from the old rhythm and blues classic “Bring It on Home to
Me” with the line, “If you ever change your mind about leaving it all behind,”
but in a vastly different context. Here it is not an invitation to come home
to a loved one, but an admonition of such action’s impossibility, and a call to
face what the present is in an awareness of the past. The chorus then allows
for forgiveness, saying, “don’t feel sorry” and “don’t you worry” about past
actions or their consequences. Lennon ends the song with the start of a British
nursery rhyme commemorating Guy Fawkes, a conspirator who unsuccessfully
tried to cause the death of King James I and the members of a joint session
of Parliament on November 5, 1605, by setting oft explosives. “Remember,
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remember, the fifth of November,” Lennon sings, interrupted by the sounds
of a quick explosion. It is a stark ending to a surprisingly poignant song, the
rupture of childhood trauma echoing in the adult in the form of half-recalled
nursery rhymes.

A series of simple cartoon drawings titled “Love is...” was first syndicated
in 1970 and may have been part of the inspiration for the lyrical structure of
the gentle song “Love.” Lennon’s hushed voice provides a litany of what love
is, ranging from the intriguing “Love is needing, needing to be loved” to
the poetic though somewhat perplexing “Love is real, real is love.” The near
greeting-card simplicity of some of the lyrics runs the risk of being maudlin
out of context, but surrounded by the weighty anguish of the rest of the
album, this reassuring assessment of the power of love to comfort and shelter
keeps it centered in its sincerity and is yet another example of the album’s
emotional depth and complexity. Even in an ocean of angst, Lennon could
find an oasis of hope.

In an interview in 1970 shortly after the album’s release, Lennon said
that he thought the song might make a good single.? Released as a single in
England almost two years after Lennon’s killing to help promote the John
Lennon Collection CD, the slightly remixed song made it to number 27 on
the British charts 12 years after its debut on this album.?

“Well Well Well” is a song of restlessness and uneasiness, and the narrator
does not understand why he and his partner feel that way. They enjoy a meal
together. The couple walks under the “English sky.” They discuss the issues
of the day: “revolution” and “women’s liberation.” Perhaps their pangs of
guilt lie in the fact that they can sit and ponder things and take action or
not take action since they can do whatever they want with their time and
money.

Lennon, Ringo Starr, and Klaus Voorman create a harsh, power-trio
sound and Starr’s playing is quite effective. Lennon employs crackling guitar
through a middle section where he screams the title with real power and
abandon. Lennon’s work on this cut is of a piece with his playing on Ono’s
companion album, and these sorts of tracks provide the best evidence for
those who wish to argue that the Lennon-Ono collaborations influenced the
punk rock sounds emerging later in the decade.

The refrain of “Well Well Well” hints at a self-mocking commentary on
the verses, which also include similar stances such as when the protagonists
talk of revolution “just like two liberals in the sun.” On a composing demo
released on Acoustic, the lyrics are different. Researchers have said Lennon
sings that his love “looks so beautiful I could wee.” But Lennon is singing in
a slightly nasal voice, some consonants are dropped, and the guitar plays over
his voice at points. It is not clear, but he could very well be singing the more
conventional word “weep.”

“OK?” Lennon asks as “Look at Me” begins, setting the theme for a
song that is all about needing to be assured by the self and others. Lennon
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repeats lines of simple questions and simple phrases in the song. His narra-
tor struggles with his reason for being. He wonders aloud who or what he
is “supposed to be.” And, building on the being, he ponders what action he
should take, and what he should do for his “love.” The song does not hint
at whether Lennon is singing about who he is and what he should do in his
romantic relationship, or if the questions apply more generally to his place
in the world. “Please look at me,” he sings, as if he will cease to be if not
acknowledged. Again, it is reminiscent of a child imploring a disinterested
parent for attention.

The song was composed in 1968 and was considered for The Beatles’
White Album. It does bear some structural resemblance to “Dear Prudence”
and even more to “Julia” from that album, though it is faster paced than
either of those songs. Sandwiched between the proto-punk sounds of “Well
Well Well” and the lyrical sledgehammer of “God,” the song functions as
a respite from the album’s instrumental and lyrical intensity. Emotionally,
though, “Look at Me” is just as strong as any track on the album. The earnest
uncertainty and the exposed questions are buoyed along by Lennon’s finger-
picking styled guitar work. There’s a genuine innocence and a fragile honesty
to the song that give it an evocative power.

A vyear after stating that the Beatles’ “Ballad of John and Yoko” was a
prayer, John Lennon sang, “I don’t believe in Jesus.” Nor did he believe
in God, except as a “concept by which we measure our pain.” In the song
simply titled “God,” Lennon describes God as a concept of the human imagi-
nation, and not a concept that would lead to inner peace or transcendence.
Rather, God was a rule by which anguish or suffering is measured.

Lennon first connected God, or at least Christianity, and suffering in the
Beatles song “Girl.” He asks whether the girl was taught as a child that pain
leads to pleasure. In the 1970 Rolling Stone interview, Lennon stated he was
trying to say something in “Girl” about a need to be “tortured” before one
can get to heaven.

“God” goes on to become an attack on false prophets, both sacred and
secular. The lyrics form a litany that begins with sacred icons (Jesus, Buddha)
and turns to popular figures (Elvis, The Beatles). For Lennon, these images
are false gods, and the understanding of reality comes from a clear view of
the self.

Not only does Lennon refuse faith, but he rejects all systems and institu-
tions. Interestingly, Lennon commented that, at one time, he had intended to
leave a section of the song lyricless, so listeners could add to the list on their
own. Lennon went on in the song to disavow his belief in “Zimmerman,”
that is, Bob Dylan. This is puzzling, because Dylan would seem to be the
iconic image, and Zimmerman the actual man. In the recording of the song
on the posthumous CD collection Acoustic, Lennon does sing Dylan and not
Zimmerman and in reproductions of his handwritten lyrics, Dylan is listed
as well.
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Lennon concludes that he only believes in himself, although he imme-
diately enlarges that certainty to encompass Yoko Ono. For him, that is all
that is real. Unlike Paul Simon, for Lennon there are no bridges over trou-
bled water that can mediate human pain. After his creed, or noncreed, listing
those whom he no longer believes or never believed, the melody shifts and
Lennon sings to the listener, who more than likely still embraces the Beatles
myth, “The dream is over.” He was the “dreamweaver,” but he states that
he is “reborn.” And, he tells listeners to go on without him. For him, there
is nothing else, and his listeners have to recognize they are alone as well.
Lennon “reborn” is no longer dreaming and no longer taken in by myths,
including those partly of his own making.

The album concludes with a brief but powerful song titled “My Mummy’s
Dead” that couples nursery-rhyme simplicity with stark emotional depth.
Lennon sings in a weary and quizzical manner about his mother’s death, and
the sound fidelity matches that of some of his later posthumously released
home demo cassettes. The effect is memorable and chilling. And such is how
the album ends, capturing the essence of psychological pain and intimating
at its persistence.

Yoxo Ono/Prastic ONO BAND

Most of Lennon’s fans at the time may have been glad that this compa-
nion album to jJohn Lennon /Plastic Ono Band was not packaged with it as
a double record set, but perhaps it should have been, since both are emo-
tional soundscapes. In addition, the albums have similar front and back cover
images, and they share the same musicians and same spare style—in sound as
well as the exploration of raw emotion.

Lennon’s improvisational guitar work and the myriad of sounds he man-
ages to create must have been in his mind when he gave the Rolling Stone
interview two months after the recordings were made, for he truly does make
the guitar “speak” throughout Ono’s album.* Each track conveys core emo-
tions with minimal or nonexistent lyrical components. The opening cut is
a powerful number titled “Why” with searing, cascading guitar work from
Lennon matching Ono’s vocals as she screams the title word over and over
along with nonverbal vocalizations. Firm support from Ringo Starr on drums
and Klaus Voorman on bass keeps Lennon and Ono solidly on track. As
much as any of Lennon’s numbers from his album, this cut embodies slicing
pain, and the couple’s musical interactions are a marvel to hear, in what is
clearly one of their finest joint efforts.

Of course, the inner rage of “Why” would have to be followed by the
languid but still tumultuous in its own way “Why Not.” Once again Len-
non frees his guitar playing and creates a wide variety of accompaniments to
Ono’s now echoed vocals. Other numbers use the natural sounds of birds
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and trains to augment the aural approximations of emotional and mental
states of being. Each song uses different musical foci, especially rhythmically,
to support the emotive content. “Greenfield Morning” and “Touch Me” are
the other standout tracks in an album that showcases some of Lennon’s most
adventurous and inventive guitar playing.

“POWER TO THE PEOPLE”

Not surprisingly, the psychological intensity of “Mother” was not exactly
top-40 pop material, and the single only made it to number 43 on the U.S.
charts. Lennon then turned back to the more outwardly directed and socially
conscious thinking of “Give Peace a Chance” for his next nonalbum single,
“Power to the People.”

At its heart, the song is another populist anthem, with an overall sound
similar to “Instant Karma!” due as much (if not more) to co-producer Phil
Spector’s return as to Lennon’s predilections. A chorus intones the title four
times as the sound of marching feet, similar to clapping, opens the record-
ing and sets the rhythm. Lennon’s echoed voice takes the lead another four
times, helped along by tumbling percussion and Bobby Keyes’s aggressive
sax playing.

The opening verse references Lennon’s Beatle song “Revolution” by nearly
repeating the line “Say you want a revolution,” while making the important
change of replacing “you” with “we.” In “Revolution” the opening state-
ment was followed by the tentative “well, you know, we all want to change
the world.” Here, however, all tentativeness is gone; the line is followed
by “we better get it on right away” and a call for listeners to “get into the
street.”

The generalities continue, as the next verse summons workers to “get
all they really own.” The final verse is most striking for its feminist stance,
declaring that the “woman back home” needs “to be herself so she can free
herself.” Each verse is broken up by the repeating refrain of the title, which is
tripled and faded out at the end.

As generic statements of mass empowerment, the sentiments work, as does
the song as an upbeat attempt to straddle counterculture ideals and main-
stream disaffections. Simple, direct, and rousing without being vindictive,
the song may be little more than sloganeering, but it is not necessarily less
of an accomplishment because of it. As Lennon got more specific about his
causes in his songwriting over the next year and a half, the success of this song
would illustrate just how difficult such an attempt was to properly manage.
The song’s lack of stridency and ability to be broadly interpreted helped it to
the number-11 position on the U.S. charts.

The flip side was an experimental piece by Ono titled “Touch Me” and had
been included on her Plastic Ono Band album. The track was substituted for
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the U.S. release when “Open Your Box (Hirake)” was censored in the United
Kingdom. “Touch Me” is a gritty effort, with grumbling and staccato guitar
work from Lennon under Ono’s alternately fractured and wavering vocals.
Early on, the piece includes the sound of a tree falling, presumably recorded
when no one was there.

THE Erastic Oz BAND: “GoDp Save Us” /“Do THE Oz”

Lennon’s next single was something of an anomaly in his career. Oz, a
countercultural underground British newspaper, was in legal trouble with the
British government, and Lennon and Ono decided to support the journalists
by releasing a single in hopes it would be a fundraiser.

Lennon assembled a band, this time calling it The Elastic Oz Band, and
selected Bill Elliot (later vocalist for the group Splinter) to handle the lead
vocals for Lennon and Ono’s song “God Save Us,” oddly using the term
“God” in a more conventional sense than in the song “God” on the Plastic
Ono Band album. Lennon recorded a guide vocal that Elliot copied and,
with echo added by Phil Spector, the recording sounds more than a little
like Lennon himself. The guide vocal version is included in the John Lennon
Anthology under the title of “God Save Oz” and seems finished and polished
enough to consider it a long-lost Lennon single.

The song resembles Lennon’s “Move over Ms. L” from three years later
in that it has a fast, rollicking pace helped along by some tight horn work.
Lyrically, Lennon and Ono return to the idea behind “Give Peace a Chance,”
mixing the serious and the absurd. The lyrics primarily list things God should
save us from, as well as things we should fight for. On the more serious
side, listeners are told they should “fight for children’s rights,” a fairly radi-
cal thought in 1971; on the more absurd side, it is suggested to “fight for
Rupert Bear,” probably even a more radical stance, if taken literally.

On the flip side, Lennon keeps the vocals, such as they are, for himself
and Ono. “Do the Oz” is a methodically paced, experimental number with
a heavily echoed Ono going through various vocal pyrotechnics as Lennon
shouts, “Do the Oz” and off-kilter “Hokey Pokey”-influenced instructions.
The sound is shattering, with a simple chugging, repetitive rhythm pushed
along by guitar and electric piano. The use of the word “God” in the title and
lyrics may have kept the single from getting much airplay. It is not clear how
successful the disc was in raising money for Oz, but it did succeed admirably
in becoming a Lennon rarity and collectible.

IMAGINE

Lennon’s next album was a conscious attempt to create a more palatable and
audience-pleasing product than Plastic Ono Band had been. Lennon thought
that Plastic Ono Band was “too real” for most listeners and that Imagine
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conveyed the same message “sugar coated.”® Phil Spector was brought in
to co-produce with Lennon and musicians including George Harrison and
two members of the Beatle protégé group Badfinger. The songs cover quite
a range, including everything from a charmingly goofy love song for Ono
to an extremely vitriolic attack on Paul McCartney. Helped by the instant
classic status of the title cut (a number-three hit on its first release in the
United States before becoming a perennial favorite), the album is habitually
the Lennon album most admired by fans alienated by his Plastic Ono Band’s
all but unrelentingly stark content.

Even before his murder, the title cut from Lennon’s second post-Beatles
album, “Imagine,” was well on its way to becoming a modern classic of pop
music. Lennon even chose to sing it for his appearance at the birthday cele-
bration of media mogul Sir Lew Grade in 1975, which turned out to be
Lennon’s last public performance. Since his murder, the song has increased
in popularity and poignancy and is regularly revived. It is the song most asso-
ciated with him from his post-Beatles career.

Ono’s conceptual art, especially her instruction pieces, has been credited as
the inspiration for the song. And if not only understood as a comment on the
nature of reality, her oft-quoted remark, “The dream we dream alone is just
a dream / The dream we dream together is reality” (used as lyrics to her song
“Now or Never”), bears this out. The first step toward change is to imagine
something different.

The twist that makes the lyrics of “Imagine” more palatable than the simi-
lar sentiments expressed in “God” is the addition of the sweeter instrumental
accompaniment along with the lack of specific finger-pointing in the lyric.
“Imagine” may be the most subversive pop song recorded to achieve classic
status. Lennon marries instrumental music that could have accompanied the
sentimental, melodramatic compositions of the prerock era with the idea of
a world without religion or civil states. The tension is created by juxtaposing
an understated melody with a frank and radical message. The listener is, in a
sense, deceived into absorbing the song’s message.

Lennon’s dream is of a world with no heaven or hell awaiting us. The
strong implication is that we must make the best world we can here and
now, since this is all there is or will be. But because we are asked merely to
imagine—to play a “what if” game—Lennon can escape the harshest criti-
cisms, and the subversive seeds are planted. Those offended by the lyrics
are responded to as Lennon’s former band mate Ringo Starr did during a
television appearance on a Barbara Walters special in 1981. When challenged
regarding the song’s statements, Starr replied, “He said ‘imagine,’ that’s all.
Just imagine it.”

The title of the song “Crippled Inside” is a succinct summary of the mes-
sage of the lyric. Lennon presents another of his psychological explorations.
The lyrics complement the subjects Lennon addressed in the previous Plas-
tic Ono Band album. The song is about the “masks” or fronts that people
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put on. No matter what their outward appearance or what bogus activities
they participate in, it is what is in the heart that counts. And the lyrics make
it sound as though just about everyone is “crippled inside” in one way or
another.

The song combines a country and western feel with a little Tin Pan Alley
sensibility, creating an ironic contrast with the lyrics. George Harrison pro-
vides some exuberant slide guitar work, with Lennon urging him on with a
“Take it, cousin!” The piano work by Nicky Hopkins is also notable, bring-
ing a ragtime / early jazz feel to the song. Lennon has to be using satire here,
because his singing is vaguely affected as if he is hinting at a Southern U.S.
accent without wanting to really do one. The lyrics contain clichés (“a cat has
nine lives”), the music is light and bouncy, and all the while he is happily sing-
ing about the pervasiveness of emotional disability and the ultimate futility of
trying to ignore it. To Lennon, putting on a happy face does not do anything
except make one a hypocrite.

While the first verse certainly sets up the song’s denunciation of trying to
hide one’s true self with trappings of success, false piety, or lashing out at
others, it may also contain a reference to Lennon’s former Beatle band mate
Paul McCartney. He addresses someone who “wear[s] a suit,” “look[s] quite
cute,” and “hide[s] ... behind a smile.” These descriptions can easily apply to
Lennon’s characterizations of McCartney as seen in a later track, “How Do
You Sleep?” from Imagine.

His description of the false person in the suit who, in the second verse, also
“wear[s] a collar and tie” complements the premise of the mid-1950s popu-
lar film The Man in the Gray Flannel Suit. People conform to an appearance,
but inside they harbor emotions that stifle their potential as well as hurt oth-
ers. It does not work, Lennon says, because being “crippled inside” is “One
thing you can’t hide.”

Paralleling his earlier attacks on religious hypocrisy, Lennon speaks of
churchgoers singing from the hymnal while they are actually crippled inside.
He also notes how people compensate for their insecurities by transferring
their issues to others through racism and prejudice. For Lennon, there are
many methods of masking inner pain, but none of them really work. The
song’s real strength lies in the humorous approach and performance.

Except for a slightly altered line about dreaming, the confessional ballad
“Jealous Guy” had a whole different set of lyrics when Lennon composed
it as “Child of Nature” for The Beatles’ White Album three years earlier.
“Child of Nature” exists in demonstration form, offering some rather dreary
and mundane lyrics—such as “I’m just a child of nature, I’'m one of nature’s
children”—that may account for its never being finished as a Beatles track.
Turning the song into “Jealous Guy” was not the only legacy of the music,
since it matches up very closely with the opening of Lennon’s later hit “What-
ever Gets You through the Night.” The Beatles’ opportunity lost became
Lennon’s positive gain.
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Ethereal strings sweep the song along, making it sound more languidly
paced than it really is. A piano that combines rhythmic accompaniment with
countermelody provides an interesting bridge between the vocals and the
strings. Lennon sings both a confessional and an apology about the pain his
jealous actions have caused, eventually psychoanalyzing himself by saying he
was “swallowing my pain.”

The relaxed nature of the piece reaches its apex when Lennon breez-
ily whistles the melody before playfully intoning the warnings of “Watch
out” and “Look out,” reminding the beloved that he is still “just a jealous
guy.” This part seems out of place in a song where the narrator is “shivering
inside” with a combination of emotional distress and guilt, but perhaps it is
meant to be a false bravado in the face of the naked truth being confessed.

Another explanation for the whistle, though mere conjecture, may be the
influence of Bing Crosby, of whom Lennon was reputedly a fan.® Even the word-
play of The Beatles’ second hit, “Please Please Me,” had been partly inspired by
the lyrics of Crosby’s 1932 recording “Please,” which played on the auditory
sameness of the words “please” and “pleas.” Imagining an early to mid-1930s
Crosby-styled performance of “Jealous Guy” in the mind’s ear reveals a striking
fit, even down to the patented Crosby whistle so caricatured at the time. Len-
non could have been amusing himself by having a clever in-joke on his audience,
who perhaps were not as well versed in Crosbyisms as he was.

The band Roxy Music had a hit with their cover version of the song early
in 1981 after Lennon’s killing, possibly prompting the release of Lennon’s
original as a single in 1985 in Great Britain, where it reached number 65. In
1988, “Jealous Guy” was released in the United States to promote the Imag-
wne: Jobn Lennon soundtrack album and it reached number 80, thereby earn-
ing the distinction of being Lennon’s last solo top-100 single in the United
States for the remainder of the century.

“It’s So Hard” is a rumbling funky blues that complains in an oddly cheer-
ful manner about how tough it is to just get by day to day. Lennon’s slightly
detached-sounding voice provides a litany of common concerns and basic
goals from “You gotta love” to “You gotta eat,” but he comments that it can
be so difficult that he sometimes wants to quit trying. His only salvation lies
in the connection he has with his lover. Lennon may be half-punning here, if
such a thing is possible, using the phrase “going down” to first mean “giving
up” and later as a reference to oral sex.

The legendary saxophonist King Curtis provides a characteristic growling
sax counterpoint, later augmented by guitar and strings. The track is enjoy-
able enough, and makes its simple point quickly without belaboring it.

There are a number of vocations and situations Lennon desires to avoid
in “I Don’t Want to Be a Soldier.” It is not solely an antiwar song—yet that
idea should be given the primary emphasis, because, of the many things his
narrator does not want to be, soldier is what Lennon chose to incorporate in
the title. And, knowing of the Lennons’ peace campaign and the heat of the
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battles going on in Southeast Asia at the time of the song’s composition, it is
understandable that the song’s antiwar components are in the fore.

Lennon’s narrator does not want to be a lawyer nor a churchman, in another
of his swings at organized formal religions. He uses couplets that do not
match—for example, “sailor” and “fly”—and couplets that do—for example,
“lawyer” and “lie” (in the stereotypical perception of the occupation). Likely
inspired by a traditional and well-known nursery rhyme, he rejects the desire
to be “rich” or “poor” or a “thief” or a “failure.” The “failure” may relate to
the prolonged war in Southeast Asia or any number of other activities.

Lyrically recalling a simple list, the song builds tension as Lennon’s voice
rises and falls with each item on the list. The simplicity and repetition of the
words could be taken as a panicky interior monologue, with the anxiety rising
as the list is contemplated. Or, because the early lines refer to “Mama,” it is
as if a child is pleading with its mother. The production thickens the sound
of the song with some solid work from the band, including George Harrison,
King Curtis, and Tom Evans and Joey Molland from Badfinger.

A gem of the album, full of clever wordplay, is “Give Me Some Truth,”
another song Lennon more or less composed while still a Beatle. Over the
years, the song has become contemporary again anytime the credibility gap
between citizens and governments grows. Written while U.S. forces were mired
in Vietnam and Southeast Asia, the song attacks “hypocritics” and “pig-headed
politicians” for holding back the truth. The lyric is prophetic in that it was
written prior to the Watergate break-in and prior to Lennon’s personal, and
underhanded, harassment from the Immigration and Naturalization Service.

Lennon’s narrator will no longer accept lies from a “son of tricky Dicky.”
Richard M. Nixon was the president of the United States at the time the lyr-
ics were composed. A critical nickname bestowed on him was “tricky Dick,”
so Lennon’s phrase is a direct reference to the Nixon administration. The
offspring of “tricky Dicky” that Lennon sings of is “short-haired” (implying
establishment-oriented) and “yellow-bellied.” Lennon asserts that confor-
mity is a by-product of cowardice, chauvinism, and paranoia.

Lennon refuses the government’s selling of the war. The country’s leaders
are not going to “mother Hubbard soft soap” him. It is interesting that he
uses the image of soap. Lennon also refers to a “pocketful of soap” in the
lyrics. When the Lennons explained to the media why they were campaigning
for peace with bed-ins and billboards, they stated that they chose to utilize
the same effective advertising tools to sell peace that a manufacturer would
employ to sell soap.”

Even though performed with contempt and rage, Lennon’s wordplay in
“Give Me Some Truth” is akin to his vocal delivery on “Give Peace a Chance.”
He similarly mashes images together in this Imagine track: “schizophrenic,
ego-centric, paranoiac, prima-donnas” as if spewing them out in anger. A
prominent, broiling guitar approximates the seething character of the lyrics.
After a brief guitar break from George Harrison that bites and barks the notes,
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and after more ingenious word combinations, Lennon closes the song very
simply by demanding the truth over and over again.

“Oh My Love” is a love song written by Lennon and Ono and also dates
from his time with The Beatles. Calming yet simultaneously mournful, Len-
non sings of the clarity that results when one is renewed by romantic love.
There is a clearer view of one’s surroundings and of one’s purpose. There is
self-realization. The song conjures an interesting image of the mind feeling.
How does a mind feel? He goes on to say he feels “sorrow,” which is compre-
hensible, but then he closes the thought with “I feel the dreams.” So, there is
yet another question for the listener to ponder: how does one feel a dream?

The lyrics also talk about seeing the wind. These contributions would
seem more Ono than Lennon, but such was their cross-pollination by then
that this is not a certainty. When Lennon sings that “Everything is clear in
our world” the song momentarily sounds like the lyrical passage, “Nothing’s
gonna change my world,” from his Beatles recording “Across the Universe.”
Once again Lennon has sequenced a gentle song of questioning innocence
between two songs of frustration and pervasive anger.

“How Do You Sleep?” is Lennon’s bald tirade against former songwriting
and artistic partner Paul McCartney. Lennon claimed he was responding to
previous musical salvos from McCartney, especially from McCartney’s second
post-Beatles album Ram.8 Lennon saw the album’s song “Too Many People”
as an attack on himself and Ono, with such lyrics as “Too many people preach-
ing practices” referring to the couple’s activism. In the same song, McCartney
sings about someone spoiling their lucky break, which Lennon took to mean
McCartney blamed him for the end of The Beatles. Ram’s song “Three Legs”
was interpreted as attacking the trio of Lennon, Harrison, and Starr, claiming
that a dog with three legs cannot run. A photograph on the cover shows two
beetles copulating, and, of course, “getting screwed” in popular slang can
refer to sexual intercourse as well as to being taken advantage of unfairly.

Lennon’s song opens with sounds of the band settling down, a short par-
ody of the beginning of “Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band,” also ret-
erenced in the first line of the song. Lennon rasps and hisses the lyrics with
real vitriol. If McCartney’s assaults were veiled, Lennon’s are blunt. Swelling
strings and a bubbling electric piano give the track a festering energy. For all
the talk of Lennon’s anger that the song has generated, few comment that
the song is helped along to no small degree by the aggressive slide guitar of
George Harrison. Lennon was apparently not the only former Beatle peeved
with McCartney at the time.

Lennon attacks McCartney’s character and his profession as a recording art-
ist. The lyrics include a number of specific references to McCartney. Lennon
sings, “The only thing you done was yesterday,” which refers to McCartney’s
early Beatles number-one hit “Yesterday” and also suggests that McCartney’s
best work was in the past. The next line includes the phrase “you’re just
another day.” Again, Lennon asserts that the creative spark has gone from
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his old band mate, but the line also refers to McCartney’s easygoing charting
ballad “Another Day.” Lennon describes this song—as well as the remainder
of McCartney’s contemporary output—as “Muzak.” At the time, Muzak was
a purveyor of syrupy, string-heavy, slow and mid-tempo instrumental music.
Office-based businesses and hotels were among the subscribers to the service,
and, as such, it was referred to as insubstantial “elevator music.”

Lennon’s lyrics speak of McCartney’s “pretty face.” From the time The
Beatles arrived on U.S. shores in 1964, McCartney was known as the cute
Beatle. In the first verse, Lennon states, “Those freaks was right” when rumors
abounded that Paul “was dead.” The leader of The Beatles suggests that the
“Paul is dead” rumors were prophetic. As far as Lennon is concerned, musi-
cally and artistically McCartney is deceased.

Lennon’s lyrics also describe McCartney’s marriage relationship with
Linda Eastman. He suggests that McCartney “jump[s]” at the moment his
“momma” speaks—an ironic comment in view of his own reactions to criti-
cisms of his relationship with Ono. Finally, Lennon, in frustration, wonders
how, after their long songwriting and musical partnership, McCartney’s work
reveals no evidence that he “learned something.” To Lennon, the collabora-
tions were for naught.

In a song that hearkens back to the thoughts Lennon wrestled with on
his previous album, Plastic Ono Band, “How:?” focuses on three personal
subjects. In a song full of questions, Lennon asks about moving ahead with
one’s life; the place of feelings; and offering love. This is a song about self-
doubt, as Lennon sings about his uncertainties regarding love and life. Early
in the song, Lennon lists personal issues regarding his emotional, mental, and
spiritual state of being and consciousness.

In the first verse, which asks about moving forward, Lennon speaks of
the insecurity that comes with taking risks or stepping out. In the second
verse, he suggests that he does not know how to get in touch with his feel-
ings because he does not “know how to feel.” Sadly, he confesses, this is
because “my feelings have always been denied.” “How can I give love,” he
asks, “when love is something I ain’t never had?” As noted earlier, his father
abandoned Lennon for the sea, and his mother was tragically killed during
the singer’s teenage years.

In the chorus, repeated twice in the recorded performance, Lennon sug-
gests that he has the choice of either facing adversity or giving up. The chorus
does not provide an answer to the song’s titular query. It merely states that
life is sometimes tough and that we must carry on somehow. Perhaps there
are no answers to the “how?” questions. The final verse is a mirror image of
the first, except that Lennon expands its purview from his individual concern
to the corporate “we.” As in “Hold On” and “Isolation” from the Plastic
Ono Band album, he expands the embrace of his lyric beyond himself and his
situation to that of the world at large. We all have similar issues. That is part
of what makes us one.
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“Oh Yoko!” is an unabashed paean of love and devotion to Lennon’s soul
mate, Yoko Ono, gleefully parading to a near manic conclusion. Rolling piano
and jangling rhythm provide the effervescent atmosphere that permeates the
cut. The chorus stretches out the words “My love will turn you on” as if the
joy cannot be contained in a normal-paced rhythm. A brief harmonica solo
is so peppy it almost loses control, prefiguring the end of the song, when it
does. The band fades out and the harmonica continues playing frantically in
its happy abandon.

The words are a catalog of locations and situations implying the omnipres-
ence of Ono, either literally or figuratively in the singer’s heart. Lennon’s
later song “Dear Yoko” from Double Fantasyin 1980 reversed the omnipres-
ence of Ono, discussing how much her absence was felt. No matter where
he is, in a bath, in front of the mirror, in a dream, or in a cloud, his thoughts
turn to his wife. Five times he repeats the phrase “I call your name,” attesting
to the power of voicing a name aloud (as noted in certain spiritual teachings),
as well as reflecting the title of the Beatlemania era song he wrote called “I
Call Your Name.” The song underscores the premise of the British group
The Troggs’ hit from three years earlier, “Love Is All Around.”

The track’s infectious character and unabashed silliness in comparison
to most of Lennon’s generally serious, frequently solemn, and sometimes
dour output of the prior two years made it surprisingly popular, especially in
the face of the incessant Ono-bashing that plagued the couple. Lennon was
encouraged to release the song as a single but declined.’

Lennon was successful in his attempt to create an album of artistic achieve-
ment and expression that would also appeal to large audiences, and Imagine
was a commercial and critical success. The mistiming of his next single, and
his move toward radical activism and overt issue-oriented songs in the next
year, would dissipate the efforts he had made at solidifying his popularity
after The Beatles’ breakup. While Lennon was always creating interesting
music and lyrics, they were not always well received by the public or by the
critical establishment, as the next year would demonstrate.

“Harry XMAS (WAR Is OVER)”

Counting “God Save Us,” Lennon had already released three singles in
1971. Motivated by a similar desire to create a new holiday standard as he
had tried to create a new protest standard in “Give Peace a Chance,” Lennon
came up with his fourth single of the year. His timing was a bit oft, however,
and the single, originally on holiday-appropriate green vinyl, was released
too late in the season and as a result failed to chart.!'® “Happy Xmas (War Is
Over)” did become a hit the next year in the United Kingdom, and again
charted after his homicide.!! Although not the standard Lennon hoped it
might become, the song does turn up regularly in the holiday season’s musi-
cal mix. It would be his last single that did not come from an album released



34 The Words and Music of John Lennon

during his lifetime, though the flip side of 1975s “Stand by Me” from the
Rock °N’ Roll album, titled “Move over Ms. L,” was also a nonalbum cut.

The song combines elements of Lennon’s previous singles. The “war
is over if you want it” backing chant is reminiscent of both “Give Peace a
Chance” and a combination of “We all shine on” from “Instant Karma!” and
the titular refrain from “Power to the People.” And, like the lyrics to “Instant
Karma!” Lennon both prods and challenges listeners before providing reas-
surance. His testy opening statement, “So this is Christmas, and what have
you done?” is soon followed by Ono leading a chorus singing the slightly
disconcerting “A very merry Christmas and a happy New Year, let’s hope it’s
a good one without any fear.” The next verse follows the pattern by remind-
ing listeners of how it is Christmas for both weak and strong, rich and poor,
black and white, yellow and red—while urging us to recall that, for many,
“the road is so long” and for all to “stop all the fights.”

The emotion in Lennon’s voice almost becomes pleading and the chorus
swells and, as in George Harrison’s “My Sweet Lord,” the infectious chant
soon has listeners singing along almost unaware of what they are saying, be
it “Hare Rama” or “war is over.” As the chorus shouts multiple rounds of
“Happy Christmas,” Lennon ends the song with everyone cheerfully applaud-
ing as he had ended “Give Peace a Chance.” This loud communal response at
the finish is the opposite of how the track begins with both Lennon and Ono
whispering a personal message to their children Julian and Kyoko. Further, it
parallels the song’s message of expanding the sense of family celebration the
holiday engenders to include not only a concern for the state of humanity,
but a call to do something about that concern in the coming year.

The B-side is an engagingly simple work by Ono named “Listen, The
Snow Is Falling.” The song begins with the crunching sound of a person
walking through snow as the wind whistles by. Sleigh bells are heard as Ono
sings of several places being covered by the falling snow, beginning with
physical locations such as “between Trafalgar Square” and moving to poetic
locations such as “your head and my mind” before returning to the physical
again. Descending sounds replicate the falling of the snow, countered by a
gently ascending guitar riff. Later in the piece, a few measures sound similar
to Lennon’s work on The Beatles’ “Sun King” from the Abbey Road album
before the song returns to the sound of footsteps, wind, and Ono’s urgent
whispering of “listen!” as the song fades out. It is one of her best conven-
tional recordings and indicates her early abilities to skillfully fuse her poetic
and conceptual imagery with the format of mainstream pop songs, a talent
she would continue to develop with increasing success.

Frr

Lennon also worked on Ono’s next album, a two-record set called Fly. It
contains some of the duo’s experimental music, including works for their
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films’ soundtracks, more or less making up one disc, and a series of tracks
similar to those on Ono’s Plastic Ono Band album on the second disc. At
least two tracks include essential work from Lennon, and both were flip sides
to his earlier singles.

As discussed previously, “Open Your Box” (also known as “Hirake”)
was the original B-side for “Power to the People.” The track was banned
from radio broadcast for the supposedly suggestive lyrics “open your legs...
open your box” whereas the intent was ultimately to open people’s hearts
and minds. The song was remixed for reissue in the United Kingdom and
replaced on the B-side of the “Power to the People” single by “Touch Me”
for its U.S. release. Moderately paced and with a chugging, splintery rhythm,
“Open Your Box” looks forward to the similar though smoother sounds Ono
and Lennon would employ on future numbers, even as late as the work for
Double Fantasy. In a joke, Ono has “Toilet Piece”—the sound of a flushing
toilet—follow the abrupt end of the track.

The standout inclusion on Fly, however, is “Don’t Worry Kyoko,” finally
on an album over a year after its release as the B-side to “Cold Turkey.” The
guitars of Lennon and Eric Clapton alternate between a lilting semi-slide and
sniping bites while the slowly varying drum work of Starr keeps the underly-
ing tension mounting. Ono’s vocal line is one of her most effective, and the
recording is still an amazing achievement decades later.

“Midsummer New York,” both musically and in Ono’s vocal interpretation,
is a rocking Elvis Presley parody, although lyrically it describes the physical
and psychological effects of a nightmarish panic attack. The song also shows
that Ono was absorbing Lennon’s lessons in the school of rock as readily as
he was absorbing her schooling in the avant-garde. The ironic ballad “Mrs.
Lennon” also has an intriguing counterpoint between its lyrics of anxiousness
at Ono losing her identity in Lennon’s shadow and the overall plaintive love-
song sound of the track, which is helped considerably by Lennon’s simple
and evocative faux classical piano playing.

Of interest is that one of the engineers on this album, Jack Douglas, who
would help engineer David Peel’s The Pope Smokes Dope (also produced by
Lennon and Ono), later became the co-producer with Lennon and Ono for
the recording sessions that produced the Double Fantasy album, as well as
Ono’s “Walking on Thin Ice” single and Lennon’s unfinished cuts from the
Milk and Honey album.

Davip PegL: THE PorPE SMOKES DOPE

Late in 1971, Lennon and Ono took up residence in New York. Their
previous activities had introduced them to various counterculture and under-
ground personalities, and this continued and intensified. One such person
they met was activist and street musician David Peel. Lennon was impressed
with Peel’s sense of melody and his folksy sing-along approach to protest
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message songs. It probably helped that Peel had a strong sense of the absurd
that found humorous expression in most of his work. Lennon and Ono were
enthralled enough to produce and appear on an album for Peel called The
Pope Smokes Dope—but the depth of their direct artistic input is not clear, and
it may have been minimal.

As with Lennon’s other work from this time, both the strengths and the
weaknesses of this album relate to it being a bit of a time capsule, as titles
such as “Everybody’s Smoking Marijuana” and “Chicago Conspiracy” dem-
onstrate. The songs on the album are sonically blended, sometimes musically,
but often with the sounds of a crowd applauding and reacting to the perfor-
mance. The attempt is to capture the urgent energy and immediacy of the
street performance experience, and it largely succeeds.

The album also exhibits a free-spirited sense of fun, with Peel’s oft-kilter
and earthy humor in full evidence, notably on the title song that is introduced
with some audio-vérité from a Lennon interview. Peel’s absurd humor and
the joyful hippie ambiance of the album make it difficult to judge how seri-
ous the cover’s proclamation of “The Rock Liberation Front” (RLF) and its
call for subversive action against media sellouts really is, although previous
works of the RLF indicate it was serious indeed. Lennon had engaged in press
releases and open letters that espoused the radical cause of the RLF with harsh
solemnity.!2

One song of particular interest is “The Ballad of New York City (John
Lennon-Yoko Ono).” It is a rollicking performance that also begins with a
segment from an interview with Lennon and Ono and lyrically states why
Lennon and Ono have found the perfect home in New York, with Lennon
providing a dobro accompaniment on the cut. They must have agreed with
Peel’s sentiments, and the song makes an interesting companion piece to the
contemporaneous Elephant’s Memory's “Local Plastic Ono Band” as well as
Lennon’s “New York City.”

Its recording time is not clear, but an unreleased nine-and-a-half-minute
opus titled “America,” featuring vocals by Peel and Ono, may date from this
period—however, some of Ono’s vocals may have been mixed in from her
previous recordings. Since Peel guests on a vocal of the Elephant’s Memory
album Lennon and Ono produced later in the year, it may have been recorded
then, or perhaps when Ono was recording her solo album Approximately
Infinite Universe. Like those albums, the track is reputedly produced by Len-
non and Ono and may have Lennon playing or singing on it, although, if so,
he is not readily evident. It is a captivating fusing of Ono’s vocal pyrotechnics
with Peel’s chant-like intoning of the title and a litany of locations, events,
and attitudes dealing with the United States. They are backed by a hypnotic
pulsing rhythm with flute and voices provided by what might be Elephant’s
Memory, alone or augmented, and finishing with what sounds like tribal
bongos with a drill sergeant leading a platoon through a call and response



Gimme Some Truth, 1970-1973 37

on a double-time march. As one of the more successful of such recordings, it
ought to be legally released.

SOMETIME IN NEW York CITY

Released in June 1972, nine months after the commercial and artistic suc-
cess of Imagine, Sometime in New York City became Lennon’s most lam-
basted and least successful album. It is the most sustained version of Lennon’s
drive to create musical news reports and commentaries in quickly released
songs, a drive that began in earnest with The Beatles’ “Revolution,” the flip
side of “Hey Jude,” and continued through his early solo work culminating
here in this album-length effort. As such, it has the strengths and weak-
nesses expected of a more-or-less spur-of-the-moment opinion-editorial. At
the time of its release, many reviewers disliked it for its lack of subtlety as
much as for its opinions. As might be expected, more recently it has taken on
the sheen of a time capsule of the period and, to a limited degree, has been
somewhat redeemed as a result.

The album cover is a mock-up of the front page of the New York Times,
with the song lyrics listed as if they are the news articles. As originally
released, a second disc comprised two live appearances. One performance
was as the Plastic Ono Supergroup in 1969 to support UNICEF; the other
was as the Plastic Ono Mothers and was a 1971 appearance with Frank
Zappa and The Mothers of Invention. Zappa did not release his mastered
and edited version of the show until over a decade after Lennon’s shooting,
calling the CD Playground Psychotics.

Ono had moved into combining her experimental compositions with more
conventional pop-oriented songwriting, and, even though the couple duet
and support each other on the various tracks and even share songwriting
credit on most of the cuts, the album somewhat alternates between songs
that feature Lennon and songs that feature Ono. This foreshadows the more
intensified application of this approach eight years later for the Double Fan-
tasy album and its posthumously completed and released companion album
Milk and Honey.

Another change from their previous work is that on the Sometime in
New York City album the Plastic Ono Band is now formed around a rough
and ready bar band called Elephant’s Memory. The group had enjoyed
moderate success for almost four years by the time Lennon and Ono began
working with them. Fueled perhaps by the desire for a “real band” in the
wake of their acoustic appearances in Detroit and Harlem in December
the previous year, Lennon and Ono would work with Elephant’s Memory
as their backing band throughout 1972, including the recorded concert
performances released in 1986 as the Live in New York City album and
video.
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The release of the Sometime in New York City album had been preceded by
the Lennon /Ono single “Woman Is the Nigger of the World” / “Sisters, O
Sisters” the previous April. Both songs are on the album, and “Woman Is the
Nigger of the World” is the first cut. The song is an accusatory feminist plea,
employing racial metaphor to highlight the severity of the social injustice to
which women are subjected. Lennon had previously employed a shocking
metaphor for a song title with “Happiness Is a Warm Gun” from The Beatles’
White Album. In keeping with Lennon’s artistic aim of the directness and
immediacy of a news report, the ironic humor of the earlier song is absent
here. The recording contains one of Lennon’s most subtly nuanced vocal
performances and intriguing productions and is one of his most unjustly
overlooked recording efforts.

If a bit radical for the time, the feminist message may have been relatively
palatable. But the use of the epithet “nigger” in the title all but ensured that
the song would receive limited airplay. In fact, AM radio banned the song
for its potentially inflammatory use of the term. The song did garner some
limited FM airplay, albeit usually late at night on college and underground
radio stations.

Certainly Lennon had been in the United States long enough to know
how incendiary the term was and could have predicted the response. So the
fact that he released the song as a single nonetheless shows his commitment
to the ideas expressed in the song, even at the risk of damaging his career.
Before Lennon performed it on television’s The Dick Cavett Show in May,
Cavett was forced by the ABC network to warn the public in advance, even
after Lennon had explained the song’s meaning and intent. Lennon’s stance
and metaphoric use of the word “nigger” was understood and supported by
the leader of the Congressional Black Caucus, as well as by Ebony magazine.!3
Having stood his ground, Lennon had to be content with the single reaching
only number 57 on the charts.

The catalyst for the song was an interview comment made by Ono in
1969 that became the title.!* She receives co-credit for the work, although
that seems to be her only contribution. Part of the negative reaction to the
song might have stemmed from Lennon’s poetic license: the lyrics state what
“woman is,” not that “woman is treated as if she is.” The metaphor gives
the message its plaintive power and a sense of real indignation that would be
lacking if it were instead a simile, but it may have confused those who failed
to listen closely. A deeper critique is that, to a certain degree, the song reifies
the concept of “nigger” in order to make the metaphor work. Those wish-
ing to disavow the “reality” implied by the term are forced to think of the
song’s title statement as a metaphor based on an admittedly spurious socially
constructed concept; mental gymnastics that most were not accustomed to
having to perform in dealing with a pop song.

The recording begins with a jarring jump into the moderately paced and
comparatively simple melody bolstered by the successful application of a
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Spector-style “wall of sound” provided by Elephant’s Memory and a decid-
edly Beatlesesque string section, somewhat reminiscent of Lennon’s use
of strings on “I Am the Walrus” from The Beatles’ Magical Mystery Tour
soundtrack. The abrupt beginning immediately smoothes as Lennon’s soft
but firm and slightly echoed vocal announces the title followed by the affir-
mation “yes she is” and encouragement for the listener to “think about it”
before repeating the opening statement. This somewhat parallels his open-
ing to Plastic Ono Band’s “God,” in which he vocally underlines the shock-
ing opening statement by saying he will repeat it and then does so.

Lennon implicates the listener, and by extension the male-dominated social
system, in the hypocritical treatment of women by detailing the acts and
attitudes “we” have engaged in. Double standards, familial pressures, sexual
stereotyping, institutionalized sexism, and mass media images are all exempli-
fied and decried. With each line, Lennon’s voice becomes slightly stronger,
more plaintive, more accusatory, and more outraged. Lennon’s deceptively
natural-sounding vocal work includes numerous shouts of exhortation to the
listener. He also stretches out certain terms into long calls and moans, while
chopping up other words into approximations of sobbing. Before the second
instrumental break, Lennon encourages the band to “hit it!”

The low strings form the broiling bottom sound of the song, somehow
without making it seem as though there is anything solid there; again,
very similar to the use of strings on “I Am the Walrus.” At the same time,
the rough-edged sound of Elephant’s Memory builds tension against the
methodical pacing of the song. Instrumental solo breaks, first from saxo-
phone, and later from saxophone and guitar, punch through the existing
musical tension only to build the tension further. The swelling strings strain
and crash against Elephant’s Memory, and Lennon’s pleading vocals result-
ing in some concrete sonic fury without sounding cluttered. This works quite
well in supporting the intellectual and emotive impact of the lyrics and Len-
non’s passionate vocalizing.

Lennon then implores listeners to “do something” about the situation,
after proclaiming that woman is “the slave to the slave.” Finally, he cries
out for a response of agreement, calling for believers in the injustices dealt
woman to at least “scream about it” before he himself screams the closing
line over and over as the ascending low strings and screeching high strings
and guitars blanket and propel the vocals with wave after wave of sound.

Itis a tour de force performance both instrumentally and especially vocally,
matched by the stacked and layered yet discomforting and ironically ephem-
eral sound of the production. It remains one of Lennon’s genuine, though
largely unacknowledged, masterpieces.

Ono’s cheerful feminist anthem “Sisters, O Sisters” opens with a spoken
joke as Ono chides the “male chauvinist pig engineer” and Lennon offers a
comically sneered “right on, sister!” in support. The song has a nice shuffle to
it as Ono sings encouragement directed to a female audience about women’s
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power to change the world for the better. Elephant’s Memory is particularly
spry here, with a momentum-gathering middle-eight section.

“Sisters, O Sisters” is followed by a dramatic song about the conditions at
New York’s Attica correctional facility and the aftermath of a deadly riot the
prisoners engaged in during September 1971 as a result of those conditions
with the opening line of “What a waste of human power.” Both Lennon and
Ono share songwriting credit as well as the lead vocal, a duet. A couple of
lines outline the situation in brief terms, clearly expecting that listeners know
the basic story. The lyrics quickly universalize the event, declaring, “We’re all
mates with Attica State,” and calling for the freedom of “all prisoners every-
where,” echoing Henry David Thoreau’s idea that in an unjust system, only
the just would be imprisoned. The sloganeering path continues with the lyr-
ics calling for all to join the revolution for human rights, eventually reaching
a low point with the rather diffused plea to “free us all from endless night.”
The song tries to decry the events at Attica on one hand, and use them as
a springboard for related commentaries on the other. Rather than building,
the song loses focus. At least musically the song has a nice groove, helped by
Lennon’s ringing guitar, which is used as a sort of instrumental response to
the vocals as he had done in “Cold Turkey.”

But the next track, “Born in a Prison,” does make good poetic use of
the prison metaphor. The excellent saxophone work of Stan Bronstein ties
the verses together, with the chorus a harmonized duet of poetic statements
from Lennon and Ono, such as “Wood becomes a flute when it’s loved.”
The verses decry the human condition of being bounded by unjust social
constrictions that literally and figuratively stifle the individual and, by exten-
sion, society itself. Not only one of the better tracks on the album, it is one
of Ono’s better tracks from this phase of her career.

“New York City” is the album’s primary rocker and probably could have been
a solid-selling single if released as such. The fast-paced song is directly autobio-
graphical and a close relative to The Beatles’ “The Ballad of John and Yoko.”
The number recounts the goings on of Lennon and Ono, such as meeting up
with countercultural figures, while commenting on their immigration problems.
To the government’s attempts to force him and Ono out, Lennon reminds the
elected officials and bureaucrats, “The Statue of Liberty said ‘come.””

Both David Peel (“The Ballad of New York City [John Lennon-Yoko
Ono]”) and Elephant’s Memory (“Local Plastic Ono Band”) had songs
about Lennon and Ono on their albums contemporary with this, and Ele-
phant’s Memory had a couple of seriously rocking numbers as well, the aptly
named “Power Boogie” and “Liberation Special.” In a sense, “New York
City” combines those efforts. Elephant’s Memory boogies in solid support
of Lennon’s energetic singing, and both vocalist and band seem reluctant to
let loose of the groove. Lennon seems to relish the band’s drive and momen-
tum. He urges them on several occasions with shouts and comments. It is
easily the most enjoyable and brisk track on the album.
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The killing of Irish Catholic protestors by British soldiers prompted the
angry “Sunday Bloody Sunday.” Lennon’s rage is palpable, and the recording
has a suitably chaotic and rambunctious sound, but the song does not quite
succeed. The lyrics start off with some nice rhetorical spins and a modicum
of insight, but after the guitar break they lose centering and all that remains
is the anger, thus drifting into lyrical hyperbole. Lennon also inexplicably
pronounces “learn” as “loyn” in the second verse, forcing him to then pro-
nounce “turn” and “burn” in a similar fashion so that they rhyme, which
detracts from Lennon’s message. The wailing of guitar and saxophone sup-
port a mix of Ono’s emotionally appropriate vocal screeching and Lennon’s
yells and calls of “do it!” as the song begins to fade out and then returns, as
if reminding listeners that the tragedy continues even when not the focus of
attention and it will not go away on its own.

“The Luck of the Irish” is more general and more successful. A listing
of innocent Irish clichés and idyllic stereotypes in the chorus sung by Ono
is cleverly countered with the harsh contemporary political realities and
historical summations sung by Lennon in the introduction and verses. This
is all set up with the sardonic irony of the opening couplets that play off
the usually bromidic phrase of the “luck of the Irish,” indicating that any
luck the Irish have had has been bad—so bad that “you’d wish you was
English instead.”

The contrasting irony continues with a pleasant lilting rhythm and a flute
providing fills and a near countermelody in support of Lennon’s singing of
“pain and death.” Lennon continues characterizing the then-current events
as rape and genocide while singing in pleasant, soft tones. The idea of a dark
humor approach is clever, and the song, as sociopolitical polemic, succeeds.
Interestingly, at the same time as Lennon and Ono created these songs and
recordings, Lennon’s former artistic partner Paul McCartney, inspired by the
same events, wrote and recorded “Give Ireland Back to the Irish,” enjoying
a number-21 hit with it.

Lennon’s song in support of activist John Sinclair, at the time serving a 10-
year prison sentence for the sale of two marijuana cigarettes, is simply called
“John Sinclair.” Here the lyrical statements and musical statements mesh to
form a strong song that communicates its point of view and message with
directness and simplicity. Lennon asks rhetorical questions to good effect in
the lyrics, from the opening “won’t you care for John Sinclair?” to the later
“what else can the bastards do?” referring to the corrupt and unjust system
as well as particular individuals.

Lennon compares the severity of Sinclair’s crime with the reputed immoral,
unethical, and criminal actions of others and then asks, “was he jailed for
what he done, or representin’ everyone?” The flowing questions and explana-
tory statements of the lyrics stream by to the sounds of Lennon’s exemplarily
played bluesy slide guitar that rolls and tumbles the song along with urgent
tension, but no stress. “They gave him ten for two,” Lennon repeats. He then
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pushes to the finale with “we gotta set him free!” with the word “gotta” ear-
nestly repeated several times.

Lennon performed the song on television and at a rally to support Sinclair’s
release, and Sinclair was in fact set free less than three months after the album
came out.

A song about activist Angela Davis was far less successful. Lennon and Ono
again duet more or less equally on the vocals, and instrumentally the song
has some vibrant orchestral string work in addition to fine guitar and organ
moments. But the lyrics do not really add up to much more than generic
platitudes such as “the world watches you” before veering into unintentional
self-parody with such absurdities as “they gave you coftee, they gave you tea,
they gave you everything but equality.” The point may be that the power
structure and social institutions deal in surface niceties but not in actual sub-
stance, but neither Lennon nor Ono seem to have been particularly inspired
here.

The album ends with another strong Ono track, “We’re All Water,” the
refrain having been adapted from one of her poems. Ono describes the essen-
tial oneness of humanity by listing a series of supposed similarities between
seemingly disparate celebrities, historical figures, and locations. For instance,
her opening line indicates that there may not be much difference between
Chairman Mao and Richard Nixon if we “strip them naked,” or between
“Manson and the Pope” if we “press their smiles” in a later passage. Another
line was adapted from her book Grapefruit, where she suggested counting
the windows of certain buildings. Here she says there may not be much dif-
ference between the White House and the Hall of People if we count their
windows.

The refrain happily states, “we’re all water” and that someday “we’ll evap-
orate together.” The band keeps the staccato beat going as Ono engages in
her familiar vocal escalations while asking, “what’s the difference?” and soon
replying, “there’s no difference!” The track is one of the better transferences
of her conceptual art instructions into song lyrics, and the high-energy per-
formance of the band adds immensely to the appeal of her playful yet serious
lyrics and delivery.

LIVE JAM

The original issue of Sometime in New York City included a bonus disc
entitled Live Jam. The first three numbers are from the aptly named Plas-
tic Ono Supergroup (including George Harrison) for the live show from
December 1969.

The first numbers performed are “Cold Turkey” and “Don’t Worry
Kyoko.” Although released only three months after the debut of both at the
Toronto Rock and Roll Revival Festival, the readings are noticeably different.
“Cold Turkey” now has the raw intensity of the single release, and the band’s
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performance builds the tension the song needs rather than lilting along as it
did in the Toronto show. Ono’s number is a stunning masterwork complete
with her vocals bouncing through a call and response with the horn section
and a hyped-up finale that even Ono has trouble sustaining.

The remainder of the Live Jam album is taken from a 1971 guest appear-
ance the couple did at the Fillmore East with Frank Zappa and the Mothers
of Invention. Lennon is featured on an old rhythm and blues number, “Well
(Baby Please Don’t Go).” Considering the few live appearances Lennon
made, this performance is a real gem. Lennon must have liked it, because he
recorded this song during his Imagine sessions a few months later, though it
was not released until the Jobn Lennon Anthology collection in 1998. The live
version is a strong and welcome vocal performance with full-throttle support
from Zappa on guitar and the Mothers.

The rest of the album consists of a lengthy jam featuring Ono. The jam
loses momentum at some points but manages to recover and contains some
good work from all three principals. The nature of the jam made it possible
for Lennon to divide the performance into different numbers, although it is
not always clear why the divisions occur where they do. Two decades later,
Zappa released his own version on the double CD set Playground Psychotics.
The differences in song divisions may be minor, but Zappa’s mix is superior
in sound quality and in the intuitive sense of where the jam changes. Perhaps
Ono was tacitly acknowledging this when she remixed and remastered the
Sometime in New York City album for CD release in 2005 and omitted the
jam entirely, replacing it with the holiday single of “Happy Xmas (War Is
Over)” / “Listen, The Snow Is Falling.” The omission means that the only
available digital version of that portion of the concert is Zappa’s.

THE ELEPHANT’S MEMORY BAND: ELEPHANT’S MEMORY

Lennon and Ono produced and played on this album for their backing
band. Lennon is on 6 of the 10 cuts, playing guitar and singing on 2 cuts,
playing electric piano on 1, and adding vocals to 3 others. Ono vocalizes on
4 of the cuts with Lennon.

Lennon historian John Robertson relates that Lennon worked on compos-
ing but then abandoned a song about classic rockers Chuck Berry and Bo
Diddley.'> Abandoned or not, just such a song titled “Chuck 'n’ Bo” closes
the first side of the album. Perhaps Lennon was running through this number
just for the fun of it and Robertson or his sources thought it was an aban-
doned composition of Lennon’s. In any event, it pastiches the famous charac-
teristic musical riffs and rhythms of the two men and tells an amusing story of
a concert situation in which Diddley and Berry demonstrate the invigorating
freedom of rock and roll music, a concept close to Lennon’s heart. In the
midst of the political turmoil of Lennon’s activities in 1972, it is interest-
ing to speculate that he might have contributed to this semi-nostalgic rocker
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that touts the liberation of the musical form itself, with no overt messages or
specific slogans. Both Berry and Diddley were at the 1969 Toronto Rock and
Roll Revival Festival, so perhaps the song was inspired by something Lennon
observed there, though he receives no songwriting credit for the song.

Both “Liberation Special” and “Power Boogie” are solid rockers, with
Lennon adding to the drive of “Power Boogie.” Each is also somewhat remi-
niscent of Lennon’s “New York City.” In addition, Lennon’s electric piano
contributions to “Wind Ridge” are quite appropriate and fill out the song
with real flourish. The album ends with a droll number called “Local Plastic
Ono Band,” in which Elephant’s Memory good-naturedly jokes about their
status as Lennon and Ono’s backup group. The lyrics playfully imply that the
notoriety may be both helpful and a hindrance to their career.

APPROXIMATELY INFINITE UNIVERSE

Ono helped to open Lennon to more experimental composing and to
thinking more seriously of himself as an artist with a particular role in society.
And at the same time, his influence had been prompting her to make more
forays into conventional pop music songwriting. As the year closed, Ono and
Lennon worked on and completed this double album set of pop songs, Ono
style, with Elephant’s Memory backing her up as they had done on Lennon
and Ono’s Sometime in New York City.

Lennon co-produced the album with Ono and can be heard both vocally
and instrumentally on many of the tracks. His genuinely exuberant happy
cheering on “What a Mess” and his vocal fills on “I Wish I Knew” are wel-
come additions to those numbers, but his most significant vocal contribution
to the album is on Ono’s remarkable and plaintive song of female forgiveness
and understanding for the sins of male sexism, “I Want My Love To Rest
Tonight.” Late in the song it features backing and harmony vocals by Len-
non. The male and female voices sharing equally in the mix complement the
ideals of the song beautifully, and though the heartfelt lyrics become melodi-
cally cumbersome and distracting for no discernable reason, the song is still
one of true emotive power.

Lennon’s instrumental contributions are strongest on a handful of num-
bers, including “Kite Song,” where he provides a growling guitar undercur-
rent that anchors Ono’s account of a disturbing dream. No less impressive
is his guitar work on “Move on Fast,” a straight-ahead rocker that hits the
ground running and never lets up. Lennon then revisits some guitar play-
ing reminiscent of “Cold Turkey” on “Peter the Dealer.” The guitar lines
on “Yang Yang”—presumably performed by both Lennon and Elephant’s
Memory member Wayne “Tex” Gabriel—are appropriately forceful in
one of Ono’s better songs about social and internal revolution, and their
interconnections.
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Radio airplay banning and its controversial nature helped keep “Woman Is
the Nigger of the World” from rising higher than number 57 on the charts,
and Lennon did not release any other single from the Sometime in New York
City album, despite the obvious choice of “New York City.” The general
public’s as well as Lennon’s fan base’s lack of appreciation for Ono’s work
(making up a significant part of the album), the extreme countercultural,
politicized content, the slightly higher cost for the “free” live disc, and the
lack of a top-40 hit single caused the album to be a comparative commerecial
flop, especially in the wake of the much-praised and high-selling Imagine
album. This occurred despite the fact that the duo, backed by Elephant’s
Memory, promoted the material on The Mike Douglas Show, The Dick Cavett
Show, and The Jerry Lewis MDA Labor Day Telethon broadcast. In addition,
the two One to One charity concerts were also filmed and broadcast, and
later edited into the posthumously released Live in New York City album and
video tape.

By the end of the summer of 1972, Lennon’s immigration troubles had
deepened, consuming much of his time.! In October 1968, he and Ono were
arrested for possession of cannabis resin, pled guilty, and paid a fine. Later,
this was used to declare Lennon an undesirable alien in the United States and
therefore deportable. Lennon’s high-profile, countercultural actions got him
noticed, and evidence shows he was in fact targeted by government agen-
cies and officials for expulsion for those very reasons, with the drug charge
being merely an excuse. The harassment slowed down after Richard Nixon’s
reelection as president, but did not really abate until Nixon resigned from
the presidency in August 1974. Soon after Lennon and Ono’s son Sean was
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born in October 1975, the U.S. government officially ended its harassment
of Lennon. However, it was not until July 1976 that Lennon was granted full
and permanent status as a resident alien, with the option to earn citizenship
five years later in 1981.

He and Ono cut back on their overt political activities and rhetoric as well
as their public appearances. While the couple finished both the Elephant’s
Memory and Ono’s albums, Lennon seems to have hit a period of creative
and personal malaise that began in the fall of 1972 and lasted until the start
of 1974. That malaise may have contributed to his and Ono’s separation in
the early fall of 1973 that continued until early 1975. Lennon later termed
the malaise and separation his “lost weekend,” and, while it clearly had its
personal and professional rough spots, it did not keep Lennon from working
and ultimately creating some of his best recordings.?

RINGO STARR: “I’M THE GREATEST”

Lennon’s former Beatle band mate Ringo Starr had produced two nonrock
albums and two nonalbum hit singles since The Beatles’ breakup. Both singles
had employed fellow former Beatle George Harrison, who had also played
on Lennon’s Imagine album. At the time, Starr and Harrison shared to some
degree Lennon’s frustrations with Paul McCartney, which was so fiercely
exhibited in Imagine’s “How Do You Sleep?” discussed in chapter 3. One of
Starr’s charting singles, “Back Oft Boogaloo,” had been about McCartney;
the term “Boogaloo” was an insider code word for McCartney, and the lyrics
obviously related to him.? Freudians may want to note that the promotional
film Starr made for the song at the time shows him amiably contending with
Frankenstein’s monster. Also, one of Starr’s B-sides, “Early 1970,” expressed
his uncertain relationship with McCartney while asserting the dependability
of his relationships with Lennon and especially Harrison.

By the time Starr decided to do his first rock-pop album, relationships
among the former Beatles were on the mend, and Starr asked each of them
to contribute something to the record. Harrison collaborated with Starr on
four songs, McCartney on two, and Lennon one. Lennon’s contribution was
performing on his composition “I’m the Greatest,” and it includes a sardonic
take on the Beatles’ experience.

The song became a sequel of sorts to The Beatles” “With a Little Help
from My Friends” as Starr once again sings that “my name is Billy Shears”
while crowd noises cheer him on. Lennon’s lyrics compare The Beatles to
a circus by stating, “I was in the greatest show on earth,” but then deflate
the importance of that remark immediately by adding the pithy “for what it
was worth.” Klaus Voorman handled the bass, with Harrison on guitar, Starr
on percussion and lead vocals, and Lennon on piano and backing vocals.
The collaboration on “I’m the Greatest” was the closest thing to a Beatles
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reunion during Lennon’s life time, and, though not a monumental work, its
humor and sense of fun recapture some of the true joy at the core of much
of The Beatles’ best work.

The John Lennon Anthology contains a portion of Lennon’s run through
with Starr, Harrison, and Voorman to rehearse them for the recording of the
track and to provide Starr with a guide vocal. What is most noticeable is how
assured Lennon is in directing the band and finding the feel he wants. Also
striking is how, even in rehearsal, the tone of the song seems harsher. Starr’s
shouting of “I’m the greatest, and you better believe it baby!” is inherently
affable and comical in a manner that Lennon’s obviously tongue-in-cheek
delivery of a similar phrase cannot quite match.

FEELING THE SPACE

Before Lennon began work on his next album, Mind Games, Ono had
started on her next album, titled Feeling the Space. The production of the
albums overlapped, and both were released in November 1973. The album
remains one of Ono’s best and most accessible records.

Lennon contributed guitar work on “She Hits Back,” a percolating track
that musically sounds like it could have come from the Dowuble Fantasy
sessions. “Woman Power” showcases another especially gritty guitar line and
rhythm solo from Lennon that closely prefigures his work on the “Walk-
ing on Thin Ice” single released shortly after his murder. These tracks are
surprisingly similar to work that they did seven years later. It is as if Lennon
and Ono picked up in 1980 where they left oft'in 1973.

Lennon’s final contribution is to “Men, Men, Men,” where Ono satirically
engages in a comical reverse sexism. A condescending lecture on the nature
of and value of men while reducing them to sexual playthings ends with Ono
telling “honeyjuice” that he can “come out of your box now,” to which we
hear Lennon subserviently reply, “Yes, dear.”

MiIND GAMES

The Mind Games album was welcomed as a sort of recovery from the agit-
prop of the previous year’s releases. Lennon later dismissed it as hackwork,
and fans considered it a definite cut below Imagine. Time has been good to
it, however, and, although it largely fails as a unified effort, certain individual
songs have justifiably earned their spots in Lennon’s pantheon.

The title cut, which was also a single release, sets the tone and informs the
underlying theme for the album, a theme sometimes hard to discern as much
of a unifying force. Sonically lush, Lennon’s transformed and muted slide
guitar work ably stands in for an orchestra and is countered by a churning
rhythmic accompaniment that adds a feeling of earnestness to the lyrical pleas.
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The sound is reminiscent of “Being for the Benefit of Mr. Kite” from The
Beatles’ Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band album, and a similar approach
would again be used on Double Fantasy’s “Watching the Wheels.”

Lennon started “Mind Games” in 1970 as another of his pop anthems
under the title of the then-popular slogan “make love, not war” and as an
abandoned 1950s-style melodramatic rocker called “I Promise.”* Portions
of both appear on the Jobn Lennon Anthology. However, enough time had
passed that he decided the “make love, not war” phrase was dated and would
appear passé at best or might be seen as unintentional self-parody. Clearly,
the phrase would have been the refrain, and its ghost can be heard as the
song fades out, with Lennon adding an apologetic “I know, you’ve heard it
before.” A consciousness-raising book with the song’s eventual title was also
an early inspiration for the song, but no less so was Ono’s conceptual art. In
fact, Lennon sings that “yes is the answer,” a direct reference to an instal-
lation of Ono’s at the Indica Gallery, where the couple first met. Lennon
frequently told the story of climbing up a ladder, grabbing a magnifying glass
hanging by a string from the ceiling, and using it to read the word “yes” on
a small piece of paper attached to the ceiling.? Lennon was impressed by the
message of positive acceptance he inferred from the word, and, in later years,
he and Ono would express their belief in positive thinking and imagery as
tools for social change.

Lennon’s lyrics express that view on “Mind Games” and are sharp and
spirited, with his cheeky sense of humor evident throughout. The combination
of the solemn message delivered by a tongue-in-cheek cleverness is Lennon
at his best—a big improvement from the somber sloganeering of the previous
year’s output. The song could be seen as both the last hurrah of the flower
children and the opening salvo of new ageism. Lennon’s humorous catalog
of pop mysticisms runs the gamut of references, including mantras, Druids,
magic, the Holy Grail, the (instant?) karmic wheel, image projection through
space and time, ritual dancing, and soul power. These are all part of the mind
games. However they think of it, he calls on people to be “mind guerillas”
for the “absolute elsewhere.” The vagueness is clarified when he tells listeners
that it all comes down to love, which is ultimately “the answer.” This insight,
combining the power of the mental outlook and the power of love, makes
“Mind Games” of a piece with Lennon’s previous hopeful paeans, stretching
back at least to The Beatles’ “The Word” and including such songs as “All
You Need Is Love,” “Instant Karma!,” “Love,” and “Imagine.”

A taut number, the appropriately titled “Tight A$” cannot help but remind
listeners of “That’s Alright, Mama” or other similar rockabilly numbers that
surely inspired Lennon in his younger years. The song prances along with
jubilant energy, and Lennon seems to be having fun, cutting loose with
shouts of joy several times in the song.

The title is inexplicable word play on “tight as” and “tight ass” compounded
by the dollar sign. The lyrics do not offer much of an explanation, as clichés
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such as “if you can’t stand the heat you better get back in the shade” are
tossed in with surprising similes such as “as tight as a dope fiend’s fix.” Rhym-
ing words provide shifts into harmless nonsense that sound like they probably
mean something but have rushed past by the time the listener realizes they do
not, such as “got it made” becoming “got it laid.”

The band captures the feel of country swing that informs much of classic
rockabilly, helped along considerably by the steel guitar playing of “Sneaky”
Pete Kleinow. There is not any emotional investigation to be had here, and
certainly no overt political commentary. The song is a rejuvenating slice of
simple rock, and it feels as good to the listener as it must have to Lennon.

“Aisumasen (I’m Sorry)” is definitely another matter, as Lennon apologizes
to his wife by name in this mid-paced ballad. This is the first release in which
Lennon uses Japanese words in the lyrics, and they are a tribute to Yoko
Ono’s heritage. Most of the lyric is in English with the Japanese phrases
sprinkled throughout the song. As in “Oh Yoko!” from the Imagine album,
Lennon notes that calling out her name makes a difference in his life. It is a
cure for melancholy.

Lennon had begun work on the song two years earlier, with the lyrics tell-
ing the loved one to “call my name,” the song’s original title, for assurance
and comfort. “I’ll ease your pain” was the line instead of “aisumasen.” The
song might have worked better with that perspective, but the roles were
reversed when Lennon returned to the song, and the direct address of Ono
was added as well. Interestingly, by the time the album was released, the
couple had separated. Lennon might really have had something for which he
needed to apologize.

The second verse, in which he uses the word “pain” three times, casts a
look back at the primal scream therapy that informed his Plastic Ono Band
album. Lennon sings of how hard it is to “feel your own pain” when the
hurts of the past rise to the surface, a phrase he had employed in the earlier
album’s “I Found Out.”

A sterling guitar solo continues to plead the case, ending somewhat
abruptly, as the lightly hypnotic flow of the supporting instrumental passage
locks on one note and fades. The hypnotic flow is no accident and in some
ways bears a sonic similarity to Lennon’s late-era Beatles song “I Want You
(She’s So Heavy)” from Abbey Road, also inspired by Ono. “Aisumasen” has
a rhythmic current not unlike a slowed down, semi-acoustic version of the
earlier song. The abrupt ending of “Aisumasen” sounds as if the apology
has been rejected and there is no point in continuing. Despite the slightly
unnerving abjectness of the song’s tone, it is one of the stronger cuts on
the album and would likely have been even stronger had Lennon kept the
original lyrical point of view.

Uninspired and uninspiring couplets of images that complement or
contrast one another make up the lyrical structure of the love song “One Day
(AtaTime).” Lennon combines “weakness” and “strength,” “together” and
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“apart,” “apple” and “tree,” and “door” and “key” along with other images
in the song that celebrate his relationship with his “woman.” In the final
verse, he repeats four of the image couplings to summarily close the song.

The underpinning motto of the Alcoholics Anonymous support group
has been “one day at a time” for many years. For a while, it seemed to be
the most popular automobile bumper sticker. Lennon asserts that the same
motto is useful for a romantic relationship, but comparing a romantic unity
to a method for surviving the debilitating effects of drug/alcohol addiction
is a rather unnerving choice.

The production seems to try too hard, not succeeding in supporting or
complementing the song but working as if to cover up its shortcomings and
failings. Lennon sings in an oddly chosen, whispery falsetto that reinforces
the tentative nature of the lyrics. This is clearly what he was going for, but
what is not so clear is why. One almost wishes that he were being ironic and
mocking rather than straightforward. Keyboard and saxophone join in but
do not salvage a rather vapid effort. Strangely, Elton John covered the song
with Lennon on guitar for the flip side of John’s remake of Lennon’s Beatles
classic “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” the next year. Oddly, John managed
to match Lennon’s cloying performance. Odder still, a rehearsal recording of
the song on the John Lennon Anthology is not sung in the annoying falsetto,
and, while the song’s other weaknesses are still evident, it is far easier to take
at face value than the final version.

“Bring on the Lucie (Freda Peeple)” is an anti-authoritarian/antiwar song
directed at world leaders who send their sons and daughters off to fight.
Lennon seems to be rallying the band to battle as he calls them “over the
hill” before the great slide guitar work begins that anchors and buttresses
the sinuous rhythm of the song. Lennon’s vocals are emotive and powerful,
light years beyond the insipid performance of the previous number. The first
verse seems to be an address to a gathering of diplomats, such as might be
found at the United Nations, perhaps from the delegates of Nutopia. He
understands that this is the group that makes “all our decisions” and has the
power to change the world. Lennon does not care what countries they hail
from or what flag they wave. He wants them to act in unity to let the people
go. In the chorus, he asks the decision makers to “free the people” from the
chains of war and strife. Lennon encourages listeners to voice the appeal as a
“prayer.” Again, he underlines the power inherent in voicing a need out loud,
“let’s shout it aloud,” he sings.

As in “Give Me Some Truth” from Imagine, Lennon rejects the “game”
played by politicians. He compares politicians to Satan by labeling them by
the biblical number of the beast/antichrist (“666 is your name”); addition-
ally, others report that Lennon took to referring to Richard Nixon as 666.
Lennon offers an image of the diplomatic masturbation that occurs when
world leaders confer. He warns them that a new world is coming (“your time
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is up”). Like a new Moses, Lennon is telling the powers that be to let the
people go.

In the final verse, Lennon offers a harrowing image of what these diplomats
have done to the people they represent. Those gathered at the conference
table “slip and slide ...on the blood of” those they have “killed.” The killers
are caught with their hands in the “kill” rather than the “till.” There are no
victors—and there will not be until the killing is stopped, as Lennon sings in
the final chorus.

“Stop the killing” he urges, while the vocal chorus still chants, “free the
people.” Like the previous year’s “John Sinclair,” where Lennon repeated
“gotta” with increasing intensity to the glissandos of the slide guitar, he now
repeats “do it” to a similar accompaniment with the same effect. Despite the
unexplained title of “Bring on the Lucie,” only sung as the song fades out,
this is one of the best tracks on a very erratic album.

If Lennon meant to use the concept of mind games to unify the album, he
did so only by implication and inference, such as in the previous song, and
not through any overt application. One of the few times the mind games
motif is explicit and might work as part of a unifying theme or principle for
the album is with the cut “Nutopian International Anthem.” The original
album cover explained that Nutopia was a conceptual state of no location or
laws “other than cosmic.” Lennon and Ono had declared the state of “New
Utopia” earlier in the year, on April Fool’s Day. The anthem also exists as a
concept only, represented here by a few seconds of silence. Presumably, the
listener should think about the anthem, or the state of Nutopia, during those
seconds and those thoughts are, then, the anthem itself. A few seconds of
silence being a relatively common occurrence, the number has the potential
to be Lennon’s most often performed composition, albeit unintentionally
and likely without garnering royalties. Mind games indeed.

“Intuition” is another insubstantial effort that never comes alive. Lennon
sings about the power of trusting his instincts “in order to survive” but does
not seem to have much to say about it beyond his basic belief in them. The
song tries for an upbeat feel to parallel the positive message but, while com-
petent, lacks any genuine verve.

The first verse relies on formulaic truisms, claiming his intuitions “take me
for a ride” through the “game of life.” Lennon has to “struggle in the night”
until the “magic of the music seems to light the way.” It is not quite clear
what his intuitions have to do with those situations, though it is implied that
they help him cope. The second verse is a little better for avoiding the overly
commonplace phrases, but an unintentional admission may come when
Lennon remarks that he sometimes will “lose communication with nothing
left to say.” That may have been the case here, but he decided to go ahead
and say it anyway. The performance is good but nothing special; the material
is lackluster and sinks the song.
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“Out the Blue” is much better, a moving piece about the awe of finding
true love unexpectedly. The song begins with a simple, melancholic, acoustic,
finger-picking guitar introduction and a restrained Lennon vocal. The song
then shifts to a happier country blues sound declaring the inevitability of
“two minds, one destiny,” which is intensified by a gospel chorus. The sound
swells and continues to build throughout the song, as Lennon’s voice gets
stronger and more assured as well, finally demonstrating a sort of joyful con-
tentment with love having come “out the blue.”

The lyrics have intriguing passages, such as when the love “blew away life’s
misery” and brought “life’s energy.” Lennon sings that all his life has been
“a long slow knife” in one of his more poetic images of emotional anguish. A
fine honky-tonk—styled piano solo leads to the somewhat obscure line “Like a
UFO you came to me,” but the song survives it, delivering a more satisfying
emotional impact than might be supposed.

“Only People” presents a more optimistic view than “Bring on the Lucie
(Freda People).” Lennon says that the masses can “change the world.” He is
rallying the “million heads” to communicate their desire for peace to those
who have the power to make it happen. There is hope for change if people
will walk “side by side” and communicate the wishes of the common folk.
The future looks bright, as long as we can avoid a “pig brother scene.” That
is, there is hope as long as protesters do not get their “million heads” bashed
in with nightsticks, as occurred at a number of demonstrations in the late
1960s and early 1970s.

This rollicking number that captures a celebratory and positive mood was
inspired by an aphoristic line of Ono’s, the deceptively simple observation
that “only people change the world.” A buoyant pace is kept spinning by both
mellotron and acoustic piano with some charging but not oppressive work
from the percussion and rhythm guitar. Lennon might have been attempting
to recapture a bit of the anthem-like magic of “Power to the People” with
this track, and, if so, he managed to succeed. A rallying call to keep up the
good fight, the song makes up in assured energy what it lacks in profundity.

Once again the lyrics have some clichéd phrases that to a small degree
weaken the song’s force and message. But this time they also further the
sense of democratized unity and, therefore, do not seem to be empty of
meaning in the song’s context. In addition, Lennon alters some of them. For
instance, having your cake and eating it too becomes “bake the cake and eat
it too.” This song fades out, indicating that the struggle to change the world
continues.

“I Know (I Know)” and “You Are Here” are songs of love written by
Lennon for his spouse. The nurture, growth, and maturation of love are the
subjects of “I Know (I Know).” Lennon’s narrator realizes that the romantic
relationship with his love is a living thing as time goes by. As the couple works
at getting to know each other more, their love grows. As they see how each
views the other, they understand how they need to change to grow closer.



What You Got, 1973-1975 53

The song stands out as lyrically superior to and expressing a more complex
maturity than most of the songs on the album. The song’s repetitive title
highlights the fact that the lyrics indicate that knowing the self creates a
deeper knowledge of the other, and vice versa. Lennon admits his past
failures regarding his love, but states his increasing understanding and grow-
ing awareness of what he has done in the past and what should be done in
the future. Twice Lennon sings, “Today I love you more than yesterday,” a
variation on Spiral Starecase’s number-12 hit of 1969, “More Today than
Yesterday.” The song has an unexpected ending, as Lennon intones, “No
more cryin’” four times. The line could be imploring the wronged loved one
to stop crying, or to promise the self and/or beloved that there will be no
more need for tears. It is a potent ending that heightens the song’s power.

“You Are Here” is more precise in its lyric about the story of John and
Yoko. He marvels at how two people from “distant lands”—specifically
“Liverpool” and “Tokyo”—have found each other. And it does not matter
whether they are geographically together, because, as Lennon sings, “Wher-
ever you are, you are here.” She is always in his heart.

“Nine!” Lennon’s multitracked and warped voice says as an invocation
as the song opens, citing the number he believed had mystical meaning and
significance for him. The song drifts pleasantly along as a steel guitar gives it
an alternately South Seas and then country and western ambiance. A strong
female vocal chorus lends substance and auditory depth to the recording, as
Lennon’s soft vocals dreamily glide through the song.

A rehearsal take of “You Are Here” on the John Lennon Anthologyis missing
the steel guitar and vocal chorus, throwing the emphasis to the shimmering
mellotron and giving the song a more ethereal quality. The rehearsal record-
ing also has an additional verse not included in the final version—a shame,
because Lennon sings of the wonder of the unity encompassing the “mystical
to magical,” which would have been a nice addition to the song. Further, he
sings the more provocative “Love has opened up my mind” and “blown right
through” instead of “opened up my eyes,” as he sings on the finished track.

“Meat City,” arave up number, ends the inconsistent album with a gleefully
tongue-in-cheek romp. The song has no deep meaning but demonstrates
that Lennon could still fashion a perfectly fine rocker if he wanted. Lennon
wails a drawn out “well!” in classic rockabilly style, thus starting the song
with a solid punch, but the track has an aggressively funky riff and does not
attempt a rockabilly style as “Tight A$” had. Lennon invents his own amus-
ing street vernacular in the lyrics with his characteristic playfulness, singing
at one point about “chickensuckin’ mothertruckin’ meat city shookdown
U.S.A.” with whatever meaning there is being derived from the attitude of
his delivery.

Lennon employs a little backward recording technique on the album,
something he had used sporadically since The Beatles’ “Rain” in 1966. The
first usage comes about 30 seconds into the song after Lennon sings, “Just
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gotta get me some rock and roll.” A squeaky vocal sound is heard that when
played backward sounds like “fuck a pig.” At the time, “pig” was a common
derogatory term for the police. Because nothing else in the song has anything
to do with law enforcement or figures of authority, the phrase is likely just
Lennon simultaneously exercising his freedom to be both vulgar and non-
sensical. The next time he sings the “just gotta get me some rock and roll”
line it is followed by backward instrumentals and no vocals. The third time
through, the listener encounters a buzzing guitar that could be either back-
ward or not.

The 2002 CD reissue of the Mind Games album includes a composing
demo of Lennon working on “Meat City.” Two minutes into it, repeating
the start-stop staccato riff that so solidly propels the song, Lennon begins a
wordless vocal melody, repeating it. It would turn up as a countermelody in
“Steel and Glass” on the following year’s Walls and Bridges album.

Mind Games is a frustrating album because the more intriguing efforts do
not sustain themselves. Good tracks musically or in production either make no
attempt at lyrical substance or fall into the vacuous or the mundane. And the
more prosaic music numbers have moments of lyrical cleverness or insight. And
yet there are a few tracks where it all comes together and works. Lennon was
entering a period of personal distress, but with an increase in both productivity
and artistic accomplishment. Mind Games, because of its hit-or-miss content
on the whole, would continue to be viewed as second-tier Lennon.

COLLABORATIONS I

The first few months of Lennon’s “lost weekend” may have been spo-
radically productive at best, but at least the core of the future Rock N’ Roll
album was created, as well as the groundwork for some of the Walls and
Bridges album. Most interesting, however, was the burst of collaborations
Lennon engaged in once Spector was all but out of the picture and Lennon
started work in earnest. The recording sessions for Walls and Bridges were
sandwiched in between these collaborations. Most of Lennon’s previous
post-Beatles work in supporting roles or collaborations had been in service
to Yoko Ono’s recordings, and they include some of his most innovative cre-
ations. His efforts with David Peel and The Elephant’s Memory Band from
1972 stand out as being the notable exceptions. All of his collaborations,
with Ono and otherwise, are intriguing in their own right. But the ones from
this time period also indicate a regrettably underdeveloped and potentially
fruitful aspect of Lennon’s professional career.

Johnny Winter: “Rock and Roll People”

During the Mind Games sessions, Lennon had produced a simple, straight-
ahead rocker, complete with a light dose of his rambling wordplay, called
“Rock and Roll People,” but he decided it did not fit the album. Lennon
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shared the work with rockin’ bluesman Johnny Winter, and a version of the
song turned up on Winter’s album John Dawson Winter 111, released late in
1974. As might be expected, Winter makes the most of the hard-driving beat
to crank out some solid bluesy guitar lines and infuses the less-than-stellar
lyrics with a more sincere interpretation than they may warrant. In short,
he manages to spin, if not gold, at least something solid and shiny out of
Lennon’s high-grade straw. Lennon’s version was finally released on the post-
humous Menlove Ave. album and is discussed in chapter 6.

Mick Jagger: “Too Many Cooks”

Late in 1973, the erratic Oldies but Goldies recording sessions helmed by
Phil Spector (that eventually formed the basis of Lennon’s 1975 album Rock
’N’ Roll) were unraveling in a haze of confusion and alcohol. At that time,
“Too Many Cooks,” a cover of a rhythm and blues/soul tune, was recorded
with Lennon producing in Spector’s absence. In addition to Mick Jagger’s
lead vocals, the all-star band reportedly includes Lennon, Ringo Starr, John
Entwistle, Keith Moon, Harry Nilsson, and the session musicians who were
already working with Lennon. At times the Spectorish wall of sound can be
a bit overbearing, but the cut has a rollicking feel and manages to find its
groove carly on, and then proceeds to make the most of it. Lennon broadcast
the recording when he appeared on a radio show in San Francisco in October
1974. The song title has proven to be somewhat ironic because the record-
ing has never been legally released (as of 2007), reputedly due to trouble in
working through contract legalities regarding the artists involved. Had the
song been released at the time, it would have been Jagger’s first recorded lead
vocal away from The Rolling Stones, a feat he did not attempt successfully
until a dozen years later in 1985.

Harry Nilsson: Pussy Cats

With the Oldies but Goldies sessions having collapsed from the combined
assaultof Lennon’sdrunkenindifference and Spector’s escalating eccentricities,
Lennon and Harry Nilsson decided to make an album together. It would be
Nilsson’s album, with Lennon producing, and would eventually be released
as Pussy Cats.

Lennon assembled an all-star group to support Nilsson, including such
luminaries as Ringo Starr, Keith Moon, Bobby Keyes, and an array of noted
session musicians, several of whom supported Lennon on his Walls and
Bridges album recorded soon after Pussy Cats. Lennon and Nilsson both
had a hand in arrangements, and one Lennon song, “Mucho Mungo,” was
blended into a medley with “Mt. Elga.” Somewhat surprisingly, Lennon
is not credited with performing vocally or instrumentally on any of the
numbers. The album did not produce a hit single despite four attempts
and, as a result, charted no higher than a disappointing number 60 on the
U.S. charts.
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The Spector influence on Lennon is quite evident on some of the songs’
arrangements and production, and perhaps in the choice of the cover material
attempted as well. The album opens with a too-slowly-paced “Many Rivers
to Cross,” featuring clever vocals from Nilsson that must be an homage to,
or a friendly parody of, his producer. In fact, Lennon recorded a home demo
of it a couple of years later. The orchestration has some nice low string work,
but the part the high strings are playing Lennon would take and adapt into
“#9 Dream” on his next album.

“Save the Last Dance for Me” also suffers from a ponderous pace that
attempts to give weight to a song that does not really warrant it and is a misfire
as a result despite a grand and emotional vocal reading by Nilsson. Lennon’s
composition “Mucho Mungo” is pleasant enough, though slight and possi-
bly unfinished, and, outside of rehearsal demos, he never recorded it himself.
It is fused into a medley with a Nilsson arrangement of “Mt. Elga.” “Loop
de Loop” falters, and “Rock Around the Clock” tries for a party atmosphere,
much like Lennon’s Spector-produced “Since My Baby Left Me,” recorded
before the beginning of the Pussy Cats sessions but not released until 1986’s
Menlove Ave. Also, similar to Lennon’s effort, the engaging vocals carry it,
but it does not quite capture any genuine celebratory feel.

The other cuts are decidedly better, playing more to Nilsson’s strengths.
The album lacks any substantial unity but does have some superior moments,
notably “Old Forgotten Soldier” and “Black Sails.” In “Black Sails,” Nilsson
makes a vocal quote from Carly Simon’s 1972 hit “You’re So Vain.” This is of
interest because on Lennon’s next project, which immediately followed Pussy
Cats, Lennon utilizes quotes both musical and lyrical from his previous works
and those of others. Lennon was on the verge of restoring his pop music
Midas touch, finding hits in collaboration with Elton John, David Bowie,
Ringo Starr, and on his own. Sadly, it did not work here, and the album
remains a near-miss despite some shining moments.

WaALLS AND BRIDGES

Spurred by his work with Harry Nilsson, Lennon turned his efforts to
an album of his own, using some of the musicians he and Nilsson had been
working with as the core of his band.® With Nilsson and Elton John as guest
stars, the album went to number one and produced two top-10 hits, includ-
ing Lennon’s only post-Beatles number one during his life time.

The distraught emotions present in the album likely stem from his
separation from Ono and concerns about the status of his career future as well.
The recording evidences Lennon’s multiple talents as a singer-songwriter,
producer-arranger, and musician in full force. The album is lush and roman-
tic when it needs to be, edgy and snarling when it wants to be, and evocative
and wistful when it wishes to be. Best of all, Lennon’s humor comes through
playfully as he references his and others’ past works musically and lyrically to
some degree in every track.
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Those who want to see Lennon as a boundary-obliterating pop artist prefer
his Plastic Ono Band for its angst, honesty, and numerous profundities grow-
ing out of stark simplicities. Others who are put off by the grating, often
bleak, harshness of Jobn Lennon/ Plastic Ono Band will name the Imagine
album as Lennon’s supreme statement, easily the equal of his achievements
with The Beatles. Yet Walls and Bridges has gained its proponents over the
years. The crispness of the production, the successful application of a wide
range of musical styles, and the intelligence and humor of the lyrics all mark
the album as a significant effort. It could be that in this, of all his post-Beatles
album-length efforts, Lennon came closest to sustaining the magical balance
of creating adventurous popular music that worked not only in form but in
content, while communicating to his audience in ways both intellectual and
emotional, as well as immediate and lasting.

The album begins with a languid, funky number, “Going Down on
Love.” The song expresses a defiant sort of helplessness, as Lennon sings
about a love “precious and rare” that “disappears in thin air.” The singer
will “pay the price” for past abuses by suffering through the rejection and
loneliness of the present. The title refers to the emotional abyss that sinks
the loser, “going down” means “giving up.” Yet Lennon’s playful humor
surfaces when he sings, “Got to get down” to a funky beat as if feeling the
rhythm at a spiritual level, before adding “down on my knees” as if to plead
his case. In fact, the phrase, in the context of the title, has another level of
meaning since it implies a sexual component that never materializes in the
song, thereby presenting another Lennon joke as both the romance and
sexual liaison are denied.

Though lyrically bleak, the song glides between a leisurely pace with flow-
ing horn work and some jumpy funk rhythms with bongos and tight, sputter-
ing horns. The contrast provides a feeling of nervous energy, appropriate to
the anxious but somehow resigned mood. Lennon quotes his past work and
that of others throughout the album, and on this song he quotes his classic
Beatles recording “Help!” In the same melody as that song, but at a slower
pace, Lennon sings “Somebody please, please help me” very much as he had
in the earlier recording.

Elton John’s vocals are so prevalent on “Whatever Gets You through
the Night” that it almost feels like cheating to call this Lennon’s first solo
number-one single since the demise of The Beatles. Lennon continues the
clever musical and lyrical echoing and borrowing that permeate this album by
copying himself again. The melody that accompanies the title line is the same
as the opening of the line to Imagine’s “Jealous Guy,” as Lennon himself
recognizes in a composing tape included in the Jobn Lennon Anthology. A
lengthier version of the rehearsal appeared on The Lost Lennon Tapes.

“Whatever Gets You through the Night” is a jovial, high-energy rocker
that keeps moving from verse to chorus with a rollicking saxophone solo line
and handclaps. Elton John’s keyboard work underpins the track, sounding in
the same vein as his keyboard playing on his own energetic hit single “Honky
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Cat” from two years earlier. Lennon can be heard, though not always under-
stood, happily making comments in the midst of the instrumental passages,
including an opening remark that sounds vaguely like he is jokingly swear-
ing, though it is really unintelligible. At other points he shouts “hear me
woman!” and “take it easy, woman!” which are more discernable and make
sense in connection to the lyrics.

The lyrics are somewhat comically aphoristic, with such phrases as “don’t
need a watch to waste your time” and “don’t need a gun to blow your mind”
while more poetic and Ono-like is the statement “don’t need a sword to cut
through flowers.” The song’s chorus is one of pleading assurance, asking
for trust and proclaiming “I won’t do you no harm,” thus serving as an
excellent outgrowth of the verses’ confident fortune-cookie affirmations.
Positive, infectious, and rocking all the way, the recording restored Lennon’s
pop magic and helped propel the album to number one.

A writing collaboration with Harry Nilsson produced “Old Dirt Road,”
and Nilsson is credited vocally on the recording but is indistinguishable. He
later recorded his own version. Mournful and relaxed, the song has a slight
country and western feel, but it is not emphasized much and retains much of
a generic ballad feel. The slight song is all tone and mood, with lyrics that do
not make much literal sense but somehow sound right on an intuitive level.

The road is seen as a temporary anchor in a world where things are in a
state of indeterminate flux; a place where life is like “trying to shovel smoke
with a pitchfork in the wind,” a line reputedly provided by Nilsson. Even the
road is in danger of being covered by a mudslide, and all we can do is “keep
on keepin’ on” despite life’s vagaries. On this cut, Lennon quotes from the
song “Cool Water.” A traveler on the old dirt road encounters a person “lazy
bonin’,” who says the only thing needed is “cool, clear, water” just as it is
sung in the perennial country and western/folk favorite, which was a hit for
The Sons of the Pioneers in 1947-1948.

Opening up with an odd, warped-sounding count of “one,” echoing
Lennon’s shout of “Nine!” from his previous album, “What You Got” is
a solid, mid-paced, blues-tinged rocker with more than a little Latin funk
thrown in for good measure. Lennon takes the old saying “you don’t know
what you have until you lose it” as the core and tosses a few other standard say-
ings into the lyrics. The result is that the clichés take on an air of desperation;
the singer is trying to convince himself and find solace, however temporary,
in those old sayings. The clichés alternate between the self-recrimination of
the title and self-reassurance such as “you gotta hang on in.” The taut rush
of the song implies that the singer is trying to run away from himself and is
supported by the line “I’ve just got to run away” before he shouts “it’s such
a drag to face another day.”

One chorus quotes Little Richard’s “Rip It Up” with “Well, it’s Saturday
night and I just gotta rip it up.” Here it is not a call for exuberant celebration,
but a statement of hopeless anxiety, with the singer not knowing what else to

1
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do or where to turn. “Give me one more chance,” he screams, as the energy
of the song propels the plea forward, but it remains unanswered.

The emotional panic gives way to recognition and resignation in “Bless
You,” one of Lennon’s strongest and most unique love songs. A rippling elec-
tric piano and gently cascading melody provide a floating effect to the slightly
jazzy music. The singer blesses the loved one, “wherever you are” and calls
the separated couple “restless spirits” that are still “in each other’s heart.” The
refrain reaffirms that the relationship may be repaired and continue because
outsiders do not comprehend the depth of the couple’s connection.

The second verse blesses the new lover of the beloved “whoever you are,”
and asks for the new lover to be “warm and kind hearted” while warning that
the old love will remain “now and forever.” There is no return to the chorus,
and the song bubbles along for a few bars before ending on a slightly ominous-
sounding chord, giving the song a final feeling of disquiet and unease in place
of the hopeful outlook expressed by the chorus after the first verse.

Lennon’s vocal performance is at once weary and earnest without being
cloying or overly dramatic. He wonderfully conveys the sense of having all
but given up, only holding out hope for reconciliation in the chorus. The
song’s second verse is not the sort of thing often heard in any genre of music,
and lifts the song out of the very good into the extraordinary. The song
could easily slip into the maudlin, but the tone is exemplary with a grand
fusion of effervescent instrumentals, yearning lyrics, and an emotionally real
performance.

The uneasy ending of “Bless You” leads into the mournful howling of a
wolf that opens “Scared.” The guitar picks up the howling sound and turns it
into a bending counterpoint that continues throughout the recording. Strip
the track of its production consisting of layered horns and the wolf howl
guitar, and its harrowing core is as brutal as anything on Jobn Lennon/Plastic
Ono Band. But with those instruments in the mix, they paint the picture of a
confusing emotional maelstrom rather than exposed pain.

The simple admission “I’m scared, so scared” is soon explained. Life is
“what it is” and must be dealt with, but the price may be too high because
what little he has gained continues to “slip away.” “Scared” turns into
“scarred” for the second verse, where all Lennon says he has been able to do
is “manage to survive.” The frustration is all self-directed as Lennon sings
about his shortcomings. He will “sing out about love and peace” but he will
not face the “red raw meat” of his hatred and jealousy.

The last verse declares “I’m tired,” qualifying it with “tired of being alone
with no place to call my own.” But the feeling is much closer to one of existential
angst, being scared of the present and future, scarred by the past, and tired of
life’s battles. The trudging rhythm continues as the song fades out, implying
that the battles will continue.

Lennon’s second single release from the album, “#9 Dream,” was alanguorous
account of a dream state, sharing something with his previous songs “I’m Only
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Sleeping” and “I’m So Tired” from his Beatles years. Sonically it bears some
closeness to “I Am the Walrus” as well. Built around the melody of the orches-
tration used for “Many Rivers to Cross” on the Harry Nilsson Pussy Cats album
produced by Lennon, and actually inspired by a dream, the song has an airy
majesty that is hard to define other than to say it is dreamlike fantasy.

A few bars of the opening guitar work, like other moments from Jesse
“Ed” Davis on this album, are graceful and reminiscent of George Harrison—
intentionally, according to some sources.” Perhaps sleep and dreams are
respites from the pains expressed in “Scared.” Lennon sings of “magic in the
air,” and that accurately describes the orchestration’s otherworldly sound
here. Lennon’s vocals are appropriately hushed and tentative, even ask-
ing whether it was “just a dream” after all before surrendering the effort
to understand with relaxed acceptance. Lennon sings of “heat whispered
trees,” “a river of sound,” and other images worthy of “Lucy in the Sky
with Diamonds” before the chorus of the perplexing but somehow reassur-
ing “Ah, bawakawa pousse pousse” first interrupts and then later finalizes the
reveries. This connects with Lennon’s earlier blending of gibberish and real
non-English language words in The Beatles song “Sun King” from Abbey
Road in 1969.

Twice in the song, Lennon’s vocal intensity builds (“hear—hear—hear”
and “feel—feel—feel”) and then lets the tension evaporate into the chorus.
This is followed by a break in the rhythm as if the dreamer almost awoke
before falling back into the dream state. Lennon’s lover at the time, May
Pang, can be heard whispering “John” when he sings that he heard some-
body calling his name in the dream. Later she can be heard saying his name
backward, whereas some have said she is saying “Hare Krishna, George”
on behalf of John to George Harrison.? It sounds like “nho)” to the hearer
though. With the remastered CD release in 2005, some fans accused Ono of
replacing Pang’s voice with her own but there seems to be no evidence for
the accusation; it might stem from the promotion film made for DVD release
in which Ono’s image is present at that point in the song, not Pang’s.” The
single was a top-10 follow-up to “Whatever Gets You through the Night,”
peaking, as it surely had to, at number 9.

The shock of new love is the topic of “Surprise Surprise (Sweet Bird
of Paradox),” a song reportedly written in praise of Lennon’s off-and-on
lover for the last seven years of his life, May Pang. This is not the dawning
realization that love was meant to be as in Mind Games “Out the Blue,” but
sudden astonishment at self-centered lust (“She makes me sweat and forget
who I am”) giving way to love (“I need her,” “I love her”).

The pleasure of the realization is expressed in the jubilant and near-fractured
structure of the lyrics as well as the buoyant music. Lennon uses marginally
connected phrases to approximate the excitement that causes the thoughts
to leap ahead of themselves, and their expression to be disrupted as a result.
“Natural high...butterfly,” he says, trying to describe his feelings, and later
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“just like a willow tree...a breath of spring.” “A bird of paradise,” he puns,
followed by “sunrise in her eyes.”

When he sings, “I need her,” he sounds surprised at the realization, won-
dering how long his feelings and/or the relationship can go on. Finally, he
crosses into the manic repeating of “I love her” in a higher and higher pitch
until he is in falsetto shouting “Sweet-sweet, sweet-sweet love!” over and
over as the song fades. This is another joke and borrowing from his past, as
the phrase follows the melody and rhythm of “Beep-beep, beep-beep, yeah!”
from the ending of The Beatles’ “Drive My Car.” The song is primarily
McCartney’s composition, but Lennon made contributions to the song, so it
is not clear whether he is quoting himself or his former Beatle collaborator.

From the manic, the album shifts to the poisonous rage of “Steel and
Glass,” a companion to “How Do You Sleep?” from Imagine. Both songs
attack someone Lennon depended on and felt betrayed by—McCartney in
the earlier track and The Beatles’ and Lennon’s one-time manager Allen
Klein in “Steel and Glass.” Neither man is named directly, but the clues are
not difficult to follow if one is familiar with Lennon’s history. The songs
are similar in tone and structure, even to some degree in arrangement with
strident strings stretching over choppy horns on the later track instead of
George Harrison’s gliding guitar as in the first.

Lennon spitefully mocks his target by asking, “how does it feel to be off the
wall?” “You can’t pull strings if your hands are tied,” he sneers, before saying
that Klein leaves his smell “like an alley cat.” The song may have made Lennon
feel better, but aside from showing that getting on Lennon’s bad side was still
a dangerous place to be if you were concerned about your public image, the
song is only of interest for its similarity to the McCartney attack and as part of
Lennon’s personal history. Lennon’s only clever insult is to say “your mind is
capped.” One of his more inexplicable corporate insults did not make it to the
final version, but exists in the rehearsal on Menlove Ave. Lennon berates Klein
for standing there with his “Mickey Duck” and his “Donald Fuck.”

Discounting the posthumously released and fragmentary composition
demo of “It’s Real,” “Beef Jerky” is the only Lennon instrumental from his
post-Beatle years. The basic riff came from Lennon’s composing variations
on Mind Games “Tight A$” and “Meat City,” as a rehearsal tape broadcast
on The Lost Lennon Tapes demonstrated. The track acknowledges that it is
inspired by soul music and rhythm and blues by being credited to “Booker
Table and the Maitre D’s,” a telling homage to the group Booker T. and
the MG’s. The track is a brass-laden rocker that moves through rhythmic
variations and distinctive horn riffs with aplomb and ease. Lennon and Jesse
“Ed” Davis have the lead focus on guitars, but the horn section is equally
predominant. The cut is fine in and of itself but is even better in an album
sequence, where it provides a palette cleanser after the previous venom of
“Steel and Glass” and in preparation for the next tune—the sullen “Nobody
Loves You (When You’re Down and Out).”
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Lennon was likely joking when he said “Nobody Loves You (When You’re
Down and Out)” was a prefabricated arrangement for Frank Sinatra, but Sinatra
might have done a fine version nonetheless. The song captures the essence of
a three o’clock in the morning, bleary-eyed, self-pitying, booze-drenched inte-
rior monologue. There’s a certain bravado and grandeur here that makes the
weary emptiness of the verses and the impotent rage of the refrains eloquent and
poignant despite the patchy string of variant familiar phrases.

For the second time in the album, we are given a clichéd phrase to examine
in the title, and again listeners confront emotional pain and despair that words
fail to describe; the vacuous cliché must suffice because nothing else remains.
Lennon’s voice is hoarse and the slight echo has a hollow tone, giving a distanced
and alienated ambiance to his lethargic (but not dull) vocal performance. Strings
and horns are heavy and descend onto notes with a weighty thud, imparting the
song with a thick musical overcast that is not dispelled by the guitar solo that
almost sounds like the howling wolf from “Scared” has returned.

The singer laments that “it’s all showbiz” as a cynical response to being
asked whether he loves someone. He claims he has revealed it all and has
nothing to hide; yet it apparently was not enough. The world-weary singer
has “been across the water now, so many times” yet still has not found the
answers to life’s questions: “Everytime I put my finger on it, it slips away.”
The statements maintain their cynical self-pity with “I’ll scratch your back
and you knife mine,” along with “everybody loves you when you’re six foot
in the ground.” The observation is left to stand as Lennon follows it up
with the emotionless whistle of a short countermelody as the song fades out,
leaving a bleak and desolate aftertaste.

Certainly Lennon had done songs of despair and desperation before, but
nothing quite like this. This is a defeated perspective, a near surrender after
trying everything and running out of ideas and options. The little sparks
of humor are quite bitter, and the riling up during refrains are shouts of
frustration, not defiance. In context, the final whistle is a dirge.

Unlike his Plastic Ono Band, however, the album does not end on a bleak
note. The last track on Walls and Bridges, “Ya Ya,” is a throwaway track
consisting of a few seconds of Lennon busking his way through a section of
the rock and roll classic with his son Julian accompanying him perfunctorily
on drums. It has been speculated that perhaps Lennon hoped its inclusion
would satisfy the legal demands from his suit over plagiarizing Chuck Berry
since the same company owned the copyright for this song. The number,
however, feels tacked on as an odd afterthought, even less justifiable as a
coda than “Her Majesty” from The Beatles’ Abbey Road or “Maggie Mae”
from Let It Be. Comparing it with the integral and summarizing nature of
“My Mummy’s Dead” from his Plastic Ono Band album highlights just how
different the albums are and how ranging Lennon’s artistic predilections had
become. Of marginal interest is that a version of the song from the early
1960s recorded in Hamburg by Tony Sheridan and The Beat Brothers was
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often included on album collections of the recordings Sheridan had done
with The Beatles as his backing group. Sometimes The Beatles were credited
as The Beat Brothers, and there was originally confusion as to which tracks
they, as a group or as individuals, may have played on. None of them con-
tributed to Sheridan’s version of “Ya Ya,” however. Lennon redid the song
properly for his Rock N’ Roll album.

CoOLLABORATIONS 11

With the Walls and Bridges sessions over, Lennon continued his productive
and creative streak with more collaborative efforts. He then returned to the
Oldies but Goldies project before finishing another collaboration, this one
with David Bowie.

In the 16 months of his “lost weeckend,” Lennon created his most
commercially successful album, which was his only number-one album
without The Beatles during his life time, and included a number-one single
and another top-10 hit. And another album he recorded during this time pro-
duced a top-20 hit. He also helped both Elton John and David Bowie with
two tracks each, with John and Bowie each getting a number-one hit for his
and their efforts. He assisted Ringo Starr on three tracks, providing Starr with
a top-10 hit. In addition, he produced an entire album with Harry Nilsson
and tangentially guided Johnny Winter and Keith Moon through one track
each. Lennon may have felt lost and spiritually desolate, but he was at or near
the top of his game in both sheer volume of creativity, and in terms of high
quality as well. That combination marks a phase in his career comparable only
to his artistic output at the height of Beatlemania.

Keith Moon: “Move over Ms. L”

A situation similar to what had occurred with Lennon’s “Rock and Roll
People” and Johnny Winter during the Mind Games sessions repeated itself
with Keith Moon, the drummer for The Who, during the Walls and Bridges
sessions, with the fast-paced nonsensical number “Move over Ms. L.” Lennon
worked on the song and eventually considered it for inclusion on Walls and
Bridges, but he was not satisfied with the results and it did not make the cut.
Keith Moon was in attendance for some of the Oldies but Goldies and Pussy
Cats sessions and picked up the song, performing a version on his Two Sides
of the Moon album, released early in 1975. (He also took the opportunity to
perform an interesting cover of Lennon’s Beatles track “In My Life.”)

In Moon’s version of “Move over Ms. L,” the horn section riffs are a
little different than in Lennon’s, but the overall arrangement is much the
same. The recording makes the most musically of Moon’s limited vocal
abilities. At the time of Moon’s recording of the song, Lennon had not
released his version, but he eventually did so as the B-side to “Stand by
Me” in March 1975.



64 The Words and Music of John Lennon

Ringo Starr: “Goodnight Vienna,” “Only You,” and
“All by Myself”

Upon completion of his work on Walls and Bridges, Lennon sat in on three
numbers for Ringo Starr’s upcoming album, one of them being Lennon’s own
composition, “Goodnight Vienna,” a nonsensical Liverpool slang expression
for bemused surprise that became the title of Starr’s album as well.

The most interesting musical aspects of the piece are the chorus breaks,
partly made up of brief sections where there is a shift in the back beat for
a few measures creating a mixed-meter feel before resuming the original
rhythm. The lyrics are yet another quasi—stream-of-consciousness flow of dis-
connected images and free-flying similes (“felt like an Arab who was dancing
through Zion”) that have no real meaning, finally resolving in the phrase
“it’s all got down to Goodnight Vienna” before the chorus break and the
ambiguously exhorted phrase of “Get it up!”

As previously with “I’m the Greatest,” Lennon rehearsed the band and
provided Starr with a guide vocal, and his performance seems good enough,
given the nature of the song, to have been released on its own. Like the
carlier collaboration, Lennon’s version was included on the John Lennon
Anthology.

“Only You” was a relaxed cover of the often-recorded ballad popularized
most successfully by The Platters. Lennon thought it a good idea for Starr to
attempt such numbers in general, but especially in view of Starr’s carlier hit
with a remake of “You’re Sixteen.” Perhaps Lennon’s temporarily abandoned
Oldies but Goldies project was in his thoughts as well. In any event, Lennon
proved correct, and the recording became a top-10 hit for Starr. Hearing
Lennon’s studio guide recording (Jobn Lennon Anthology again, though,
surprisingly, a slightly clearer mix was on The Lost Lennon Tapes radio series)
makes his rhythm guitar work on the song more noticeable and demonstrates
that Lennon used almost the exact same guitar rhythm line for his remake of
“Stand by Me,” recorded two months later. With “Only You” having done
better on the charts than “Stand by Me,” perhaps Lennon should have kept
the idea for himself.

“All by Myself” is not the American standard by Irving Berlin, nor is it
the rock power ballad of Eric Carmen, but a composition of Vini Poncia and
Starr’s on which Lennon plays guitar with Alvin Robinson. The recording is a
pleasant mid-paced rocker, with nothing distinct, notable, or even particularly
noticeable about Lennon’s contribution. The only evidence he is on the track
comes from his credit in the album’s liner notes.

Elton John: “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds”
and “One Day (At a Time)”

Returning the favor of Elton’s John’s guest work on Walls and Bridges,
Lennon worked on Elton John’s nonalbum single of two of Lennon’s
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compositions, “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” and “One Day (At a Time).”
The single became a huge hit, making it to number one early in 1975. The
version is not a strict duplication of the original but still manages to capture
its mood, though more dreamy than psychedelic this time. Lennon plays
guitar and also appears vocally on the chorus, rasping out the song’s title in
an aggressive manner.

Several times in later interviews, Lennon noted his love of reggae and his
attempts from early Beatles’ tunes to his post-Beatles career to attempt to slip
reggae sections into his recordings. A bouncy countermelody takes center
stage at one point before returning to the verse and then a chorus break that
must have been suggested by Lennon, since the chorus turns into a reggae
shuffle for several bars. The song goes on too long, as in the complete ver-
sion the ending cranks up a bit and takes about a minute and 40 seconds to
fade, running a total of six minutes. However, since Lennon so infrequently
revisited his Beatle-era works, it remains an intriguing example of his refusal
to see his previous work as sacrosanct, at least in terms of remakes.

The version of “One Day (At a Time)” is a fairly close arrangement to
Lennon’s original from the Mind Games album. But Elton John’s perfor-
mance emphasizes the saccharine qualities of the song, and it comes across
as annoyingly cloy when it is not bland. Or he could be joking, but it is not
possible to tell for sure. Lennon is on the track as well but, like the previously
mentioned Starr track “All by Myself,” cannot really be picked out vocally or
instrumentally.

Rock °N° RoLL

The film American Graffiti (1972) had been a surprise hit, and its soundtrack
of pre-Beatles rock and pop (the film was set in 1962) spurred a small revival of
interest in such songs. That, coupled with Lennon’s love of the era, prompted
him to contemplate an album of rock and roll /rhythm and blues covers. At the
same time, music publisher Morris Levy won a lawsuit about Lennon’s “over
borrowing” from Chuck Berry’s “You Can’t Catch Me” for his Beatles song
“Come Together” on Abbey Road, forcing Lennon to agree to record at least
three songs owned by Levy’s company, ostensibly on Lennon’s next album.!?
Lennon decided to turn himself over to Phil Spector as producer, not with Spec-
tor working under him as previously, but with Spector completely in charge.
The idea of Lennon romping through some prime rock and roll /rhythm and
blues classics sounded irresistible, and the project was tentatively called Oldies
but Goldies (jokingly called Oldies but Mouldies by the participants), and sessions
convened in October 1973 as his Mind Games album was released.

By all reports, the sessions were a disaster almost from the start. Spector’s
idea of making each number a miniature symphony, layered to create his
patented “wall of sound,” simply could not work for every selection and,
more often than not, drained the primal vitality out of the songs. What was
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left was a lethargic, droning husk devoid of any spark or energy. Lennon was
reportedly no help at all, as his interest quickly waned and he began drink-
ing heavily. Outtakes reveal Lennon and Spector sniping at and baiting each
other when Lennon is not rambling on the edge of embarrassing drunken
incoherency. Almost three months of steady work had produced only a hand-
ful of tracks before both men cracked under the strain and the project was
temporarily abandoned. Spector promptly disappeared with the recordings
and Lennon soon moved on, pulling himself together to produce Pussy Cats
with Harry Nilsson.

Later in 1974, after Walls and Bridges was released and Morris Levy did not
see the three agreed-upon songs included in the album, he met with Lennon
to press the issue of the settlement. Lennon’s successful collaborations with
Elton John and Ringo Starr were completed, and he had gained control
of the recordings from the October to December 1973 sessions helmed by
Spector. Lennon decided he had barely half an album of salvageable material,
and even those numbers needed new vocal tracks. He hastily reconvened
several of the musicians he had used on Walls and Bridges and set to work
repairing what he could of the Spector recordings and coming up with new
material.

Once finished, he gave copies of the tapes to Levy, who prepared them and
released them as a special television offer called Roots: John Lennon Sings the
Great Rock and Roll Hits. Apparently, what Lennon had thought was talk of
an idea, Levy had thought was a gentleman’s agreement verbal contract to
proceed. Lennon sued to stop further sales and rushed his own version out.
Two songs, “Angel Baby” and “Be My Baby,” made Levy’s Roots collection
but not Lennon’s Rock N’ Roll. The running times of some of the songs
were also a little longer on Roots, not being faded out at the same point.
In addition, two other songs from the Spector sessions, “Since My Baby
Left Me” and “To Know Her Is To Love Her,” were passed over by both
collections but were later included on the Menlove Ave. album along with a
Lennon-Spector original composition, “Here We Go Again.”

The album starts with a rave-up version of the Gene Vincent classic “Be
Bop-A-Lula” that bounces along nicely and features a vocal that sounds like
Lennon is enjoying himself. The production is perhaps a bit too smooth
for rockabilly purists, a problem with much of the album in general, but
remains engaging nonetheless. If only the entire album were this effortless at
capturing the joy and excitement the original recordings must have instilled
in Lennon, it would be the classic it should have been.

Since the album was hurried into release, there was no advance single to
help promote the record, as was Lennon’s usual custom. This time, a single—
“Stand by Me”—came out three weeks after the album was issued. In a move
to try and make up for the tardy release, in addition to increasing notice and
sales, the flip side was not another rock and roll oldie from the album, but a
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track composed by Lennon and not included on any Lennon album to that
date, “Move over Ms. L.”

“Stand by Me” is one of the stronger numbers on the album. Lennon kicks
it oft with an acoustic guitar line that is suspiciously similar to the one he used
when recording “Only You” for Starr a couple of months previously. The song
builds wonderfully as electric guitar and then acoustic piano slowly trickle in
before the rest of the band, including a full horn section, descends on the first
chorus. The number stands out, however, due to Lennon’s masterful vocal
interpretation as it moves from simple declaration, through tentative plead-
ing, to earnest shouting, finally trailing off in semi-uncertainty.

A different, though just as sterling, performance was given by Lennon
when he was filmed performing the song for the television show The Old
Grey Whistle Test about five months after recording the track. Lennon is again
clearly enjoying himself and manages to slip in a greeting to his son Julian
and others back in Great Britain, makes fun of how many times he has to
sing the title line, and sings the opening lyrics from “Unchained Melody”
over the start of the guitar solo, thereby pointing out the songs’ similarity.
Lennon’s joy is palpable and infectious without spoiling the emotional mood
of the song.

Lennon had attempted “Move over Ms. L” during the sessions for Walls and
Bridges but never tackled it to his approval. Reconvening the same musicians
for this album and cranking them through the rock and roll oldies must have
made him think they had developed the feel for it and they attempted it
again, this time getting it to Lennon’s satisfaction.

The song is another fast-paced rocker with Lennon’s characteristic
wordplay and mixed clichéd phrases strung together in near non sequitur
runs spouted over the driving rhythm. One clichéd phrase, “they’re starving
back in China,” turned up on his song “Nobody Told Me,” recorded in
1980 and released after his murder. Other lyrical observations that hurtle by
include the seemingly censorable paradox that “you can’t get head in a head
shop” and what in 1975 would be the broadcast-halting observation that
“your jeans are full of crap.” Verses aside, the chorus is reputedly a nod to
Ono, as Lennon sings the title coupled with “you know I wish you well.”

Lennon gives a full-throttle vocal performance, sometimes belting out the
lyrics, stretching notes into lengthy screams, and exhorting the band several
times with shouts of “whoo-ooo-hoo!” “hey-hey!” “alright!” and “that’s
right!” Closer listening, though, reveals that some of those may be redubbed
into the mix—but no matter, partially artificial or not, it remains a lively
performance that boosts the recording into being of more than marginal
interest.

The John Lennon Anthology has a slightly looser version, without the horn
section and overdubs, but with Lennon’s exuberance intact. Bootlegs from
the earlier attempts during the Walls and Bridges sessions are also available.
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The medley of “Ready Teddy/Rip It Up” lasts only a few seconds more
than a minute and a half, but Lennon’s throaty vocals and a great horn
section work to make it one of the most successful tracks on the album, and
the production succeeds in staying out of the way. There should have been
more numbers like this on the collection.

Chuck Berry’s “You Can’t Catch Me” was the song that was the impetus
for the oldies collection, since Lennon used it as partial inspiration for “Come
Together” on the Abbey Road album. This is a product of the Spector sessions,
and, although it goes on a bit too long with its repetitive riffs, it is not too
bad. Then again, it is not particularly noteworthy either.

Lennon’s take on “Ain’t That a Shame” is another winner along the lines
of “Be Bop-A-Lula.” Once again the arrangement is fairly straightforward
and Lennon’s gritty vocals with a touch of echo keep the song rocking. There
is a certain slickness here that is possibly a bit “too good” for some tastes,
but, all in all, this is another excellent track.

In “Do You Want To Dance?” Lennon’s love of reggae shows up again in
the arrangement for this favorite that was often covered. In fact, a cover hit of
the song by Bette Midler had made the top 20 as relatively recently as 1973.
The reggae idea does not quite come off as well as it might, but Lennon at
least gets points for trying. All but buried in the mix are amusing vocal asides
from Lennon, including him answering the titular question with “I’m not
quite sure!”

“Sweet Little Sixteen” is another one of the Spector tracks, somewhat
weakened by a puzzling choice in the arrangement that has pauses between
some of the vocal lines, causing a lessening of the momentum the song tries
to build lyrically. And, again, the repetitive horn lines do not find much of a
groove or lay a foundation but instead emphasize the faults of the question-
able arrangement by becoming monotonous.

“Slippin” and Slidin’” is a standout track in every way, with the band
(especially the horn section) roaring from the first bar and Lennon in fine
form throughout. Good as it is, Lennon topped it later in the year when he
performed it for The Old Grey Whistle Test. Lennon is absolutely bursting
with joy in the broadcast performance; relaxed, joking, and in full command.
At one point he remarks that the band is a “lovely little group” and quite
amusingly pretends embarrassment at messing up the timing of the ending.
The rendition is simply wonderful.

An energized version of Buddy Holly’s classic “Peggy Sue” follows, com-
plete with hiccups, and the slightly affected vocal makes this one of the more
enjoyable entries of the collection. “Look out!” an excited Lennon warns
before the band launches into the section of well-known guitar break. The
cut is brisk and clean without being antiseptic and hence a superior effort.

Lennon’s voice is partially obscured by the chorus early in the medley of
“Bring It on Home to Me/Send Me Some Lovin’,” almost as if he were
just another chorus member and not the lead, hampering the song to some
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degree. But by the time of the transition to “Send Me Some Lovin’,” he sings
solo and lifts the song out of the ordinary into a couple of minutes of heart-
felt enthusiasm. If the first part of the track were as impressive, this would be
one of the better cuts.

A grumbling, fuzzed guitar line anchors Lennon’s front-and-center
double-tracked vocals on “Bony Moronie.” Lennon shouts and chomps his
way through the number, with some nice comments during the fade out.
Once again, though, the slightly plodding Spector production pulls things
down and takes the edge off a good number. Lennon certainly tries, though,
and almost salvages the track with his grating (in a good way) vocals.

Lennon threw away a performance of “Ya Ya” as a sop to Levy on Walls
and Bridges, but here he does it for real—more or less. Lennon tries to inject
a little energy, urging the band to “boogie down one time” and adds a yelp
for good measure, but the track never really takes off. There does not seem
to have been much to work with at the start. The aforementioned Tony
Sheridan version has more life.

“Just Because” is surely the best of the Spector tracks, but, like the others,
Lennon had to redo his vocals to make it releasable. Everything works on this
recording, from the solid low horns, through the choppy rhythm section, to
the erratically noodling keyboard. Of special enjoyment are Lennon’s vocals
that range from the appropriately histrionic to the almost absurdist spoken
passages. After debating how old he might have been when the song came
out (never getting it right, for those who are curious), Lennon turns in one
of the best vocals in an album often salvaged by his vocal performances. A
nearly ridiculous recitation passage includes Lennon saying good-bye to his
love because the last time he saw her she was “wearing a man’s clothes.”
He declares that he is not prejudiced but that he “had problems with the
zipper.” Or at least that is what it sounds like he’s saying. After that, he tells
us “there’s two basses in this, an’ I hope you appreciate it.”

Outtakes of Spector versions of this are painful to listen to, as Lennon
drunkenly fumes and sputters his way through the song out of tune, missing
entrances, and spouting profanities. On the 2004 CD reissue, Ono includes
a snippet of one of these performances where Lennon says hello to his former
Beatle band mates.

And so the marginally frustrating album ends. The overly thick and some-
times ponderous production gets in the way of the spirited performances
enough times to keep this from being the superb album fans expected. But
more than half the tracks hold up well enough to make it enjoyable, if all the
more frustrating for the remainder that do not quite live up to their promise.
Considering the circumstances of its creation, the fact that the album was
not totally abandoned or sapped of all drive is something of an achievement
in itself.

Also included on the 2004 CD reissue are versions of “Angel Baby,”
“To Know Her Is To Love Her,” and “Since My Baby Left Me”—but not
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“Be My Baby,” thus oddly keeping the CD from being complete by not
encompassing all of the legally released Rock > N’ Roll/Roots tracks. The first
two songs are the same as on Menlove Ave. (all three are discussed in chapter
6 in the section about that album), but “Since My Baby Left Me” is not the
same take, running almost a minute longer. Lennon’s performance is more
assured on this version, but the chorus is less controlled with the harmonies
and “response” to Lennon’s “call” faltering quite a few times.

David Bowie: “Across the Universe” and “Fame”

Riding high on the success of Walls and Bridges and having completed
the revived Rock N’ Roll sessions, Lennon accepted an offer from David
Bowie to join him to work on a cover version of Lennon’s comparatively (and
unjustly) obscure (at the time) Beatles track “Across the Universe.” Bowie
drops the “Jai Guru Deva Om” part of the refrain and overdubs himself in
a typically histrionic performance as Lennon adds some restrained guitar.
The sessions took place while Lennon’s collaboration with Elton John on his
Beatles classic “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” was topping the charts.

During a rehearsal jam, the duo, with guitarist Carlos Alomar (who later
sang in the chorus for Lennon and Ono’s Milk and Honey album), eventually
developed the song “Fame,” which became a number-one hit for Bowie in the
summer of 1975. A semi-funk riff percolates throughout the song and bears
similarities to Lennon’s work with Ono in late 1972 and early 1973 (such as
“She Hits Back”) while looking ahead to sounds employed on various tracks
of Double Fantasy. Guitarist Earl Slick is on the cut, and he became one of the
guitarists for Lennon and Ono’s Double Fantasy album sessions.

The lyrics describe several vagaries associated with fame—some serious,
some mocking, and some absurd. The title is shouted out at various inter-
vals, with the tone usually bent, overlapping, and echoed until finally its
speed is distorted in a downward-toned cascade. It might be Lennon’s voice
that can barely be picked out of the mix on a couple of the shouted “is it
any wonder?” moments, but with the inclusion of other voices (including
Fanny co-founder and bassist Jean Millington) and electronic alterations, it is
impossible to discern his other recorded contributions. The best guess is that
Lennon contributed some of the higher-pitched vocal sounds.
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By the beginning of summer 1975 Lennon was allowing his career to wind
down. Over the next year he signed no new recording contracts and all but
stopped giving interviews. His wife was pregnant; he either had met his per-
forming and recording obligations or had specific plans in the works to do so;
his public appearances became fewer and fewer; and, at long last, his immigra-
tion struggles were beginning to break in his favor. His second child, another
son, was born in October 1975, and he was granted permanent residency
status in July 1976.

For the next four years, Lennon was mostly out of the public eye. Lennon
(and, for that matter, Ono) produced nothing professionally during this
time. After his shooting, posthumous releases of home recordings and writ-
ings evidenced that Lennon sporadically composed songs, recorded himself
for his own amusement, and concocted surreal and comic sound collages
and narratives during this period. This runs counter to interviews he gave
during the last months of his life, in which he declared he did not so much as
touch his guitar for five years.! Despite his remarks to the contrary, Lennon
did compose and polish new material during his self-imposed professional
exile. Some of the songs were finished, and others were not. A few were
cannibalized for other compositions and the remaining shells abandoned.
Perhaps he meant his remarks to be taken in a purely professional capacity.
In any event, some (but not all) of the more superior recordings he made
during these years were included in The Lost Lennon Tapes radio series and
have been issued on CD.

Ina 1977 interview in Japan, Lennon confirmed that he was taking time off
until his son Sean was about five years old, at which point he was considering
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returning in some capacity to the public eye.? That proved to be the case, for
in late summer 1980, Lennon began recording polished demos of new mate-
rial and some of the songs he had been toying with over the last five years.
Ono joined in, and by August they were in a professional studio, making
what would become the Double Fantasy album.

SHAVED FIsH

October 1975 saw Lennon’s 35th birthday coinciding with the birth of
his second son and the only release of a “greatest hits” album collection
that Lennon himself compiled. It is credited to “John Lennon: Plastic Ono
Band.” The collection is somewhat inexplicably titled Shaved Fish, which is
perhaps intended to comment on the “commercial product” as implied by
the artwork on the back of the album cover, which depicts a partially opened
tin of fish on shaved ice. The front cover is equally intriguing, with sketches
to convey the meaning of each of the songs included.

The strength of the collection resides in the fact that, at the time of release,
it was the only collection of Lennon’s nonalbum singles as well as his con-
troversial singles that had smaller sales. All of Lennon’s album singles up
to that time, with the exception of “Stand by Me,” are included. Lennon
eschews strict chronological order and bookends the collection with differ-
ent (though both incomplete) performances of “Give Peace a Chance.” He
begins the record with the first minute of the single and ends the collection
with a chorus sequence from the performance at the One to One concert. In
later interviews, Lennon said he wanted to be sure the lesser-selling singles
were not forgotten and properly archived, and the best way to ensure that
was to produce this album.? There would not be another Lennon album for
five years.

A FINAL COLLABORATION: RINGO STARR’S
“CookIN’ (IN THE KITCHEN OF LOVE)”

Once again Starr called and Lennon answered. An April 1976 session to
record “Cookin’ (In the Kitchen of Love)” was Lennon’s first time in a pro-
fessional recording studio since his collaboration with David Bowie in Janu-
ary 1975 and would be Lennon’s last until the Double Fantasy sessions began
in August 1980. The resulting song is a slight, innocuous rock-pop tune that
harmlessly bounces along to its somewhat forced party atmosphere conclu-
sion. Ono later incorporated the song into the musical play about Lennon’s
life that she mounted in 2004 to 2005.

In 1980, Lennon again came to Starr’s aid as Starr began preparations
for what would be his Stop and Swmell the Roses album of 1981. Lennon was
reportedly turning a handful of his incomplete compositions into possible
numbers for Starr, including “I’m Stepping Out” and a song called “Life
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Begins at 40.”* Only home demos of the latter song exist because Lennon
never recorded a studio version of the song. Some accounts contend that it,
like “I’m the Greatest,” would be another Billy Shears song, while Internet
rumors indicated that it might have been under consideration for completion
by the surviving Beatles for the mid-1990s Antholggy collection.®

PRESENT IN ABSENTIA

Lennon may not have been producing any new recordings for public con-
sumption, but that did not mean he was totally out of the public or industry
consciousness by a long shot. Every time a former Beatle released an album,
Lennon was mentioned, and his and George Harrison’s lack of new material
was regularly addressed in trade journals and fan magazines. Harrison had a
more than two-year gap between albums, having released nothing between
Thirty Three & 1/3 in November 1976 and George Harrison in February
1979. During the dry period of no albums of new material from Lennon
from February 1975 to October 1980, McCartney released five albums,
Starr three, and Harrison three even with his hiatus. So, approximately
every six months, there was a new album release, and the resulting public-
ity, from a former Beatle. In addition, repackaged Beatles materials were
released with regularity, and even “new” Beatles material kept Lennon, to
some degree at least, in the public eye, if inadvertently. Although an analysis
is beyond the purview of this work, the Beatles’ releases bear mentioning
in that context.

The repackaging of Beatles materials was indeed fairly common, but the
release of legal, previously unheard material was rare. In 1977, two different
collections of The Beatles performing live were released. The first was argu-
ably the more interesting, because the recording predated their complete rise
to fame but postdated Ringo Starr’s entry into the band. It was The Beatles
Live! At the Star Club. The sound quality was poor, but the release included
several songs never otherwise recorded by the Beatles, and it is fascinating to
hear them. Lennon jokes with and taunts the audience and is in fine form on
several numbers.

Live at the Hollywood Bowl came out a few months later and was an album
culled from the group’s performances at that famous venue in 1964 and
1965 by their producer George Martin and made to sound like one show.
The screams of Beatlemania take a while to get used to, but eventually the
band can be enjoyed. Lennon’s humorous remarks are part of the album’s
highlights, and it is certainly an auditory time capsule of historic interest in
addition to fun listening. It has not been issued on CD, and arguably another
blending of the concerts should be attempted for a proper CD release.

The next year saw EMI release a box set of The Beatles’ entire catalog
with a bonus album of, and called, Rarities. The album was then released in
1979 on its own but exists in two very different versions. The British version
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consists of obscure Beatle B-sides and singles that never made it on to any
album collection. Even by the late 1970s, there were still several such tracks
in the group’s catalog. Releasing “new” material was complicated because
different countries had released different collections of these recordings, so
some were available on an album in some nations but not in others. There was
no universally consistent release of this material. It was not until 1988 that
official album releases of all of this material finally came out as two albums
with the punning titles of Past Masters Volumes One and Two.

The Rarities album released in the United States was rather more esoteric.
This was not an album of missing B-sides, but true obscurities. Listeners were
treated to such tracks as “Penny Lane” with a bit more piccolo trumpet solo,
“I Am the Walrus” with an extra beat or two of strings, and a mono version
of a recording commonly known only in stereo or vice versa. Sometimes
only hardcore Beatlemaniacs could tell the variant version from the classic,
and many of them did not care to make the effort. If the group’s albums
were not considered such sacrosanct entities, such rarities would have made
good bonus cuts on future reissues. As it was, several of the variants from
this version of the Rarities album found their way into the Beatles’ Anthology
collections.

DoUBLE FANTASY: A HEART PrAY

In the summer of 1980, Lennon sailed with a small crew from New-
port, Rhode Island, to Bermuda. The island proved to be fertile ground for
Lennon’s creativity. He finished composing a slew of songs, several he had
been working on sporadically for years, and was motivated to record again.
Upon returning to New York, Lennon and Ono booked time during August
and September at The Hit Factory recording studio in Manhattan and began
laying down tracks. The couple gathered a group of veteran studio musicians,
including guitarist Hugh McCracken (who had played on Paul McCartney’s
Ram album); drummer Andy Newmark; and guitarist Earl Slick, who par-
ticipated in the Lennon—David Bowie “Fame” sessions five years carlier. Jack
Douglas, who achieved great success producing Aerosmith and Cheap Trick
in the 1970s, was called in to co-produce with Lennon and Ono. Years earlier,
Douglas had been an assistant engineer for the Imagine sessions.

Despite the insecurities associated with not being in the studio for almost
half'a decade, the recorded results have a relaxed feel, in part because Lennon
was not under contract to any record company. At the time, media mogul
David Geften was starting up a new label, Geffen Records. Geffen had already
lured Elton John from MCA and former disco diva Donna Summer from the
Casablanca label. The Lennons would prove the hat trick. Geffen sold the
Lennons on his label because of its small, intimate environment and, more
convincingly, because he did not ask to hear the new product before signing
them. He also had the savvy to approach Yoko Ono.® The couple signed with
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Geffen in late September, paving the way for John Lennon’s first release of
newly composed material in six years.

The album was Double Fantasy. The title has several meanings. The Double
Fantasy is a flower that was blooming in Bermuda during Lennon’s visit in
July 1980. The title also refers to the close working and intimate relation-
ship between Lennon and Ono. Kishin Shinoyama’s black-and-white head-
shot cover photo of the Lennons in the midst of an eyes-closed, gentle kiss
underscores the duo’s relationship. The photo also references the interior
cover photo of the couple’s Wedding Album, issued 11 years earlier, which
displayed a black-and-white photo of the couple caught up in a kiss.

The title also relates to the concept and sequencing of the album, which is
a dialogue between two equal artists. The final product is generally sequenced
to alternate between tracks composed and sung by Lennon with those com-
posed and sung by Ono. The dialogue aspect is most evident in the tracks
“I’m Losing You” and “I’m Moving On,” which are discussed in more detail
below.

The album begins simply with the gentle hitting of a bell in the first mea-
sures of “(Just Like) Starting Over.” Lennon talk-sings the introduction at
a slow tempo in his trademark ballad voice, making it into a recitative song
opening, a technique he used for “Listen,” “Bad to Me,” and “If I Fell” 17
years earlier. The recording picks up its tempo and morphs into a mid-tempo
rock song that vocally conjures up 1950s rock singers Eddie Cochran, Gene
Vincent, and Buddy Holly and adds a touch of 1960s girl-group singers in the
background vocals. Lennon jokingly named his vocalizing style here as that of
“Elvis Orbison.”” With echo added to his vocal, Lennon brings up the vocal
styling of his youth. Whereas the lyrics are overtly about a renewed love (“we
both are falling in love again”), the song is also the duo’s pronouncement
that Lennon and his music were back.

“(Just Like) Starting Over” was the first single released from Double Fantasy.
The recording was number one on the Billboard charts for five weeks, but
not until after his murder. Lennon appears to have always been enamored of
song titles that included parenthetical phrases going back to the rhythm and
blues and soul songs of the early 1960s, and they flood his entire catalog.
With The Beatles, he had composed many songs with such titles, including
“Norwegian Wood (This Bird Has Flown),” “I Want You (She’s So Heavy),”
and “You Know My Name (Look Up My Number).” His post-Beatles work
included “Bring on the Lucie (Freda People),” “I Know (I Know),” “Instant
Karma! (We All Shine On),” and several others. He did it again with this
track, except that the parenthetical aspect came first this time.

As noted earlier, the album alternates between Lennon tracks and Ono
tracks. The first Ono effort on the album is “Kiss Kiss Kiss.” The music track
has elements of the punk rock aesthetic with martial drum rolls added. The
recording reveals the influences that Ono’s earlier work had on the music
and vocal styling of Blondie, The Slits, Nina Hagen, the B-52s, and other
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punk and new wave outfits of the era. Ono’s style, if not herself, now had a
following. The lyrics have an erotic tone. She sings “touch me” and “shak-
ing inside” in the same line. In the last half of the song, she adds her spoken
voice that, mixed at the same volume, competes with and alternates with her
singing of the lyrics. Ono’s voice-over builds toward an orgasmic climax call-
ing “faster!” and “harder!” in Japanese, and Lennon’s screeching guitar work
matches her and urges her on.

In the closing lines of the song, Ono sings of the “faint sound of the child-
hood bell ringing.” This ties in with the bell that opened the record in “(Just
Like) Starting Over” and provides closure for the opening couplet. This was
the flip side of “(Just Like) Starting Over” and certainly showed a different
side of relationships. Where Lennon’s song was praise to the joys of renew-
ing romance at middle age, Ono’s captured the still potent desire of sexual
yearning and need.

Lennon’s “Cleanup Time” has the feel of the Stax and Atlantic label’s soul
records of the mid-1960s. This is particularly evident in the horn charts that
embellish the recording. Lennon’s lyric makes a direct reference to the life-
style the Lennons were living at the Dakota in Manhattan over the previous
five years. He sings, “The queen is...counting out the money.” Yoko Ono
handled the couple’s business affairs and made shrewd investments during the
time Lennon was taking care of their young son Sean. Beatle fans couldn’t
help but notice the lyrical referencing to Lennon’s White Album song “Cry
Baby Cry,” where he also sings about the actions of a king and queen in their
domestic habitat for part of the song.

Right after the line about the “queen,” Lennon sings, the “king is in the
kitchen making bread.” Again, this follows the story of how the Lennons
were living. John Lennon was so proud of his first loat of baked bread that he
took a Polaroid photo of his creation. Lennon’s lyrics speak of the home as
the “center” and of being “absolutely free.” He had no recording obligations
and he was enjoying life.

This is hinted at in Shinoyama’s unpretentious back cover photo of the
couple in the city they loved. Dressed in black, they both look across the street
toward Central Park. Each is focused on the same object. The city shows its
blemishes. The street in front of them is filled with an asphalt patch. The trash
can on the curb just behind them is full. The couple is one element of the
hustle and bustle of Manhattan. Traffic moves briskly in both directions, and
pedestrians occupy the same sidewalk oft of which the pair just stepped.

Ono’s “Give Me Something” again offers a punk aesthetic. Barely over a
minute and a half] it races through a listing of things and activities that are
cold (eyes, bed) and hard (voice, feelings), and she growls in frustration,
saying “give me something!” that is neither cold nor hard. She then offers
her “heart beat and a bit of tear and flesh” in exchange. The track ends quite
abruptly, leaving a moment of silence before the most interesting couplet of
Double Fantasy.
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With the big drum sound that would come to define recordings later in the
1980s, Lennon offers the darkest song of the album in the mid-tempo track
“I’m Losing You.” Though not as stark as the songs of the Plastic Ono Band
era, the guitar line and the drums create a tense atmosphere that underscores
the relationship tensions that are covered in the lyrics. The narrator went for
comfort in the room of a “stranger” and wonders why, or it could be that the
narrator is so alienated that he sees his or the lover’s room as now belong-
ing to a stranger. In the “valley of indecision,” the lines of communication
have been cut. He sings of forgiveness or the lack thereof (“do you still have
to carry that cross?”). The narrator is repentant, but still his relationship is
“slipping away.”

The song is Lennon’s toughest on the album, but it could have been even
tougher. Early on in the Double Fantasy session, two members of Cheap Trick
(Rick Nielsen, Bun E. Carlos) and one from King Crimson (Tony Levin)
came into the studio to record the track with Lennon. A take was released on
the Jobn Lennon Anthology in 1998. The take is quite good and, without the
production gloss of the album, it roars while not sounding incomplete, mak-
ing it an obvious highlight of the 1998 collection. Leaked news that Lennon
had recorded with members of Cheap Trick spurred rumors that he and Ono
were going to tour with Cheap Trick as their band, similar to how they had
adopted Elephant’s Memory eight years earlier, a fascinating idea that was
probably never under serious consideration—although Cheap Trick’s 1982
song hit “If You Want My Love” certainly sounds more than a little Lennon-
esque in spots, indicating that it might have been a successful collaboration.

The underlying music and rhythm remain the same as the track segues into
Ono’s “I’m Moving On.” This is the sequel or the rest of the story to Lennon’s
“I’m Losing You.” The album’s subtitle “A Heart Play” is most apparent in
the juxtaposition of these tracks. Ono’s narrator tells Lennon’s narrator to
“save (his) sweet talk.” She accuses him of being false and will have nothing of
his “window smile.” She does not want to be intimate with him (“don’t stick
your finger in my pie”). “I’m Moving On” is an explanatory rebuff to “I’m
Losing You.” Ono ends her performance with painful vocal sounds that give
the impression that she has been strangled by the relationship. The previous
song had ended with similar sounds from Lennon’s guitar (and an almost
hidden Morse code message). The narrator wants to break it off but, as in
complicated love entanglements, cannot break it off without much grief.

From the dark tension of these two tracks, the move shifts dramatically
with Lennon’s ballad paean to his young son Sean. The song “Beautiful Boy
(Darling Boy)” has become one of Lennon’s higher-profile compositions
since the time of his passing. The song was used to great effect in the film
Myr. Holland’s Opus in the reconciliation scene between the music teacher
protagonist and his deaf son. And one line from the song, “Life is what hap-
pens to you when you’re busy making other plans,” has become a greeting
card and calendar quote staple.
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“Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy)” is a lullaby. The relationship of the album
to its creation in Bermuda is evident in the music and lyric of the track.
The instrumental parts of the track are highlighted by steel drum played by
Robert Greenidge. In 1998, Sean Lennon’s first solo album recording, Into
the Sun, had a number on it called “Sean’s Song” that used similar ocean
sounds and kettle drums in parts of its production.

The lyrics speak of the narrator “out on the ocean sailing away” thinking
of when his son will “come of age.” (This alludes to the opposite relationship
Lennon had with his father, Alfred, who worked on merchant ships for long
stretches of time but likely did not spend his free moments thinking of the
welfare of his son. John Lennon asserts that things will be different for Sean
and him.) Lennon’s five years with his son at and around the Dakota, and
away from the music business, are evident in the lyric and gentle instrumental
backing.

One bittersweet element when listening to the track is the thought that
Lennon never performed a song with a similar sentiment for his first son,
Julian. Lennon’s song “Good Night” from The Beatles’ White Album was a
lullaby for Julian, but Ringo Starr sang it, and Julian is never named as Sean
is in “Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy).” Rather, the mantle to do so was assumed
by Lennon’s Beatle band mate Paul McCartney, who was inspired to write
“Hey Jude” for the young Julian Lennon.

Breaking the alternating sequencing by not moving into what sounds
like Ono’s response song “Beautiful Boys,” the centerpiece of the album
opens side two of the original disc. “Watching the Wheels” begins with a
quiet, elegant piano figure. The lyrical premise of the song complements an
open letter that the Lennons published as full-page advertisements in 1979
in newspapers in New York, London, and Tokyo. In the letter, the couple
attempted to justify their activities outside the media spotlight.® Lennon’s
lyrics to “Watching the Wheels” offer similar sentiments. The song’s narrator
is content observing “shadows on the wall.” He offers the quizzical concern
of those the Lennons tried to address with their open letter by singing their
question, “Don’t you miss the big time?”

In the chorus, Lennon uses the image of a merry-go-round as an alle-
gory for the life of the celebrity superstar he experienced. Beatlemania and
the pressures of recording obligations with the group and in his solo career
had the artist going around in circles. The backing musicians create a sound
akin to a carousel pump organ to complement the chorus’s underscoring
lyrics and it is also reminiscent of the backing sounds to “Mind Games” and
“Being for the Benefit of Mr. Kite.”

“Watching the Wheels” was the third single release from Double Fantasy.
It reached number 10 in the United States and was the first single by Lennon
that was not selected by him. With the strength of the performance and its
location at the head of an album side, it would be difficult to imagine that
Lennon would not have picked the track as a single had he lived.
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Ono’s “I’m Your Angel” turns the clock back to the big bands of the
1930s and 1940s with a dominant clarinet in the mix. Ono plays the big
band vocalist, even singing lyrics from the “moon-June-spoon” school: “I’m
in your pocket, you’re in my locket.” Lennon contributes several lines of
whistling the melody to the song, adding an informal, carefree touch to the
bandstand arrangement and vocal styling. It is as if the traditional pop styling
works to underscore the traditional aspects of romantic love with a slightly-
embarrassed-at-it-all ironic twist. Ono faced a lawsuit due to the similarities
between this work and the 1920s Eddie Cantor hit that became a standard,
“Making Whoopee.”

The opening guitar chords of “Woman” announce Lennon’s ballad of
love. In form, the track hearkens back to Lennon’s White Album—era ballads,
such as “Julia” and “Dear Prudence.” In fact, in later interviews Lennon
sometimes called it “the Beatles’ track.”'® Though more polished than those
White Album tracks (such as in the added background vocals), “Woman” has
a similar feel in its structure and lead vocal. In the lyric, Lennon writes of the
“little child inside the man.” This is interesting because John Lennon often
referred to Yoko Ono as “Mother.” The printed lyrics on the inner sleeve also
note one line as “I never mean(t) to cause you sorrow or pain.” Even when
Lennon sings “meant” in the recorded performance, suggesting that the
problems are in the past, the printed lyric more realistically notes that roman-
tic relationships always present further unseen challenges that will arise.

Like Otis Redding (“[Sittin’ On] The Dock of the Bay”) and Sam Cooke
(“A Change Is Gonna Come”) before him, artists who had best-sellers with
ballads shortly after suffering untimely deaths, Lennon had a hit record with
“Woman,” released a month after his death. The single, the last track Lennon
handpicked to be a single release, was number two on the Billboard charts
for three weeks.

Lennon’s masterful track is followed by one of Ono’s most unsettling,
“Beautiful Boys,” which is a companion piece to both previous Lennon
tracks. The opening verses are directed at her son (“don’t be afraid to cry”)
and then at her husband (“your mind has changed the world”) directly, just
as Lennon’s track had been directed to Sean. She then directs the chorus to
all men as “Woman” has been directed to all women. Backward noises and
other sounds create an uneasy atmosphere as Ono encourages men not to be
afraid to “go to hell and back” in their life’s journey. Where Lennon’s songs
had been songs of reassurance and acceptance, Ono’s response is a challenge
to accept that a well-lived life will have heartbreak and danger.

Taking a musical cue from Buddy Holly’s recording of “Rave On” for
the opening and maintaining a Holly-like vocal style throughout, Lennon’s
response to Ono’s admonitions is to express his joy at her mere presence in
“Dear Yoko.” Full of the lighthearted giddiness of “Oh Yoko!” from the
Imaygine album nine years earlier but without the manic quality, the track
uses Caribbean rhythms to create the playful mood, a clue to Lennon’s
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environment during its composition. The song bounces along with
occasionally fresh-sounding lyrics such as Lennon’s observation that “there’s
a hole where you’re supposed to be” when Ono is absent. In a demonstra-
tion recording, Lennon sings “the gods have really smiled upon our love,”
but, on the album, perhaps as a nod to Ono’s influence in broadening his
outlook, he sounds as though he sings “the goddess really smiled upon our
love” —though it could be “gods *ve” after all.

Ono’s response to Lennon’s praise is a vaguely sinister-sounding number
called “Every Man Has a Woman Who Loves Him.” The tune has something
of a reggae feel and talks about the preordained nature of soul mates but says
that one may not find his or her soul mate “in this lifetime.” There is also
some hesitancy expressed in acquiescing to the inevitability of the relationship
as Ono sings, “Why do I run, when I know you’re the one?” Lennon sings a
backing lead on this; four years after his death, a version of him singing lead
and Ono backing was released and it is discussed later. In 2004, Ono had a
dance-mix hit with a remixed version of the song with lyrical alterations to
allow for same-sex unions.

The album ends with Ono’s gospel-tinged ballad that declares “Hard Times
Are Over.” Lennon sings along, with the couple joined by a chorus that swells
with pounding piano and wailing sax. It gives the song a sweeping majestic,
but maintains a loose feel. This feel complements the lyrics that declare that
hard times are over, but then add that they are only over “for a while.”

The twentieth anniversary CD reissue of Double Fantasy from 2000
included a snippet of the dialogue called “Central Park Stroll” culled from
a longer piece used in the introduction to Yoko Ono’s 1981 version of “It
Happened.” The A-side of that release, Ono’s masterwork “Walking on Thin
Ice” (discussed later), was also included. Most welcome, however, was the
inclusion of a home demonstration recording of Lennon performing a song
he composed called “Help Me To Help Myself” previously only heard on a
Lost Lennon Tapes broadcast.

The demo is very clear sounding and of much better quality than other
demo releases by Lennon. He plays piano in a 1950s gospel-influenced ballad
style after first commenting about the sticky pedals of the piano. The piece
has a vague musical semblance to his song “I Know (I Know)” from the
Mind Games album. He sings of trying hard to stay alive despite the “angel
of destruction” hounding him. He sings of how “deep inside” he was “never
satisfied,” and finally he prays, “Help me now, help me Lord.” His request
has some self-reliance though, since he only asks for help in order to help
himself.

When he hits a wrong-sounding chord, Lennon asks in a mocking voice,
“I say, I say! That’s how you’re going to do it, is it> OK” and then plays the
chords to a proper ending. The song is short and needs something more, but
what is there is quite good, and, again, the potential for a captivating spiritual
is present.
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Bootleg versions abound of Lennon alone and with his Beatle band mates,
and an interesting one exists from the Dowuble Fantasy sessions of August 18,
1980.!! Lennon’s flowing sense of the ridiculous is seen to good advantage
during a rehearsal of “(Just Like) Starting Over.” Lennon jokes around with
his lyrics explaining how easy it will be to renew the couple’s love by singing
“Just take your clothes off honey, and stick your nose in money.” When he
gets to the point where he should ask, “Why don’t we take off, alone?” he
instead queries “Why don’t we do it in the road?” and laughs at his reference
to Paul McCartney’s song from The Beatles” White Album. The best joke,
however, is when he sings that the private getaway will consist of “just you,
me, and the cook, and the servants too.” Lennon then stops the number,
saying the performance takes “too much energy!”

The same rehearsal session includes Lennon and the band running through
several 1950s-era rock oldies, including a couple that Lennon had performed
on his Rock N’ Rollalbum. The band keeps slipping into McCartney’s Beatle
track “She’s a Woman” and Lennon plays along with more parody lyrics
(“My love don’t buy me pickles”), but he reminds the musicians that the
1950s are his era.

Most of the numbers attempted are fragmentary and not taken as a serious
performance. The band is just unwinding and having fun. The exception is
a medley of “Dream Lover” and “Stay.” The band is on course and Lennon
delivers a rousing vocal. He does make a small but noteworthy change in the
song, however. He alters the lyrics of his answer to “Dream lover, where are
you?” from the standard well-known response to the censorable “up my ass and
in my flue” or “up my ass and in the stew” each time the refrain comes up.

Double Fantasy was the number-one album on Billboard’s charts for
eight weeks and remained in the Top 200 album charts for a year and a
half. No one knows whether the album would have been as successful if
the tragedy of Lennon’s killing had not occurred. Reviews were mixed
when the album arrived on the shelves and Lennon was still alive. Critics
and fans had not expected most of Lennon’s output to consist of composi-
tions extolling the virtues of domesticity. And those who had ignored Ono’s
musical development—and that would have been the majority—were not
prepared for her edgy authority. With his murder, the album and its songs
took on a whole new meaning. Lennon’s musical peers also honored him
with a Grammy Award for his and Ono’s return to recording as a team. The
National Academy of Recording Arts and Sciences voted Dowuble Fantasy the
Album of the Year for 1981.
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PostHUMOUS RELEASES, 1981-1984

Lennon had planned on releasing “Woman” as his next single, so it was no
surprise when it came out as his first posthumous release early in 1981.! Nor
was it surprising that in the first few years after his murder there were issued
several tribute songs dedicated to Lennon as well as the release of some first-
rate recordings of live and studio Lennon tracks. In a horrible irony, Lennon
was a more active public figure in the four years following his killing than he
was in the four years that preceded it.

“Walking on Thin Ice”

This is the song Lennon was working on in the last hours of his life, and it
ended up being a dance-track hit single for Ono. It is a wonderful showcase
for Ono musically and lyrically, notably her oblique but disturbing poetic
imagery such as “when our hearts return to ashes, we’ll be just a story.” A
middle narrated section tells of a woman who tried to walk across a suppos-
edly frozen lake that was “as big as the ocean” and is sandwiched between
Ono’s barking and vibrating vocals. At one point she sounds as though she is
vomiting, which then segues into casual humming. Lennon opens the song
with a backward guitar screech and is in rare form, banging out jarring chords
and providing his ultimate minimalist solo to perfection as well as other eerie
and seemingly random and sometimes backward tones. The end result is one
of their best collaborations.

The record was released as a special single two months after Lennon’s
killing, with a snippet of the couple talking as they strolled through Central
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Park introducing one of Ono’s mid-1970s songs, “It Happened,” on the
flip side. An even briefer snippet was included as an extra on a CD reissue of
Double Fantasy.

“Whatever Gets You through the Night”/
“Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds” /“I Saw
Her Standing There”

March 1981 saw the release of this memorial maxi-single, which contains
Lennon’s November 28, 1974, surprise concert appearance with Elton John.
The crowd sounds wildly appreciative on Lennon’s introduction, and the
band performs a version of “Whatever Gets You through the Night” that
may be a bit too loose, but more than makes up for it with genuine energy.
Lennon’s part of the co-lead vocals is more discernable here than on the
studio recording.

Elton John then introduces his new single, his cover of Lennon’s Beatles
composition “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds.” Lennon helps out vocally,
sometimes with solo lead on the chorus. The reggae section is not pulled
oft quite as successfully as it is on the studio recording and the hallucinatory
mood of the song is hard to capture and maintain in a live setting, but the
band does as well as any could.

The finale is a rousing version of “I Saw Her Standing There,” complete
with Lennon’s admission that it was from “an old estranged fiancé of mine
called Paul.” This part of Lennon’s guest performance had been previously
released early in 1975 as the flip side to Elton John’s hit single “Philadel-
phia Freedom.” Both men give high-spirited, full-throated vocal efforts, with
Lennon urging “Boogie, baby!” at the start of the guitar solo. The raucous
fun of the number was ably captured, providing a fitting end to Lennon’s
guest appearance.

The John Lennon Collection

Two years after his killing, this second “best of” collection of Lennon mate-
rial was released. The set consists mostly of single releases, but oddly includes
six of his seven Double Fantasy numbers. Almost as puzzling, “Love” from
John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band is included and was released as a single to help
promote this collection; it did not chart in the United States but did in Great
Britain. “Jealous Guy” from Imagine is also included, and, interestingly, it
became a minor hit when released as a single three years later in the United
Kingdom in 1985 and another three years after that in the United States in
1988.2

To this collection’s merit (and unlike the Shaved Fish collection), “Stand
by Me” is included, as well as the entirety of “Give Peace a Chance.” At the
time, vinyl releases were still the industry mainstay, but CDs were present,
often sporting “extra” cuts. On this collection, the extras were the inclusions
of “Cold Turkey” and, for the first time on any album, the flip side of “Stand
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by Me,” which was “Move over Ms. L.” The latter made certain that the CD
was the obvious choice for fans and completists alike.

During this time, a disc of The Beatles’ 1962 Decca records audition
recordings was released. The release featured the only recording of Lennon
performing his early composition “Hello Little Girl” in addition to several
rock and roll classics.

Heart Play: An Unfinished Dialogue

Released at the third anniversary of Lennon’s shooting, Heart Play: An
Unfinished Dialogue is edited from publicity interviews the couple gave to
Playboy magazine during the time of Dowuble Fantasy. The “unfinished” part
of the album title may hearken back to the music of the three experimen-
tal albums, while obviously referencing Lennon’s unfinished efforts in the
form of an artistic conversation with his fans. The cover features Lennon and
Ono lovingly looking at each other across a breakfast table, their relationship
being yet another “unfinished dialogue.”

Much of the album was painful listening in 1983, since it ironically features
Lennon discussing his plans and ideas and what he sees for the future as he
reflects upon his approaching middle age. One of the most difficult parts to
listen to occurs when Lennon expresses his inability to fathom why it is in
history that people who have espoused peaceful solutions have died violently.
The record is neither a sound collage nor experimental effort, but it does
seem calculated to lay the promotional groundwork for the John and Yoko
album Milk and Honey that Ono released the following month. Lennon is
heard saying that his new album (Double Fantasy) had been conceived as part
of a two-volume work and that the work was more or less a sort of musical
dialogue. Because A Heart Play is the subtitle attached to Milk and Honey,
the implication was clear that the forthcoming album was supposed to be the
one Lennon was discussing, especially in view of the fact that Double Fantasy
had the same subtitle. Despite this attempt to weave the albums together,
one would search in vain for any reference to Lennon and Ono’s Heart Play
Trilogy.

Whatever the agenda behind its creation, the album provides a nice last
verbal testament for Lennon fans. He is relaxed, responsive, focused, and
self-aware. The range of topics, his hopeful outlook, personal philosophy,
and keen observations make this a neglected gem. Collectors and fans might
appreciate having a more complete set of the interviews available, perhaps as a
podcast, as was done with the 1970 Rolling Stone interviews in 2005-20006.

Milk and Honey: A Heart Play

Billed as a sequel or continuation of sorts to Double Fantasy upon its release
in January 1984, Milk and Honey was presumed to be the album Lennon was
working on when he was shot to death. The front cover is similar to Double
Fantasy, being another close-up of Lennon and Ono about to kiss, or just
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having kissed. But the album is not exactly a true sequel. A follow-up album
was planned and announced, but nothing of Lennon’s was as yet formally
recorded for it, and it is not clear how much of Ono’s material had been.
Lennon’s songs were jaunty but basically unpolished studio run-throughs of
five of his songs in varying stages of completion and were, in fact, recorded
at the start of the Double Fantasy sessions before the album’s final tracks were
finished. They were ultimately not completed and not considered for inclu-
sion on Double Fantasy, leading to the speculation that Lennon may have had
them in mind for future work or may have just been getting himself back into
performing mode while getting the musicians comfortable working together.
In addition, another Lennon song on the album, “Grow Old with Me,” is
from a home demonstration or demo recording, paired with Ono’s “Let Me
Count the Ways.” Both songs were reputedly set for inclusion in Milk and
Honey but were never recorded in the studio.

Sources vary on which, if any, of Ono’s materials for Milk and Honey were
recorded during Lennon’s life time and, therefore, with the possibility of his
creative input to them or of his performing on the tracks. It is entirely likely
that all were recorded after Lennon’s killing. One source cites “Don’t Be
Scared” as being recorded on August 9, 1980, and on the Onobox collection,
Lennon can be heard saying, “you listening, mother?” before the song begins
as if we are hearing a playback.? However, also from Onobox, he can be heard
saying, “good night Sean, see you in the morning” at the end of “You’re
the One,” which is listed as having been recorded in 1983, after Lennon’s
murder. Most probably, though, Ono’s contributions were recorded during
or soon after the sessions for her 1982 solo album It’s Alright since band
personnel from that album are listed as playing on M:lk and Honey.

According to the Onobox booklet, the remaining three Ono songs were
composed and recorded in 1980 but were copyrighted in either 1982 or
1983, as was “Don’t Be Scared.” Of course, the version of “Don’t Be Scared”
on Milk and Honey is therefore likely not the version recorded in 1980, but
a later recording of the song. What listeners are left with is uncertainty. Per-
haps two of the cuts—the studio recording of “Don’t Be Scared” and the
demo-sounding “Let Me Count the Ways”—were known to Lennon, and he
may have co-produced and played guitar on the former. And, just as likely,
“You’re the One,” despite Lennon’s voice at the end, was not recorded dur-
ing his life.

In addition, Jack Douglas, the co-producer of Double Fantasy, does not
get any credit for Milk and Honey. Jon Smith, an engineer who worked on
“Walking on Thin Ice,” is credited in the same capacity for the Milk and
Honey album. Is it possible that the three remaining Ono cuts (“Sleepless
Night,” “O’Sanity,” and “Your Hands”) were recorded in October and
November 1980, after Double Fantasy but before “Walking on Thin Ice”?
It seems perhaps even Ono’s “Walking on Thin Ice” was a candidate for the
next album, after its inclusion in the Ono EP the couple was preparing.
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Lennon was composing other material in the last months of his life, and
he had a backlog of songs to develop if he so chose. Whether he would
have returned to any of the unpolished songs that make up his contribu-
tions to Milk and Honey and what he might have done with them if he had
is unknowable.

Predictably, the album does not hold together despite Ono’s attempt to
reapply the Double Fantasy formula. There was no overdubbing of Lennon’s
material nor any attempt to make it blend into Ono’s work. For that mat-
ter, Ono’s songs, though complete, are also not layered with natural sounds,
noises, orchestra, or horns as some of the tracks on Double Fantasy are. The
sounds and studio layering that ultimately give Double Fantasy its extra depth
and dimension are not present. What Lennon might have done with the
tracks is open to conjecture, but there is no reason to believe that he would
have released them as they were.

Clearly, Ono was in a “damned if she did and damned if she did not”
situation and opted for the latter. The rough edges of Lennon’s recordings
are no surprise given their rehearsal status. The production and polish of
Double Fantasy is part of what unifies it beyond its theme, and it is interest-
ing, though not necessarily useful, to consider what Milk and Honey might
have been if it had been treated in a similar fashion. If minimal overdubbing
and polishing had been added, the album as a whole would be a more uni-
fied statement and the stronger companion to Double Fantasy as it purported
to be. Although most listeners are glad to hear Lennon rough and ready, it
makes for a disjointed-sounding album. Perhaps his songs should have been
“finished” to better match the tone and polish of Ono’s work. Or perhaps
she should have kept her efforts in an even more raw state, similar to his, and
tried to fit the results into some sort of works-in-progress artistic concept. As
it is, as an album, the work fails; Lennon and Ono’s works stand far better as
independent tracks, as evidenced by the fact that three of Lennon’s efforts
made it onto the charts as hit singles.

The album begins with the first song the band attempted to record in
August 1980, appropriately called “I’m Stepping Out.”* Lennon introduces
the proceedings with a joking introduction that, “this here is the story about
a househusband” who has been “screwin’ around with the kids and watchin’
Sesame Street” to the point of “goin’ crazy.” So now the protagonist happily
prepares to go out for a night to “do the city.”

As on other tracks in this collection, Lennon is clearly taking the band
through their paces here, verbally cueing them (“one more,” “hold it down”)
and offering encouragement (“boogie!”). His directions here and elsewhere
on the album are no different from his directing style during the rehearsals
and guide vocal takes discussed elsewhere. Such evidence suggests that he
had no trouble getting back to professional work.

“I’m Stepping Out” moves along well, especially with the rhythm of the
chorus conveying the idea of more energy being held at bay, as Lennon



88 The Words and Music of John Lennon

merely repeats the title with intensifying musical variations. Another part
of the chorus helps explain the need to step out, proclaiming, “if it don’t
feel right, don’t do it,” and advising that “you can’t go pleasing everyone.”
There’s no malice in this observation, as Lennon blithely advises that the
listener just leave a phone message telling those who want the listener to do
something that does not feel right to “screw it.” The verses tell the story of
the protagonist’s state of mind with some precise images, such as the open-
ing “blues around my head.” Lennon’s compact lyrical structure continues
with a few home details, singing, for example, that “the cats have all been
blessed.”

Other, subsequently released versions of the song contain an additional
verse about a doctor who steps out dancing for the odd reason of sweetening
up his breath. The shift to a verse about someone other than the narrator and
the offbeat explanation for his behavior was wisely eliminated during rehears-
als. This was the third single released from the album and became a small hit,
making it to number 55 in the United States.

Ono’s “Sleepless Night” follows, as if the man’s having stepped out for the
night has put the woman into a state of frustration, sexual and otherwise. The
song gulps along as the singer continues in a state of emotional and physical
unease, broken up by a bit of sexual humor.

“I Don’t Wanna Face It” is the real rocker on the album and a standout
track in all respects. The song has several blistering guitar passages supporting
much of it, similar to Lennon’s late 1960s or early 1970s rumbling volcano
sounds during his minimalist phase. This alternates with a catchy rhythmic
riff that kicks the song off after Lennon’s characteristically free-form count in
of “Un, deux, ein, zwei, hickle-pickle” and returns a few times throughout
the number. This song finds its slot from the first note and successfully gal-
lops with it to the end.

What the words refuse to face is the sense of self and responsibility in rela-
tionship to the rest of humanity. Once again Lennon’s lyrical control is firm,
as he looks into the mirror and dialogues with himself about these issues.
Lennon blends clichés with sharp descriptions and ironic juxtapositions, such
as “lookin’ for oblivion with one eye on the hall of fame” and a saying he may
have found in the work of cartoonist Charles M. Schulz: “You wanna save
humanity, but it’s people that you just can’t stand.” Schulz’s character Linus
had made the same observation in a Peanuts daily cartoon strip years before
Lennon used the line.

The introspective lecture contains obvious references to Lennon himself
as a seeker of “peace and love” and the leader of a “big ol’ band,” a possible
reference to The Beatles. The singer further chides himself for looking for
a “world of truth” while always refusing to see himself for what he really is.
There is a final hopeful assurance, though, as the last lyric of the last verse
states that the promised land can be seen and the singer is sure he can make
it to that destination.
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Lennon’s vocal performance is vigorous, even for him. He resurrects some
of his barking and yelping sounds, not heard since The Beatles’ “Hey Bull-
dog.” There they were used for comic commentary and effect in relation to
the song’s topic, but here it is Lennon’s sheer dynamism that propels him
to make the noises. As the song fades, Lennon howls and then shouts in a
startled manner, “every time I look in the mirror, I don’t see anybody there!
Whoo!” This remark was a key part of the lyrics for his unfinished song “Mir-
ror, Mirror (On the Wall).”

Certainly it is pointless to argue with success, and this album produced
three hits for Lennon. Had this track been a single, there might have been
four. As it stands, the song justifiably takes its place as one of Lennon’s better
tracks, even in its not-quite-finished form.

Other recorded takes show a similar drive. In a version on the Jobn Lennon
Anthology, Lennon cues guitarist Earl Slick by shouting his name with a gusto
not heard in other session recordings. At the end of this take, the playing
breaks down into random noise, in a way similar to the connecting section
between “I’m Losing You” and “I’m Moving On” from the earlier-issued
Double Fantasy album. It sounds intentional and may have been an idea
Lennon transferred to those other recordings. As the take finishes, Lennon
notes, “my picks get half the size!” It is just that kind of performance.

What seems to be Ono’s song in response to the anxiety of self-reflection
is “Don’t Be Scared,” a song Lennon may have known in some form. The
song suggests that fear of commitment to a relationship is really the fear of
committing to life and that the joy is in the journey, not the destination.
It is a sparse-sounding track, like several of Ono’s efforts on this album.
The approach may be her attempt not to overshadow Lennon’s unpolished
works, or to match the emotionally direct content of the lyrics with a direct
unadorned sound.

A jaunty number called “Nobody Told Me” was the first single released
from the album and is reputed to have been one of the titles Lennon was
working on to give to Ringo Starr for his next album. A rolling bass line
anchors the song that swings along merrily at a moderate rocking pace. A few
instrumental flourishes here and there add a bit of spark to the piece, but the
band functions at a point of being tight enough to allow themselves to be
loose and the song’s feeling of spontaneity has enough momentum for it all
to gel.

The lyrics of the verses are more or less a series of inconsistencies from the
start, with “everybody’s talkin’ but no one says a word” and such near-Zen
observations as “everybody’s flying, but never touch the sky.” Each verse
ends with an out-of-place statement that doesn’t seem to follow from the
preceding statements, such as the line repeated from “Move over Ms. L”:
“They’re starvin’ back in China, so finish what you got.” Earlier, it was,
“There’s Nazis in the bathroom, just below the stair.” The chorus doesn’t
try to make sense of these situations, but just accepts them with the comment
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that “nobody told me there’d be days like these” before adding “strange days
indeed” and “most peculiar, mama!”

The mood is light and humorous with a slight undertone of possible unease
that finally dissipates in the chorus. At first listen, the song seems slight and
easily dismissible, a pleasurable effort with little substance. But repeated lis-
tening provides insight into some greater depth behind the innocuous per-
plexities of the words and the bouncy lilt of the music. The appeal of the song
definitely grows, and that may partly account for its becoming a top-five hit
in the United States.

Ono comments and builds on Lennon’s observations by declaring that
the only sane response to a world of peculiarities is to give up one’s sanity
in her short song “O’Sanity.” Again, Ono uses humor to make her point:
“psychotic builds a castle and neurotic lives in it.”

At last, after a decade and a half of working reggae riffs into numerous
compositions and recordings, Lennon composed “Borrowed Time,” the
closest he came to a full-out reggae effort. The song was released as a single
and did not fare well in the United States; it failed to chart because reggae
rhythms never caught on with the U.S. mass listening public as much as they
had in England, where the song charted at number 32.°

The lyrics extol the idealistic virtues of growing older. The first section
describes the hesitancy and unsure state of being younger, characterizing it
as living in “deep despair” and the “illusion of freedom and power.” The
chorus reminds listeners that we are “living on borrowed time, without a
thought for tomorrow.” After the first verse, this emphasizes the callow lack
of awareness of youth.

The second and third verses showcase that being older is better, because
a little experience has brought understanding and clarity and “less compli-
cations.” This time the chorus, verbally the same, says that it is possible to
live in and for the moment without worry over the future. The song ends
with a comic monologue from Lennon about leaving the angst of young
love behind and trading it for physical infirmity. But having made the point,
he cheerfully scat-sings a drum solo as the song moves toward its conclu-
sion. Once again, Lennon’s serious insights are kept from being either heavy
handed or clichéd by his wry sense of humor.

In “Your Hands,” Ono sings fully and powerfully in Japanese and concur-
rently gives a soft-spoken English translation of the words. Various aspects of
the beloved’s physical self are dreamt about (hands, skin, mouth, arms, eyes)
between choruses that declare, “no matter how many times we meet,” even
over several life times, “it’s not enough.”

Presumably inspired by either May Pang or Ono, “(Forgive Me) My Little
Flower Princess” has little going for it aside from a functional semi-shuffling
rhythm. This is a very unfinished composition, and Lennon drops words and
phrases in a song that appears to be about the power of forgiveness in roman-
tic relationships. A couple of lines show a little promise, such as “take up the
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dance where we left off)” for example, but the rest are banal and mundane.
The song has no chorus or middle-eight section and offers only fragmentary
and fractured lyrics. Taking this into consideration and in view of his store
of other potential contenders, it is puzzling that Lennon even brought this
one to the sessions. But, of course, it is not known what he ultimately had
in mind.

If the male agenda set the topic of the dialogues previously, the female
voice takes the lead at this point on the disc. In a conscious attempt to link
sonically with Lennon’s “Grow Old with Me,” which existed only on a dem-
onstration cassette, Ono provides a demo tape of her companion song “Let
Me Count the Ways.” Like Lennon’s recording, the only accompaniment is
piano.

In the album liner notes, Ono relates that the two songs were originally
the inspiration and planned backbone for Double Fantasy but were put off so
long that it was decided to make them the core of the follow-up album. The
songs were inspired by the famous poems of Robert Browning and Eliza-
beth Barrett Browning. Ono’s effort takes the first line of Elizabeth Barrett
Browning’s poem and the idea behind it, but then goes its own way in four
stanzas that enumerate not only “the ways how I love you” but also how the
loved one is missed, viewed, and has touched the speaker. Musically, the song
has a simple intensity that underscores the verbal pleading for the chance to
convince the loved one how much he is cared for.

“Grow Old with Me” is Lennon’s companion song and shows greater
closeness to its inspirational source and model, as if Lennon might have
started off contemplating merely setting the poem to music at one point. In
any event, it manages to be pure and exact in form and content—a guileless
expression of idealized, heartfelt love.

Sadly, Lennon never created a professional recording of the song, and all
that exists is the cassette version. On this, Lennon plays piano and is accom-
panied by a rhythm box that keeps time very well but spoils the mood of the
song. Furthermore, Lennon sings in a high voice, possibly falsetto, and even
taking into account the low sound quality of the source material, his voice
sounds thin to the point of distraction. Some accounts claim that this was
one of the four songs Ono gave the three surviving Beatles to work with and
would have been the third release after “Free as a Bird” and “Real Love” for
the Beatles’ Antholggy sets.® However, they opted to do nothing with the
track after a quick try at creating some new backing for it.

In the album’s liner notes, Ono relates that she and Lennon had planned
on a big, lush orchestral arrangement and production for the song, hoping
it would become a new standard for weddings and anniversaries. In fact, in
the Jobn Lennon Anthology collection, an overdubbed version of “Grow Old
with Me” is included and it marks an intriguing posthumous collaboration
between Lennon and The Beatles’ producer, George Martin. It is not clear
when this was done, but the reasonable assumption is that it was done after
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the Threetles, as fans called the surviving Beatles, officially abandoned their
work on it.

Martin’s arrangement has to be careful not to swamp the frail-sounding,
low-fidelity original that does not sound as though it has been given as much
of the studio restoration wizardry treatment that the Threetles gave the two
tracks they completed. Even so, Martin’s recognizable sound, so associated
with The Beatles, is readily evident. His baroque-inspired arrangement begins
with flowing strings and later includes a solo flute that provides short coun-
termelody embellishments. Simple supporting brass variations can at times be
heard, especially near the end, and pulsing strings support the chorus.

As enjoyable as it is to hear this version, the rhythm box still intrudes—but,
unless some other performance by Lennon of this song surfaces, this is the
closest we will get to how he may have envisioned the song. A simple version
with only piano and voice by Mary Chapin Carpenter, stylistically much like
Lennon’s demonstration recording, became an adult contemporary hit in
1996.

As on Double Fantasy, Ono gets the last word in a production that is harsher
and fuller sounding than her other tracks on the album, more so in view of
the demo recordings that precede it. “You’re the One” sets a strident tone
with Ono vocally providing a percussion line. The song tells of a romantic
pair’s link having the strength of nature and the universe’s inevitability. At
first, the refrain of “how do I tell you you’re the one?” refers to the difficulty
of talking about the depth of the connection between the two. Yet a middle
stanza talks about the couple in the past tense, shifting the implications of the
questions considerably.

Curiously, the 2001 remastered and reissued CD version of the album
has bonus cuts that would have been more appropriate for inclusion on
Double Fantasy. Lennon’s lead vocal version of “Every Man Has a Woman
Who Loves Him”—a song of Ono’s from Dowuble Fantasy on which she sang
lead—is appended to the album after “You’re the One” as if it were part of
the continuing dialogue. This version of the song was originally released on
an album and as a single in 1984 and is discussed in the next section.

Also included on the Milk and Honey album is a home demo version of
Lennon performing “I’m Stepping Out,” simply called “Stepping Out” in
this form. A demo version by Ono of her Double Fantasy song “Moving On”
is also included, plus approximately 22 minutes of Lennon’s last interview,
given only hours before his death. In it, Lennon (and, to a limited degree
at the start, Ono) discuss how they composed some of the songs on Double
Fantasy, how they met, the social role of an artist, and their hopes for the
future. Strangely, it is taken not from a reedit of the original interviews, but
from an edit prepared for a radio broadcast that occasionally cuts to some of
the songs from the album. In the original broadcast, the songs were overlaid
with the interviews to blend from the speaking to the music, and musical
fragments still remain.
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“Every Man Has a Woman”

The Lennon single “Every Man Has a Woman”—with the flip side being the
solo recording debut of his son Sean performing a composition of Ono’s titled
“It’s Alright”—was released in November 1984, along with an album of the
same name comprising Ono compositions performed by various other artists.
In the album’s liner notes, Ono explains that Lennon had planned an album of
other artists performing Ono’s work as a surprise present for her, and that he
had recorded the track without her knowing. The track does not sound like an
entirely new recording, and, since Lennon was reportedly remixing this song
for an Ono EP during the last weeks of his life, he may have remixed it for his
contribution to the future project as well, but this is conjecture.

This song was one of Ono’s more lackluster efforts on Double Fantasy,
and here “Every Man Has a Woman” sounds like a remixed and reedited
version of the same track. A brief instrumental passage has been omitted, and
Lennon’s supporting vocals from the original have been mixed to the front.
Ono’s lead vocals have been eliminated, while her voice is clearly heard in
parts of the chorus. It also does not sound as though Lennon recorded an
additional new vocal track.

Like the original, the song traipses along well enough in counterpoint to
the melancholy tone and performance. Corresponding to the title, the verses
expound upon the inevitability of romantic pairing while the chorus voices a
fearful hesitancy in accepting the personal reality of such a generalization, stat-
ing “why do I run when I know you’re the one?” The music may have been
designed to straddle the two dimensions of hesitancy and inevitability, but,
instead of providing the needed supporting tension, it becomes droning.

In both Ono’s and Lennon’s versions, the track is an innocuous misfire,
and—regrettably, but not surprisingly—the single failed to chart. In the early
2000s, however, a series of remixes of songs throughout Ono’s career became
dance-track hits, and a lyrically revamped remix of this song—including refer-
ences to homosexual partnering and romance—was one of them. Ono also
included Lennon’s original version as a bonus track on the 2001 CD reissue
of Milk and Honey.

Ono’s Every Man Has o Woman album also included a version of her
“Now or Never,” a song she had included on her Approximately Infinite
Universe album. This version was recorded during those sessions, and Lennon
is credited as co-producer with Ono. Rather than Yoko’s lead vocals, as on
the original, a children’s choir is featured, sounding much like the chorus of
“Happy Xmas (War Is Over).” The idea gives extra contrast and urgency to
Ono’s interrogative lyrics, as if a very aware child were chastising the adults
for what they were permitting the world to become.

Lennon’s Appearances on Other Ono Releases

After his slaying, recordings of Lennon appeared on multiple releases, legal
and otherwise. As the technique of electronic sampling began and intensified,
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fragments of Lennon’s voice and music, with and without The Beatles, were
used. This is by no means a comprehensive accounting, but rather a short
look at the more interesting examples used by Yoko Ono in the five years
after Lennon’s killing. Not surprisingly, Ono has used Lennon’s voice on
later occasions as well, and the more notable examples are mentioned in the
appropriate sections of this work.

Ono’s first posthumous use of Lennon’s voice was on “It Happened,” a
song of hers from the mid-1970s, which was reused as the flip side of “Walk-
ing on Thin Ice.” Ono used a fragment of dialogue recorded as she and Lennon
strolled through Central Park being filmed for promotional footage to be
used for songs from the Double Fantasy album. Sound from a few seconds
of the footage later turned up as a bonus cut on the CD reissue of Double
Fantasy. Lennon can be heard taking the part of a startled fan, saying, “John
Lennon! I can’t believe it!” He also jokes about the set up of the filming. He
comments, “Well, here we are, just two average people” and emits a short
laugh that seems to be looped to approximate the fake laughter engaged in
by The Beatles in the bicycle scene in Help! though it plays much briefer. The
spoken introduction to the song ends with Lennon directing the filming by
suggesting that he and Ono “bleach out into the sunset.”

Lennon’s voice next appeared on “Never Say Goodbye” from Ono’s It’s
Alright (I See Rainbows) album of 1982. In the middle of the song, Lennon
can clearly be heard yelling “Yoko!” from what sounds like a moment from
their “John and Yoko” piece that makes up half of the Wedding Album. He
says her name in a myriad of ways on that original recording. In this instance,
Ono selected a full-fledged scream, and, given the context of his killing and
this particular song, it is as harrowing as it is ironic.

As discussed previously, it is not precisely clear to what degree Lennon had
input into Ono’s recordings that make up the Milk and Honey album. “Don’t
Be Scared” was reportedly recorded with Lennon’s involvement and, on the
Onobox set, Ono includes enough of the lead-in so that Lennon can be heard
asking Ono, “Mother, you listening?” In what might have been an attempt
to make Ono’s cuts from the Milk and Honey album better match Lennon’s
cuts by seeming less polished and to have been recorded when Lennon’s
cuts were, Ono added Lennon’s voice to the fadeout of her song “You’re
the One” recorded, according to the Onobox booklet, in 1983. He is heard
shouting in a near monotone, “Good night Sean, see you in the morning.”

PostHUMOUS RELEASES, 1985-1988

Even though there were still numerous Lennon recordings in various
stages of professionalism and completion, all future Lennon releases would
consist of live performances, studio outtakes, and demo recordings. Some
would be excellent in terms of quality and content, others would be lacking
in both, and many would fall somewhere in between. Casual fans might only
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have interest in the cream of the crop, but serious fans welcomed anything
they could get. Even the most esoteric piece had something to offer, and the
sheer amount and consistent quality only enhanced Lennon’s posthumous
reputation as a creative force of integrity and perseverance. Eventually, the
amount of material that emerged from his home recordings made Lennon’s
claim of creative dormancy from 1975 to 1980 true only if taken to mean he
did not complete any material in a professional recording studio.

Live in New York City

The 1986 Live in New York City album was an edited version of The Plas-
tic Ono Band with Elephant’s Memory’s One to One concerts held in 1972
to raise money for and awareness of the situation of mentally handicapped
children in New York. The album is gleaned from portions of the afternoon
show, which Lennon half-joking calls “the rehearsal.” To create a single disc
album in 1986, Ono cut her feature numbers out, whereas two of her num-
bers (more were performed) are available on the video release. The encore is
also edited significantly. Why, in the ensuing decades, the best performances
of the concerts have not been reedited to fit a full CD (or parts of two)
is unfathomable. With the abbreviated Toronto appearance, these two per-
formances were Lennon’s only full-fledged post-Beatles concerts, and legal
issues—whatever they may be—should have been surmounted. The true joy
of the album is that, faults and all—and no one expects perfection at a live
show—it is both fun and interesting to hear Lennon perform these songs
live. The CD reissue sounds edgier than the vinyl and video releases, both of
which have a slightly muddy sound in comparison.

The album begins with the chant of “Power to the People,” which blends
into a rousing version of “New York City” that shows off the band to good
effect and once again puzzles the listener as to why the song was not a single
release at the time. In a nod to the journalist Geraldo Rivera, whose inves-
tigations spurred the event, Lennon changes the lyric “waitin’ for Jerry” to
“waitin’ for Geraldo.” “It’s So Hard” follows and is performed with a nice
rolling lilt with Lennon’s vocals having real emotional flourish.

The John Lennon Anthology collection featured three performances from
the second show, with all three numbers demonstrating that the later show
was tighter musically and that Lennon took more care with his vocals. “It’s So
Hard” is one of three on the collection and keeps a more solid rhythm while
losing none of the lilt. Lennon adds a few howls of emphasis to his vocals.

A live version of the couple’s 1972 single follows on the 1986 release,
with “Woman Is the Nigger of the World” and, on the video release, Ono’s
“Sisters, O Sisters.” On these, as throughout the album, Lennon’s rhythm
guitar work, where it is discernable, is top notch. Lennon switches between
guitar and electric piano later in the concert.

“Woman Is the Nigger of the World” is also available from the evening
show and is also a superior performance. In the first performance, Lennon
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had forgotten his lyrics “while telling her not to be so smart, we put her
down for being so dumb.” Instead he sings, “while putting her down for
being dumb, we put her down for being dumb.” This time he admits he is
defeated by his memory and sings, “this is the one that I can never remember
but you get the message anyway.”

“Well Well Well” is taken at a brisker pace than it is on the Plastic Ono
Band release, and, in the live setting, it is all the better for it. It is one of the
stronger numbers on the album. A perhaps too-ragged version of “Instant
Karma!” prompts Lennon to remark that “we’ll get it right next time” before
an equally ragged version of “Mother.” Lennon is straining at the vocals and
chokes oftf a couple of times before getting to the throat-wrenching finale.
The starkness of the studio version is a little undercut by the band, and Len-
non jokes that he hopes people “recognized it” as a result.

The Beatles’ “Come Together” is next, and, again, Lennon’s vocals seem
strained and he misses a couple of notes. However, paired with the loose feel
of Elephant’s Memory, the song trades the oddly threatening sound of the
original for a nice rollicking effort that seems to please the crowd and Lennon
himself. This is the third number that is also available from the evening set
and, like the other two, sounds more assured overall, especially in Lennon’s
vocals but also noticeably stronger in the drumming and in the guitar work.
Lennon shouts, “stop the war!” near the end, instead of “over me!” and then
adds a couple of shrieks for extra emphasis, not needing to worry about sav-
ing his voice anymore.

Ono’s “Born in a Prison” (video only) then leads into “Imagine,” with
Lennon pushing his nascent feminist awareness to the point of altering the
lyrics to call for both a brotherhood “and sisterhood” of man. This time,
however, the catch-as-catch-can feel of the band detracts from the gentle
mood of the song, and it lacks some of the impact that Lennon’s simpler live
acoustic versions have.

For the third time, a recorded live version of “Cold Turkey” is presented,
and it is somewhere between the lilting version from Live Peace in Toronto
and the wonderfully harsh tour de force on the bonus disc of Some Time in
New York City. The concert ends with an earnest version of “Hound Dog”
that somehow never really gels, despite some good work from the band and
Lennon’s raucous vocals. An abbreviated version of “Give Peace a Chance”
is chanted, bookending the concert with the opening chant from “Power to
the People.”

Menlove Ave.

The second Lennon album released in 1986—Menlove Ave.—is taken from
material recorded during the misnamed “lost weekend” of September 1973
to February 1975. The first half contains two new Lennon compositions and
some songs not used for the Rock N’ Roll album (one was on Roots). The
rest is made up of rehearsals of some of the numbers from Walls and Bridges.
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It is interesting to compare the rehearsals to the final versions in view of
how the songs sounded when finished, using the comparison to ponder what
Lennon might have done with the similar-sounding rehearsals that made up
his input to the posthumously released Milk and Honey.

The album opens with its strongest track, “Here We Go Again,” a song-
writing collaboration with Phil Spector, who produced as well. If the song
has a weakness, it is the characteristic Spector background. Swirling and
majestic at its best, the Spector signature sometimes becomes busy and dis-
tracting, dwarfing Lennon’s vocal efforts but not enough to spoil the num-
ber. Lennon’s vocals build and veer from rough, almost spoken whispers to
full-on screams to great effect. The lyrics deal with the dreary and desultory
and must reflect Lennon’s sense of ennui at the start of his “lost weekend.”
“Nobody gives a damn,” he sings before recalling his early Beatles hit by
proclaiming “nobody wants to hold your hand.”

The song would not fit as part of the proposed Oldies but Goldies project,
but it might have been a worthwhile addition to Walls and Bridges, most
closely of a piece thematically with “Nobody Loves You (When You’re Down
and Out)” or “Scared.” A remake or different mix might have been needed
to make it sonically closer to the album, but otherwise it would have been
worthy.

“Rock ’n” Roll People” is the simple straight-ahead rocker that was
attempted by Lennon during the Mind Games sessions but then abandoned
and given to Johnny Winter, who made the most of its simple strengths.
Lyrically, the song is another of Lennon’s non sequitur wordplay pieces (“my
father was a mother, my mother was a son”) with a refrain that extols the vir-
tues of “sweet sweet rock and roll.” Lennon’s version here has some strong
guitar work, and the performance is good enough but lacks that special spark
the song needs to lift it past the perfunctory. Other takes heard on The Lost
Lennon Tapes are more exuberant, but, once finding the groove, Lennon was
apparently unwilling to relinquish it. The takes go on until Lennon and the
band totally exhaust themselves and all but wreck the proceedings, at least for
a viable release at the time. It sounds like they were having fun, though.

The song does sound similar to the rough and ready, good but not pol-
ished performances that make up Lennon’s contributions to Milk and Honey.
Because those were partially done to get the performers to cohere as a band
(as opposed to a collection of musicians), perhaps this recording served much
the same purpose and explains Lennon’s long takes.

Ultimately rejected by Lennon from the Rock N’ Roll album, but included
on the Roots album, “Angel Baby” is one of the Spector-produced pieces
from early in the project, before the project started breaking down. Slow
without being ponderous, stacked without sounding murky, the song is one
where Spector’s production succeeds and Lennon’s vocals are earnest if a lit-
tle flightly, as if he cannot quite totally commit to them—perhaps his reason
for rejecting the song. Lennon begins his performance with a short narrative,
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dedicating the song to “Rosie” (Rose Hamlin of Rosie and the Originals),
who wrote and recorded the original hit version of the song in 1960. All in
all, a nice track, and arguably Lennon was being too hard on himself.

The rockabilly classic “Since My Baby Left Me” has an intriguing arrange-
ment of a call and response between Lennon and a female chorus echoing his
energetic, if erratic, vocals. It does not quite work, however, largely because
the party-like sing-along atmosphere is forced and unconvincing. Lennon’s
introductory preamble loses focus, causing the number to stumble at the
outset, and it never recovers. At one point, he forgets to pause and wait for
the “response” to his “call.” In fact, the call-and-response structure dimin-
ishes what should have been a raw vibrancy to something sputtering and
lackluster. Not awful by any means, but considering what Lennon might have
done with this in (for example) 1964, or compared to his then-recent “Tight
AS$,” it is a missed opportunity.

Phil Spector’s 1958 classic “To Know Her Is To Love Her” is revamped for
Lennon, who somehow manages to give a performance that, remarkably and
successfully, seems simultaneously tongue in cheek and sincere. The record-
ing careens toward the overblown but stops just short with a middle section
grounded by rapid martial-sounding snare drums and Lennon’s impassioned
vocals. As do most of the Spector-produced numbers for the project, this
song suffers a bit from the slow pace but is not as hampered by that as others.
The Beatles recorded this song at the 1962 Decca audition; Lennon also sang
lead then, and a fun comparison can be made between the two.

The rest of the album is made up of rehearsals of five of the songs that
were included on Walls and Bridges. All are stripped down compared to their
final versions, though with the basic arrangements intact. Minus the polish
and production, the bleakness of the numbers is accented. All have varying
degrees of interest, with “Scared” coming off best. In some ways, the track
is even improved, the emotional impact sounding something like an outtake
from Plastic Ono Band, as others have noted. The other four songs, although
intriguing at times—such as when Lennon offers alternate lyrics for “Nobody
Loves You (When You’re Down and Out)”—remain little more than sporadi-
cally fascinating curios.

Imagine: John Lennon

A compilation of key Lennon tracks released to coincide with the bio-
graphical documentary and photo book of the same name from 1988, a dou-
ble album entitled Imagine: John Lennon includes Beatles recordings and two
interesting, previously unreleased tracks, a unique attribute among Lennon
compilations. The collection makes sense as a soundtrack of the film, less so
if intended as a true representative encapsulation of his career.

The first of the two previously unreleased tracks is a short performance of
“Imagine” that in the film is merely to familiarize fellow musicians with the
basics of the song. Lennon talks his way through part of it, and finishes it in
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a mock cowboy drawl that punctures the solemnity of the piece in a comical,
though startling, way.

Like the film, the album opens with “Real Love,” an unfinished song of
Lennon’s that was later completed by the remaining Beatles as part of the
Anthology 2 set. This is a clear-sounding composing tape, done with guitar,
and does not appear to be the version that The Beatles reworked. Oddly, it
sounds better than the source material they had, and, as a matter of fact, so
do other takes of the song. Further comments can be found under the discus-
sion for The Beatles’ treatment of Lennon’s original recording.

The Lost Lennon Tapes Radio Series

The Lost Lennon Tapes, a syndicated radio series, proved to be alternately
enthralling and frustrating for Lennon fans and historians. A significant
amount of unaired Lennon work worth hearing was showcased along with
material that even a hardcore fan would consider to be of marginal interest. It
is important to note that a fair portion of the musical treasures broadcast has
never turned up anywhere else legally, and the show has become the source
of numerous bootleg collections and Internet downloads. All of which begs
the question of why the material still languishes in the legal vaults at such a
late date.

In 1988, The Lost Lennon Tapes was syndicated over the Westwood One
Radio Network and hosted by disc jockey, and friend of Ono and Lennon,
Elliot Mintz. The series began its near four-year run with a three-hour spe-
cial. The show combined Mintz’s commentary and historical accounts with
various interviews he and others had conducted with Lennon over the years.
Sanctioned by Ono and the Lennon Estate, the drawing power of the series
was its promise of rare and previously unreleased recordings of Lennon from
his carliest, even pre-Beatle, days up to the time of his slaying. These would
encompass anything of near broadcast quality, including studio outtakes,
rehearsals, live performances, jam sessions, composing tapes, home demos,
and even studio chatter. For the first half of the series’ run, it delivered.

Not surprisingly, many of the recordings that first were heard on this series
were later included in such collections as The Beatles” Anthology, John Len-
non Anthology and as bonus cuts on CD collections and reissues of Len-
non’s albums. Strangely, however, many others have not been legally released
decades after being broadcast and, as a result, have turned up as popular
bootlegs on the Internet and elsewhere. In fact, research shows that at least
a dozen, if not twice that, additional Lennon compositions not heard on The
Lost Lennon Tapes or released elsewhere have never yet been made public.
Many are assuredly home demos, largely from his mid- to late-1970s hia-
tus. Despite the amount of written coverage on Lennon and The Beatles,
it would seem that a book-length focus on his unfinished and unreleased
musical materials is in order. The remarkable fact is that it is quite possible
that two or even three hours of releasable, marketable John Lennon music
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awaits mass release decades after his killing. Here is a brief sampling of some
of the more notable tracks from The Lost Lennon Tapes that are not covered
elsewhere in this work.”

For his own pleasure or to work the kinks out of a group of musicians,
Lennon enjoyed returning to his musical roots, time and time again. For
Lennon, rock and roll wore the crown, of course, but, as mentioned, he had
absorbed the pop music of his early childhood and had been entranced by
the skiffle craze as well.

One of the most enjoyable recordings featured on the radio series was
Lennon’s performance of a medley of British Music Hall songs, with a skiffle
revival number thrown in. Lennon sets up a rolling piano riff and eagerly
tears his way through an impromptu selection of numbers, beginning with a
sea shanty. The medley is not planned through, and part of the fun is to listen
to Lennon vamp until ready at the keyboard, thinking of what song he will
slip in next. The Music Hall classic “I Do Like To Be Beside the Seaside” is
a good connection to the opening shanty, and both this song and skiffle king
Lonnie Donegan’s remake of “My Old Man’s a Dustman” get a nod before
two of George Formby’s biggest hits, “Chinese Laundry Blues” and “Lean-
ing on a Lamppost,” are squeezed in. Lennon moves back into the shanty
and seems reluctant to let the traipsing romp end.

Another medley from the series has a decidedly absurdist bent, as Lennon
adopts a faux French accent for a turn at a comic introduction and per-
formance of “Beyond the Sea” and “Blue Moon.” The bit ends with Len-
non shifting into another cartoon accent, this time cockney, for a section of
“Young Love.” The fun of these recordings is not in the musical mastery
on display, by any means, but in Lennon’s playful cleverness as he presents
them.

One episode broadcast Lennon charging through a none-too-shabby ver-
sion of “Rock Island Line,” Donegan’s biggest hit and a skiffle standard.
Lennon flubs some of the lyrics but does not seem to mind at all since what
he wants to do is get to the chorus and relive the liberating explosion that
skiffle had in common with rockabilly. The recording has Ono audibly get-
ting a phone call in the background and having trouble hearing the caller, but
such was Lennon’s delight that his spirited performance continued regard-
less. A similar version of “John Henry” was also broadcast.

The bluesy side of rock’s roots was also a point of self-amusement for
Lennon. In a home recording of “I’m a Man,” Lennon once again opts for a
comic take, performing most of the piece in an exaggerated Mississippi Delta
drawl, with solid guitar accompaniment. The lyrics slip into a surreal parody
of the macho bluesman, as Lennon gleefully sings about erectile dysfunction
and not being able to find his feet! Before picking up the pace for the finale,
Lennon drops the drawl and uses posh British inflection. That seems a com-
ment, perhaps unconscious, on the influence of African American music on
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Lennon’s home country and his own eventual artistic drives, if not the entire
British Blues movement.

Fifties rock and roll, though, remained Lennon’s favorite music, and it
comes as no surprise that he should parade his way through that era’s musical
product. Buddy Holly was always a big favorite and influence, and a nice, short
but complete acoustic performance of Holly’s “Maybe Baby” was included
in one broadcast of the show. Lennon sounds relaxed and assured, and on
the vocal refrain he jokes around during the lyricless passage and encourages
himself or any listeners to join him with a reassuring “come on!” before slip-
ping into a quick Holly impersonation. On another tape played during the
series’ run, Lennon starts an exhilarating version of Holly’s “Peggy Sue” that
is cut short by a phone call, much to Lennon’s emphatic exasperation and
likely the listener’s as well.

During studio recording sessions, Lennon liked to both unwind and
loosen up his musicians with off-the-cuff renditions of rock and roll classics.
A handful of such attempts exist from the combined Plastic Ono Band ses-
sions, including a version the Lost Lennon Tapes provided of Carl Perkins’s
“Matchbox.” The song was a regular of the live performance repertoire of
The Beatles, with Ringo Starr singing lead. In this recording, Lennon treads
his way through the vocals (possibly trying to save his voice) with a few alter-
nate lyrics and provides a sputtering, then ringing guitar solo before cutting
things off with a quickly dismissive “ok, ok.”

Preparing for the One to One concerts with Elephant’s Memory required
rehearsals and they, too, were recorded. A few performances from these were
included in the radio series with Chuck Berry’s “Roll over Beethoven” being
one of the better examples. A fractured instrumental introduction is played,
far enough off that Lennon laughingly feels the need to tell the band what it
was, and then asks eagerly, “do you remember it?” Not waiting for an answer,
he begins singing and the band does remember it, giving a raucous but more
than passable recital of the piece, with Lennon keeping his vocals on track
and cueing the band’s guitarist with a hearty “hit it, Tex!”

Jerry Lee Lewis’s “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin” On” also gets a going over
with saxophonist Stan Bronstein carrying the instrumental break and Lennon
responding with a throaty cry of “Stan, the blues man, all right!” These pre-
sentations are sometimes rough, but, after all, they are rehearsals or private
performances, never meant for public consumption. Still, Lennon’s joy and
energy are tangible, a feeling not always captured on his Rock’ N> Roll album
recordings.

The Lost Lennon Tapes spent much of its air time tracing the composi-
tional development of Lennon’s music, and it was clearly the show’s high-
light. Assorted versions of songs in a variety of stages of completion from his
Beatles years on were heard. It was fascinating and insightful listening. All
the more interesting, though, were recordings of songs Lennon either never
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completed composing, never took to a professional studio, or decided against
releasing.

One of the more complete and assumed to be finished songs also had
one of the longer gestations of any of Lennon’s works. Begun in 1970 and
reworked in 1976, “Sally and Billy” is an ironic third-person narrative about
two of the “beautiful people” who seem to be living successful lives but are
empty inside. Sally is a modern, artistically inclined socialite, and Billy is a
band singer. The separate verses emphasize the song’s theme of disconnec-
tion from the essentials of life’s experiences. The narration has some fine
passages, and the tone is woven from simultaneous stances of condescension,
sympathy, and sardonic detachment. The sarcasm is obvious, as in such lines
as the one saying that Sally is “independent and beautiful—oh how beauti-
ful!” The same tone is taken regarding Billy, who spends all his time “playing
games with his mind,” essentially fooling himself; yet he is seen by others as
being a “lucky guy,” even though in reality his heart is “running dry” (one of
the better images in the song).

Both characters dream of “what might have been, hoping that Jesus will
intervene,” an event the narrator seems to imply is unlikely to occur. The
narrator then presents them as not understanding what life is all about, and
therefore missing out on what is truly important because it is “too late now”
for them. Both characters cry in frustration over the awareness that their lives
are hollow, but have no idea what to do about it, other than keep up the false
hope that some outside force will save them. The song ends with the narrator
urging them not to cry, despite just having proclaimed they have wasted their
lives with no hope of redemption.

It is a singular piece in Lennon’s post-Beatles output, its melodic and
tuneful music undercutting the dark, third-person narrative from a chastis-
ing, yet basically disinterested, narrator. If it were not so well developed and
executed, it would seem as if Lennon were parodying such songs rather than
seriously creating one.

Also finished, and in the third person, is “She’s a Friend of Dorothy,” a
song Lennon tweaked occasionally from 1976 until 1980. When, in 1978
and after, Lennon and Ono considered creating a musical based on their
lives, this was one of the songs he thought of using for it. The phrase “a
friend of Dorothy” was coded slang for being homosexual; little in the song
makes that explicit if listeners did not already know the meaning.

The song is structured as if the narrator is convincing someone that the
subject is indeed gay by listing her supposed characteristics, with a chorus of
simple self-evident proclamations such as “she shows it...the way that she,
the way that she is.” The song’s verses are litanies of the title character’s traits.
Some are quite witty, such as an early couplet “art deco decadent, TV dinner
elegant” and “French jeans and sly boots” in the second verse. The song ends
with Lennon as narrator comically spelling out “Dorothy” as if in a grade
school primer with the letter “t” being for Tea and Sympathy, a well-known
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play and film partially concerned with homosexuality. Mid-paced, slightly
wistful, and even mournful at times, yet quite melodic, the song remains one
of the more fascinating of Lennon’s home demo works.

Similar in mood and tone is the song “Tennessee” from 1975-1976.
Not dedicated to the state, but to author Tennessee Williams, Lennon puts
Williams in the limited category of real people he wrote about directly by
name. This list included such people as his mother Julia, Mia Farrow’s sister
Prudence, Yoko Ono, Angela Davis, and John Sinclair. The song began as a
statement of praise and acknowledgment of Williams’s impact with the pro-
saic line “Tennessee, oh Tennessee, oh what you mean to me,” and then
presented the names of Williams’s plays but did little else.

Part of the song evolved into a piece called “Memories,” the title word
replacing “Tennessee,” and the rest of the song omitting the references to the
play titles, thereby creating an odd cousin to one of his Beatle masterpieces,
“In My Life.” Some of “Memories,” coupled with another developing song
called “I’m Crazy,” morphed into the nexus of “Watching the Wheels” and
“Tennessee,” as such, was long forgotten.?

One fragmentary composing effort is called “Pill” and was begun and
abandoned in 1972. The work was never developed very far, but the jaunty
guitar line and Lennon’s breezy lyrical approach seem set to counter the
more grave statement of, “you need a special pill to keep you on the line.”
Lennon must have decided the promising sound was little more than just
that, and there is no evidence that he continued his efforts on the work.

Starting off with a similar chord structure to parts of the also unfinished
“Grow Old with Me” is a song from 1977 called “Mirror, Mirror (On the
Wall).” The opus is a decidedly morose self-investigation both musically
and lyrically. Lennon’s vocal performance is of questioning resignation as he
intones that he looks “in the mirror and nobody’s there,” a line he would
more or less repeat with a startled delivery in “I Don’t Wanna Face It” from
the posthumous Milk and Honey album. He sings that he keeps on “staring
and staring” and finally asks, “can it be?” and “is it me?” repeatedly, followed
by the droning but impassioned piano for over a minute before the song
ends. Even in its undeveloped form, or perhaps because of its undeveloped
form, the fragment creates a viable feeling of unease and distress.

Another fragment from the radio show was one of the last songs Lennon
was working on at the time of his murder, a composition called “Gone from
This Place.” A lively guitar riff with a hint of melancholy underscores the few
lyrical lines that are mostly variations on, “well I won’t be satisfied ’til I’'m
gone from this place.” Lennon whistles the melody contentedly and later
hums his way through it before abruptly stopping. In this early form, there is
no way of telling whether the song would have enhanced the irony implied
in the lyrics when contrasted with the music or whether it would have solidi-
fied its outlook to one perspective or the other, turned into something totally
different—or perhaps abandoned entirely. Like similar works of Lennon, it
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becomes a snapshot of the artist in process—tantalizing, but forever on the
verge.

The Lost Lennon Tapes presented these songs and many more examples of
how Lennon’s creative processes worked. Among them were the harrow-
ing “You Saved My Soul,” and another third-person effort called “Whatever
Became Of...?” In addition, there were “Emotional Wreck,” “I Watch Your
Face,” and “One of the Boys,” to name a few. Despite the wealth of Lennon
material that has been legally released since the series went off the air in
1992, there remains a treasure trove of Lennon’s creative legacy from the
series and other sources that could, and in most cases probably should, be
made available to the public.”



Gone from This Place:
The Continuing Legacy

More than a decade had passed since Lennon’s murder and The Lost Lennon
Tapes radio series was starting its third year and entering a phase of markedly
diminishing returns. The series had exposed a wealth of material previously
unheard by the general public, but it looked like there was little left to be
collected and released, and certainly nothing that could be turned into pop
music hits on the contemporary charts. Clearly, the well of material from
Lennon’s dormant years was dry, and only the most zealous fan would be
interested in yet another demo variation of some fragmentary, incomplete
song that was barely more than a couplet set to a guitar riff or piano run.

It was expected that the industry of Lennon releases would be relegated to
reissues and the repackaging of previously issued materials, with a collection
of the best of The Lost Lennon Tapes being the last release of “new” Lennon
material. Such, however, was not to be the case.

LENNON

The fourth overview of Lennon’s post-Beatles output is the most exten-
sive, encompassing four CDs and entitled, simply, Lennon. Of special inter-
est is the inclusion of several live tracks, including a sampling of cuts from
Live Peace in Toronto, the Fillmore show with Frank Zappa, the One to One
concert, and the appearance with Elton John. The only album present in its
entirety is Jobn Lennon/Plastic Ono Band, and, while personal taste may mark
some disagreements with the remaining selections, it succeeds in its goal as a
fairly comprehensive summary. Some quibbles include that “Move over Ms.
L” is absent, while “Every Man Has a Woman Who Loves Him” is present;
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and, as with all of the other collections, none of his experimental work with
Ono and none of his studio work in collaboration with others is included.

PLAYGROUND PSYCHOTICS

In the early 1990s and near the end of his life, Frank Zappa embarked on
a project of remastering and remixing his entire recorded output for digital
issue, in addition to continuing to compose and record new material. He also
reached back into his archived recordings to digitize and put his stamp on a
strong collection of live recordings from throughout his career.

Included in this effort was Zappa’s 1971 Fillmore East appearance with
Lennon and Ono, released by them in 1972 as part of the bonus disc making
up their Sometime in New York City album. Zappa released a two-CD album
consisting of a variety of live music recordings and audio-vérité conversational
snippets called Playground Psychotics that included his mixes of the material
Lennon and Ono had released 20 years earlier. Because the performance was
apparently a free-flowing jam, after Lennon’s excellent performance of the song
“Well,” Zappa broke the numbers up differently than the earlier release and
gave some of the numbers different titles, sardonically naming one “A Small
Eternity with Yoko Ono.” Zappa’s versions are cleaner and more balanced
than Lennon’s, and the breaks make more sense musically. As such, they are
the preferred versions. Ono’s CD reissue of the Some Time in New York City
album omits the jam entirely, apparently acquiescing to Zappa’s judgments.

ONOBOX

In 1992, a six-CD set retrospective of Ono’s recorded work, with and
without Lennon, was released under the title Onobox. This set includes seve-
ral previously unreleased recordings, including an entire abandoned album
from 1974 called A Story. Some of the previously unissued material has
contributions from Lennon.

The Omnobox set has two more uses of Lennon’s voice beyond what has
previously been discussed. The work opens with “No Bed for Beatle John,”
with the brief added beginning of Lennon saying “Yoko’s box.” Later in
the collection, a similar voice introduction from Lennon has been added
to “Walking on Thin Ice.” Lennon states, “[I] think you just got your first
number one, Yoko.”

Ono also used Lennon’s voice on her contribution, “Georgia Stone,” to a
1994 album honoring John Cage titled A Chance Operation.

LENNON LEGEND

A fifth Lennon retrospective collection, Lennon Legend, was the first
single CD collection to include material from Mzlk and Honey, and the
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first designed solely for CD. Perhaps partially cashing in on the renewed
Beatlemania as a result of The Beatles’ Anthology, this compendium pres-
ents 20 cuts, and, once again, “Woman Is the Nigger of the World” and
“Cold Turkey” are excluded. “Love,” “Stand by Me,” and “Jealous Guy”
are back, with four instead of six of Lennon’s Double Fantasy numbers,
as were on the previous collection. The slots are replaced with two tracks
from Milk and Honey. “Move over Ms. L” is not in the collection either,
but there is the intriguing addition of “Working Class Hero,” significant
in that it was growing as a common phrase and attribute in the expanding
Lennon mythos.

LiverrooL SOUND COLLAGE

Paul McCartney presented an art exhibit and prepared a set of sound col-
lages and looped tapes to accompany the event. The recordings were subse-
quently released as Liverpool Sound Collage, and Lennon can be recognizably
heard on two of the pieces, “Plastic Beetle” and “Made Up.” Both tracks use
short snippets of conversational dialogue or interviews recorded during the
Beatles era.

COVERED #1

0 magazine released two different CDs of then-contemporary groups
doing versions of Lennon’s songs late in 2005. The occasion was an issue
commemorating the 25th anniversary of Lennon’s killing, or, alternatively,
celebrating what would have been his 65th birthday. On Covered #1, the
group Elbow performs “Working Class Hero” and ingeniously incorporates
an excerpt from one of Lennon’s last interviews wherein he proclaims that
the social role of an artist is to express “what we all feel, not to tell people
how to feel ... not as a preacher, not as a leader,” as the lyrics ironically intone
“just follow me.”

THE BEATLES ANTHOLOGY

As The Lost Lennon Tapes radio series ended in 1992, fans expected a CD
release of the most significant recordings unearthed for the project. But
instead, rumors began that a long-delayed documentary and archive project
titled The Long and Winding Road was at last underway. This would be The
Beatles telling their own story, and eventually became the Anthology project.

As the 1980s came to a close, two projects commenced that would have
far-reaching repercussions for the continuing legacy of Lennon’s work. One
was the projected release of an album of never legally released Beatle tracks
called Sessions; the other was the radio series The Lost Lennon Tapes, discussed
in the previous chapter.
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The recordings on Sessions were neither jams nor unfinished fragments, nor
a rehash of the U.S. version of Rarities, but were completed numbers that,
for a variety of reasons, never were issued. The album was pulled from legal
release at the last minute and, of course, became a best-selling bootleg, pre-
sumably influencing the Beatles’ Anthology project. A roaring performance
of Lennon leading the band at full throttle through a stellar cover version of
Little Willie John’s “Leave My Kitten Alone” was even selected for release as
a single. Other obscure Lennon tracks, known only to those who collected
bootlegged recordings, were to have been included. Fortunately, everything
that would have been on Sessions did end up eventually in the Anthology
collections.

Although this book does not cover Lennon’s work as a Beatle, the Anthology
project and its resulting publicity sparked a Beatles revival in the mid-1990s,
renewed interest in the solo recordings of all four, and had a major impact
on the reissuing of Lennon’s posthumous materials in particular, and on his
posthumous career in general. It is in this light that the Anthology project will
be examined.

The first salvo was the 1994 release of The Beatles’ Live at the BBC. This
CD collection features 56 live but in the studio tracks recorded for broadcast
by the British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC). The tracks were recorded
from late 1962 through 1965, and over half the songs did not have a coun-
terpart in the Beatles’ officially released body of work. Most are covers, and
Lennon lives up to his reputation as a rave-up rocker on several excellent cuts.
Brief exchanges of dialogue were included where Lennon’s humor shines.

More newsworthy was the fact that The Threetles—as fans took to calling
McCartney, Harrison, and Starr—would be making new music together for
the documentary. It was then disclosed that Ono had given some of Lennon’s
uncompleted recordings to The Threetles to see if they could finish them,
thereby creating new Beatles recordings, of a sort.! Titles varied, but most
sources said they had four songs to complete. They met and worked infre-
quently over a 15-month period in 1994 and 1995, completing two tracks,
making progress on a third, and deciding to forgo work on a fourth.? Because
of their clearly unique nature in The Beatles’ output and their origins as post-
Beatle Lennon compositions, they are discussed here.

By the mid-1990s, the project had become the Anthology series, and the
surviving Beatles released three two-disc sets of unreleased finished tracks,
outtakes and performances that spanned the time from their early days to
the band’s breakup. The first two volumes of the series opened with tracks
whose foundations were two of Lennon’s 1970s home demo recordings.
Paul McCartney, George Harrison, and Ringo Starr added vocals and instru-
ments to Lennon’s demos of “Free as a Bird” and “Real Love,” which appear
on Anthology 1 and Anthology 2, respectively. Assisting in the production of
both songs was Jeff Lynne, a founding member of Electric Light Orchestra,
and a member, with George Harrison, of The Traveling Wilburys. Lynne
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had also previously helped produce Harrison’s Cloud Nine album with its
Beatles-themed parody number “When We Was Fab.” It seems not to have
dawned on anyone that the sound Lynne and Harrison had created for par-
ody was now somehow perceived as the way the reconstituted Beatles were
supposed to sound.

Lennon’s demo of “Free as a Bird” consists of a vocal with his piano
accompaniment. The melody was completely developed, but the lyrics were
not. McCartney, Harrison, and Starr added vocals, guitars, piano, bass, and
drums in 1994 and altered the arrangement. The world will never know
the final form Lennon may have released the song in, if any, had he lived,
and in that light it is difficult to evaluate the recording with the contribu-
tions of his band mates. The issued production has a slow, almost plodding
rhythm, attempting to capture a dreamlike quality. The track purposely and
methodically gives each of the remaining Beatles a chance in the spotlight.
McCartney sings the first bridge. Harrison sings the second, abbreviated
bridge and follows it with a slide guitar solo. Both McCartney and Harrison
seem to restrain their vocals to match better with the quality of the recording
of Lennon’s vocal that sounds thin and compressed to the point of distrac-
tion. After the false ending, Starr’s drums come to the fore before the song
closes with a George Formby-like banjolele and a snippet of Lennon speak-
ing Formby’s tag line, “turned out nice again,” played backward (though the
single version seems to just be Lennon saying, “uh, John Lennon,” and not
backward at all).

The subject of the song is a freedom that has evaporated. It could be a
freedom that was felt because of the narrator’s involvement in a romantic
relationship, or it could be a freedom that resulted from his being in a more
expansive surrounding (social or physical) in harmony. Harrison’s slide guitar
and some of the backing vocal harmonies are the most distinctive and suc-
cessful parts of the recording.

The song was one of the compositions Lennon had decided to use in the
proposed musical play The Ballad of John and Yoko and dated from 1977-
1978.3 Lennon had not written much in the way of lyrics. For the bridge,
his demo recording has no lyrics after “the life that we once knew”; he fills
in the melody with vocal sounds but no words. The lyrics McCartney sings,
“where did we lose the touch that seemed to mean so much?” could relate
to his relationship with Lennon, might be commentary on the dissolution of
The Beatles, or could be addressed to an imaginary lover. With all the public-
ity around the group’s Anthology, a clever promotional video, and 25 years
of waiting for a Beatles reunion, it is surprising that the song only made it to
number six on Billboard magazine’s Hot 100 chart.

Lennon had developed the lyrics to “Real Love” more thoroughly, and the
song had a long history. Lennon had begun it as “Real Life” in 1977, another
of his songs for the proposed musical. As he developed it, he turned a section
of the song into “I’m Stepping Out.” Yet another section became part of
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the genesis of “Watching the Wheels.” What remained became “Real Love”
by 1978.% In 1980, Lennon returned to the song, now calling it “Boys and
Girls.” Many demos and rehearsals exist with either piano or guitar accom-
paniment, and at least one source claims that Lennon worked on it with the
band during the Double Fantasy sessions.”

He sings of how his relationship with his love has changed him. He is self-
assured. All the baggage of his past means nothing in the face of his “real
love.” Lennon’s demo consisted of two vocal tracks, his piano accompani-
ment, and a drum machine. Surprisingly, some demos seem to be of bet-
ter sound quality than the one used by The Threetles. Lennon’s vocals are
akin to his delivery on the Beatles” “Across the Universe” a decade earlier
but sound slightly artificial due to the restoration. McCartney, Harrison, and
Starr add acoustic guitars, electric guitar, electric and standup bass, drums
and percussion, and backing harmony vocals. Unlike they did on “Free as
a Bird,” Lennon’s band mates do not each take a turn in the spotlight on
“Real Love.” And, because the song was more completed to start with and
the focus is on one lead vocalist, “Real Love” is in some ways the stronger of
the two tracks, with Harrison’s short guitar break a standout passage. Despite
this, “Free as a Bird” performed better on the Billboard singles chart than
“Real Love,” which topped out at number 11 on Billboard’s Hot 100.

Once the excitement over The Beatles” “reunion” and the release of the
third part of the Anthology compendium had died down, the John Lennon
Anthology box set collection was released two years later in 1998. Then,
beginning in 2000, an ambitious, multiyear project of remixing, remaster-
ing, and reissuing all of Lennon’s solo material, along with bonus cuts, was
begun. Occasionally these bonus tracks were songs that had not been legally
released before.

JOHN LENNON ANTHOLOGY

With the overwhelming success of the Beatles’ Anthology and the publicity
that existed confirming the existence of many other John Lennon recordings
in various stages of completion, it was to be expected that a parallel collec-
tion of Lennon’s post-Beatles material would finally surface. Hardcore fans
who knew of the bounty included in The Lost Lennon Tapes broadcasts busily
compiled what they were sure would be on the collection.

If a collection of Lennon rarities and collectibles had indeed come out
under the heading of the radio show and was tied to it, it surely would have
included more of the highlights of that offering. But just as The Lost Lennon
Tapes radio broadcasts had clearly influenced the Anthology sets, the Beatles’
Anthology in turn influenced this collection, steering it away from some of
the more esoteric inclusions and toward studio rehearsals and works in prog-
ress. While fans of The Lost Lennon Tapes may have been disappointed at
some omissions and are still awaiting another release, Jobn Lennon Anthology
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has some of the intriguing material from the radio series and a nice range
of other materials, as these key examples not previously discussed elsewhere
demonstrate.

The first disc in the four-disc set includes “Well (Baby Please Don’t Go),”
taken from the Imagine sessions and recorded a month after Lennon’s per-
formance of the song at the Fillmore show with Frank Zappa and the Moth-
ers of Invention. Lennon had performed this in his early Beatles days, though
certainly not with the hard-edged guitar he provides here to match his gritty
vocals. The trio of Lennon, Klaus Voorman on bass, and Jim Gordon on
drums is quite good, if a little spare sounding, even with the addition of sax
work by stalwart Bobby Keyes bringing them up to a quartet.

The song is not a rehearsal jam and might have been intended for release
as the flip side of a single, though the habit had already been established that
Ono took the B-sides. Perhaps it had been posited that Ono should have her
own releases, though Lennon kept her on his B-sides until his release of the
“Mind Games” single in 1973. Phil Spector was co-producing on this album,
and it is unfortunate that the sparer sound had no impact on his thinking two
years later when Lennon and he began their project of recording similar rock
and roll standards.

“Long Lost John” is a traditional folk song and does sound like a quick
jam designed to clear the musical palette, though it may be a number Len-
non learned in his skiffle craze days. The enjoyable recording comes from the
Plastic Ono Band sessions. A tired-sounding Lennon seems to gain impetus
and strength as he performs, until he hits a verse where he extemporizes lyr-
ics that declare, “I got in about a half-past three, you don’t look out you’re
gonna spew on me” before breaking himself up and stopping the band (which
includes Ringo Starr and Voorman). Ono, who produced the CD collection,
lets the track continue and we hear Lennon saying, “I’m defunct! That’s one
of the problems.” Indeed it is.

Ono includes several fragments of dialogue and musical pieces throughout
the set. This track is both. The band finishes its performance at the 1972
Jerry Lewis MDA Labor Day Telethon, and the crowd cheers for them. Lewis
makes a comment about Lennon that it seems Ono wants us to ponder for
its deeper implications beyond the show. Lennon “came here to help” Lewis
states, and “he meant to say something.” Lewis then adds, “he did both
those things. He has split. Let’s thank him very much.”

“Be My Baby,” along with “Angel Baby,” had been included on Roots,
but Lennon rejected them from the track list for Rock >N’ Roll. Lennon’s
performance of “Be My Baby” must be a spoof of the original, and he may
have rejected it (needlessly it would seem) out of embarrassment. As with
the other Spector-produced tracks, the song builds at a lethargic pace—at
least when compared to the original. It takes over a minute to build to the
point where Lennon begins his pseudo-ecstatic moans and chirping noises
and another five seconds before the song gets to his affected, feminine, and
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fey-sounding performance of the lyrics. Based on accounts of the sessions,
the likelihood is that Lennon was functional, but inebriated, for this perfor-
mance. He s-stretches out the s-sounds at one point and s-somnambulates
into a s-series of groaning orgasmic commentary as the s-song limps along
to its fadeout.

The cut might have been rescued by new vocals, as Lennon succeeded in
doing with some of the other Spector tracks; as it is, at least Lennon had the
commitment to maintain the spoof all the way to the end. It is more odd
than awful, and after a few drinks, listeners may be as amused as Lennon must
have been.

Bob Dylan’s 1979 album Slow Train Coming documented Dylan’s conver-
sion to Christianity and produced the hit “Gotta Serve Somebody.” Lennon
had acknowledged Dylan’s influence on his songwriting many times and must
have been listening, because Dylan’s conversion was apparently so upsetting
that he composed an answer song to Dylan’s track titled “Serve Yourself.”
Multiple takes exist of the song taken at different speeds and performed on
either piano or guitar. On this one, strumming angrily on an acoustic guitar,
Lennon in a solo home recording from 1980, replies to Dylan, “ain’t nobody
gonna do for you.” A person may variously put their trust in “devils” or “laws”
or “Christ” or “Marx” or even “Marx and Spencer’s” or “Woolworth’s,”
but, in Lennon’s purview, “you’re gonna have to serve yourself.” While on
other home recordings of the late 1970s, Lennon either mocked Dylan by
rhythmically reading newspaper stories in a Dylanesque drawl to a chugging
guitar accompaniment or parodying Dylan’s “Knocking on Heaven’s Door”
in another recording available in the CD set, this is decidedly different.

At his most sardonic and bitingly funny, Lennon spits out a series of con-
demning lyrics while referencing such wide-ranging and familiar pop music
sources as “As Time Goes By” and “Down by the Riverside.” Furthermore,
he takes on the persona of a stereotypical parental authority figure and spouts
a mesh of empty clichés from “put you back in the Stone Age” to “you
should have been in the bloody war” to “get in there and wash your ears,”
mirroring the empty rhetoric of the religious authorities he challenges.

Interestingly, Lennon lists the religions’ key figures (Jesus, Buddha,
Mohammed, Krishna) and not the religions or beliefs. Lennon, 10 years
after recording “Working Class Hero” with lyrics decrying a system in which
people are being “doped with religion,” is still railing against what he sees
as palliatives and against people unwilling or unable to take responsibility for
their situation and actions while clinging to a father figure.

Lennon can he heard justifiably chortling at the end of his fiery perfor-
mance as Ono starts to comment. There’s no evidence that Lennon planned
to formally record the composition. What the song might have become had
Lennon taken it into the studio is unclear, but in this raw form it remains one
of Lennon’s most powerful and intriguing works, much closer in spirit to the
works of Plastic Ono Band than of Double Fantasy.
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No studio recording of the song “Life Begins at 40” was done. The song is
somewhat of a country and western parody, with fairly polished lyrics and an
ironic sense of humor, with lines such as “I’ve been dead for 39” in response
to the title’s statement. As mentioned in chapter 5, some sources indicate
that Lennon was composing this song for Ringo Starr to use on what would
become his 1981 album Stop and Smell the Roses, and Starr did have a pre-
dilection for country and western in the past, even back to his Beatle days.
The version on the CD set is fine but seems to be only about half of a song,
needing another verse or two. Lennon’s performance includes an amusing
spoken introduction as if he were performing it at a country and western club
lounge somewhere.

“The Rishi Kesh Song” is a 1980 home demo that starts out sounding like
a combined parody of George Harrison and Lennon himself and then seems
to turn into a harrowing fragment about feeling suicidal. The first part has a
dry take on mysticism by asserting the claims that “the magics in the mantra
will give you all the answers” and “everything that’s not here’s not there.”
The clanging guitar alters rhythm and tone as Lennon says, “but still” and
then sings, “feel so suicidal” (a reference to the Beatles” White Album track
“Yer Blues”) before repeating “somethin’ is wrong” several times for over a
minute until the piece fades and ends. A significant number of the Beatles’
White Album tracks were composed in Rishikesh, the location in India of the
Maharishi Mahesh Yogi’s ashram that the Beatles and their wives visited in
1968, and an earlier version of this song is reputedly one of them.

Lennon introduces the piece as “the happy Rishi Kesh song” with what
is apparently sarcastic irony. The juxtaposition of what at first seems to be a
parody to the grim desperation of the second section is so shocking that it
takes a while to realize that they are part of the same work. The vapid slogan-
eering and nonsensical answers of the first part are no solace at all for a truly
tortured soul. Whether this was all Lennon ever intended the song to be—it
is so powerful it just might be—or if he had larger plans for the work is not
known. But “The Rishi Kesh Song,” “Serve Yourself,” and few other songs
he was working on at the time provide evidence that, despite the criticisms
that his songs on Double Fantasy were too complacent, Lennon still had
plenty of vitriol for injustice and righteous indignation for “hypocritics.”

A home demo of Lennon singing and playing piano for a moderately paced
song titled “Mr. Hyde’s Gone (Don’t Be Afraid)” sounds designed to pla-
cate a frightened child. Soon it is clear, however, that Lennon is singing to a
woman (“girl, you’ve been good to me”) about staying up to see the dawn
and “drinking coffee from our favorite cup” as an apology for his boorish
(the Hyde part of the Jekyll and Hyde combination) behavior. It sounds
to be a composing tape that needs more work both lyrically and musically.
Lennon employs lyrics similar to those he has used previously, sounding like
he is feeling his way to what he might want to eventually use and bridging
the gaps with intentional filler. At the end, he loses whatever grasp of lyrical
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structure he had and laughs at his own “bill and spoon in June, and croony
woony woony” lyrics, asking finally “can you stand it?”

The song “Dear John” may be Lennon’s last composing tape, compris-
ing a double meaning on the famous relationship breakup notes called Dear
John letters, and a missive to himself. Of course, it could also have become
a companion piece to “Dear Yoko.” The song is in an early stage of com-
position, with not quite two complete verses. The opening verse indicates
that it might have also been related to the statements of self-support and
assurance that make up “Hold On” from John Lennon/ Plastic Ono Band
a decade previously. Here Lennon comforts himself as he approaches the
start of middle age with “the race is over, you’ve won” and “don’t be hard
on yourself” in a soft, pleasantly relaxed voice. Riffing until he decides to
try another verse, Lennon discovers that his chords are those of the famous,
late-life romance ballad “September Song,” which causes him to chuckle to
himself, stop unexpectedly, and immediately begin again. It is a charming
moment in what might have developed into a charming song of similar
measure.

“The Great Wok” is one of a handful of “Dakota Mind Movies” Lennon
prepared from 1977 to 1979, more of which were included in episodes of
The Lost Lennon Tapes. They are usually ridiculous and silly but harmlessly
amusing and creative. Most have out-of-place music playing in the back-
ground as Lennon, in the guise of some character (a French detective named
Maurice Dupont was a favorite), unleashes a pun-filled stream of discon-
nected wordplay imagery and illogical narrative. The recordings varied in
length and were clearly planned out and prepared, at least to some degree,
with room to improvise on the irrational as the mood so struck him. If typed
up and read, the content would not be out of place with any of Lennon’s
pieces from his first two books. Nor would the lyrics be atypical of the writ-
ings (roughly contemporary to the “mind movies” recordings) collected as
the book Skywriting by Word of Mouth, which was published in 1986, almost
six years after his slaying.

This particular recording was done for New Year’s Eve 1979, and Len-
non is in the guise of a guru called the Great Wok, who tells us that the
truly “great wok must be done.” His character is cut from the same cloth as
the “Brahma from Burma” and he relates a holiday message. Included is his
New Year’s resolution to renounce everything but “complete luxury and self-
indulgence,” and he announces this sacrifice as his duty “not only as a human
being, but as a person,” based on the advice gleaned from that well-known
“sage, George Formby” (the British Music Hall veteran). One way to look at
it, the Great Wok relates, is “simply not to look at it at all.”

“It’s Real” is barely over a minute long and features Lennon pleasantly
whistling a plaintive melody while strumming bouncy rhythmic chords on his
acoustic guitar. If he had developed lyrics yet, he does not use them here, and
the breezy tune does not seem to need them if he had.
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WONSAPONATIME

Wonsaponatime is a single CD selection of cuts from John Lennon Anthol-
o, largely favoring alternate studio takes and rehearsals and unexpectedly
omitting some of the true rarities from the box set. If the larger collection is
for serious fans, it might have made sense for Wonsaponatime to teature the
rare selections such as the tracks discussed previously. Instead, it appears as
though the idea was to make a collection of generally more easily recognized
material; given the larger enterprise, the choice baffles.

WorkING CrAss HERO (COVERS COLLECTION)

Working Class Hero is an intriguing collection of covers and remakes of
Lennon’s post-Beatles career, sanctioned by his estate and used to raise funds
for animal charities. Released in 1995, the lineup includes an eclectic selec-
tion of performances from such stalwarts as Cheap Trick and George Clinton
as well as alternative groups Screaming Trees and Candlebox. Most versions
of the songs do not stray too far from Lennon’s performed or recorded con-
ceptions of the songs, but each artist or group manages to put its charac-
teristic imprint on its offering. Standouts include Clinton’s near-delirious
“Mind Games,” The Flaming Lips’ snarling “Nobody Told Me,” Cheap
Trick’s “Cold Turkey,” and “Well Well Well” by Super 8. “Grow Old with
Me” by Mary Chapin Carpenter received some FM radio airplay, charting on
the adult contemporary lists at number 17—and deservedly so for its quiet
grace.

JOHN LENNON’s JUKEBOX

John Lennon’s Jukebox, a unique two-CD set release, is reputedly made up
of songs found on a jukebox once owned and stocked by Lennon, and a tele-
vision documentary accompanied its release in 2004. This jukebox is not one
of the fabled Dakota apartment jukeboxes, stocked with Bing Crosby and
Elvis Presley, but a portable one owned by Lennon in the 1960s.°

One joy of the collection of 40 recordings is to hear many of the originals
that either The Beatles or Lennon covered at some point in their respective
recording careers. Even more interesting are certain musical riffs or snatches
of lyrics that Lennon adapted to his own work. Some may be coincidence—
such as “Steppin’ Out” by Paul Revere and the Raiders, which perhaps
inspired Lennon’s “I’m Stepping Out”—but others have more significant
and demonstrable connections.

“Some Other Guy” by The Big Three provides an example of a musical
influence that Lennon would adapt in the future. This tune was a staple of
The Beatles in their Hamburg and Cavern Club days and appears on the
group’s Live at the BBC collection. Lennon took the opening passage, three



116 The Words and Music of John Lennon

solid note-chords and transferred them almost verbatim for his own open-
ing to “Instant Karma!” The songs could not be less alike after that, but the
beginning is more than similar; it is the same.

A clear lyrical borrowing comes from Barrett Strong’s “Oh I Apolo-
gize.” The general approach of the song may have influenced such Lennon
creations as “Jealous Guy,” “Aisumasen (I’m Sorry),” and “(Forgive Me)
My Little Flower Princess.” But in the first verse, a more specific influence
becomes apparent. Strong sings, “I don’t expect you to take me back, after
I’ve caused you so much pain” to a simple pounding rhythm similar to the
passage from Lennon’s “Isolation” in which he sings, “I don’t expect you to
understand, after you’ve caused so much pain.” The line and Strong’s per-
formance of it is felt again in some of the demos of Lennon’s “Real Love,”
where he sings, “I don’t expect you to understand, the kingdom of heaven
is in your hand” in a similar melodic rhythm. Interestingly, the version of
“Real Love” completed by The Beatles for the Anthology 2 collection does
not contain the passage.

AcoustiIc

In fall 2004, Ono sanctioned the release of Acoustic, which was Lennon
performing acoustic versions of some of his songs. At the time of Acoustic’s
release, there were still many unreleased home recordings of Lennon acousti-
cally busking through various old rock and roll and rhythm and blues num-
bers (several had been broadcast on The Lost Lennon Tapes), and it reasonably
might have been supposed that this collection would compile the best of them.
The collection’s running time of just under 45 minutes allows for another
half hour of music on the CD. However, with three notable exceptions, the
included tracks are all rehearsals or polished demos of Lennon accompany-
ing himself on songs that he composed, so the idea behind the album is not
just acoustic performances by Lennon, but acoustic guitar performances by
Lennon of his own post-Beatles compositions—no acoustic piano and no
non-Lennon compositions. Ono included charts of guitar chords and lyrics,
explaining in her liner notes that she hoped to encourage future musicians to
play from their hearts as Lennon always had.

Of special note is that many of the songs that are performed on piano in
their finalized versions are here performed on guitar. Some of the record-
ings, especially “Woman Is the Nigger of the World, “ It’s Real,” and “My
Mummy’s Dead,” are so short or fragmentary as to be of limited interest and
value. It is perplexing as to how they might be of use to guitar students.

Yet there are some real gems. For instance, “God” does not have the
best sound quality, but Lennon’s guitar work provides a rolling rhythm and
the pace is faster than the studio version, making the mood oddly more
upbeat and palatable. Lennon jokes around with the introduction, saying
that angels must have sent him from above with a message about “our love.”
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It is akin to a 1950s teen romance parody, and Lennon almost breaks him-
self up, thereby softening the “God is a concept by which we measure our
pain” line that follows. As noted previously, Lennon sings “I don’t believe in
Dylan” instead of “Zimmerman,” which makes more thematic sense. After
stating his belief in himself, he does not add the “Yoko and me” line as in
the final version.

As for the rest, “Cold Turkey” features Lennon’s intriguing shuddering as
if in drug withdrawal and fractured vocals, and “What You Got” has a gutsy
blues tinge that is a real joy because it is not as evident in the final version.
“Watching the Wheels” shows its Dylansesque roots in a wonderful perfor-
mance, and “Dear Yoko” sounds even more like the Buddy Holly songs that
inspired it, at least musically. “Real Love” is not the same take as on the
Imaygine: John Lennon collection but is fairly close to that track and to the
Beatles’ completed version.

Three songs on the album are culled from live performances. “Imagine”
comes from a concert at the Apollo Theater to support the families of those
killed in the Attica State Prison riots and is one of the better versions extant
for its gentle power in full effect. Also included are two numbers from the
four-song set in Ann Arbor, Michigan, to support the release of John Sinclair
from prison. “The Luck of the Irish” is a cut or two above passable, but after
Lennon encourages the crowd to “start again” if attempts at social change do
not work, “John Sinclair” is performed to great effect with lilting ease. While
not the album fans may have been expecting, there is enough interesting
material on Acoustic to make the collection worthwhile.

JOHN LENNON: THE MUSICAL

In 2004-2005, Ono collaborated on a production of a musical of Lennon’s
life and art, using his songs to tell the story of his life. Three songs never
professionally recorded by Lennon during his life time were included in John
Lennon: The Musical, and the availability of bootlegs of Lennon’s demos of
those songs increased as a result. One of the three songs was “Cookin’ (In
the Kitchen of Love),” his 1976 contribution to Ringo Starr’s Rotogravure
album, discussed in chapter 5. The other two were “India, India” and “I
Don’t Want To Lose You.”

“India, India” seems to have been written for the autobiographical musical
the couple planned off and on from the mid-1970s titled “The Ballad of John
and Yoko.” Lennon reportedly worked on it sporadically, though in earnest,
in 1977 and 1978; the couple mentioned it as a future project in interviews
publicizing Double Fantasy; and Ono discusses it in her introduction in Len-
non’s posthumously collected prose work Skywriting by Word of Mouth.

The song exists in a complete and overdubbed demo, sounding fairly pol-
ished as a result. As the title indicates, the song comments on Lennon’s emo-
tional state of mind during The Beatles’ well-known trip to India in 1968.
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It is an upbeat but wistful tune played on acoustic guitar. Lennon sings of
India, asking it to take him to its heart and reveal its ancient mysteries. Imme-
diately, however, he admits he has the answers he needs deep in his mind.
The verse changes this awareness to his need to “follow my heart” which is
“going home.” Further verses carry this idea forward, saying he left his heart
in England “with the girl I left behind.” The song is a little obvious in the
lyrics but very tuneful and somehow pleasant in its musical approximation of
low-key anxiousness.

“I Don’t Want To Lose You” is, according to rumor, one of the four songs
Ono gave to The Threetles for them to consider overdubbing. They report-
edly worked on it but then abandoned it. Since George Harrison’s death in
2001, there have been recurring rumors that McCartney and Starr would
complete it, and that if Harrison’s input were judged sufficient, it would be
considered a Beatles product.

The strikingly melancholic song, played on piano, opens with Lennon’s
emotionally drained voice intoning, “I know it’s true, it’s all because of you.”
The lyrics continue the thought that the singer is at the mercy of love and
would be destroyed without it. The lyrics of the chorus do not seem com-
pletely finished, but the song has a rich melody with changes in tone and
texture that mark it as potentially one of Lennon’s more sophisticated har-
monic efforts. If the surviving Beatles did indeed work on this track, it is
unfortunate that they abandoned their attempt to complete it.

WORKING CLASS HERO: THE DEFINITIVE LENNON

Working Class Hero is yet another retrospective collection including Len-
non’s post-Beatles career output—the sixth to be exact, discounting the Jobn
Lennon Anthology and Wonsaponatime because of their singular nature. This
issue is a two-CD set and was released in 2005 to celebrate what would have
been Lennon’s 65th birthday or to commemorate the quarter century mark
of his slaying.

The “definitive” part of the subtitle is certainly debatable because the bulk
of the collection consists of Lennon’s pop hits and love ballads. As expected,
none of the collaborative work with Ono or others in which Lennon was not
the primary focus is included, nor is any of his avant-garde work from the
three experimental albums.

As on Lennon, personal preference determines what might be included
once the canon has been covered, yet there are some questionable choices.
Among the more idiosyncratic inclusions are the only live cut being “Come
Together” from Live in New York City and the version of “I’m Losing You”
backed by members of Cheap Trick from the Jobn Lennon Anthology instead
of the official Double Fantasy release. Thankfully, all of the singles (with the
understandable exception of “Every Man Has a Woman Who Loves Him”)
are here, but not the rare “Move over Ms. L” B-side. Only “New York City”
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and “Woman Is the Nigger of the World” make it from Sometime in New
York City, but one of Lennon’s demos of “Real Love” did make the cut.
Fortunately, significant but less commercially oriented tracks, such as “God”
and “Give Me Some Truth,” help the collection to come closer to living up
to its full title.

THE U.S. vs. JoHN LENNON

Fall 2006 saw another Lennon compilation CD, this one the soundtrack
album for a documentary that had limited theatrical release. The U.S. vs. John
Lennon focused on Lennon’s immigration troubles, and the collection of
songs makes sense in the context of the film but not as a coherent album
collection on their own. A few of the numbers have Lennon’s or Ono’s voice
layered on from interviews, inadvertently creating alternate versions of the
songs when heard out of the film’s context.

Two previously unreleased recordings are included. The first is a live version
of “Attica State” from the 1971 Ann Arbor appearance in support of John
Sinclair. Lennon introduces the song and set with a joke about his musical
beginnings, “Ok, we’re playing acoustic tonight, eh, you might call us The
Quarry Men!” and then nervously adding “I haven’t done this for years!”
The performance is spirited but rough and more than a little erratic, teetering
on the edge of losing time, though Lennon aggressively pushes it through
with his forceful vocals. While ultimately a welcome release due to the pau-
city of Lennon’s post-Beatles live appearances, the recording is of marginal
interest to most. The other “new” release is a mix of “How Do You Sleep?”
with Lennon’s vocals removed. The change puts Harrison’s stellar slide gui-
tar work into sharper relief, but the ultimate result leaves large sections of the
song sounding aimlessly repetitive. While McCartney fans may welcome this
version, it creates a fear that similar karaoke-styled material might be created
and issued in the future.

“CAMBRIDGE 1969”

Remixes of Ono’s work had proven popular as electronica and dance-chart
efforts. In 2007 the album Yes, ’m a Witch was released. Ono’s vocals from
previous recordings (both released and alternate unreleased takes) were taken
by various artists and remixed into new versions of her songs. Lennon’s con-
tributions to those recordings were apparently not kept, with one obvious
exception.

The Flaming Lips had done a version of “Nobody Told Me” for the char-
ity album of Lennon covers Working Class Hero in 1995. Here, the band
tackles the live recording of Ono’s “Cambridge 1969,” and a bit of Lennon’s
feedback guitar work is retained, possibly due to the technical aspects of the
original live recording.
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Both Ono’s vocals and Lennon’s guitar sounds waver in and out of
prominence and are eventually subsumed to the sonic mesh the group pro-
vides. The raw vibrancy of the original and the interplay between Ono and
Lennon are buried in a musical collage that surprisingly sounds much like
the instrumental passages from George Harrison’s Beatles track “It’s All Too

Much.”
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Lennon’s violent murder casts a backward shadow over his entire life, career,
and creative output. Sometimes, it is hard to hear the fun or get through the
retroactive irony that his work has been layered with by the event. Both he and
his music deserve much better, of course. In addition, three or more decades
of his potential creative output, artistic growth, and shared commentary is
an unfathomable loss. In the years since his killing, there have been myriad
portraits of Lennon produced by those who knew him, as well as numerous
analyses of his life and work from various outsider perspectives. Many of those
documents and studies have their strengths, yet what remains the most intrigu-
ing and ultimately significant effort are the self-portraits Lennon left in his
songs. In holding the mirror up to himself and detailing what he saw for the
public, Lennon went beyond himself, both inwardly and outwardly. That was
the gift given to him as an artist, and that is the gift he gave to the public.

If Lennon had only produced what his output was as a Beatle, he would
still be considered one of the major figures in all of popular music. In fact, if
all Lennon had ever done were to produce popular music, he would still be
considered a major figure of significance. But Lennon did much more than
just create music, and he did much more than solely create music as a Beatle.
As horribly curtailed as his life was, and even with almost half a decade of his
career not professionally active, he still created a body of work that promises
to be of continuing interest and importance.

Tributes to Lennon have commonly referred to him as the “spokesperson
of his generation,” and, while that is certainly meant as high praise, it is
far too limiting. Lennon was able to transform the intensely personal into
the deeply universal (as well as the reverse), often with humor and pointed
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insight. His songs spoke to, for, and about, the human condition. They con-
tinue to resonate with significance and meaning for new audiences in each
succeeding generation.

At their core, Lennon’s songs are simultaneously humanistic and
transcendent. As such, they, and he, will undoubtedly continue to be relevant
as long as humans are concerned with themselves, each other, and their place
in the world.

EPILOGUE

I was working a third-shift job at a convenience store and going to gradu-
ate school. I had eagerly set an alarm so I could wake up and hear the debut
broadcast of the new John Lennon single “(Just Like) Starting Over.” A few
days later, it was on a jukebox at a local Pizza Hut and I heard it again, and
got to play Yoko’s flip side “Kiss Kiss Kiss.” Patrons were not amused, but
I relished their annoyance. John and Yoko were back, and shaking up the
complacent once again. I played both sides of the single every chance I had.

The album Double Fantasy came out a few weeks later and a friend and I
rushed out to buy it. I liked it more than he did. He thought Lennon’s work
wasn’t tough enough. We joked that if something bad happened to Yoko, the
anguish might spur John to write gutsier songs.

I’d had a minor car accident, and my car radio didn’t work. Usually I lis-
tened to the radio as I got ready for work, but on December 8, 1980, I over-
slept and was so rushed that I didn’t have time to turn on the radio. When I
got to my job, I was surprised to see my friend waiting for me. He said he was
there since he knew how upset I’d be about the news. What news? Hadn’t I
heard on the radio that John Lennon had been shot? I thought it was a sort
of practical joke, because he sometimes had a grim sense of humor and we
sometimes imagined elaborate practical jokes we might play on friends. In
view of our comments about Yoko, it seemed plausible to me that he might
be pulling a joke on me. I even thought a coworker and customers in the
convenience store were in on the gag until my exasperated coworker had me
go out to his car and listen to the radio. I spun the dial, and station after sta-
tion was playing Beatles and Lennon recordings.

I went back inside and asked my friend if the news had said how badly hurt
Lennon was; and where was Yoko, was she hurt, too? He seemed startled. “I
told you he’s dead!” “No,” I said, “you just said he’d been shot, you never
said he was dead.” “Well he is, he’s dead” was his blunt reply, as my coworker
nodded in assent. My friend later said it felt like he was saying Mickey Mouse
had been killed. We all knew Lennon was a real person, but he was such an
iconic figure that it was easy to lose sight of that fact—somewhat ironic in
view of Lennon’s uncanny ability to make his art so directly personal and
simultaneously so popular. Or perhaps that’s exactly why he seemed so real
as to become unreal to us.
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I called my girlfriend as soon as I thought she’d be home from her second-
shift job. She picked up the phone, and, without saying hello, said, “Well,
they finally got him.” Another friend came to the store and stayed for five
hours. In the morning I called my dad, a decorated Army Ranger Sharp-
shooter and had him explain just what was meant by the newspaper accounts
that said Lennon’s murderer had taken a “military crouch” to shoot at him.

A few days later I was going with my mom to some appointment, and The
Beatles’ Ed Sullivan performance of “This Boy” came on the car radio. I
flashed back to when she had explained “Strawberry Fields Forever” to me in
a similar car ride over 13 years earlier. As Lennon’s vocals reached their peak,
I burst out sobbing and told her it hurt too much to hear him scream with
such anguish and emotion.

But it was my emotions I heard in his voice.

Just like I always had.

—Ben Urish

I was sitting at the kitchen table having breakfast with my mom before I
went to work. The local New Brunswick station was on the radio. During the
eight-o’clock news, the announcer spoke of the shooting at the Dakota the
night before. John Lennon was dead. A Beatle was gone. My mother gasped.
I had not heard the news the night before. Monday Night Football must have
been turned off early in the house.

Stunned, I drove to work. I turned the radio dial to Dan Ingram, now the
morning show host on WABC (the W-A-Beatle-C of 1964). WABC was the
only Top-40 AM station left in New York. And I still did not have an FM radio
in my 1972 Dodge Dart. Ingram was in a somber mood. He played a special
set dedicated to John, including Neil Sedaka’s “The Immigrant,” a song about
Lennon’s problems with U.S. immigration in the 1970s. ABC was the right sta-
tion to be listening to. No flashy jingles. Just a quiet, downplayed memorial.

That night my sister Joyce and I had tickets to see Bruce Springsteen at the
Spectrum in Philadelphia. We would meet my sister Judy at the show. I was
emotionally numb as I drove down the New Jersey Turnpike. We listened to
the radio. An announcer read a police report in grisly detail explaining what had
happened to John.

John had turned 40 only two months earlier. A friend at work had been
driving along the Palisades and had seen Yoko’s sky-written birthday greet-
ing to John. I didn’t pay close attention to John’s doings in New York as an
ex-Beatle, but I knew he was around.

When we arrived at the Spectrum, there were banners unfurled. Not for
Bruce, though. They were tributes to John. Hand-printed proclamations
on bed sheets. When Bruce came out, the first thing he did was talk. He
said some things are hard to accept, but we have to live with them and go
on from there. He said that “Twist and Shout,” John’s closing vocal on the
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Beatles’ first album 18 years earlier, was the first song he learned. And he said
it it wasn’t for John Lennon, we would all be someplace different that night.
The band closed the show with “Twist and Shout” as its tribute. I read an
account afterward that said Bruce broke into tears. From where I was sitting,
I couldn’t tell.

On the Sunday afternoon after John’s murder, almost six days on, there
was a memorial at Central Park, the park adjacent to the building where he
and Yoko had made their home with their five-year-old Sean. Yoko asked for
10 minutes of silence in the afternoon. At least one of the New York televi-
sion stations carried the memorial live.

My dad and I watched it. Throughout the past week, he kept telling me
not to be upset about all this. Have to keep on going. For whatever reason,
he was watching, too.

I remember the silence, the cameras panning across the crowd that had
gathered at the band shell, the only sounds those of the chirping birds.

The guy who had brought with his Liverpool mates such a wonderful
sound to our television screens less than two decades earlier was now being
remembered with silence on TV.

All video, no audio.

Nothing but silence.

Silence.

—XKen Bielen
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ALBUMS

Unfinished Music No. I—Two Virgins. Yoko Ono, John Lennon vocals and
speech, sound effects. “Two Virgins Section 1” (Yoko Ono, Lennon);
“Together” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Two Virgins Section 2” (Yoko Ono,
Lennon); “Two Virgins Section 3” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Two Virgins
Section 4” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Two Virgins Section 5” (Yoko Ono,
Lennon); “Two Virgins Section 6” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Hushabye
Hushabye” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Two Virgins Section 7” (Yoko Ono,
Lennon); “Two Virgins Section 8” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Two Vir-
gins Section 9” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Two Virgins Section 10” (Yoko
Ono, Lennon). 3313 rpm phonodisc. Apple T-5001 (distributed by
Tetragammaton Records), 1968. Reissued on compact disc in 1997 as
Rykodisc 10411 with bonus track “Remember Love” (Yoko Ono).

Unfinished Music No. 2—Life with the Lions. Yoko Ono, John Lennon vocals and
speech, sound effects. “Cambridge 1969” (“Song for John”; “Cambridge
1969”; “Let’s Go on Flying”; “Snow Is Falling All the Time”; “Mummy’s
Only Looking for Her Hand in the Snow”) (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “No Bed
for Beatle John” (Yoko Ono); “Baby’s Heartbeat” (Yoko Ono, Lennon);
“Two Minutes Silence” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Radio Play” (Yoko Ono,
Lennon). 33%-rpm phonodisc. Zapple ST-3357, 1969. Reissued on com-
pact disc in 1997 as Rykodisc 10412 with two bonus tracks: “Song for
John” (Yoko Ono) and “Mulberry” (Yoko Ono).

Wedding Album. Yoko Ono, John Lennon vocals and speech, sound effects.
“John and Yoko” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Amsterdam” (Yoko Ono,
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Lennon). 33%-rpm phonodisc. Zapple SMAX-3361, 1969. Reissued on
compact disc in 1997 as Rykodisc 10413 with three bonus tracks: “Who
Has Seen the Wind?” (Yoko Ono), “Listen, the Snow Is Falling” (Yoko
Ono), and “Don’t Worry Kyoko (Mummy’s Only Looking for Her Hand
in the Snow)” (Yoko Ono, Lennon).

Plastic Ono Band—Live Peace in Toronto 1969. John Lennon vocals, guitar,
piano; Yoko Ono vocals, Eric Clapton guitar, Klaus Voorman bass gui-
tar, Alan White drums. “Blue Suede Shoes” (Carl Perkins); “Money
(That’s What I Want)” (Janie Bradford, Berry Gordy); “Dizzy Miss
Lizzy” (Larry Williams); “Yer Blues” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Cold
Turkey” (Lennon); “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul McCartney);
“Don’t Worry Kyoko (Mummy’s Only Looking for Her Hand in the
Snow)” (Yoko Ono); “John John (Let’s Hope for Peace)” (Yoko Ono).
33Y-rpm phonodisc. Apple 076-90877, 1969. Reissued in 1995 on
compact disc as Capitol 7904282.

John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various
assisting instrumentalists and vocalists. “Mother” (Lennon); “Hold On”
(Lennon); “I Found Out” (Lennon); “Working Class Hero” (Lennon);
“Isolation” (Lennon); “Remember” (Lennon); “Love” (Lennon);
“Well Well Well” (Lennon); “Look at Me” (Lennon); “God” (Len-
non); “My Mummy’s Dead” (Lennon). 33%-rpm phonodisc. Apple
SW-3372, 1970. Reissued on compact disc in 2000 as Capitol CDP-
724352874026. Includes the additional track “Do the Oz” (Lennon,
Yoko Ono).

Imagine. John Lennon/Plastic Ono Band. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano;
various assisting instrumentalists and vocalists. “Imagine” (Lennon);
“Crippled Inside” (Lennon); “Jealous Guy” (Lennon); “It’s So Hard”
(Lennon); “I Don’t Wanna Be a Soldier” (Lennon); “Give Me Some
Truth” (Lennon); “Oh My Love” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “How Do You
Sleep?” (Lennon); “How?” (Lennon); “Oh Yoko!” (Lennon). 33%-rpm
phonodisc. Apple SW-3379, 1971. Reissued on compact disc as Capitol
724352485826.

Some Time in New York City. John Lennon Yoko Ono/Plastic Ono Band
with Elephant’s Memory and Invisible Strings. John Lennon vocals,
guitar, piano; various assisting instrumentalists and vocalists. The last
four tracks are recorded with Frank Zappa and the Mothers of Inven-
tion. “Woman Is Nigger of the World” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Sisters,
O Sisters” (Yoko Ono); “Attica State” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Born in
a Prison” (Yoko Ono); “New York City” (Lennon); “Sunday Bloody
Sunday” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “The Luck of the Irish” (Lennon,
Yoko Ono); “John Sinclair” (Lennon); “Angela” (Lennon, Yoko Ono);
“We’re All Water” (Yoko Ono); “Cold Turkey” (Lennon); “Don’t
Worry Kyoko” (Yoko Ono); “Well (Baby Please Don’t Go)” (Walter
Ward); “Jamrag” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Scumbag” (Lennon, Yoko
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Ono, Frank Zappa); “Au” (Lennon, Yoko Ono). 33%-rpm phonodisc.
Apple SVBB-3392, 1972. A reissue on compact disc (Capitol CDP
094634097628) in 2005 replaces the last three live Zappa numbers
with the “Happy Xmas (War Is Over)”/”Listen the Snow Is Falling”
studio single.

Mind Games. John Lennon/Plastic U.F. Ono Band. John Lennon vocals,
guitar, piano; various assisting instrumentalists and vocalists. “Mind
Games” (Lennon); “Tight A$” (Lennon); “Aisumasen (I’'m Sorry)”
(Lennon); “One Day (At a Time)” (Lennon); “Bring on the Lucie
(Freda Peeple)” (Lennon); “Nutopian International Anthem” (Len-
non); “Intuition” (Lennon); “Out the Blue” (Lennon); “Only People”
(Lennon); “I Know (I Know)” (Lennon) “You Are Here” (Lennon);
“Meat City” (Lennon). 33%-rpm phonodisc. Apple SW-3414, 1973.
Reissued on compact disc as Capitol 724354242526.

Walls and Bridges. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; with the Plastic Ono
Nuclear Band, Little Big Horns, and the Philharmanic Orchestrange;
various assisting instrumentalists and vocalists. “Going Down on Love”
(Lennon); “Whatever Gets You through the Night” (Lennon); “Old
Dirt Road” (Lennon, Harry Nilsson); “What You Got” (Lennon);
“Bless You” (Lennon); “Scared” (Lennon); “#9 Dream” (Lennon);
“Surprise Surprise (Sweet Bird of Paradox)” (Lennon); “Steel and Glass”
(Lennon); “Beef Jerky” (Lennon); “Nobody Loves You (When You’re
Down and Out)” (Lennon); “Ya Ya” (Morgan Robinson, Lee Dorsey,
Clarence Lewis). 33%-rpm phonodisc. Apple SW-3416, 1974. A 2004
reissue on compact disc (Capitol 094634097123) adds the live perfor-
mance of “Whatever Gets You through the Night” with Elton John, an
alternate take of “Nobody Loves You When You’re Down and Out,”
and a brief in-house promotional interview for the album with Lennon.

Rock >N’ Roll. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting instru-
mentalists and vocalists. “Be-Bop-A-Lula” (Tex Davis, Gene Vincent);
“Stand by Me” (Ben E. King, Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller); Medley: “Ready
Teddy” (Ots Blackwell, John Marascalco), “Rip It Up” (Otis Blackwell,
John Marascalco); “You Can’t Catch Me” (Chuck Berry); “Ain’t That a
Shame” (Antoine “Fats” Domino, Dave Bartholomew); “Do You Want
To Dance” (Bobby Freeman); “Sweet Little Sixteen” (Chuck Berry);
“Slippin’ and Slidin’” (Richard Penniman, Edwin J. Bocage, Albert Col-
lins, James Smith); “Peggy Sue” (Buddy Holly, Jerry Allison, Norman
Petty); Medley: “Bring It on Home to Me” (Sam Cooke), “Send Me
Some Lovin’” (John Marascalco, Lloyd Price); “Bony Moronie” (Larry
Williams); “Ya Ya” (Morgan Robinson, Lee Dorsey, Clarence Lewis); “Just
Because” (Lloyd Price). 33%-rpm phonodisc. Apple SK-3419, 1975. A
2004 reissue on compact disc (Capitol 724387432925) added “Angel
Baby,” “To Know Her Is To Love Her,” “Since My Baby Left Me,” and
a reprise of “Just Because.”



128 Discography

Shaved Fish. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting instrumen-
talists and vocalists. Medley: “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul
McCartney), “Cold Turkey” (Lennon); “Instant Karma!” (Lennon);
“Power to the People” (Lennon); “Mother” (Lennon); “Woman Is
the Nigger of the World” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Imagine” (Lennon);
“Whatever Gets You through the Night” (Lennon); “Mind Games”
(Lennon); “#9 Dream” (Lennon); Medley: “Happy Xmas (War Is
Over)” (Yoko Ono, Lennon), “Give Peace a Chance” (reprise) (Len-
non, Paul McCartney). 33%-rpm phonodisc. Capitol SW-3421, 1975.
Reissued on compact disc as Capitol 077774664226. Consists of previ-
ously released material.

Double Fantasy: A Heart Play. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; Yoko Ono
vocals; various assisting instrumentalists and vocalists. “(Just Like) Start-
ing Over” (Lennon); “Kiss Kiss Kiss” (Yoko Ono); “Cleanup Time”
(Lennon); “Give Me Something” (Yoko Ono); “I’m Losing You”
(Lennon); “I’'m Moving On” (Yoko Ono); “Beautiful Boy (Darling
Boy)” (Lennon); “Watching the Wheels” (Lennon); “Yes, I’'m Your
Angel” (Yoko Ono); “Woman” (Lennon); “Beautiful Boys” (Yoko
Ono); “Dear Yoko” (Lennon); “Every Man Has a Woman Who Loves
Him” (Yoko Ono); “Hard Times Are Over” (Yoko Ono). 33%;-rpm pho-
nodisc. Geffen GHS-2001, 1980. A reissue on compact disc (Capitol
724352873920) added a Lennon home demo titled “Help Me To Help
Myself,” Ono’s “Walking on Thin Ice,” and the “Central Park Stroll”
dialogue Ono had used as the introduction to her composition “It Hap-
pened,” the original flip side of “Walking on Thin Ice.”

The Jobn Lennon Collection. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assist-
ing instrumentalists and vocalists. “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon,
Paul McCartney); “Instant Karma!” (Lennon); “Power to the People”
(Lennon); “Whatever Gets You through the Night” (Lennon); “#9
Dream” (Lennon); “Mind Games” (Lennon); “Love” (Lennon); “Happy
Xmas (War Is Over)” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Imagine” (Lennon); “Jeal-
ous Guy” (Lennon); “Stand by Me” (Ben E. King, Jerry Leiber, Mike
Stoller); “(Just Like) Starting Over” (Lennon); “Woman” (Lennon); “I’'m
Losing You” (Lennon); “Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy)” (Lennon); “Watch-
ing the Wheels” (Lennon); “Dear Yoko” (Lennon); “Move over Ms. L”
(Lennon); “Cold Turkey” (Lennon). 33%-rpm phonodisc. Geffen GHSP-
2023, 1982. Reissued on compact disc as Capitol C2-91516. Consists of
previously released material.

Milk and Honey: A Heart Play. John Lennon vocals, guitar; piano; Yoko Ono
vocals, piano; various assisting instrumentalists and vocalists. “I’m Step-
ping Out” (Lennon); “Sleepless Night” (Yoko Ono); “I Don’t Wanna
Face It” (Lennon); “Don’t Be Scared” (Yoko Ono); “Nobody Told Me”
(Lennon); “O’Sanity” (Yoko Ono); “Borrowed Time” (Lennon); “Your
Hands” (Yoko Ono); “(Forgive Me) My Little Flower Princess” (Lennon);
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Live

“Let Me Count the Ways” (Yoko Ono); “Grow Old with Me” (Lennon);
“You’re the One” (Yoko Ono). 33%-rpm phonodisc Polydor 817-160-1;
compact disc Polydor 817-160-2, 1984. A reissue on compact disc in
2001 (Capitol CDP 7243535959 20) added Lennon’s lead vocal version
of “Every Man Has A Woman Who Loves Him,” demo versions of “Step-
ping Out” and “I’m Moving On,” plus part of a 12-8-80 radio interview.
in New York City. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting
instrumentalists and vocalists. “New York City” (Lennon); “It’s So Hard”
(Lennon); “Woman Is the Nigger of the World” (Lennon, Yoko Ono);
“Well, Well, Well” (Lennon); “Instant Karma! (We All Shine On)” (Lennon);
“Mother” (Lennon); “Come Together” (Lennon, Paul McCartney);
“Imagine” (Lennon); “Cold Turkey” (Lennon); “Hound Dog” (Jerry
Leiber, Mike Stoller); “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul McCartney).
33%-rpm phonodisc. Parlophone PCS 7301, 1986. Recorded in 1972.
Reissued on compact disc as Capitol 077774619622. These performances
are also included on Sony videocassette RO-172 with the following addi-
tional songs: “Power to the People” (Lennon); “Sisters, O Sisters” (Yoko
Ono); and “Born in a Prison” (Yoko Ono).

Menlove Ave. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting instrumental-

ists and vocalists. “Here We Go Again” (Lennon, Phil Spector); “Rock and
Roll People” (Lennon); “Angel Baby” (Rose Hamlin); “Since My Baby
Left Me” (Arthur Crudup); “To Know Her Is To Love Her” (Phil Spec-
tor); “Steel and Glass” (Lennon); “Scared” (Lennon); “Old Dirt Road”
(Lennon, Harry Nilsson); “Nobody Loves You” (Lennon); “Bless You”
(Lennon). 33%-rpm phonodisc. Parlophone PCS 7308, 1986. Reissued
on compact disc as Capitol 077774657624. Outtakes and alternate ver-
sions from the Walls and Bridges and Rock N’ Rol] recording sessions.

Imaygine: Jobm Lennon. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting

instrumentalists and vocalists. “Real Love” (Lennon); “Twist and Shout”
(P. Medley, B. Russell); “Help!” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “In My Life”
(Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Strawberry Fields Forever” (Lennon, Paul
McCartney); “A Day in the Life” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Revolu-
tion” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Ballad of John and Yoko” (Lennon,
Paul McCartney); “Julia” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Don’t Let Me
Down” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul
McCartney); “How?” (Lennon); “Imagine” (rehearsal) (Lennon); “God”
(Lennon); “Mother” (live) (Lennon); “Stand by Me” (Ben E. King, Jerry
Leiber, Mike Stoller); “Jealous Guy” (Lennon); “Woman” (Lennon);
“Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy)” (Lennon); “(Just Like) Starting Over”
(Lennon); “Imagine” (Lennon). Compact disc. Capitol 077779080328,
1988. Soundtrack to documentary about Lennon. Primarily consists of
previously released material.

Lennon. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting instrumental-

ists and vocalists. “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul McCartney);
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“Blue Suede Shoes” (Carl Perkins); “Money” (Janie Bradford, Berry
Gordy); “Dizzy Miss Lizzy” (Larry Williams); “Yer Blues” (Len-
non, Paul McCartney); “Cold Turkey” (Lennon); “Instant Karma!”
(Lennon); “Hold On” (Lennon); “I Found Out” (Lennon); “Working
Class Hero” (Lennon); “Isolation” (Lennon); “Remember” (Lennon);
“Love” (Lennon); “Well Well Well” (Lennon); “Look at Me” (Len-
non); “God” (Lennon); “My Mummy’s Dead” (Lennon); “Power to
the People” (Lennon); “Well (Baby Please Don’t Go)” (Walter Ward);
“Imagine” (Lennon); “Crippled Inside” (Lennon); “Jealous Guy”
(Lennon); “It’s So Hard” (Lennon); “Give Me Some Truth” (Lennon);
“Oh My Love” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “How Do You Sleep?” (Len-
non); “How?” (Lennon); “Oh Yoko!” (Lennon); “Happy Xmas (War
Is Over)” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Woman Is the Nigger of the World”
(Lennon, Yoko Ono); “New York City” (Lennon); “John Sinclair” (Len-
non); “Come Together” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Hound Dog”
(Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller); “Mind Games” (Lennon); “Aisumasen
(I’m Sorry)” (Lennon); “One Day (At a Time)” (Lennon); “Intuition”
(Lennon); “Out the Blue” (Lennon); “Whatever Gets You through the
Night” (Lennon); “Going Down on Love” (Lennon); “Old Dirt Road”
(Lennon, Harry Nilsson); “Bless You” (Lennon); “Scared” (Lennon);
“#9 Dream” (Lennon); “Surprise Surprise (Sweet Bird of Paradox)”
(Lennon); “Steel and Glass” (Lennon); “Nobody Loves You (When
You’re Down and Out)” (Lennon); “Stand by Me” (Ben E. King, Jerry
Leiber, Mike Stoller); “Ain’t That a Shame” (Antoine “Fats” Domino,
Dave Bartholomew); “Do You Want To Dance” (Bobby Freeman);
“Sweet Little Sixteen” (Chuck Berry); “Slippin’ and Slidin’” (Richard
Penniman, Edwin J. Bocage, Albert Collins, James Smith); “Angel Baby”
(Rose Hamlin); “Just Because” (Lloyd Price); “Whatever Gets You
through the Night” (live version) (Lennon); “Lucy in the Sky with Dia-
monds” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “I Saw Her Standing There” (Len-
non, Paul McCartney); “(Just Like) Starting Over” (Lennon); “Cleanup
Time” (Lennon); “I’m Losing You” (Lennon); “Beautiful Boy (Darling
Boy)” (Lennon); “Watching the Wheels” (Lennon); “Woman” (Len-
non); “Dear Yoko” (Lennon); “I’m Stepping Out” (Lennon); “I Don’t
Wanna Face It” (Lennon); “Nobody Told Me” (Lennon); “Borrowed
Time” (Lennon); “(Forgive Me) My Little Flower Princess” (Lennon);
Every Man Has a Woman Who Loves Him” (Yoko Ono); “Grow Old
with Me” (Lennon). Four compact discs. Capitol C2-95220, 1990.
Contains previously released material.

Lennon Legend. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting

12

instrumentalists and vocalists. “Imagine” (Lennon); “Instant Karma
(Lennon); “Mother” (single edit) (Lennon); “Jealous Guy” (Lennon);
“Power to the People” (Lennon); “Cold Turkey” (Lennon); “Love”
(Lennon); “Mind Games” (Lennon); “Whatever Gets You through
the Night” (Lennon); “#9 Dream” (Lennon); “Stand by Me” (Ben E.
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King, Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller); “(Just Like) Starting Over” (Lennon);
“Woman” (Lennon); “Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy)” (Lennon); “Watch-
ing the Wheels” (Lennon); “Nobody Told Me” (Lennon); “Borrowed
Time” (Lennon); “Working Class Hero” (Lennon); “Happy Xmas (War
Is Over)” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul
McCartney). Compact disc. Capitol 724382195429, 1997. Consists of
previously released material.

John Lennon Anthology. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting
instrumentalists and vocalists. “Working Class Hero” (Lennon); “God”
(Lennon); “I Found Out” (Lennon); “Hold On” (Lennon); “Isolation”
(Lennon); “Love” (Lennon); “Mother” (Lennon); “Remember”
(Lennon); “Imagine” (Lennon); “Fortunately” (Lennon); “Baby Please
Don’t Go” (Walter Ward); “Oh My Love” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Jeal-
ous Guy” (Lennon); “Maggie Mae” (traditional); “How Do You Sleep?”
(Lennon); “God Save Oz” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Do the Oz” (Lennon,
Yoko Ono); “I Don’t Want To Be a Soldier” (Lennon); “Give Peace a
Chance” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Look at Me” (Lennon); “Long
Lost John” (Lennon); “New York City” (Lennon); “Attica State” (live)
(Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Imagine” (live) (Lennon); “Bring on the Lucie
(Freda Peeple)” (Lennon); “Woman Is the Nigger of the World” (Lennon,
Yoko Ono); “Geraldo Rivera—One to One Concert”; “Woman Is the
Nigger of the World” (live) (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “It’s So Hard” (live)
(Lennon); “Come Together” (live) (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Happy
Xmas (War Is Over)” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Luck of the Irish” (live)
(Lennon, Yoko Ono); “John Sinclair” (live) (Lennon); “The David Frost
Show”; “Mind Games” (I Promise) (Lennon); “Mind Games” (Make
Love, Not War) (Lennon); “One Day (At a Time)” (Lennon); “I Know”
(Lennon); “I’m the Greatest” (Lennon); “Goodnight Vienna” (Len-
non); “Jerry Lewis Telethon”; “A Kiss Is Just a Kiss (As Time Goes By)”
(Herman Hupfield); “Real Love” (Lennon); “You Are Here” (Lennon);
“What You Got” (Lennon); “Nobody Loves You (When You’re Down
and Out)” (Lennon); “Whatever Gets You through the Night” (home)
(Lennon); “Whatever Gets You through the Night” (studio) (Lennon);
“Yesterday” (parody) (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Be-Bop-A-Lula”
(Tex Davis, Gene Vincent); Medley: “Rip It Up” (Otis Blackwell, John
Marascalco); “Ready Teddy” (Otis Blackwell, John Marascalco); “Scared”
(Lennon); “Steel and Glass” (Lennon); “Surprise Surprise (Sweet Bird of
Paradox)” (Lennon); “Bless You” (Lennon); “Going Down on Love”
(Lennon); “Move over Ms. L.” (Lennon); “Ain’t She Sweet” (Jack Yel-
len, Milton Ager);“Slippin’ and Slidin’” (Richard Penniman, Edwin J.
Bocage, Albert Collins, James Smith); “Peggy Sue” (Buddy Holly, Jerry
Allison, Norman Petty); Medley: “Bring It on Home to Me” (Sam
Cooke)/“Send Me Some Lovin’” (John Marascalco, Lloyd Price); “Phil
and John 1” (Lennon, Phil Spector); “Phil and John 2” (Lennon, Phil
Spector); “Phil and John 3” (Lennon, Phil Spector); “When in Doubt,
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Fuck It” (Lennon); “Be My Baby” (Jeff Barry, Ellie Greenwich, Phil Spec-
tor); “Stranger’s Room” (Lennon); “Old Dirt Road” (Lennon, Harry
Nilsson); “I’m Losing You” (Lennon); “Sean’s ‘Little Help’”(Lennon,
Paul McCartney); “Serve Yourself” (Lennon); “My Life” (Lennon);
“Nobody Told Me” (Lennon); “Life Begins at 40” (Lennon); “I Don’t
Wanna Face It” (Lennon); “Woman” (Lennon); “Dear Yoko” (Len-
non); “Watching the Wheels” (Lennon); “I’m Stepping Out” (Lennon);
“Borrowed Time” (Lennon); “The Rishi Kesh Song” (Lennon); “Sean’s
‘Loud”” (Lennon); “Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy)” (Lennon); “Mr.
Hyde’s Gone (Don’t Be Afraid)” (Lennon); “Only You” (Ande Rand,
Buck Ram); “Grow Old with Me” (Lennon); “Dear John” (Lennon);
“The Great Wok” (Lennon); “Mucho Mungo” (Lennon); “Satire 17
(Lennon); “Satire 2” (Lennon); “Satire 3” (Lennon); “Sean’s ‘In the
Sky’” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “It’s Real” (Lennon). Four compact
discs: Disc 1, “Ascot.” Disc 2, “New York City.” Disc 3, “The Lost
Weekend.” Disc 4, “Dakota.” Capitol 30614, 1998. Contains previously
unissued material.

Wonsaponatime. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting instrumen-
talists and vocalists. “I’m Losing You” (Lennon); “Working Class Hero”
(Lennon); “God” (Lennon); “How Do You Sleep?” (Lennon); “Imag-
ine” (take 1) (Lennon); “Baby Please Don’t Go” (Walter Ward); “Oh
My Love” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “God Save Oz” (Lennon, Yoko Ono);
“I Found Out” (Lennon); “Woman Is the Nigger of the World” (live)
(Lennon, Yoko Ono); “A Kiss Is Just a Kiss (As Time Goes By)” (Herman
Hupfield); “Be-Bop-A-Lula” (Tex Davis, Gene Vincent); Medley: “Rip It
Up” (Otis Blackwell, John Marascalco), “Ready Teddy” (Otis Blackwell,
John Marascalco); “What You Got” (Lennon); “Nobody Loves You (When
You’re Down and Out)” (Lennon); “I Don’t Wanna Face It” (Lennon);
“Real Love” (Lennon); “Only You” (Ande Rand, Buck Ram); “Grow Old
with Me” (Lennon); “Sean’s ‘In the Sky’” (Lennon, Paul McCartney);
“Serve Yourself” (Lennon). Compact disc. Capitol 976391, 1998. Selec-
tions from John Lennon Anthology. Title is taken from a phrase invented by
Lennon and included in his book Skywriting by Word of Mouth.

Acoustic. John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various assisting instrumental-
ists and vocalists. “Working Class Hero” (Lennon); “Love” (Lennon);
“Well Well Well” (Lennon); “Look at Me” (Lennon); “God” (Lennon);
“My Mummy’s Dead” (Lennon); “Cold Turkey” (Lennon); “The Luck
of the Irish” (live) (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “John Sinclair” (live) (Lennon);
“Woman Is the Nigger of the World” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); What You
Got” (Lennon); “Watching the Wheels” (Lennon); “Dear Yoko” (Len-
non); “Real Love” (Lennon); “Imagine” (live) (Lennon); “It’s Real”
(Lennon). Compact disc. Capitol 724387442825, 2004. Contains previ-
ously unissued versions of Lennon’s songs.

Working Class Hero: The Definitive Lennon. John Lennon vocals, guitar,
piano; various assisting instrumentalists and vocalists. “(Just Like)
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Starting Over” (Lennon); “Imagine” (Lennon); “Watching the
Wheels” (Lennon); “Jealous Guy” (Lennon); “Instant Karma! (We
All Shine On)” (Lennon); “Stand by Me” (Ben E. King, Jerry Leiber,
Mike Stoller); “Working Class Hero” (Lennon); “Power to the Peo-
ple” (Lennon); “Oh My Love” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Oh Yoko!”
(Lennon); “Nobody Loves You (When You’re Down and Out)”
(Lennon); “Nobody Told Me” (Lennon); “Bless You” (Lennon);
“Come Together” (live) (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “New York City”
(Lennon); “I’'m Stepping Out” (Lennon); “You Are Here” (Lennon);
“Borrowed Time” (Lennon); “Happy Xmas (War Is Over)” (Yoko Ono,
Lennon); “Woman” (Lennon); “Mind Games” (Lennon); “Out the
Blue” (Lennon); “Whatever Gets You through the Night” (Lennon);
“Love” (Lennon); “Mother” (Lennon); “Beautiful Boy (Darling Boy)”
(Lennon); “Woman Is the Nigger of the World” (Lennon, Yoko Ono);
“God” (Lennon); “Scared” (Lennon); “#9 Dream” (Lennon); “I’m
Losing You” (Amnthology version) (Lennon); “Isolation” (Lennon);
“Cold Turkey” (Lennon); “Intuition” (Lennon); “Gimme Some Truth”
(Lennon); “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Real
Love” (Anthology version) (Lennon); “Grow Old with Me” (Anthology
version) (Lennon). Two compact discs. Capitol 094634039123, 2005.
Consists of previously released material.

The U.S. vs. John Lennon (Soundtrack). John Lennon vocals, guitar, piano; various
assisting instrumentalists and vocalists. “Power to the People” (Lennon);
“Nobody Told Me” (Lennon); Working Class Hero” (Lennon); “I Found
Out” (Lennon); “Bed Peace” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Ballad of John and
Yoko” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul
McCartney); “Love” (Lennon); “Attica State” (live) (Lennon, Yoko Ono);
“Happy Xmas (War Is Over)” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “I Don’t Wanna Be
a Soldier Mama I Don’t Wanna Die” (Lennon); “Imagine” (Lennon);
“How Do You Sleep?” (instrumental score) (Lennon); “New York City”
(Lennon); “John Sinclair” (live) (Lennon); “Scared” (Lennon); “God”
(Lennon); “Here We Go Again” (Lennon, Phil Spector); “Gimme Some
Truth” (Lennon); “Oh My Love” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Instant Karma!
(We All Shine On)” (Lennon). Compact disc. Capitol 094637491225,
2006. Consists of previously released material except for “Attica State”
(live) and “How Do You Sleep?” (instrumental).

SINGLES

“Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Remember Love” (Yoko Ono).
45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1809, 1969.

“Cold Turkey” (Lennon); “Don’t Worry Kyoko (Mummy’s Only Looking for a Hand
in the Snow” (Yoko Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1813, 1969.

“Instant Karma! (We All Shine On)” (Lennon); “Who Has Seen the Wind?” (Yoko
Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1818, 1970.
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“Mother” (Lennon); “Why” (Yoko Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1827, 1970.

“Power to the People” (Lennon); “Touch Me” (Yoko Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc.
Apple 1830, 1971. Issued with “Open Your Box” (Yoko Ono) as the B-side in
the United Kingdom. “Open Your Box” was later titled “Hirake.”

“Imagine” (Lennon); “It’s So Hard” (Lennon). 45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1840,
1971.

“Happy Xmas (War Is Over)” (Yoko Ono, Lennon); “Listen, the Snow Is Falling”
(Yoko Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1842, 1971.

“Woman Is the Nigger of the World” (Lennon, Yoko Ono); “Sisters, O Sisters” (Yoko
Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1848, 1972.

“Mind Games” (Lennon); “Meat City” (Lennon). 45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1868,
1973.

“Whatever Gets You through the Night” (Lennon); “Beef Jerky” (Lennon). 45-rpm
phonodisc. Apple 1874, 1974.

“#9 Dream” (Lennon); “What You Got” (Lennon). 45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1878,
1974.

“Stand by Me” (Ben E. King, Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller); “Move over Ms. L” (Lennon).
45-rpm phonodisc. Apple 1881, 1975.

“Imagine” (Lennon); “Working Class Hero” (Lennon). 45-rpm phonodisc. Apple
R-6009, 1975. Issued in United Kingdom only.

“(Just Like) Starting Over” (Lennon); “Kiss Kiss Kiss” (Yoko Ono). 45-rpm
phonodisc. Geffen K 79186, 1980.

“Woman” (Lennon); “Beautiful Boys” (Yoko Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc. Geffen K
79185, 1981.

“Watching the Wheels” (Lennon); “Yes, I’'m Your Angel” (Yoko Ono). 45-rpm
phonodisc. Geffen K 79207, 1981.

“Love” (Lennon); “Give Me Some Truth” (Lennon). 45-rpm phonodisc. Parlophone
R 6059, 1982.

“Nobody Told Me” (Lennon); “O’Sanity” (Yoko Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc. Polydor
POSP 700, 1984.

“Borrowed Time” (Lennon); “Your Hands” (Yoko Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc. Poly-
dor POSP 701, 1984. Released in the United Kingdom with additional B-side
track, “Never Say Goodbye” (Yoko Ono).

“Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul McCartney); “Cold Turkey” (Lennon). 45-rpm
phonodisc. EMI G 45 2, 1984.

“I’'m Stepping Out” (Lennon); “Sleepless Nights” (Yoko Ono). 45-rpm phonodisc.
Polydor POSP 702, 1984. Released in the United Kingdom with additional
B-side track, “Loneliness” (Yoko Ono).

“Every Man Has a Woman Who Loves Him” (Yoko Ono); “It’s Alright” (Yoko Ono).
45-rpm phonodisc. Polydor POSP 172, 1984.

“Jealous Guy” (Lennon); “Going Down on Love” (Lennon). 45-rpm phonodisc.
Parlophone R 6117, 1985. U.K. release only.

“Jealous Guy” (Lennon); “Give Peace a Chance” (Lennon, Paul McCartney). 45-rpm
phonodisc. Capitol B 442230, 1988. U.S. release only.

“Imagine” (Lennon); “Jealous Guy” (Lennon). 45-rpm phonodisc. Parlophone R
6199, 1988. U.K. release only.

“Love” (Lennon); “Stand by Me” (Ben E. King, Jerry Leiber, Mike Stoller). Compact
disc single. EMI International 2555, 1999.



Notes

INTRODUCTION

1. The Billboard best-seller chart information cited throughout this volume is
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