The Genius Factor and Brian Wilson



Michael Howe (author and Professor of Psychology at Exeter University) states, “The problem of deciding who should and who should not be counted as a genius is impossible to resolve” (Howe 1999, p. 14), but he also would consider any individual “whose claims to the status of genius have received a substantial measure of support” (Howe 1999, p. 14). The aim of this study is to examine “the measure of support” afforded to Brian Wilson (writer/producer/arranger of The Beach Boys) and to assess if it meets the criteria of genius and thus be able to answer the question posed. I will provide an account of his career ending at the point considered to be the peak of his writing, documenting reaction to his work. There is little written/critical response during his early career as the rock press was still in its infancy. As information was minimal, I chose to focus on his most critically reviewed work and sought a broad range of sources.

	In chapter 2 I examine the philosophical definitions and the theories attributed to genius. Concepts of genius were already formed in the ancient world and continue to intrigue. Does genius exist? Is it amazing inspiration that enables an artist to exceed his abilities possessed by an outside force that flows into creativity? Or is it a natural gift – the artist possesses an extra talent enabling them to produce continual masterpieces? In chapter 3 I give a snapshot of the cultural context in California in the sixties. What were the social conditions for the elevation of music at this time? This will enable understanding of the cultural authority he was interacting with and which was forming the criteria against and with which he would be judged. It was a decade that began with freedom and fun. By 1965 America was sending its first combat troops into Vietnam. A year later Pet Sounds was released. Instead of innovation and change the American people were probably hungry for continuity, for more of the surfin’ catchy tunes that were comfortably familiar, providing escapism. I examine the development and critical response to Brian Wilson in chapter 4. This spans the years from 1943 – 1965. It looks first at childhood, then moves onto the formation of The Beach Boys and to their development post 1962. This was a time of Brian’s prolific creativity, with ten albums released in four years. Then came the advent of competition – particularly in the form of The Beatles. I discuss the “dual” with The Beatles in order to explore the terms in which the music was debated. Chapter 5 describes how Brian Wilson addressed the challenge by releasing two pieces of work Pet Sounds and “Good Vibrations”. He produced a third, Smile that was never released. I discuss reaction to this music by both its contemporaries and subsequently.  

	Chapter 6 draws together the findings from chapters 2, 4 and 5. I consider the definitions, theories and thinking surrounding genius and examine if and how it links with Brian. Are the criteria fulfilled or contradicted? If there are links are they of substance or flimsy and what is their significance? Finally, in chapter 7 I summarise the findings and discuss the implications of this study and provide a conclusion based on the weight of evidence gained.       





�Genius Defined 



In the ancient world there were two concepts of genius. In Western thought the pendulum has swung between these concepts since the 18th Century. Arguments have raged over the definition of genius and now the argument has extended to whether or not it even exists.

According to Plato (second of the great trio of ancient Greeks – Socrates, Plato and Aristotle), genius is as if the artist is possessed by some outside, godlike force that flows through at the moment of inspiration, a passive recipient of divine revelation. This became known as Platonic. According to Longinus (third century critical theorist), the genius possesses a gift of godlike powers. Genius is a creator rather than a receiver – this became known as Longinian. Comparing the two, Peter Kivy writes, “For Longinian, genius must seize the day: for Plato (and Socrates before him) the day must seize the genius” (Kivy 2001, p. 17). Two models of genius; the possessor (Longinus) and the possessed (Plato).

The British fascination with the concept of genius really began in the 18th Century with Joseph Addison’s paper on genius. Writing in 1711 he suggested that genius is indiscriminately bandied about in the literary world. He said, “My design is to consider what is properly a great genius”. He distinguishes between two kinds of genius, the first very much in the Longinian mould of natural genius, but with increased emphasis on the “naturalness of ‘natural genius’…” (Addison 1879, Vol. 2, p. 329). For Longinus there was an issue as to what extent learning influenced or controlled genius. For Addison there was no such issue. The second type of genius was a concept of ‘cultivated genius’, a ‘learned genius’ that operates through rules and precepts. Addison revived for the British enlightenment the Longinian theory of natural genius. 

Jean Jacques Rousseau, writing in the mid 18th Century, introduces a fresh angle, the concept of a genius “lowering” his genius: 



Every artist wants to be applauded. The praise of his contemporaries is the most precious part of his reward. What will he do… if he has had the misfortune of being born in… a time… in which men have sacrificed their taste… masterpieces of dramatic poetry are ignored and wonders of harmony are rejected? What will he do… he will lower his genius to the level of his age, and he will prefer to produce commonplace works that will be admired during his lifetime, rather than marvels that would not be admired until long after his death… if, among men of extraordinary talent, there should happen to be one with enough firmness of soul to refuse to comply with the spirit of his time and degrade himself by producing puerile works, woe to him! He will die in indigence and oblivion… only a few are capable of raising monuments to the glory of the human mind. But if nothing is to be above their genius, nothing must be above their hopes. (Rousseau 1975 pp. 219-220) 



Tia DeNora writing at the end of the 20th Century reflected this in her work particularly when she looked at the interrelationship between identity (reputation and self) and the impact of social structure and culture. She also writes of people power in the formation of genius. This echoes Rousseau when he speaks of, “frivolous youth in the position of setting the tone of society” (Rousseau 1975, p. 219). 

Kant (the leading exponent of the Longinian concept of genius), writing in the late 18th Century, confirms that genius is a force rather than the attribute of the individual subject, that it is an impersonal and unconscious process. He suggests, “Genius is the innate mental predisposition through which nature gives the rule to art… if an author owes a product to his genius, he himself does not know how he came by the ideas for it: nor is it in his power to devise such products at his pleasure… or by following a plan” (Want and Klimowski 1999, p. 133). The key word here has to be innate. In other words, from within. Genius cannot be taught, controlled or learned. If we experience something with the knowledge/methods of how it was created, it cannot be genius. However hard one works, genius cannot be achieved by that alone. “Genius is derived from the Latin word meaning the guardian and guiding spirit that each person is given at birth, and to whose inspiration his original ideas are due” (Want and Klimowski 1999, p. 131). The source of genius was seen as a birthright. Michael Howe said for Kant “…Genius was an incommunicable gift that cannot be taught or handed on, but is mysteriously imparted to certain artists by nature” (Howe 1999, p. 1). 

In the early 19th Century, Schopenhauer characterises “the real nature of genius” as “that quality of the mind which is alone capable of producing genuine works of art” (Schopenhauer 1958, p. 192) and leaves little doubt that his concept of artistic genius, is a revival, a modern version of the Platonic poet possessed and to this he adds genius as the perpetual child, simply an old child. “In fact, every child is to a certain extent a genius, and every genius to a certain extent a child”. He uses the example of Mozart of whom it was said “that he remained a child all his life” (Schopenhauer, 1958, 395). Schopenhauer believed it was mistaken to regard imagination as identical to genius.  He considered it an essential ingredient that often accompanies genius. “Strength of imagination does not indicate genius” (Schopenhauer 2002, p. 110). He also commented on other characteristics that accompany genius. “Vitality, which borders on restlessness… restless ambition… ceaseless desire for new things…” (Schopenhauer 2002, p. 110). He believed that “we seldom find great genius in tandem with pre-eminent reasonableness: on the contrary persons of genius are often subject to violent emotions and irrational passions… genius and madness have an aspect in common… and even converge” (Schopenhauer 2002, pp. 113-114).

Penelope Murray writing in 1989 (cited in Howe 1999. p. 1) observed, “In each age… genius is that which defies analysis”. We can admire, wonder, be moved – but explain? She also writes: 



The ideology of genius – that some individuals are endowed with extraordinary gifts enabling them to penetrate & radically transform the logic of their particular intellectual creative field – remains powerful & persuasive in spite of attempts to deconstruct it. The belief, for example, that we know greatness when we see it is a pervasive part of our common sense. Genius continues to be shrouded in mystery. (quoted in DeNora 1997, p. 189) 



Unless one lives alone on a desert island it is impossible not to have priori baggage. In 1624, in ‘Devotions upon Emergent Occasions, No. 17’, John Donne wrote, “No man is an island entire of itself; everyman is a piece of the continent” (Donne 1996, p. 253). This emphasises the interdependence of society that nobody is immune to outside influences, that exteriors as well as interiors create identities.  

In Tia DeNora’s 1997 book Beethoven and the Construction of Genius, her aim was to re-examine from a critical standpoint some of the deeply embedded assumptions about value, talent and creativity. She suggests that: 



To ask, who is a genius? Or what factors ‘cause’ or inculcate genius? Is to travel to the topic with too much a priori baggage. Such an attitude fails to recognise how, in invoking the very category ‘genius,’ we presume a hierarchy of talent, as if this distribution existed outside of our attempts to frame questions about it. Asking who the geniuses are presumes a particular type of hierarchical social organisation. (DeNora 1997 p.190) 



She reconceptualizes the notion of genius by placing Beethoven and the reception of his music in social context. Paul DiMaggio, Professor of Sociology at Princeton University asserts, “This goes against the grain of conventional habits of thought. It illuminates how changing social institutions created opportunities for Beethoven to gain contemporary and posthumous recognition” (University Of California Press, 10 August 2002). Her alternative view of Beethoven’s genius was of Beethoven’s genius as a ‘construction’. For example she suggests that his recognition is often explained by over emphasising his own talent at the expense of the social basis of his acceptance & celebration. It was not a gift or God given talent but something that politics constructed? She argues that his reputation was created as much by social – cultural agenda, by his supporters in Vienna in the 1790s, as by the qualities of his music. She reconceptualizes the idea of the social construction of genius and the inherent problems of how identities are created, shaped and sustained and of how aesthetic claims gain authority.  

In Genius Explained (1999) Michael J. A. Howe discusses the commonly held belief that genius is born not made. He suggests, as does Tia DeNora, that genius is not a mysterious & mystical gift but the product of a combination of environment, personality & sheer hard work, a concept totally refuted by Kant. Howe suggests, “Fashion can play a role… peoples’ reputations can wax and wane… so can views about whether a certain person merits being called a genius” (Howe 1999, p.14). He goes on to suggest that “the exceptional talents of those we call geniuses are the result of a unique set of circumstances & opportunities, but in every case they are pursued & exploited with a characteristic drive, determination & focus which the rest of us rarely show” (Howe 1999, p.194). This is neither Platonic nor Longinian as it excludes any “divine” inspiration or possession. A commonly held belief (see Kant) is that some people have been born with innate talents that make them capable of high attainments. Howe challenges this by indicating there is no convincing imperial support for such a belief & suggests evidence to the contrary. He cites two studies in 1998 (Howe, Davidson and Sloboda, also Ericsson and Faivre). The results both oppose the view that skills achieved are governed by innate gift and evidence of skill at an early age may not be a precursor to future achievement. “The particular qualities that contemporaries most frequently remarked upon in geniuses such as Newton & Mozart were broadly temperamental. Doggedness, persistence, the capacity for fierce & sustained concentration, as well as intense curiosity, are the attributes that others have noticed, and geniuses themselves have concurred with that emphasis” (Howe 1999, p. 205). Howe characterises genius - “geniuses are usually sure about what they want to do, single minded, committed, and they have a firm sense of direction. They can appear to be narrowly obsessed by one particular goal” (Howe 1999, p. 15). The majority belief that genius is a consequence of a person being endowed by nature with a special gift, presupposes a “designer”. Howe argues that Darwin’s theory refuted this with the theory of evolution denying any “designer”. This majority belief in “designer” presupposes a belief in the supernatural, some sort of spiritual being. 

In his 2001 book, The Possessor and the Possessed, Peter Kivy dispels the politically correct myth that genius is not to be trusted as a sound concept. He argues that as myths of genius vary, so do their interpretations. He believes that “the basic truth of genius is that getting good ideas cannot be learned, cannot be taught, cannot be explained or methodised… genius… is power, not skill, although the full meaning of this is yet to be seen” (Kivy 2001, p. 14). He explores the Platonic and Longinian concepts of genius as relating to Handel, Mozart and Beethoven. He suggests that they symbolise Longinian, Platonic and Longinian genius respectively. He demonstrates that genius has taken on different shapes and meanings in different periods. 

In 2002, author and cultural critic Edward Rothstein questioned, “Does genius exist? The idea seems highly exaggerated. Great reputations grow regardless of talent. Acclaim is assisted by luck or wealth. Superior perches are reached through sycophantism or exploitation… genius is less a reflection of rigid ideology than an attempt to characterise an infinitely variable phenomenon. Genius can be a continuum” (The New York Times, 5 January 2002). 

Although simplistically Tia DeNora appears to debunk the genius myth and consign it to “cultural construction” she also states, “Genius continues to be shrouded in mystery” (DeNora 1997, p. 189). The following words have all arisen frequently: ability, workaholic, possessor, possessed, supernatural, godlike, gifted, natural, inspiration, talent, desire, obsession, abstraction, spontaneity… and the list could go on. There is contradiction but also consensus and coexistence. This is part of the ambiguity and magic of genius. The ravelling and unravelling of thought intertwine, twist and turn and indeed turn full circle. Where is the beginning and the end, the defining and the infinite? Kivy said, “Genius… is always open to revision… genius remains a mystery marked by myth and metaphor” (2001, p. 253). A statement of genius is not a statement of qualities but recognition of achievement. (Howe 1999) Author James Lord expounded, “A genius is someone who possesses an exceptional innate capacity of intellect, especially as shown in creative and original work in art, literature or music; a person, in short whose contribution to the culture of his era is unique, definitive & spiritually momentous. Such people do not come along every day” (Leaf and Linett 1996, p. 4). 



�The Music of Brian Wilson/The Beach Boys in Social Context



Paul Griffiths (quoted in DeNora 1997, p. 235) said, “Beethoven’s eminence in Western music is the achievement not just of a great genius but of a culture that wanted and goes on wanting greatness”. Culture creates genius? Culture contributes to genius? What was the culture surrounding Brian Wilson & The Beach Boys in the 1960’s? 

California 1961 – 1966 was an affluent, leisure-oriented consumer society. This was the environment for The Beach Boys. California has always occupied an exalted position in popular American culture. America in the early sixties was a peaceful place, the cornerstone of the middle-class American dream. When The Beach Boys started, surfing was just a sports fad with little chance of spreading to the rest of the country, as much of America is landlocked. Surfing stood for freedom, the sun, and fun. This teenage lifestyle was immensely appealing to the rest of the country & eventually to much of the world. Writer Nik Cohn described California as a teen Haven, “A hugely enlarged reality verging on complete fantasy… it is the joob-joob land far beyond the sea where age is suspended at 25, school is outlawed, Coke flows free from public fountains & the perfect cosmic wave unfurls at Malibu” (Golden 1976, p. 62). Suburban California 1962 was a world of high school sports, drive-ins, cruising, miniature golf, hot rods, sun bathing, and listening to the radio. The pressures were social; you were smart if you were “cool”. Between 1961 & 1965 events had happened so quickly and with such impact that American Society hardly had a chance to look back. Rock turned into a cultural phenomenon unlike anything in recent time. Adults began to realise that teenagers collectively possessed power. The Beach Boy’s surf and hot rod music was articulating teen attitudes and assumptions of the day. 

The period was not all surf, sun and fun. There was US involvement in Vietnam and full-scale war was looming in South East Asia. In 1963 – President Kennedy’s Commission on Drug Abuse declared war on narcotics importers. The Telstar 2 communications satellite was launched. In Alabama police were ambushing black civil rights marches. Martin Luther King was marching in late 1963. Later that year President Kennedy was assassinated. Hot rod and sports car recreation faced social curtailment, as there were huge war fatalities and compulsory conscription. 63,000 protesters marched in Washington. Star Trek, freeze dried coffee and London’s Mod fashion look were introduced. Through 1966, there was widening use of marijuana and LSD and an increase in drug related crime. “In the 1960s Americans were plunged into ‘anguished scrutiny’ of the meaning of their most fundamental beliefs and institutions in a renewed test of history… It was a time of intense conflict and millennial expectations” (Isserman and Kazin 2000, pp. 4–5). Van Dyke Parks (lyricist/artist/score writer/lecturer) believes, “Brian Wilson in the sixties personified this California sense of place, which all Americans used as their dream escape” (Milward 1985, p. 34).

New Age occultism, ecology, drugs, hallucinogens, and cults of all kinds were sweeping middle class youth creating the hippy and peace movements. The surfer of the early sixties became the flower child of the late sixties.



�Brian’s Development and Critical response



Critical response is rarely objective because it is inevitable that one will have built in preferences and agendas. Everyone has an inbuilt scale measuring from “best” to “worst” and every individual applies this gauge to one’s environment, both people and objects. One person’s “best” may be another person’s “worst”. It is impossible to be free of exterior influences and Tia DeNora describes this as our ‘priori baggage’, and through this we presume a hierarchy of talent dictated by our social organisation. Thus measuring someone’s standing within the music sphere is directly proportional to the influence of that act in relation to their peers.



CHILDHOOD



Brian Wilson’s composing began at an early age. Brian said, “There was always a lot going on in my head… I’ve always heard music, faint strains of melody floating in the back-ground, the volume vacillating according to my mood... my aptitude for music surfaced before I could walk” (Gold 1996, p. 20). Steven Gaines (also author of The Love You Make: An Insiders Story of the Beatles) wrote, “At the age of eleven months, Brian allegedly was able to hum the entire ‘Marine Corps Hymn’… Brian would repeat the sequence of notes exactly” (Gaines 1995, p. 50). Brain recalls, “At two, I was visiting my grandmother’s when I first heard ‘Rhapsody in Blue’. The Gershwin masterpiece left an indelible imprint on my soul” (Gold 1996, p. 20). His mother Audree reports that Brian started to sing at age three and that “he’d sing right on key,” (Gaines 1995, p. 50). Brian said that by the time he was eight his life had already been shaped & influenced by music. “If I wasn’t playing the piano I was listening to the radio or the phonograph. I was obsessed. Music was a compulsion… at age 14 my piano playing matured rapidly, my hands worked together, the music sprang out of me” (Gold 1996, p. 32). By the age of 17 Brian was writing songs, a skill that he described as being as natural as falling off a log. Murry Wilson, also a musician said, “Brian taught himself… he thinks in 6-part harmony, instead of two or three part. He’s not only a writer, he’s an arranger & he had a concept of harmonies which is uncanny” (Abbott 2001, p. 69). 



FORMATION OF THE BEACH BOYS 



By 1961 Brian Wilson had formed The Beach Boys with his two brothers Dennis and Carl, cousin Mike Love and Al Jardine. The surf songs in ’62, drifted into songs reflecting the teenage interest in cars. Their production and music progressed as Brian’s skills developed rapidly. Brian said: 



By summer 1963, mine wasn’t the biggest name in popular music, but it was the one on which the cognoscenti placed the greatest expectations. Based on what The Beach Boys had accomplished in only two albums, I was showered with accolades… my circle of acquaintances had rapidly expanded to include nearly everyone in the music business… they all told me how great I was… no one expected as much from me as I did. I felt a pressure from which there was no relief. (Gold 1996, p. 76) 



AMBITION AND COMPETITION



Competition wasn’t new to Brian. Since his teens he’d been seeking to emulate his hero, Phil Spector - producer, whose textured, complex, orchestral sound, became known as the “Wall of Sound”. (Ribowsky 1989) Brian’s aim was to overtake his hero. Brian said, “I aimed for the top, to sit on the throne, to eat the ambrosia served only to pops’ gods… the more I looked heavenward the more I felt dwarfed by Spector” (Barnes 1976, p.77). In 1964 The Beatles invaded the US music scene bringing fresh competition for The Beach Boys. Brian said, “The Beatles invasion shook me up an awful lot… they eclipsed a lot of what we’d worked for…” (Leaf 1978, p. 52). Brian commented, “When I hear really fabulous material by other groups I feel as small as the dot over the i … I just have to create a new song to bring me up on top… I do my best work when I’m trying to top other songwriters” (Gaines 1995, p. 115). Roger McGuinn (The Byrds) said, “There was a lot of cross pollination back in LA in the 60’s, with The Beatles, The Beach Boys & The Byrds. A lot of ideas had got borrowed & recycled in different ways” (Neville 1999). Ringo Starr’s perception was different, he considered that The Beatles were the influence. “When we got to LA & started hanging out with people like David Crosby & McGuinn, we realised how much people were trying to be like us… we heard that producers were telling everyone to sound like The Beatles” (McCartney, Harrison and Starr 2000, p. 237). Brian’s intentions were different. He said, “My real intention was to redraw the entire map of pop music. I wanted to take the lead. Music was exploding. There was an urgency to compete” (Gold 1996, p. 127). Andrew Loog Oldham (The Rolling Stones’ producer & manager) met Brian Wilson in late 1965. “He told me then that he would one day write songs that people would pray to… he was preaching to the choir; I already considered Brian to be a leading hymnist of our generation” (Oldham 2002, p. 452). Carol Kaye (top session player) said: 



We saw him grow… it became apparent after the first date (studio session) that he was somebody special… his tracks were truly amazing, and when we finally heard them with vocals, it proved his genius… the kind of tracking foresight he had… Brian was amazing us with the different kinds of arranging and orchestrating. He was becoming one of music’s greatest talents. He seemed to be a one-man operation. As producer… he engineered, wrote (composed), arranged and orchestrated the music… plus, he sang most of (if not all) the parts. I always felt that he didn’t know how great he was, with his inborn talents… he belongs with the masters of music because he is a master. Brian pulls ideas out of the air. I don’t know where he gets them. (Leaf 1996, p. 70) 



The Beatles’ Rubber Soul album was released in 1965. Brian remarked, “When we heard Rubber Soul for the first time… the album blew my mind because it was a whole album with all good stuff” (Gaines 1995, p. 142). He declared to his wife Marilyn, “I’m going to make the greatest album, the greatest rock album ever made” (Tobler 1978, p. 31). This album became Pet Sounds.  



�The Significance of Pet Sounds, “Good Vibrations” and Smile



PET SOUNDS



Pet Sounds, released May 1966, was the eleventh album (in four years) from The Beach Boys. With Pet Sounds, the nature of The Beach Boy’s music & its acceptance underwent a major change. Brian Wilson led his family band away from the beaches to what he called “a new plateau” (Tobler 1978, p. 34). In Europe the record was met with open arms but in America the music shocked their record company and many fans, by abandoning their familiar beachfront formula. In England, the group were accorded the same critical respect as The Beatles. Brian Wilson wrote all the music, produced and arranged Pet Sounds. He extended his grasp of studio technique. He used layer upon layer of strings, keyboard instruments, horns, reeds, percussive sounds, and background harmonies from voices overdubbed over and over. Tom Petty said, “Brian Wilson put all the strangest things together… it’s not how any one thing sounds, but how the whole thing sounds” (Abbott 2001, p. 65). This diverse instrumental experimentation and innovation created a sound texture more complex than anything previously heard in rock music. Tension was created by the juxtaposition of lyric simplicity and musical complexity. Peter Doggett (contributor to Record collector) suggested that Pet Sounds brought the tone poems of 20th Century classical music (composers such as Gershwin & Sibelius) into the pop field for the first time, and tied them to lyrics. (Doggett, 1997) “Pet Sounds suggested a burgeoning sophisticated talent that recalled… popular music composer, George Gershwin. ‘God, Brian loves Gershwin,’ Carl Wilson confided. ‘He used to play Rhapsody In Blue over & over’…” (McEnroe 2000, p. 34). It’s amazing that the influence of Gershwin should pervade his work some 27 years since he first heard it.

Response from the band was mixed. Some resented the lack of consultation & involvement. Mike Love criticised it as, “Ego music and too avant-garde… it didn’t sound like the old stuff… who’s gonna hear this shit?” (Gold 1996, p.140). However, Bruce Johnston (who joined The Beach Boys in 1965) said, “Brian had taken a giant leap forward” (Leo 1991). David Anderle (who worked with The Beach Boys as head of Brother Records, their own record label and now Director of A&R at A&M Records) felt that they alienated their old-time audience with Pet Sounds. “They lost the teeny boppers, but they gained the underground” (Williams 1997, p. 71). Brian later described Pet Sounds as an “industry hit” (Abbott 2001, p. 94). 

Brian wanted The Beach Boys music to be taken as seriously as Lennon & McCartney’s. For the promotion of Pet Sounds, publicist Derek Taylor was appointed. Taylor spent the sixties as press agent for The Beatles and many of America’s major rock stars. Taylor went to work on the press, particularly in England. He convened a “prestigious reception to launch Pet Sounds in England attended by The Beatles”(Kent 2002, P.27). Bruce Johnston gave Lennon and McCartney their first preview of the album. Bruce recalled, “They called for the room to be silent… and they listened to it straight through twice in silence… as the two of them left they simply said, ‘We’ll tell everybody’…” (Abbott 2001, p. 98). As Rubber Soul acted as a spur to Brian, so Pet Sounds had a huge impact on The Beatles. Paul commented on the influence of Pet Sounds on Sgt. Pepper, “My biggest influence was Pet Sounds, it was basically the harmonies that I nicked from there” (McCartney, Harrison and Starr 2000, p. 253). He admitted , “The Beatles will need to surpass anything they had done to equal it” (Macdonald 1994, p. 171). In 1966, Paul said that “God Only Knows” was the best song ever written. He said, “I love that melody… that’s my favourite… its so beautiful right at the end… comes surging back in these multicoloured harmonies… sends shivers up my spine” (Leaf, Linett and Paley 1993, p. 36). Interviewed in 1990 when it was released on CD, Paul enthused: 



Pet Sounds blew me out of the water. I love the album so much. I’ve just bought my kids each a copy of it for their education … I figure no one is educated musically till they’ve heard that album… I love the orchestration, the arrangements… it may be going overboard to say it’s the classic of this century… but to me it certainly is a total, classic record that is unbeatable in many ways… I’ve often played Pet Sounds and cried. (Leaf, Linett and Paley 1993, p. 36) 



Paul McCartney told David Leaf In 1990. “I have a two-hour drive normally into London; I played Sgt. Pepper on the way in, and then Pet Sounds on the way out… I think they’re very exciting, even now” (Abbott 2001, p. 143). 

Pete Townshend said, “Pet Sounds was written for an audience sympathetic to Brian Wilson’s personal problems… the new material is too remote & way out… it’s written for a feminine audience” (Leaf 1978, p. 89). Andrew Loog Oldham felt it was the pop equivalent of Rimsky-Korsakov’s Scheherezade. He took “the unprecedented step of taking out full-page advertisements in the music press to announce that Pet Sounds was the greatest album ever made… this was an extraordinary gesture” (Miles 1997, p. 281). According to Derek Taylor, “Oldham spent an entire night with the album on repeat and George Harrison spent an hour on the telephone expressing overflowing admiration” (Taylor 1973, pp.25-26). Eric Clapton (then with Cream) said, “All of us, Ginger, Jack, and I are absolutely and completely knocked out by Pet Sounds… I consider it to be one of the greatest pop LP’s to ever be released. It encompasses everything that’s ever knocked me out, and rolled it all into one… Brian Wilson is, without a doubt, a pop genius” (Leaf 1978 p. 87). Keith Moon’s favourite ballad of all time was “Don’t Worry Baby” from The Beach Boys fifth album, Shut Down Volume 2: 



He listened to Pet Sounds and agreed that he loved it, but he didn’t love it… he was a surf music purist & the luscious arrangements and intimate lyrics of Pet Sounds were to him a betrayal of surf culture. ‘I don’t like their new stuff at all,’ Keith said of his once favourite band. ‘Pet Sounds is just one big drag. I don’t get a thing out of what Wilson’s doing now. He’s cut the pop song up into one big clinical thing. Its all bits of tape stuck together. None of it really means anything’. (Fletcher 1998, pp. 95, 158) 



Al Kooper, a professional musician who had worked with Dylan, The Stones and Hendrix said, “I decided Pet Sounds was the best rock album yet… I never changed my mind” (Williams 1997, p. 34). 

Kingsley Abbott (author and contributor to Mojo and Record Collector) marks the recording of Brian Wilson & The Beach Boys as of prime importance to the history of 20th Century popular music. “Along with The Beatles they are the true innovators of the post war era… while The Beatles had George Martin as their producer to help them through the intricate arrangements, for The Beach Boys, it was Brian who was the producer-arranger” (Abbott 1997, P. 9). George Martin has since been knighted for his contribution to the music industry and his comments, as musician and producer are significant: 



The recording studio had become Brian’s workshop, a place where he painted his masterpieces. In doing so he changed the very concept of record production. One of the great things about Brian’s music is its marvellous unpredictability, he avoided clichés, he gives his melodies changes of direction that amaze & charm the listener… in America Brian was creating Pet Sounds – an album that became the criteria of excellence in our world. His genius seemingly encompassed everything. He composed the songs; he made the arrangements, performed and produced the sounds in the studio. You could compare it with the combined song writing talent of John & Paul, the performing talents of George & Ringo, along with my work in the control room. Quite simply he did it all. Brian was the musician who challenged (The Beatles) most of all. No one made a bigger impact on The Beatles than Brian. (Leaf 2001)

 

Despite the innovation, or maybe because of the innovation and the fact that it was a departure from their previous sound, Pet Sounds sales were below expectations. “Pet Sounds was an unparalleled achievement in sound, a trailblazing expansion of the boundaries of rock, but easy listening it was not” (Barnes 1976, p. 27). Capitol considered it a failure and pulled the rug on whatever chance it had of matching in sales the critical acclaim it received, by releasing The Best Of The Beach Boys. This went Gold and overtook Pet Sounds. “Commerce hit a home run, art was forced to bunt” (White 1994, p. 258). Meanwhile, positive UK press continued. Richard Williams wrote in Melody Maker, “Brian had travelled further than anyone in popular music, extended its scope beyond a fantasists wildest dreams” (Tobler 1978, p. 30). Brian acknowledged that although Taylor promoted The Beach Boys: 



He concentrated most of his energy on hyping me as a musical wizard. My reclusiveness only added to the image. My popularity skyrocketed. Initial press clippings from London were all about me. ‘Brian Wilson! He’s a Beach Boy and a genius!’ one headline read. Suddenly, genius was the word everyone used to describe me. Every interviewer wanted to know, ‘Are you a genius?’ I didn’t know what I was, but soon after Taylor was hired it seemed clear that I better come up with an answer. ‘I have a natural affinity for music, but I’m not a genius, I’m just a hard working guy.’ That’s what I said. The trouble was, no one believed me. They wanted me to be a genius. That turned out to be too much to live up to. (Gold 1996, p. 143) 



Derek Taylor said, “Beatle praise was real power in those days - soon everyone was saying “genius” and the beauty of it was that it was true” (Preiss 1979, p. 38). Though Pet Sounds was credited as a Beach Boys album, Brian considered, “It was my first solo album. A chance to step outside the group & shine” (Umphred 1997, p. 34). Adam Webb described, “Brian’s masterwork was a massive step forward for sixties culture… if there was a true renaissance composer of the time then it was Brian Wilson” (Webb 2000, pp. 36-37). Although hurt emotionally by the poor commercial reception of Pet Sounds, Brian’s enthusiasm for experimentation grew. The experience had a revolutionary effect on his concepts for music. Despite his disappointment Brian still felt he “possessed an ace” (White 1994, p. 259). 

(see Appendix “C” for more critical response on Pet Sounds)

GOOD VIBRATIONS

Boosted by the critical acclaim in terms of creativity, Brian sought the next level. He turned to investigating religions and philosophies and began a series of enquiries “into the mind-expanding possibilities of music and the mind-expanding possibilities of drugs” (Tobler 1978, p. 34). Brian said, “I went on pills cause I was curious… some pills won’t hurt you but stimulate your mind… it all starts with religion… I believe in God… some higher being who is better than we are. I’m not formally religious. I simply believe in the power of the spirit…” (Leaf 1978, p. 88). Brian described the genius tag that he’d acquired as like a magnet, attracting an eclectic group of talented people. He talked about breaking old boundaries & setting new standards. “I knew the song I began working on immediately after Pet Sounds was the one. ‘Good Vibrations’ was going to be the summation of my musical vision, a harmonic convergence of imagination and talent, production values & craft, song writing & spirituality” (Gold 1996, p. 144). In 1967 Jules Siegel wrote, “A Genius with a very large capital G was going to produce a hit. There was no doubt… because this genius was Brian Wilson” (Siegel 1995, p. 82). He worked on a track for months using different studios, different engineers, and a multitude of instruments, “Capitol thought he was nuts, and so did some of his band” (Milward 1985, p. 126). In October 1966, “Good Vibrations” was released. “Every producer in town was talking about this ground breaking four or five part song” (White 1994, p. 260). Lenny Waronker (head of Sire Records) decided it was, “The biggest musical feat in single form ever heard” (Milward 1985, p. 260). “Good Vibrations” was a synthesis of the thematic and stylistic strong points of the current psychedelic surge, complete with harmonies. “It became the variegated but coherent statement that Brian had endeavoured to make with the self conscious Pet Sounds… it became the band’s biggest selling number one single” (White 1994, p. 260). London’s Sunday Express headline was “They found a new sound at last” (Gaines 1995, p. 157). In December 1966, in their end of year poll the New Musical Express voted The Beach Boys number one group in the world, topping The Beatles, and Disc and Music Echo voted “Good Vibrations” single of the year. Sir George Martin commented: 



Still one of the most remarkable recordings ever, & in making it he developed a brand new style of production. A song which he stitched, independently recorded themes, to make one masterwork… I believe that without his inspiration, Sgt. Pepper might have been less the phenomenon it became… He pushed forward the frontiers of popular music. His art is that magical combination of really original compositions, a wonderful sense of instrumental colour & a profound understanding of record production. (Leaf 2001) 



Paul Williams then writing for Crawdaddy! (first ever US rock magazine and author) announced “contemporary music had moved into a time of competitive creativity comparable to the rush of discovery & invention that marked the first flowerings of Impressionism & Cubism. Brian Wilson is rock & rolls finest composer ever and “Good Vibrations” is three minutes & thirty five seconds of genius” (Williams 1997, p.117). Brian’s own response was, “When I finally got there it was the ultimate feeling of fulfilment... I wanted everyone to listen to this masterwork & I felt like I had all the power of the world in my hands” (Cunningham, 1998, p. 82). Brian added, “It was a new plateau… it felt very arty, and it sounded very arty” (Tobler 1978, p. 34).

(see Appendix “C” for more critical response on “Good Vibrations”)

SMILE 



At only 23, Brian was being hailed as American pop music’s first authentic genius. Driven by his need to surpass his own achievements, to live up to the mantle of “genius”, Wilson set to work on a new album, titled Smile, which he envisaged as his “teenage symphony to God” (Gaines 1995, p. 160). It was to be his most ambitious project to date. Van Dyke Parks (lyricist for the project) said: 



He wanted to explore the innocence of youth. Maybe the innocence that America had just lost, following the assassination of John Kennedy & our entanglement in a war that a generation rebelled against… to go back & explore that innocence of childhood… I realised that this was way ahead of our time… the most advanced musical experimentation in the popular musical industry... this was a year before Sgt. Pepper. There was nothing like this. (Was 1995)



The album would have threads of music intertwined from song to song to fill a vast tapestry, a method first used with “Good Vibrations”. The Beach Boys again gave the new material mixed reaction; they couldn’t understand why Brian was changing the formula when they’d just become number one band in England. “They were confused… and appalled by the music Brian unveiled” (White 1994, p. 268). Brian said, “Their priority was airplay; mine was art” (Gold 1996 p. 159). In 1966, Dennis Wilson said, “Smile makes Pet Sounds stink – that’s how good it is” (Leaf 1978, p. 97). Dennis praised Brian stating, “Brian Wilson is the Beach Boys... we’re his fucking messengers. He is all of it... we’re nothing” (Doggett 1997, p. 164). Smile was innovative in the way it employed sound as a means to express emotions and visual ideas that defied characterisation. It had the vitality of pop and the sophistication of classical music. In ’66 Jules Siegel was commissioned by the Saturday Evening Post to write an article about Brian Wilson. He was present at the “Fire” sessions. Siegel commented, “A gigantic fire howled out of the massive studio speakers in a pounding crash of pictorial music” (Tobler 1978, p. 36). “Fire” is an instrumental track, a mad cacophony of strings, crazily impressionistic. When a fire broke out in the building opposite the studio Brian was convinced that “instead of ‘positive spiritual music’ he had tapped into ‘a dark source’…” (Gold 1996, p.156). In November 1966, CBS filmed a TV documentary on Brian Wilson. It was to be introduced by Leonard Bernstein (responsible for the musical score for Westside story) & overseen by David Oppenheim, a director who’d recently filmed an award-winning documentary on Stravinsky. “Brian saw this as full of portent. After recording a preview of Brian performing “Surfs Up” on the piano… Bernstein broke down & made some ecstatic claim that the song was the most brilliant piece of contemporary music he’d ever heard. His reaction horrified Brian. He should have been over the moon but he wasn’t & broke down…” (Kent 2002, pp. 35-36). 

By the middle of May 1967 Brian said, “I began to lose it & I quit going to the studio” (Gold 1996, p.165). Capitol immediately cancelled Smile’s release. He realised, “Music had always been my way of making sense of the world, but now not even the music was making sense…” (Gold 1996, p.166). Brian may have been insecure as a person, but as an artist he had confidence in his work, but no longer. Numerous theories abound as to why the entire concept of Smile ended. Too much pressure; too little understanding; too many drugs; the emergence of Sgt. Pepper? In the May 2, 1967 issue of Disc & Music Echo magazine Derek Taylor reported, “Every beautifully designed, finely-wrought, inspirationally-welded piece of music made these last months by Brian… has been SCRAPPED” (Gaines 1995, p.177). All that remains are numerous bootlegs of the unfinished work. 

We can refer to comments from peers & critics who were able to hear some of the work in 66/67. According to David Anderle, “I think had Smile been concluded & put out, it would have been a major influence in pop music. I think it would have been as significant if not bigger influence than Sgt. Pepper” (Leaf 1978, p. 96). In 1976 Brian said, “I had to destroy Smile because it was destroying me” (Leaf 1978, p. 116). The gap between conception and realisation was too great. The moment passed. “Brian got to a state where – because he grew so fast – he couldn’t stand last week’s stale genius, he had to forge ahead” (Williams 1997, p. 22). As T. S. Eliot (1925) wrote in the “The Hollow Men”: 



Between the conception�And the creation�Between the emotion�And the response

Falls the shadow





(see Appendix “C” for more critical response on Smile)



POST SMILE



Critical response has continued through to the present day. In August 1995, the UK music magazine Mojo, listed its “100 Greatest Albums Ever Made” survey results. Pet Sounds was voted number one. In another Mojo Poll (August 1997) musicians and producers voted “Good Vibrations” the best ever single. (Cunningham 1998, p. 385) Paul McCartney’s eulogies have continued and when he inducted Brian into songwriter’s Hall of Fame (June 2000) he said, “I think personally he’s one of your great American Geniuses. Sir, for everything you’ve done for me, for making me cry, for having that thing you can do with your music… you’ve got me any day” (Leaf 2001). In 2001 The Beach Boys received the Lifetime Achievement award at the Grammy’s. In 2003, Q magazines New Year list of Top 100 singles that changed the World, selected “Good Vibrations” 11th. Interviewed in 2001 Elton John spoke of his hero, “I have never been influenced so much as a songwriter by anybody as much as Brian Wilson” (Leaf 2001). Recently Paul Simon acknowledged, “He’s made a lot of people happy over a long period of time. I love his music” (Leaf 2001). In 1996, Burt Bacharach said, “Brian Wilson is one of the greatest innovators of my decade or any decade” (Leaf 2000, p. 9). Sean Lennon added: 



I know that The Beach Boys were the inspiration for The Beatles to get more experimental. They heard what Brian Wilson was doing, & it was just like, wait a second, we haven’t even started here - we aren’t even using nine chords & major sevenths yet & here The Beach Boys are using them as if it’s no problem, as if they’re just easy. The Beach Boys were using voicing & chords that were way beyond what anybody else was doing… Smile is unbelievable… It’s the most rewarding musical experience I’ve ever had. (Boyd 2000) 



David Crosby (founder member of The Byrds and Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young) said, “He was the most highly regarded pop musician in America… I heard “In My Room” & went, ok, I give up, I can’t do that - I’ll never be able to do that” (Was 1995). Maurice Gibb reminisced that the predominant music in Australia in the sixties was The Beach Boys, “The harmonies used to blow us away…” (Boyd 2000). Richard Ashcroft said of his hero, “He created something that’s timeless… its got no sell by date on it. With the limited equipment they had then, he still brought out this incredible music… how much he gave to music, and how much it took from him” (Bennett 2002, p. 90). Director Don Was says his documentary film, Brian Wilson I just wasn’t made for these times, was an attempt “to explain to the non musician why the phrase ‘Brian Wilson is a genius’ has appeared on the lips of three generations of musicians like holy gospel’…” (Williams 1997, p. 179). David Anderle suggests that the longevity of appeal of Brian Wilson’s music is proof of his genius. (Barnes 1976, p. 205)



(see Appendix “C” for more critical response on post Smile )

�Genius and Brian Wilson



Examining writing from both classical philosophical opinion and post-modern theorists on the construction of genius, can significant similarities be found in the case of Brian Wilson? 



PLATONIC GENIUS



Plato’s proposal was that genius is from outside, a godlike force visiting the passive recipient. Brian often spoke of sudden inspiration, “I knew of no better feeling than the moment of creation, the instant when inspiration struck…” (Gold 1996, p. 161). Platonic genius is power, not skill, born not learned. Danny Hutton (Three Dog Night) said, “It’s not about sitting there planning… he needs to get this force out of him” (Neville 1999). In interview with Brian Wilson for the Daily Telegraph last year, Mick Brown asked, “Where did the inspiration come from?” Brian responded, “From God”… he was expressing through me… It made me proud that he would choose me to write music through” (Brown 2002, p. 27). On another occasion Brian said, “I never really fully took credit for the songs that I wrote, because I knew that a higher force was with me…” (Boyd 2000). There are numerous allusions to similarities between Wilson and Mozart, who is typified by Peter Kivy as Platonic. This may simply be a curious coincidence. (See Appendix “C” – Mozart - for further likenesses) Elvis Costello raved, “Brian Wilson singing “Surfs Up” with a piano… it’s like having a record of Mozart playing” (Boyd 2000). 



LONGINIAN GENIUS



Longinian genius possessed a gift of godlike powers – born a genius, a creator rather than receiver. As seen in childhood (chapter 4) Brian demonstrated prodigious musical skill from an early age. He took accordion lessons for a time & his teacher remembered, “I don’t think he’s reading, he hears it just once & plays the whole thing perfectly” (Preiss 1979, p. 3). Marilyn Wilson recalled, “He was born with a very special gift from God” (Abbott 1997, p. 235) Billy Corgan (Smashing Pumpkins) said, “Something like that is a gift from God” (Neville 1999). Brian wrote to Marilyn, “No one needed music like I did… through an act of God… I was saved from a life of misery” (Neville 1999). In interview with Andy Paley (collaborator with Brian) he told me, “I considered Brian Wilson a genius the first time I heard his music… he’s been sort of a constant genius… I think his genius is obvious very, very early on”. (See Appendix “A” for interview in full)

(See Appendix “C” for further quotes on Genius and Brian Wilson)



SPIRITUAL AWARENESS



Brian was conscious of his internal power & had an awareness of an external power, although unsure of what the power was. Sometimes he spoke of force, other times God, other times power. Sometimes it was spoken of as if a birthright, a born genius, and other times as sudden visitations and inspiration. This portrays Longinian and Platonic genius combined. In 1992 Brian said, “If you put music out that’s spiritual… people are gonna hear it… I know I’ll always have a spiritual power” (Kent 2002, p. 74). Concepts of God & prayer gradually took on a greater significance for Brian. He related: 



I saw a strange looking man... I convinced myself he was God, leading me on a journey of my entire life... Then he vanished. I was lost… I saw God… I actually saw him. Felt him… I just wanted the music to sound whole, to convey the timeless, emotional content inherent in great works of art… what I’ve always described as the presence of God… If I wasn’t able to find inspiration for songs outside myself, then I had to look someplace else... I’m doing the spiritual sound, a white spiritual sound. Religious music. (Gold 1996, pp. 131-132) 



As Pet Sounds was the piece of work that drew most critical acclaim for Brian, for Handel that piece of work was “The Messiah”. Author Newman Flower wrote of “The Messiah”, “It was the achievement of a giant inspired – the work of one who… had drawn himself completely out of the world, so that he dwelt… in the pastures of God. What happened was that Handel passed through a superb dream. ‘I did think I did see all Heaven before me, and the great God Himself!’ he exclaimed” (Flower 1948, pp. 189-190). Brian’s perception was that if he could hear the voice of God, this would be the extra dimension that he sought for his music. If not God, Brian spoke of the significance of outside “forces” and spiritual awareness. “I never really fully took credit for the songs that I wrote, because I knew that a higher force was with me when I was writing” (Boyd 2000). After both Handel and Brian saw “God” it is recorded that they were both overwhelmed with tears. 

(See Appendix “C” for further quotes on Spiritual Awareness)



KANT, ROUSSEAU AND SCHOPENHAUER 



Kant reinforced the precept that genius cannot be learnt. Danny Hutton observed, “Like watching a magician & trying to figure out how he’s doing the trick & it turns into magic… No trick, it just can’t be done”(Neville 1999). Rousseau wrote of “lowering” genius as a result of rejection they experience or lack of praise from peers. Rousseau wrote, “What will he do to obtain it (applause) if he has the misfortune of being born in a nation and a time… in which men have sacrificed their taste… wonders of harmony are rejected… The praise of his contemporaries is the most precious part of his reward” (Rousseau 1975, p.219–220). Chapter 5 has detailed further criticism. Dennis Wilson recalled, “He had a pure and beautiful alto voice… the children in school made fun of him” (Gaines 1995, p. 50). “Brian ventured out into the artistic world and wounds inflicted upon him by that world, drove him into retreat” (Leaf 1978, p. 65). A huge welter of negativity stemmed from their record company Capitol and certain band members. Mike Love criticised it, “He was fucking with the success of The Beach Boys formula” (Cunningham 1998, p. 84). Bruce Johnston commented, “The growth was so amazing to me, but they (Capitol) would pull on Brian to get more commercial” (Neville 1999). Brian found it was a problem with The Beach Boys because he wanted to develop his style of music. Brian said, “It was a tug of war. I felt like it was getting pulled to pieces… I fell to pieces” (Was 1995). Van Dyke Parks (lyricist on Smile) remembered, “The friction was so great, that as he was just achieving the apex of his creative arc he abandoned the project” (Was 1995). Brian chose to shelve Smile, but it was forced upon him by incredible negative pressure. With the knowledge that people believed in him, Brian could create, without that nourishment, it was as if something dried up. David Leaf suggested, “To me Brian is like Tinker bell in Peter Pan. He’s a light, and if you believe in the light, it shines brighter, & if you don’t believe in it, it dims” (Neville 1999). Derek Taylor wrote of Brian’s insecurity and constant need for reassurance. “Criticism was hell for him… he couldn’t go all the way with his genius” (Kent 2002, p. 50). Brian Wilson found that he couldn’t break out of the chains that eventually bound him. “Man is born free, and is everywhere in chains” (Rousseau 1975, p. 53). He expressed his sentiments lyrically in “I Just Wasn’t Made for These Times” from Pet Sounds: 



I keep looking for a place to fit in,

Where I can speak my mind…

Every time I get the inspiration 

To go change things around.

No one wants to help me look for places 

Where new things might be found…



Kivy also commented on artists being scorned and vilified at the time. “Beethoven was both admired and scorned for his rule breaking” (Kivy 2001, p. 134). Brian was a pioneer in rule breaking, both in harmonies, in the studio & forging the way with relations between record company & artist. According to Nik Venet, Brian was a pioneer, “He was one of the first acts on a major label to bust out of the major label syndrome…” (Tobler 1978, p. 15). David Crosby said, “We’d listen to those great harmonies… So The Byrds became a harmony band… He’s pushed the envelope for pop music, he changed what was possible in pop music” (Was 1995). Brian said, “I knew the direction I wanted to head... up & farther out… I’d climbed the ladder & stood at the top, all alone... But none of that satisfied my fundamental need to prove myself. I had to go further. Now I wanted to jump off the ladder… and fly!” (Gold 1996, p.148) Daniel Harrison (Professor of Music – Eastman School of Music) comments on “Good Vibrations”, “Its more of a mosaic than what we call a through composed song from beginning to end. This allows Brian to juxtapose really very different musical materials by splicing them together... by this mosaic technique he’s able to build a completely new sense of form for rock music” (Was 1995). Graham Nash (The Hollies and Crosby, Stills, Nash & Young) said, “He was way advanced of what anybody was doing at that point… this was something completely different & very sophisticated” (Was 1995). David Crosby, “Sophisticated is the word. They did denser chords, suspensions, suspend & release and major sevenths and minor seven nine chords, that other people hadn’t got to yet… I don’t know how they did that cause they’re not schooled musicians.... Brian never took a music lesson in his life” (Was 1995). Brian consistently spoke of reaching for new plateaus. Schopenhauer also emphasised “the ceaseless desire for new things” (Schpenhauer 2002, p. 10). Schopenhauer (cited in Kivy 2001, p. 75) characterises genius, as “someone who manages to retain the child’s dominance of intellect over will into maturity, every genius to a certain extent is a child”. John Cale (Velvet Underground) said, “What Brian really came to mean was an ideal of innocence, a naivety that really went beyond teenage life & sprang fully developed out of Pet Sounds. An incredible spread of sensibility that was adult & childlike at the same time” (Was 1995). Tony Asher who was with Brian during the recording of Pet Sounds and “Good Vibrations” commented that Brian questioned “whether or not he was enough of an adult, and he didn’t want to become a more substantial adult, self controlled kind of person” (Neville 1999). In interview with Paul Williams, David Anderle said, “The magic of Brian was his innocence… to have that much genius on one hand & that much innocence on the other… I think the reason all that genius came out is because there was no pre-conceived notion about anything… So much was sparked by pure innocence” (Williams 1997, p. 197-198).

The manipulation of children with prodigious talent by their fathers has been recorded in history. Brigid Brophy commented on fathers pursuing their career through their sons and gave the example of Leopold and Mozart. Leopold demanded the right to supervise & control Mozart’s career. The talent was not Mozart’s but theirs. (Brophy 1964, p. 258) Beethoven’s father Johann also tried to make his son a child prodigy. Brian’s father Murry was no exception. A failed musician himself he sought to achieve through Brian. Audree Wilson said, “Suddenly Brian found himself with Murry as a song writing partner, ready to live out his own aspirations through his sons” (Gaines 1995, p. 69). 

Obsessive behaviour, violent emotions and focus to the exclusion of the world around have been suggested earlier (chapter 2) as traits that may accompany genius. In O. G. Sonneck’s work (cited in Kivy 2001, p. 122) Kivy suggests the following descriptions for Beethoven, “slob, distracted, forgetting people around him… raging on the keys for an hour”. Newman Flower describes Handel as being, “unconscious of world, mind in a trance, did not leave house” (Flower 1948, p. 240). Such characteristics are evidenced in Brian’s personality & lifestyle. “It took most of the day to get Brian up… he would go from hysterical laughter to crying…” (Gaines 1995, p. 143). David Leaf said, “Acquiring a reputation as a reclusive, eccentric genius, there appeared to be little more madness than method” (1978, P.105). Schopenhauer commented on the link between genius and madness. Marilyn Wilson remembers, “He would be up all night long… he would constantly be at the piano… I don’t remember him doing anything else… music was his only outlet” (Leaf 1996, p. 105). M. Howe remarks on persistence, fierce and sustained contribution as being markers of genius. Brian recognised that writing was a “compulsion… If I didn’t write, I didn’t function properly… I was like a runner who refused to stop for fear he’d never regain his speed” (McParland 2001, p.72). 

(See Appendix “C” for further quotes on Kant, Rousseau and Schopenhauer)



THE CONSTRUCTION OF GENIUS?



Edward Rothstein suggested genius could be just a product of sycophantism, exploitation & good marketing. Tia DeNora proposes that genius is not necessarily a gift or God given, but something that politics constructed. Howe suggests the part that environment plays in the construction of genius. Derek Taylor admitted starting off the “genius” tag. “Brian told me that he thought he was better than most other people believed him to be. So I started putting it around... I still believe it. Brian Wilson is most certainly a genius” (Kent 2002, p. 27). Paul Williams considers that he helped to create “the genius” myth: 



I thought it was great in the first place for Derek Taylor to come up with the ‘Brian is a genius’ thing, because that helped… it started getting people to take him seriously. I don’t criticise that, but I’m just saying the way a myth works is that our minds freeze to stone. And I believe that people who have played an important role in supporting Brian over the years have still, in my opinion, got confused by their idea, we all have our ideas, of what it must mean to be a genius… They think Brian’s not alright because when he is alright, he’ll have the ability to go into a studio & do anything… It’s easy for us to get stuck in the idea that for Brian Wilson to create something as great as Pet Sounds, ‘he must have known what he was doing’. People analyse it as though the writer had it in mind, ‘this is gonna mean this, and this is gonna mean that’. My point is I think most people, don’t quite get that the universe doesn’t really work that way. That genius actually can be about inspiration, not control… At times I must admit that I felt guilty, I felt Brian is trapped in this myth and I helped create it. (Williams 1997, p. 215) 



Andy Paley said, “I think that the publicity campaign to let the pop music world know that he was a genius worked… most of the fans and insiders knew already… as for their career… they just went down… if people didn’t  know by the time they’d heard “Warmth of the Sun” (1964) that Brian was a genius then somebody telling them wasn’t going to mean much”. (See Appendix “B” for full interview) Not everyone was caught up in eulogising Brian Wilson. In an article in Rolling Stone, December 1967, founder & editor, Jann Wenner wrote, “Brian Wilson actually is an excellent writer & composer & a superb producer, however his genius is essentially a promotional shuck” (Leaf 1978, P. 123). As Howe pointed out, people’s reputations come and go, and so can views as to whether they merit the genius tag. (Howe 1999, p. 14) 



�Conclusion



The different definitions and philosophies of genius throughout the centuries give a variety of interpretations and emphases – I do not believe in “construction” of genius theory alone or any other theory in isolation – I believe they interweave and produce a rich tapestry that becomes genius. There may be a preponderance of differing threads for different people – but I believe all strands will be there, in some measure, at sometime and in some place. No two tapestries will be the same. As Howe said, “genius… its origins will always resist our efforts to fathom them, and that’s that!” (Howe 1991, p. 1) To remove the mystery from genius is to reduce it to the ordinary – so magic and myth it must remain. 

	Having established our multi-stranded genius design – did the subject fulfil the pattern? Is Brian Wilson a genius, or as he described himself, “just a hard working guy?” (Gold 1996, p. 143) The critical response gathered was from a variety of sources – ranging from family, to musician and colleagues who worked with him, to academics – both literary and musical, to contemporary musicians and others in the music industry. Assessing these comments, did they reveal a person whose contribution to the culture of his era is unique, definitive and spiritually momentous? The answer is an emphatic yes. Did it reveal “substantial” support for the genius label? Again, a resounding yes. 

Deeply embedded preferences inherited from our earliest years, personal taste and influences are certain to affect our response to the question – this however does not invalidate affirmative response. As Paul Williams wrote, “Great art isn’t just created by the genius of the artist. It’s also created by the openness and receptivity of the individual listener…” (Williams 1997, p. 226). Addison contended that all scribblers (and musicians I presume!) have their admirers who think they are great geniuses. This does not diminish the idea of genius – it actually makes it more accessible. If genius can only be measured by our thoughts – and thoughts are all that can be gathered – it has to be a subjective decision – and being subjective cannot be proven. 

	The study is replete with accolades to Brian Wilson, which I believe do verify his genius. If genius is a recognition of achievement, the evidence of Brian’s creations and critical acclaim lead me to the conclusion that it is true. His achievements both musically and personally are a triumph over adversities. Triumph over disability, over drugs, over record company struggles, over so many things – he has emerged victor. A recent article in the Daily Telegraph exemplified very clearly different opinions of genius. On 17th December ’02 an editorial commented on Sir Paul McCartney’s genius. On January 5th ’03, a letter was sent to the editor refuting this – claiming that Mozart and Beethoven were – but McCartney – no way! As there are differences in definition of genius so there is diversity in our choices of genius – one man’s meat truly can be another man’s poison! 

Tia DeNora portrays Beethoven’s career in four seasons: a prolific performing writing period, a time as a popular composer, a retreat from public life and a time of resurgence in interest. Brian Wilson’s life mirrors each of these stages in an uncanny way. His retreat came following the demise of Smile when drugs and depression consumed him. He emerged from this in 1988 after years of therapy. There has been a huge resurgence in interest in his life and work assisted by the ongoing Pet Sounds tour (began 2000). This has played to sell out halls – and received exceptional reviews. Of the Pet Sounds concert at the London Festival Hall, New Musical Express’s reporter Andy Capper wrote, “Never mind the fact that this concert is the most amazing, emotionally affecting event that NME and pretty much everyone else here tonight – has ever seen. Ask Bobby Gillespie, Gruff Rhys, Roger Daltrey and Elvis Costello (just some of many!), all of whom are seen drying their eyes during the intervals…” (New Musical Express, 16 February 2002, p. 38).

	A shadow did fall on the career of Brian Wilson, but he ventured from the shadow, into resounding accolades of his work. Sir George Martin said: 



The best pop music is the classical music of the day. So, in comparing Brian to composers like Beethoven and Mozart, I’m sure there is an affinity there, although Brian was able to use a more colourful palette… they had to think in terms of pure music, but Brian got into the colour of sounds… If Bach were alive today, he would have been doing what Brian Wilson does… if I have to select a living genius of pop music, I would choose Brian Wilson. (Leaf 1996, p. 122) 



So – move along old Masters, there’s a genius in the wings.  
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�APPENDIX A:

Phone Interview with Andy Paley

23/12/02



Andy Paley has worked with Brian Wilson intermittently over the last 15 years. Brian commented, “Andy was referred to me by Seymour Stein and Lenny Waronker (Sire Records). Andy’s a real swift guy. Real fast. A very brainy guy. He puts a lot behind it, let's put it that way. He’s a scary guy when you get right down to it” (McCulley, 1997a, p. 189). Paley said, “The best things about writing, producing & collaborating with Brian Wilson in general are his energy, creativity & his brilliant sense of humour” (Priore 1997, p. 227). “Paley does not assume a leadership role, he lets Brian lead the sessions… Having been raised on Beach Boys records, and having worked with Spector in the 1970’s, Paley is also a scholar on how to get the exact sound that Brian is looking for” (Priore 1997, p.227). During the Pet Sounds tour (2001) Brian said, “Maybe soon we’ll be doing some new recording with my band… some of that may include Andy Paley” (Abbott 2001, p. xii).   



J.C: Do you consider you are a musician influenced by him and if so in what ways?



A.P: “I would consider myself a musician & then, after that I would consider myself a musician influenced by all sorts of people, but definitely he’s one of them… Brian Wilson is someone who inspires me, but there’s lots of music that inspires me.”



J.C: Would you put the genius tag on him? 



A.P: “Yeah, I would have done that probably… I considered Brian Wilson a genius the first time I heard his music.” 



J.C: The earlier stuff? 



A.P: “Yeah, Yeah… And that’s one that always puzzles me that people don’t look at it that way… because, to me he’s been sort of a constant genius, in other words, it wasn’t something that came later, I just thought he was always… To me it was obvious that he was a genius… In fact they sound melodically & harmonically as advanced or even more advanced than some of the later stuff… “Good Vibrations” is a brilliant record – I think that the melody & the chord progression (this is just me personally) on a song like “Custom Machine” is more advanced harmonically, I do I’m not kidding, I’m absolutely serious, see that’s the thing that nobody talks about. For instance, there’s obvious ones like “Warmth Of The Sun”. If I was going to be quoted, I’d rather be quoted saying stuff like that that. 



J.C: Then that will contrast with what other people say?



A.P: “I honestly feel that way. If I had a choice between listening to “Warmth Of The Sun” or listening to “Fire”, I would rather listen to “Warmth Of The Sun” and I find it more inspiring, much more inspiring… There are things on the earlier albums that are really, really advanced & the way that people write about him sometimes – its like oh, he did all these records & then he finally did Pet Sounds & then he did Smile. I don’t look at it that way… I just think his genius is obvious very, very early on.” 



J.C: Do you think it was just a clever publicity stunt by Derek Taylor at the time? 



A.P: “I know he worked for Brian & the Beatles at that time, so he must have known what he was doing. Although I don’t think those records were that successful, I wouldn’t blame Derek Taylor.” 



J.C: Do you think him being called a genius & the people round him calling him a genius spurred him on to greater things or do you think it was detrimental to him? 



A.P: “I know he’s aware of it. Lets put it that way. I don’t know if that affects him or not. I know he’s got a very competitive streak, & I guess it would have spurred him on in some way… but I wasn’t around for that stuff. I mean, I was around for it musically, but I didn’t know Brian back then, I know him pretty well now & my opinion is that he’s probably affected by things like that because how could you not be. I don’t know if it would be negative or positive. Maybe both!”

 

�APPENDIX B:

Email Interview with Andy Paley

Email received 5/1/03



“It was obvious to me, as a young pop music fan, that the Beach Boys records were being made by really talented people… In the early sixties in America the radio was not only a source of entertainment, it was an addictive, obsession. It was ALL-exciting and I just absorbed it all and didn't spend to much time thinking about who was a genius and who wasn't… Of course Brian is a genius. I guess your question is, “... Is that really relevant to his success?” I think that the publicity campaign to let the pop music world know that he was a genius worked,  and did just that... although most of the fans and insiders knew already. I don't think that it did much for the Beach Boy’s career because if one looks at the sales at the time, they just went down, except for the single “Good Vibrations”. I don't know what this publicity did for Brian personally because I wasn’t around at the time. It’s not easy to live up to what people expect from you when you are given a label like that though. I know that Brian is very, very proud of his early records and rightly so! He felt that he and the Beach Boys created some of the best stuff they ever did right at the beginning of their careers. As a fan, I must agree. “Keep An Eye On Summer”, “No Go Showboat”, “The Warmth Of The Sun”, “Hawaii”, “Catch A Wave”... “Girls On The Beach” just to name a few... are so melodically brilliant and so harmonically complex that they are as good as anything Brian did later. He knows that, and we fans knew that at the time, so it must've seemed strange to be labelled a genius all of a sudden. I'd figured out that Brian Wilson was a genius way before Pet Sounds came out  (Shut Down Volume Two is my favourite Beach Boys album) and I was only twelve! If people didn't know by the time they’d heard “Warmth Of The Sun” or “Catch A Wave” “When I Grow Up To Be A Man”, “She's Not The Little Girl I Once Knew” etc. that Brian was a genius then somebody telling them wasn’t going to mean much. All of my friends knew. But, please don't forget, we also knew that Marvin Gaye was genius and that Phil Spector was a genius and that Tommy James was a genius, that Jerry Lee Lewis was a genius, that Don Gibson was a genius, that Owen Bradley was a genius, that Bob Crewe was a genius Thom Bell was genius...etc! Was I influenced by Brian? Yes! Was I influenced by all of this other music by other genius? Yes!



�APPENDIX C:

Extensive Quotations From Evidence Gathered



PET SOUNDS



“Over recent years, through collaborations with artists/producers such as Don Was, Jeff Lynne, Van Dyke Parks, there has been more than a little evidence to prove that the genius of Brian Wilson is still alive. More than 30 years may have passed since he carved his Pet Sounds masterpiece, but those who know him believe that he still has the potential to unleash another timeless work of wonder from his unique, symphonic, and ultimately unpredictable mind” (Cunningham 1998, p. 84).



When talking about The Beach Boys transition to Pet Sounds Elvis Costello said, “After it was dumb and goofy and before it got to weird and spooky and maybe that’s why everybody loves it so much, cause it’s the bit where it all was right” (Boyd 2000).



Billy Corgan (Smashing Pumpkins) contended, “He turned his back on his whole world, including his bands world to create his own vision of music to give people something that we still have today, so that’s not genius that’s just guts… A lot of anything with The Beach Boys always comes with a certain amount of baggage and for me as a fan its always been trying to rip away the baggage and just get down to the core music” (Neville 1999).



Al Jardine said, “To write just the bridge of ‘Wouldn’t it be Nice’ - that would be an accomplishment for most writers for a lifetime” (Neville 1999).



“Pet Sounds is a world in and of itself… the bottom line is that this music has profoundly affected many people & stands as a testament to the genius that created it” (Stebbins 1999, p. 79).



Carol Kaye, the session bassist on Pet Sounds and other recordings said, “He grew, he just got better and better musically all the time. With Pet Sounds he was trying to knock somebody out” (Neville 1999).



Paul McCartney said, “John was influenced by it… it was the record of the time you know” (McCulley 1996, p. 219). He regarded Pet Sounds as one of the greatest popular-music albums ever made and was effusive in its praise. Throughout the industry, everyone was astonished at what Brian Wilson had pulled off. (Miles 1997)



Neal Umphred (1997, p. 34) described Pet Sounds as “lushly impressionistic in a Gershwinian mode, with melodies that recalled the Romantic beauty of Schubert”.



McCartney said, “Pet Sounds flipped me. Still one of my favourite albums of all time just ‘cause of the musical invention. That was the big thing for me [in 1966]. I just thought, ‘Oh dear, this is the album of all time. What are we gonna do?” (Leaf and Linett 1996, p. 8).



Marilyn Wilson said, Brian’s perspective was that he achieved what he set out to do. “I wanted to create something that I thought would bring an adequate amount of spiritual love to he world” (Leaf 1996, p. 8).



Not all critics reacted with rapt enthusiasm. Ralph Gleason, a San Francisco music critic said, “I think I liked them better before if only for sociological reasons…” (Siegel 1995, p. 84)



After hearing The Beach Boys, Marc Bolan and David Bowie confessed, “We were all Beach Boys fans… we tried to get a big Beach Boys kind of sound” (Cunningham 1998, p. 252).



Sonic Youth front man Thurston Moore, has also spoken of Brian’s music, “Very beautiful music, very beautiful art… It’s really fascinating hearing such complex harmony” (Was 1995).



Phil Ramone said, “Great melody, wonderful chords... It’s a legacy we owe the next generation…to make some of those songs heard again” (Leaf 2001).



Marilyn Wilson commented that when his music wasn’t received by the public as he thought it would be, “It really hurt him... They (The Beach Boys) slowly tore him down” (Was 1995).



Graham Nash said as a result of Andrew Loog Oldham’s advert, “Everybody wanted to listen to Pet Sounds” (Was 1995).



GOOD VIBRATIONS



In 1967 David Anderle recalled, “When I really got in with Brian was right round the time of the fourth, final ‘Good Vibrations’ (summer ’66). I heard it and it knocked me out, and I said, uh oh, there’s something happening here that is unbelievable” (Williams 1997, p. 41).



“…‘Good Vibrations’ was part of the Brian Wilson master plan. The next stage would be ‘Heroes and Villains’ and finally there would be the unveiling of the biggest jewel in The Beach Boys crown, a whole album laden with Parks/Wilson gems, a breathtaking masterpiece that would leave all supposed competitors reeling in their tracks. This project initially entitled Dumb Angel was quickly changed to Smile” (Kent 2002, p. 35).



Daniel Harrison (Professor of Music – Eastman School of Music) examining “Good Vibrations” said, “It’s more of a mosaic than it is what we call a through composed song from beginning to end. And this allows Brian to juxtapose really very different musical materials by splicing them together; sometimes he puts transitions, sometimes not. But by this mosaic technique he’s able to build completely new sense of form for rock music” (Was 1995). 



Following “Good Vibrations” live debut, when Brian arrived home his wife Marilyn said, “You achieved what you set out to achieve.” Brian’s reply was, “The problem is I don’t know whether I should be saying hello to everyone or weather its time to say goodbye” (Gold 1996, p.152).



SMILE



Discussing Smile David Anderle said, “Brian was making music that he felt he had to make and all of a sudden was surrounded by all these people who kept saying, ‘You’re a leader, you’ve really got the responsibility, look what you’re doing,’ and I think he got into that for a while… He allowed himself to fall prey to what was going on, it was Othello and Iago, in a sense, and then all of a sudden I think he realised that that’s not where he’s at. Where he’s at is to make the music that he wants to make” (Williams 1997, p.78).



What was the atmosphere around Brian Wilson as he went about making his new music? Anderle said, “There were many different interchangeable concepts floating around, it was a very intensely creative period of time… Smile was going to be the culmination of all Brian’s intellectual occupations” (Leaf 1978, p. 97).



“According Siegel, Brian worked on the recording of the music for over three hours and after 24 takes was satisfied” (Leaf 1978, P.99).



Diane Rovell recalled, “The Smile thing was not a comfortable time” (Preiss 1979, p. 46).     



Mike Love made clear, “I never objected to musical progression… the only thing I ever objected to was lyrics – I think lyrics should be used to communicate. Music or sound, which will communicate a feeling. Meaning and feeling together make a musical whole…. Although I thought they were far-out, I didn’t relate to them. When I heard a lyric that made no sense to me, I could appreciate it on an aesthetic level, but it didn’t sit right with me. I had a difference of opinion from those who did” (Preiss 1979, p. 44).



Mike added, “I didn’t resonate well with what was going on at that time. He was writing these songs under the influence of various substances and it didn’t make any sense to me” (Boyd 2000).



Carl Wilson asserted, “I know there’s been a lot written, and maybe said about Michael not liking the Smile music. I think his main problem was, the lyrics were not relatable, they were so artistic & to him they were really airy-fairy and too abstract. Personally I loved it” (Was 1995).



David Anderle, “Maybe Smile was never meant to be, other than what it is. But I certainly I think it would clearly have been the hallmark pop/rock record” (Neville 1999).



Carl Wilson, “Brian ran into all sorts of problems on Smile. He just couldn’t find the right direction to finish it and then after all that hard work the album was abandoned. Brian withdrew from public life completely. We were supposed to headline the Monterey pop festival, but at the last minute Brian backed out. Monterey was a turning point in rock and roll, over night the whole scene changed, and we felt as though we’d been passed by” (Leo 1991).



Paul Williams said, “I heard bits of the new music.... so hauntingly beautiful I couldn’t forget them. I had to tell the world. We all did… we were unconscious (and happy) instruments of the historic process, of a legend that wanted to create itself… all great works of art are failures in the sense that they reach for something that is ultimately beyond expression… Pet Sounds & “Good Vibrations” are as close to musical perfection as can be found in modern rock and roll”  (Williams 1997, p.126).



David Anderle said, “Its like taking a person, exposing him to something he’s always wanted to be in, taking him right to the brink of it & leaving” (Leaf 1978, p. 117).



Anderle said, “Brian really wanted to space out & take off… It was like a great wall had been put down in front of creativity” (Kent 2002, p. 39).



In interview with Paul Williams in 1967, David Anderle’s view was, “He was so far ahead at that time that I couldn’t even see where it was leading. Brian never was concerned with where it was leading, only that it had to be done. He knew in his soul what he wanted to do” (Williams 1997, P.52-53).



POST SMILE 



Nik Venet describes the arrival of the Beach Boys. “They began a new trend in popular music. A self-contained band, a group that wrote, produced and performed their own material. It was a shot in the arm for the music industry. It was a new form of… teenage music… it was a pure California phenomenon” (Leaf 1978, p. 36).



Philip Norman (Elton Johns Biographer) wrote, “He spent several months working on a new song for the Beach Boys, agonising about whether they’d even like it when he finally managed to finish it” (Norman 2001, p. 274).



Andrew Loog Oldham wrote, “As I got up from the not-even-nearly-leather studio reception couch I heard Brian Wilson say, ‘One day I will write songs that people will pray to.’ Dear Brian nearly had it right, God only knows. He should have said, ‘One day I will write songs that will move people to pray for me.’ He already had” (Oldham 2002, p. 86).



In The Beatle’s anthology Paul McCartney wrote, “ ‘Penny Lane’ was a little more surreal, although in a cleaner way. I remember saying to George Martin, ‘I want a very clean recording’ I was into clean sounds – maybe a Beach Boy influence at that point” (McCartney, P. Harrison, G & Ringo Starr 2000, p. 237).



Jackson Browne said, “I think The Beach Boys music encompassed that background condition of being a kid in southern California… Brian was this really gifted composer and in his listening to music accepted the challenge that he heard in other peoples music” (Boyd 2000).



Elvis Costello said, “The stuff about surfing, it’s only later that I find out it was only Dennis that surfed. We were quite willing to believe it was all really what they did” (Boyd 2000).



Terry Melcher recalled, “Brian always thought that he was somehow inferior to Phil Spector. I always thought it was absolutely the other way round. Phil Spector was a very talented crazy, but he had this layered sound thing, but Brian took that and used it in a delicate way, so it became beautiful, so it wasn’t just angry, and Phil’s thing was anger, and Brian was love, Brian was always looking for love” (Boyd 2000).



John Cale (Velvet Underground) confessed, “I wrote a song that was fairly straight forward. A fan song about how I’d heard him first in Wales, how he was a thousand miles away in California & how it was difficult for me not to believe everything he said… there was something genuine in every lyric that he wrote. That can be a heavy burden for a songwriter and I don’t think every songwriter wants that” (Was 1995).



Danny Hutton (Three Dog Night) said, “I heard the beginning of “California Girls” and that was the first time I went, wow… The introduction to that song was the start of a different sound” (Neville 1999).



Hutton, “He was awesome, intimidating, scary & a little bizarre… So innocent & bizarre and so truthful that he would frighten people” (Was 1995).



Darius Rucker of Hootie & the Blowfish said recently, “He’s one of the true treasures of American history. He’s one of the greatest songwriters in the history of our country and I don’t think you need any more legacy than that” (Leaf 2001).



Hal Blaine (session drummer) recalled, “It was very early on that we started - after hearing finished product, that’s when we started realising there’s some genius here” (Boyd 2000).



Tony Asher said, “He was being accepted as a creative genius and that allows you to indulge yourself & he did” (Neville 1999).



Marilyn held that Spector and Brian developed a “mutual admiration. Brian couldn’t understand that Spector even thought about him” (Preiss 1979, p. 17).



Brad Elliott (author of Surfs Up!) commented, “The Beach Boys are the only American group with an impact approaching that of the Beatles” (Elliott 1982, p. xiii).



In 1967 Jim Morrison (The Doors) claims Brian Wilson is his favourite musician. (Williams 1997, p.76)



Cameron Crowe (writer & director of Academy award winning film Almost Famous) said, “Just beneath the intoxicating sadness and sweetness of Brian’s melodies is the genius of his writing” (Leaf 2001).



In his biography Neil Young writes of Brian’s genius. (McDonough 2002, p. 160)



“The media in Britain recognised the value of The Beach Boys early on, and have maintained this high view of them throughout the years. A recent polls in The Sunday Times voted Pet Sounds the greatest album ever made, and a recent Mojo Poll (1997 August) of musicians and producers nominated “Good Vibrations” as the best ever single” (Abbott 1997, p. 10).



Alan Blakely (The Tremeloes) said, “To me when I think of Brian Wilson he is The Beach Boys. He’s the band and they just go out on the road and put over onstage what he’s been doing in the studio. He must be quite something of a guy… “Good Vibrations”, that to me is the best single of all time” (Priore 1995, p. 247). 



After Brian had decided to call it a day with Smile, he said, “Wenner’s editorial had nothing to do with my decision… I was just too darn consumed by my own difficulties to concentrate on music” (Gold 1996, p. 174).



GENIUS AND BRIAN WILSON



Paul Williams said, “Brian Wilson reminds one of J. S. Bach in the awesome purity and directness of his music, the seeming effortlessness & corniness with which he breaks every musical rule & throws open the doors of heaven” (Williams 1997, p. 102).



Tom Petty said, “I would put him up there with any composer… I don’t think you would be out of line comparing him to Beethoven… the word genius is used a lot with Brian, which I don’t know if he’s genius or not, but I know that that music is probably as good a music as you can write” (Was 1995).



Marilyn Wilson said, “People just wanted to be around Brian. They wanted to get what he had… He was born with what he had” (Neville 1999).  



Carl commented, “There were many years of his life when he did nothing but play piano” (Gaines 1995, p. 51).



Brian himself spoke of times when he would get a simple tune and then “all of a sudden they end up on the piano & into studio. It’s amazing… Once in a blue moon your soul might come out and play and just express itself” (Was 1995).



He also spoke of the times when he was conscious of an outside force visiting. Paul Williams asked, “So there’s this feeling of being guided sometimes?” Brian Wilson. “Right, exactly!” (Williams 1997, p.174).



“We cleverly intertwined prayer with competitive spirit and it worked” (Was 1995).



A problem Brian admits is trying to live up to the term “genius” – “Like every song has to be another ‘Good Vibrations’! It’s very hard” (Simmons 2002, p. 57). 



Brian said at the time, “I took the lack of support very personally” (Gold 1996, p.142).



Brian suggested, “During the production of Pet Sounds, I dreamt I had a halo over my head. This might have meant the angels were watching over” (Leaf, Linett and Paley 1993, p. 38).



MOZART



David Leaf said, “The idea that Brian Wilson was Mozart in Hawthorne was unbelievable.” (Neville 1999) 



Chazz Palminteri, Hollywood actor said at an All-Star Tribute about Brian Wilson in 2001, “Brian has been called the Mozart of pop… Like Mozart he was a gifted youth… Brian wrote heavenly hymns to God” (Leaf 2001). 



Classical music section, The Sun Herald, Sydney Australia, 1981 “The durability of Brian’s music will outlast all the songs of drugs and revolution. That makes Brian Wilson a 20th century Mozart” (McParland 1999, p.25). 



“Mozart wrote every part for every instrument. Why should we consider Brian Wilson’s music differently?” (Cunningham 2000, p.81)



Glen Campbell said, “It was music with intelligence, it was the rock & roll Mozart” (Boyd 2000).



SPIRITUAL AWARENESS



Carl Commented, “We started to have prayer session. To pray for guidance and for bringing good things to what we were doing. I think the idea being to bring forward God’s will in our work” (Was 1995).



When Dennis Wilson heard “God Only Knows” he asked Brian how he had achieved something so beautiful. Brian’s response was, “I prayed, I prayed to God” (Gold 1996, p.139).



KANT, ROUSSEAU AND SCHOPENHAUER  



Lindsey Buckingham (Fleetwood Mac) remembered, “The first time I heard Pet Sounds I have to admit that I did a little bit of a knee jerk in the same way probably the record company and some other people did, because it wasn’t as accessible as Brian’s song writing approach had been up to that time. I’m not sure I fully appreciated that until years later – probably until I started making records my self” (Was 1995).



“The key relationship in the early years of The Beach Boy’s career was that with Capitol records. It played a key part in Brian’s breakdown & subsequent withdrawal from the music business” (Leaf 1997, p.15).



Audree Wilson remembers, “Pet Sounds rejection hurt Brian a lot because he was very proud of it” (Leaf 1978, p.88).



Bruce Johnston felt the fights over Smile were “like a slap in the face to Brian” (Leaf 1978, p. 116).



Tony Asher said, “As a human being, Brian was hopeless. But as a producer, he was a magician… a genius” (Milward 1985, p. 41).



His mother Audree believed that “Murry was jealous of Brian”. (Neville 1999)

“There was pressure from Brian’s father to keep within the successful boundaries of the group’s earlier music” (Preiss 1979, p.46).



Brian said, “I was blind to my self destructiveness, content with my death wish… To hell with fame… I wanted to slip into the peace and quiet and darkness of non-existence” (Gold 1996, p. 10). 



Michael Bocchini described Brian’s persona as, “The voice of a man broken by success. His music has dissolved in the awareness that the price paid has been too high” (Bocchini 2000, p. 16). 



David Leaf writing in 1978 said, “Art and suffering are always found together, but in this case, the hardship has overwhelmed the artistry” (Leaf 1978, p. 9).
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Brian Wilson – Genius or Hardworking Guy?










