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Introduction: Beatles Real Person Fiction (BRPF)

Born into a family of Beatles fans, my experience of the group began in early childhood via my parents. As with many other Beatles fans of my age, my own Beatles knowledge developed from the stories my parents would share.1 My viewpoint of the Beatles was constructed through my parents’ delivery of the groups’ history and stories of their fandom. The Beatles are such an important part of my family life that every August since I was a child my parents would make a pilgrimage to Liverpool to participate in the Beatles convention.2 From the age of five, I went with them and some of my earliest memories are of sitting on my dad’s shoulders in the Cavern Club listening to Beatles tribute bands. Each year I observed the multitude of fans who travelled from all over the world to celebrate the Beatles in their birthplace. The Liverpool Beatles convention is not limited to tribute acts but also features interview panels, question and answer sessions and a variety of guest speakers3 with authors and people linked to the Beatles. Fans come to listen to speakers retelling Beatles history while including as many new snippets of information as could be recalled. I witnessed how the Beatles history was retold here, with fans desperate to hear any new stories or obscure facts about the group. As a third-generation Beatles fan myself who has not experienced the height of Beatlemania, attending the convention enabled me to not only actively engage in my own Beatles fandom but also feel closer to the group through the tribute bands, guest speakers and the buying of merchandise.

More recently, I observed fans’ desire to feel closer to the Beatles and to share their history and stories with others when I led tours at Paul McCartney’s childhood home, 20 Forthlin Road,4 as a locum custodian. Visitors exchanged various Beatles stories with each other and I saw their delight in divulging Beatles anecdotes, promoting their detailed knowledge. Visitors would also relish telling stories of their fandom and how they came to know about the Beatles, using the tours to form relationships and communicate with other fans. When asked where they learnt these stories, they were often unable to recall the exact source, yet this did not deter their belief in what they were sharing. Through these experiences, I saw first-hand how Beatles history has been repeated through numerous voices and is furthered through Beatles fans sharing anecdotes. It was here I also observed a hierarchy within Beatles fandom, with admiration from the fan community to those who possessed detailed Beatles knowledge. This links to being a Big Name Fan (Busse and Hellekson, 2006) and achieving status in a community that is also, as Matt Hills (2002: 46) notes, a ‘social hierarchy where fans share a common interest while also competing over fan knowledge’. It was also during my time as a custodian that I first noted a form of Beatles ‘folklore’ or ‘Beatlelore’5 occurring through the retelling and altering of Beatles stories depending on who was narrating them. Indeed, I was doing exactly that when leading the tours through some small adaptations I made to the standard script.6 This practice demonstrated, as with all history telling, a postmodern historiographic approach, highlighting how Beatles history can be interpreted by individuals and how certain aspects of historical detail can be revised or omitted. This form of accidental and informal revisionism highlighted the importance of authenticity within fiction using the Beatles. As the exploration of texts in this book will show, authentic detail and the creation of nostalgia from reading were integral to readers. Alongside this, legitimacy of the perceived hierarchy of fandom was thrown into question, particularly when Beatles secretary Freda Kelly7 attended a tour. Kelly’s presence caused me to question how legitimate the detail being delivered was and if, as a personal friend of the Beatles, Kelly would have agreed with the accuracy of this information. This further highlighted the continued debate, true not only for historical research but also for fan knowledge gathering; whether we should solely rely on the memories of people who knew the Beatles or were present during their active years.

As a Beatles fan and English literature graduate, I was already aware of commercially published Beatles fiction such as Kevin Barry’s (2015) Beatlebone. However, when I started exploring further fictional Beatles texts, I was astounded by the magnitude and range of work available. I assumed that, as with other Beatles texts, these fictional pieces had been explored and discussed within academic fields relating to fandom, music and popular culture. Yet very little critical analysis of Beatles fiction has occurred within the academic world. Womack and Davis (2006) discuss Beatles literature with a mention of fiction utilizing the Beatles, but no focused textual analysis is included. I immersed myself in this subgenre of Beatles fandom with fascination and through examination uncovered authors’ utilization of non-fiction Beatles information to advise their work.

My exploration of Beatles fiction began with an examination of the category of Real Person Fiction (RPF). RPF is a form of fiction writing often categorized as a subset of fan fiction in which stories use celebrities or ‘real people’ as key characters and has a fairly long history with even literary greats the Brontës writing their own form.8 Yet RPF in its modern form as ‘fannish RPF’ (Fathallah, 2018) has grown in popularity due to the internet and the popularity of fan fiction sites. However, the wide range of these brings to light the difference in texts. The terms ‘fan fiction’, ‘Slash’ and ‘RPF’ have been discussed widely within fan studies, with many authors offering varying opinions on them. Mills (2020), for example, sees fan fiction, literary fiction and Slash9 as three different categories but all of which share connections. Slash fiction being a form of fan fiction focuses on a romantic relationship between characters of the same sex with explicit content. With such a variety of creative texts on offer, it is unsurprising that Beatles fans are reading and writing Beatles fiction or what I term Beatles Real Person Fiction (BRPF) as part of their fandom practices. The term BRPF is constructed here to demonstrate the wider fiction texts on offer which include the Beatles. BRPF is my own constructed term to describe the texts which will be explored in this book due to their use of the Beatles as key characters and therefore relying on ‘real people’ within their plots. Rather than terming this Beatles Fiction, I wanted the wider connection to RPF and fan fiction communities to be highlighted within this exploration of Beatles texts. This is in part due to the shared, created canon that fans offer within these texts and how they do this through technology. Although I discuss the author’s part within the creation of the text, it is important to note the work on RPF and fan fiction, demonstrating the ‘collective entity’ (Hellekson and Busse, 2006: 6) of the fandom who truly create these texts.

RPF and fan fiction are both areas of importance to explore and naturally this book is unable to note all of the interesting research available. This book instead intends to explore Beatles RPF and fan fiction, sharing how fans have constructed stories about the group and what this tells us about their fandom. Most notably the similarities in BRPF to wider RPF and fan fiction are the shared online spaces and tropes, but the main difference is how Beatles RPF is more insular and highly invested within ideas of authenticity. This stems from the authors’ use of oral narratives, published accounts and other stories to create their own ‘canon’. Although the focus on authenticity is paramount, the stories explored here place the Beatles into new creative narratives, with some authors constructing plots which are historically plausible and others taking the Beatles into new, fanciful scenarios. These include texts which promote themselves as Beatles fiction but do not include the Beatles as characters. I have not counted these as BRPF, yet they do highlight further how the interest in the Beatles remains in the twenty-first century and how their name is used to sell work.10 Writers have begun to reinterpret the Beatles’ lives in their creation of fictional ‘truth’ via published texts such as Barry’s (2015) Beatlebone, films like Yesterday (2019) and the wide variety of fan fiction available. The use of the Beatles within newly constructed plots offers audiences a ‘refraction’ of reality, a change in direction from what they have previously heard or read but with the familiarity of non-fiction information utilized as a basis for new plots. The first piece of BRPF I read which inspired this book is one of the more well-known texts, Kevin Barry’s (2015) Beatlebone. This book is of great interest as it is the only Beatles fiction text published by a mainstream publisher and the only one to win a mainstream prize – the Goldsmiths Prize.11 The promotion and wide audience reach for this text are in stark contrast to pieces available on fan fiction websites. One other key text inspiring this book is Christopher Burn’s (1984) short story John’s Return to Liverpool. Published in Interzone12 magazine, it is one of the first commercially published fiction pieces using Lennon as a main character and imagines Lennon coming back home.

Once immersed in a wide reading of BRPF, I wanted to understand how these texts found their audience. Many BRPF authors distribute their work via three primary modes: online fan fiction sites, self-publication and, for a smaller number of authors, commercial publication. Mills (2020) terms this as ‘literary fiction’ but due to similar research and writing processes taking place for these authors as the online fan fiction or self-published authors, I count their work as BRPF. Arguably, we could restrict Beatles fiction to fan fiction and self-publication alone, but in my research, I noted how even the texts reaching a wider audience utilized similar themes, ways of producing their stories and their readers’ desire for authentic and nostalgic texts.

Circulation of BRPF is now a common and popular twenty-first-century Beatles fan practice. Although it has origins in similar 1960s fan group practices, contemporary BRPF is substantially different to its twentieth-century predecessors in that technology allows wider connections with fans and more opportunities to share fan practice. BRPF also functions as a way for newer fans to feel closer to the Beatles despite being distant from the Beatles’ active period. BRPF serves a critical function in contemporary Beatles fan practices as it enables
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