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EARLY JANUARY 1969. In a vast, bleak film studio in 
Twickenham, West London, five hirsute figures enter, amidst the clatter and 
detritus of a film set, settle down and begin to try to play some music. The 
Beatles (for it is they, complete with the now ubiquitous Yoko Ono) proceed 
to spend the following couple of weeks in a state of simmering tensions, 
resentments and self-destruction. Failure. Despite the subsequent recording 
and release of the magisterial ‘Abbey Road’ album that autumn, the tortuous 
month of January 1969, in effect, saw the end of The Beatles.

Since 1963, they had reigned supreme, moving in concentric circles of 
success, audacious achievement and global domination. Six years in which the 
world, cultures, borders, politics and societies changed irrevocably. Change 
blazed, from a recording studio in an elegant Georgian townhouse in Abbey 
Road, St John’s Wood, through avian shriekings in two-bit British ballrooms 
and gigantic US sports arenas, through the hallucinogenic haze of mid-1960s 
London, via records of unprecedented brilliance and astonishing artistry, all 
leading to this – a draughty, echoing sound stage and The Beatles, still 
regarded by much of the world as near-supermen, disintegrating before our 
eyes, squabbling over biscuits and guitar chords. The idea was for director 
Michael Lindsay-Hogg to film a warts-and-all documentary of the band 
devising and recording their back-to-basics album ‘Get Back’, the sessions 

culminating in a live concert finale befitting the world’s most celebrated pop group. In the event, the 
resulting album, retitled pleadingly ‘Let It Be’, and released with an oleaginous production by Phil 
Spector, captured the group’s desultory noodling, bickering and sporadic bantering, climaxing with a 
perfunctory 45-minute lunchtime performance on the rooftop of their London offices one chilly 
afternoon. As the police came to break things up, following complaints from the neighbours (this was 
the heart of London’s West End), John Lennon, sensing the finality of the moment, stepped to the 
mic and sarcastically signed off, thanking the assembled crowd of Apple employees, friends and 
family and finishing with: ‘I hope we passed the audition’. The Beatles, barring the intentional 
valedictory swansong of ‘Abbey Road’, were all but over that cold, grey January day. 

Mid-2010, Jerusalem. Michael Rakowitz, a visiting artist, of American-Iraqi ancestry, is working on 
an exhibition in Jerusalem at the behest of former Sharjah Biennial director Jack Persekian and has 
organised a concert on the rooftop of the city’s Swedish Christian Centre, overlooking the Dome of 
the Rock. The building is at intersection of the city’s Muslim, Jewish Armenian and Christian 
quarters, and Rakowitz has invited Palestinian group Sabreen to recreate that final Beatles’ rooftop 
gig, interpreting the 1969 setlist through ouds and kanun, rather than Hofner bass and Epiphone 
guitars. For Rakowitz, the project encapsulated an idea that he had been formulating ever since the 
notion of the Jerusalem residency was first mooted, bringing a long-standing, almost clinical 
obsession with with The Beatles into a comparative analogy of the rise and demise of pan-Arab 
nationalism and the disintegration of core elements in the ongoing evolution of the state of Palestine. 

‘For me, it was about Jerusalem, but it was about so many other things. It was about negotiations 
breakdown, it was about the inability for people to communicate what happens when the possibilities 
for some moments of enlightenment do collapse. You’re talking about a city that is so beautiful, 
because of the different layers of religious history. You have the minarets, church bells and the 
praying at the wall all going on at the same time. That for me that is the harmony that one would hear 
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on a record, that’s like the loose kind of idea I had.’
As Sabreen played on the rooftop, the words written by Lennon/McCartney echoed over the 

cityscape. Songs written during the conflict-ridden final months of The Beatles’ existence took on a 
new relevance. ‘Don’t Let Me Down’, ‘Two Of Us’, ‘Get Back’, ‘Let It Be’ and ‘The Long And 
Winding Road’ re-contextualised themselves into what Rakowitz describes as a ‘concrete poetry 
about the region’.

‘I saw Jerusalem as conveniently four sections of a city – you have the Muslim quarter, the Jewish 
quarter, the Armenian quarter and the Christian quarter. So I thought John, Paul, George, Ringo, not 
that I would look for corollaries between different religious groups and who each Beatle was, but it 
just seemed to fit in a way...’

The project was a success, to the extent that the artist then decided to develop things further and 
press on with an idea for a radio programme in which he would weave snippets from the 130 or so 
hours of raw audio material culled from the 1969 ‘Let It Be’ sessions into an aural history of the 
region’s politics. Taking his idea to Radio Amwaj, a Palestinian broadcaster, he was initially doubtful 
as to whether the radio station would be receptive to it. Following an enthusiastic reception by the 
staff, he left with a commission for a series of 10 episodes that were subsequently broadcast during 
peak listening hours across the Occupied Territories.

‘They wanted the whole story,’ recalls Rakowitz today, sitting at a German restaurant in Kassel, 
where I find him during a summer residency at dOCUMENTA, where he is presenting a 
characteristically detailed presentation exploring the implications of the destruction of the Afghan 
Bamiyan Buddhas in 2002. ‘And then the programme director Wahid Sharuff says to me, this is so 
moving to us, that you want to do it because this was the soundtrack of the last moment when we had 
hope. ‘Sergeant Pepper’ was released just before the Six Day War. Nasser was going to liberate us. He 
was getting the crowds all ready and then the Israelis go into doing this pre-emptive strike June 6th 
and that was it. Then Nasser resigns on June 9th and then everybody demonstrates and says they 
want him back and he comes back in. That was the way it all came together...’

This September, Rakowitz presents the fruits of this extensive research in a multimedia exhibition 
at New York’s Lombard Freid gallery, in a show called ‘The Breakup’. In it, through a diverse array of 
artefacts, many of them created by Rakowitz himself or discovered through his odysseys of online 
investigation, he creates a world of possible narratives through the break-up of The Beatles. There is a 
short documentary film – Rakowitz is obsessive about documenting his process – and even a limited-
edition album of Sabreen’s rooftop gig, packaged in a sleeve that pays homage to a rare live John 
Lennon/Plastic Ono Band album ‘Live Peace In Toronto’. A mock-up of the ‘Sgt. Pepper’ sleeve 
filled with Arab political and cultural figures summarises the project in a nutshell. And, furthermore, 
countless artefacts tangentially connected to the imagined confluence of The Beatles and the Middle 
East, drawn on slender threads of coincidence, chance and tantalising near-misses of fate. 

Rakowitz’s use of The Beatles as a means to explore the emotion, passion, idol-worship and 
fervour that coloured much of the dream of pan-Arabism and the right to Jerusalem is not perhaps as 
outlandish as it might initially appear. He’s been obsessed with the  group ever since one childhood 
night in December 1980 when he found his mother in tears, watching news reports of Lennon’s 
assassination. ‘Listen to this,’ she told him, putting a copy of ‘Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band’ 
on the family record player. ‘It’s a story from first to last’. And that was that. 

From then on, Rakowitz’s fascination with The Beatles bloomed with crazy precocity. At school, 
when called upon to learn a poem and recite it in front of the class, he stood up and recited ‘I Wanna 
Be Your Man’. ‘People would memorise poems by Silverstein or somebody in second grade and I’m 
memorising Beatles lyrics and reciting them like poems. Literally. “I wanna be your lover baby/I 
wanna be your man/Love you like no other baby/like no other can”. Not really realising how 
inappropriate some of that was... So, all of this is to say that my entry point into The Beatles was one 
that was grounded at home and it was this real familial connection to The Beatles that was coming 
from my parents. It felt like this was a pop culture, I didn’t know, but it was something I wanted to be 
a part of and I found myself endlessly inspired by it.’

Rakowitz’s radio project with Radio Amwaj was duly compiled, recorded and transmitted across 
the Occupied Territories every afternoon at 4.30pm, when many listeners were stuck in traffic lining 
up at checkpoints. Into this daily drudgery came Rakowitz, his mellifluous tones intoning with the 
gravitas of a latter-day Ed Murrow. Blending a timeline of Arab political and military unity and 
subsequent collapse, he unobtrusively drew parallels with the dissolution of The Beatles, via hours of 
outtakes, bootleg recordings and almost absurdly detailed attention to detail (‘This kind of obsession 
is something I suffer from, it’s actually considered a psychological condition’), considering many of 
his listeners would have had little idea of what he was talking about. 

‘I just kind of like thought, if I was gonna do something about Jerusalem, I’d want to do 
something that wasn’t simply some kind of affirmation of the Palestinian claim to Jerusalem or about 
Palestine. Because I feel that’s something Westerners do quite a lot. You go to Palestine and everyone 
has a Palestine project and the least interesting thing I can do is to say “I feel like you’” And I didn’t 
want to do a polemic, so in this case maybe something poetic might be interesting. You and I have 
discussed at length my whole Beatles syndrome and the theme of this exhibition was the Jerusalem 

Tanks roll through East 
Jerusalem June 10th 1967 
(Getty Images)

Michael Rakowitz ‘I didn’t 
want to do a polemic, so in 
this case I thought maybe 
something poetic might be 
interesting’
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‘I SAW 
JERUSALEM AS 
CONVENIENTLY  
FOUR SECTIONS 
OF A CITY. SO 
I THOUGHT 
JOHN, PAUL 
GEORGE, 
RINGO... IT JUST 
SEEMED TO FIT 
IN A WAY’

Rakowitz was entranced by 
the idea The Beatles would 

play a farewell gig in Tunisia, 
even mocking up the sleeve 
to the resulting ‘live album’  

Catching Paul McCartney’s 
eye at a gig with Libyan 
friends in Chicago. Security 
ordered Rakowitz’s friend 
leave the stadium shortly 
after this shot was taken.
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An Egyptian airfield during 
a bombing raid on June 5th 
1967... four days following 
the release of ‘Sergeant 
Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club 
Band’, that international 
manifestation of the 
‘summer of love’ (Getty 
Images)
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syndrome. It dealt with exhaustion and moments when enlightenment collapses, and so I started to 
think, well if we’re gonna talk about fanaticism, then it’s about what I’m really a fan of. And in one 
case that’s baseball and on the other case it’s The Beatles. And so I thought about this long-term 
interest that I had in doing something with these recordings of the last Beatles sessions that I had 
accumulated on vinyl...’

Playing fragments of studio chat, he would try to pinpoint the moment the band split up, down to 
the exact moment. Was it when George Harrison temporarily quit the band, in a fit of dudgeon? Or 
when Lennon scowled one time too many at a perceived slight made against Yoko Ono, who was 
permanently installed by his side throughout the duration of the sessions?

Again, Rakowitz’s premise was repeatedly made, through gentle allegory and editing of key 
moments in history. The overall effect, over nearly 10 hours of programmes, reminded me of an 
optician testing two lenses through which one will finally see a clear vision. ‘This one... or this? 
Sharper? Or blurred? And now...?’

‘The whole project is more or less about a certain kind of parallel timeline that’s running,’ he says. 
‘But it’s also like I’m also weaving a story with The Beatles, where I’m more or less speaking about 
them as these tribes that are travelling together. They met to become this one thing. All these things 
are happening in the Middle East and these people have been dispossessed, there is this lack of a 
home and that we are all aware of and that’s where I set the radio show. But I never say where the 
radio programme is. It’s a radio programme that really only works in Palestine in that sense. Because I 
never actually say Palestine, I say, “Dear listener” or “Dear inmates”, “I dedicate this song’” a point at 
which I am the DJ. Right, I’ll find these coincidences and it’s not as though I necessarily want the two 
timelines to meet. But there is one moment where I needed something with George [Harrison] when 
he was listening to Elvis’s “Heartbreak Hotel’” which roughly lines up. He says that he was riding his 
bike and it was in 1956 and he hears “Heartbreak Hotel” playing out of somebody’s window and he 
stopped to listen. And the release of “Heartbreak Hotel” being on the BBC playlist and being 
something new lines up with a broadcast of Gamal Nasser’s speech where he was slamming a 
US-British plan to counter his nationalisation to the Suez Canal. The question that then arises is – did 
George linger long enough before the songs final chords faded away to hear Nasser make this 
speech?”

In 1963 Egypt,’s President Nasser, the champion of the pan-Arabist ideology, was the driving force 
behind the much-anticipated ‘United Arab Republic’, a tangible federal megastate that would usher 
in a new era of collective federal might. ‘I started researching and pulling together information,’ says 
Rakowitz. 

‘And before I knew it I was making connections between the date when John and Paul come 
together, it’s like in 1956 and George joins and in 1958, at that point he is 15 which John thinks is too 
young and he joins the band and three days before his 15th birthday Egypt and Syria joined and to 
form the United Arab Republic, so it’s this idea of things coming together at the same time.’

This coalition would, idealistically, stand down the Western-backed might of Israel and assert a 
new phase of Arab fraternity and brotherhood. The flag – black, white, green, red – signalled a new 
unity. ‘All Together Now!’ It didn’t last long. In November, Abdul-Salem Aref took power in Iraq 
and broke ties with Syria. 

The following January, in 1964, the heads of the UAR states met in Cairo to agree on the formation 
of the Palestine Liberation Organisation and a combined military force, the Unified Arab Command. 
The Israelis were sufficiently spooked to, at least in some quarters, declare that this was the point at 
which the Six Days War of 1967 really began. 

In London, the Beatles were filming ‘A Hard Day’s Night’, their first film, set amidst scenes of 
hysterical fan adoration, hitherto unseen in Britain. A year later, whilst on another world tour, plans 
were tentatively made for them to enter the Middle East and play a concert in Tel Aviv. The Israeli 
authorities, fearing their youngsters would be rendered ungovernably seditious by seeing Ringo Starr 
in the flesh, hollering ‘I Wanna Be Your Man’, decided to ban the group from performing. Michael 
Rakowitz pulls out a pile of photographs and flips through them, showing a copy of a ticket stub. 

‘In the show, there is a ticket that an Israeli Beatles fan made for the concert that they hoped 
would have happened in 1965 in Israel. The Beatles were banned in 1965. Because they feared that 
they would bring on a revolution. So they made the concert ticket from what it would have looked 
like and where it would have been at that time in 1965. It’s perfect, a perfect ticket. 

‘Then I found in Israel, after the defeat of Jordan in 1967, the defeat of the Syria, the defeat of 
Egypt, they took all this the land, Sinai, Gaza, the West Bank, Golan. Moshe Dayan warned the 
Israeli state not to get too attached to Jerusalem.  The whole idea was that they were going to give 
back this in exchange for peace treaties. The military actually drew up plans to create the Palestinian 
state of Ishmael. Israel and Ishmael. That was going to be the Palestinian state, imposed by the 
Palestinian military. In the meantime they needed a currency. During that time of course, in 
Jerusalem, there was no Palestine, it was a part of Jordan after 1948, so people were using dinars. 
Golan was part of Syria, they were using the Syrian piastre and in Egypt they were using the pound. 
So the Israelis came up with three different currencies to be used in these three different territories. 
You had the West Bank fils because you had the Jordanian fils, they couldn’t do copyright 

A slight homage to 
Lennon’s 1969 ‘Live Peace 
In Toronto’ album sleeve 
for the Sabreen live album, 
recorded on a Jerusalem 
rooftop 31 years after The 
Beatles recorded their 
rooftop farewell. (Courtesy 
the artist)
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infringements to give the essence of what the Jordanian money looked like, but it said West Bank, 
military zone. The same thing in Golan, where it looks like the Syrian piastre and it’s called piastre. 
And of course, it was banned. They destroyed these hundred of thousands of coins and notes  printed 
up in the anticipation that they were gonna release them and now only a hundred of each exist. I’m 
getting these high-resolution scans that I’m reprinting as facsimilies. The Beatles album, the ticket, a 
currency that the Israelis thought up – and then the next thing that we end with is currency that can 
be imagined in a Palestinian state.’

As events unfolded in the Middle East during the mid-1960s, The Beatles meanwhile were busy 
becoming virtually immortal in the West. Described as ‘avatars’ from another planet, sent to save 
humanity from itself, by psychedelic fruitcake and savant Timothy Leary, their tightly bonded unity 
was their only defence against a world that had shrunken to a series of barricaded hotel rooms, 
thousands of screaming fans, police cordons and airplanes. By 1966, they had had enough and 
retreated to the studio to begin the final phase of their career, as pure artists, beholden only to their 
creativity. I remembered, whilst Rakowitz was talking, that he had, whilst in Dubai, made some 
connections between band members and political figures, Paul McCartney taking over a Nasser-type 
figure, alternately exhorting and charming his partners into retaining a unified front. But the truth was 
that, in both cases, external factors would prove to be as fatal to Nasser’s dream of pan-Arab 
fraternity as McCartney’s fantasy of The Beatles as one, immutable, permanent four-way bloc. 

The Middle East exploded into seismic tumult in 1967 – the ‘Summer of Love’ elsewhere, but 
when Israel, intimidated by what it perceived as an impending attack by the united forces of Egypt, 
Syria and Jordan, occupied the Gaza Strip, the Egyptian Sinai Peninsula, the West Bank and Syria’s 
Golan Heights. In London, The Beatles’ manager, Brian Epstein, died from a drug overdose that 
August and the band’s central nervous system was irrevocably shattered, beginning the slow 
dissolution of the band. Rakowitz’s radio programme weaves these two seemingly distant narratives 
into a compelling document of parallel upset, catastrophe, tragedy and seismic shifts in long-term 
direction for the key factions in the Middle East and in London’s Abbey Road studios. By the time we 
reach the fateful ‘Let It Be’ sessions in 1969 and the abortive plans for a grand finale to The Beatles’ 
career with a live concert – perhaps on an ocean liner, London’s Roundhouse, the BBC Evening News 
or an amphitheatre in Algiers – the one-time dream of Arab strength and unity was in ashes. 

‘During the recordings, there is no clear comparison that can be drawn between who in The 
Beatles equals who in the Arab world, but there are different moments which the charisma of each 
person is the reason why the band is together, the three different figures of John Lennon, Paul 
McCartney and Brian Epstein. John starts it, then Brian basically takes it over so that they can just 
concentrate on their work and their image and then Brian dies in 1967 and nobody other than Paul 
McCartney is essentially interested in continuing. In that sense, it’s almost like looking at different 
power shifts in the Middle East, about where the centre of power was. You have Nasser who really 
was what the Middle East lived and died with. But when he goes – and it was a humiliating defeat – 
he goes to resign and it’s almost like his death began then. Nasser dies of this massive heart attack on 
September 28th,1970, one year and eight days after John Lennon announces to The Beatles that it’s 
over.’

In December 1969, the fifth Arab summit in Rabat ended in disarray and mutiny. By now, the pan-
Arab dream was all but finished. Rakowitz’s narrative parallels this collapse with the disintegration of 
the final ties between the four men in a London studio. Listening to these recordings, interspersed 
with the growing chaos and atmosphere of recrimination and humiliation in Syria, Jordan and Egypt 
is vividly poignant. Ultimately, Rakowitz’s project, a meticulous grab bag of history, music, culture and 
fraternity, spells out in shades of meaning, the dismantling of power and idealism and the harsh, cold 
acceptance of a grim reality. In doing so, he has achieved a masterful, thoughtful artwork that 
becomes relevant again today, through stories that have now passed into mythology in their respective 
constituencies, unconsciously uniting millions in the Middle East and Western worlds. HBA

Recording the radio show at 
Amwaj. ‘I never say where 
the radio programme is. 
It’s a radio programme that 
really only works in Palestine 
in that sense. Because I 
never actually say Palestine, 
I say, “Dear listener” or “Dear 
inmates”’ 

Egyptian president 
Gamel Abdel Nasser. Paul 
McCartney was taking 
over a Nasser-type figure, 
alternately exhorting and 
charming his partners into 
retaining a unified front. 
(Getty images)
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‘NASSER DIES 
ON SEPTEMBER 
28TH, 1970,  
ONE YEAR 
AND EIGHT 
DAYS AFTER 
JOHN LENNON 
ANNOUNCES TO 
THE BEATLES 
THAT IT’S OVER’

Fantasy fulfilment: Rakowitz 
fashioned a wealth of Beatle 
‘memorabilia’ in support of 
his conjectures on what the 
band might have achieved, 
had they remained united. 


