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Introduction

Multitrack recording changed popular music because it allowed musicians and engineers to treat the
studio as a compositional environment rather than merely a place to document a performance. The
Beatles’ “Taxman,” recorded during the 1966 Revolver sessions on four-track tape, and Marvin Gaye’s
“What's Going On,” developed at Motown in 1970 and 1971 through layered recording and mixing,
show two distinct uses of that technology. “Taxman” is compact, dry, sarcastic, and rhythmically
forceful, using limited tape capacity to combine a strong basic performance with double-tracked
vocals, backing responses, tambourine, and Paul McCartney’s aggressive guitar solo. “What’s Going
On” creates a much more spacious sonic world through layered vocals, percussion, orchestration,
ambient conversation, and melodic bass. In both songs, production strengthens the political message.
Technology does not simply make the recordings cleaner. It determines how voices relate to
instruments, how social atmosphere is constructed, and how listeners experience the emotional force
of the lyrics.

Four-Track Discipline in “Taxman”

“Taxman” demonstrates how severe technical limitation can encourage precise arrangement. During
the Beatles’ sessions at EMI Studios, one tape track carried the basic guitar, bass, and drums;
separate tracks were used for George Harrison’s vocal performances; and another track contained
McCartney'’s lead-quitar solo, tambourine, and backing voices from McCartney and John Lennon
(Lewisohn, 1988). Because several elements shared the same tape channel, later mixing could not
isolate every sound independently. The musicians and production team therefore needed to decide
balances and combinations early. This limitation contributes to the record’s hard, economical
character. McCartney’s bass is unusually active, Ringo Starr’s drums remain direct and dry, and the
guitar accompaniment reinforces the modal tension of the song. Multitracking did not weaken
ensemble performance; it captured a disciplined rhythm section and then created enough space for
selected overdubs. The result shows that track count matters less than how effectively musicians
allocate musical roles within the available technical structure.
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Vocals, Sarcasm, and the Guitar Solo

The studio construction of “Taxman” supports its political satire. Harrison’s doubled lead vocal makes
the complaint sound more emphatic, while Lennon and McCartney’s responses transform the lyric into
a mocking exchange between authority and taxpayer. The famous guitar solo was played by
McCartney and uses bends, rapid phrases, and an Indian-influenced melodic quality without featuring
an actual sitar (Everett, 1999). Its abrasive sound interrupts the vocal sections and returns during the
fade, giving the track a circular sense of agitation. The opening count-in and cough also contribute to
the record’s character. These sounds create the impression that the audience has been admitted into
an informal studio moment, even though the released opening is itself a constructed production
choice. This is an important example of how multitrack recording can manufacture spontaneity. The
technology creates intimacy by selecting and arranging fragments that feel unpolished. “Taxman”
therefore uses production rhetorically: tight rhythm, doubled voices, sarcasm, and a disruptive solo
turn fiscal resentment into a memorable sonic attack.

Layering the Social World of “What’s Going On”

Marvin Gaye’s “What's Going On” uses multitracking very differently. Rather than compressing the
listener into a tight band performance, the recording creates a social environment. Gaye’'s layered
lead vocals, background voices, James Jamerson’s fluid bass, percussion, keyboards, horns, strings,
and conversational sounds make the song feel like an ongoing gathering rather than a statement
delivered from an isolated booth (Ritz, 1991). The doubled lead is especially important because the
two performances are not mechanically identical. Slight differences in timing and emphasis make
Gaye appear to answer or accompany himself, turning private reflection into an internal dialogue. The
ambient voices that surround the song extend that effect outward, suggesting community and human
contact before the formal message fully develops. This production strategy matches the lyric’s
concern with war, violence, division, and social responsibility. Instead of answering public crisis with
sonic aggression, Gaye surrounds the listener with warmth, movement, and conversation. Multitrack
recording becomes the means through which political concern is represented as collective listening
rather than confrontation.

Orchestration, Rhythm, and Studio Space

The arrangement of “What’s Going On” demonstrates how additional recording flexibility can create
depth without losing clarity. Jamerson’s bass moves melodically beneath the harmony, while drums,
congas, and other percussion maintain a continuous but relaxed pulse. David Van De Pitte’s
orchestral writing adds strings and horns that expand the song’s emotional range without covering
the vocal. Separate recording and mixing control allow these layers to coexist in a spacious sound
field, giving each section a distinct role. The combination of street-like conversation, sophisticated
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orchestration, soul singing, jazz-influenced harmony, and church-like vocal feeling challenges the
assumption that protest music must be harsh or musically simple. Gaye’s political message depends
partly on this sonic hospitality. The listener is invited into a space where concern can be shared rather
than instructed from above. More tracks made that degree of layering possible, but the artistic
achievement lies in restraint and proportion. Additional channels become meaningful only when every
part contributes to the record’s emotional and rhetorical purpose.

Technology as Political Rhetoric

Comparing the two recordings shows that multitrack technology does not impose one aesthetic.
“Taxman” uses track scarcity to produce concentration, sarcasm, and rhythmic pressure. “What's
Going On” uses greater layering to create flow, multiplicity, and a sense of community. Both songs
are political, but the politics are heard differently because the recordings organize sound differently.
Harrison’s complaint about taxation becomes sharper through vocal doubling, backing replies, and
the cutting guitar break. Gaye’s response to war and social suffering becomes more expansive
through overlapping voices, orchestration, and ambient social sound. Mixing is therefore part of the
argument. Decisions about balance, placement, overdubbing, and editing influence whether the
listener experiences a song as accusation, conversation, intimacy, or public address. Multitracking
also separates the final work from a single live moment. The released recording becomes the result of
several performances and later decisions combined into one designed experience. Production is not
secondary decoration; it is one of the principal ways meaning is created.

Conclusion

“Taxman” and “What's Going On” demonstrate two stages in the evolution of multitrack recording
and two different philosophies of studio composition. The Beatles worked within the discipline of four-
track tape, combining a powerful live rhythm foundation with carefully chosen overdubs and
accepting that several elements would remain permanently linked once recorded. Marvin Gaye used a
more flexible multitrack environment to layer voices, percussion, orchestration, and social
atmosphere into a continuous musical conversation. Neither recording is superior because it uses
more or fewer tracks. Their importance lies in how technical possibilities were converted into
expressive decisions. “Taxman” turns limitation into compression and attack, while “What’s Going
On” turns layering into empathy and communal depth. Both recordings show that the studio had
become an instrument in its own right. Multitrack technology mattered because it allowed artists to
construct relationships among sounds that could not exist in the same way during one uninterrupted
performance, making production inseparable from musical and political meaning.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 3



@ ’ACADEMIC

References

Everett, W. (1999). The Beatles as Musicians: Revolver through the Anthology. Oxford University

Press.
Lewisohn, M. (1988). The Complete Beatles Recording Sessions. Hamlyn.
Ritz, D. (1991). Divided Soul: The Life of Marvin Gaye. Da Capo Press.

Copyright © 2026 Academic Master. | 4



