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Large works of historical synthesis based on secondary reading and the observation of contemporary history can only be written in maturity.


ERIC HOBSBAWM, April 20121


Writing is in fact never anything but the poor and skimpy remains of the wonderful things each person has inside himself. What ends up as writing are erratic little clumps of ruins when compared to a complicated and splendid ensemble.


ROLAND BARTHES, April 19792









Notes


1 London Review of Books, 26.4.2012


2 Barthes, Roland, The Grain of the Voice: Interviews 1962–1980 (Oakland, University of California Press, 1992)




















FOREWORD


by Andrew Weatherall







You’re either on the bus or off it.


KEN KESEY





I owe my psychedelic nativity to Sarah ‘Reb’ McSweeney, the rockabilly queen of the Old Dean estate, and my pathetic, bravado-reeking attempts to woo her. ‘Of course I’ve done acid before’ – the answer to her question, ‘Have you ever done acid before?’


I’d never done acid before.


I’ll give you the full details of what ensued when next we meet, but it started with a rainbow piss and ended up with me recumbent on a bed (sans Ms McSweeney), a transistor radio pressed tightly to one ear, listening to the static between stations. Little did I know at the time that I was creating my own version of Terry Riley’s ‘Mescalin Mix’, where ‘everything seems to slow to a subsonic white noise that drifts in and out of audibility’. The bedspread was a universe in and of itself – sonic cathedrals and every molecule a majesty. The merest of triggers, like the merest of collisions that brought the universe into being, brought my psychedelic world into existence. And from day one I had no need for fractal orthodoxy. I was wearing Aldous Huxley’s mythical grey flannel trousers. I was on the bus.


I got off the bus, after a decade’s lysergic adventuring, at Silbury Hill in Wiltshire, where it dawned on me that the journey was over. This is the conclusion I came to when I found myself standing atop said structure, where, as Adam Thorpe writes in On Silbury Hill, ‘a progress up the hill would enact the deepest movements of nature, a shape found in the double helix of DNA and in the structure of galaxies’. I was clad in monks’ robes and clutching a gnarled staff which, in my mind, was instrumental in creating thunder and lightning. I eventually made it home and put myself to bed after very nearly jumping from a third-floor balcony into an imaginary swimming pool and then being moved to tears while watching the visual extravaganza accompanying ‘It’s All Too Much’, courtesy of the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine. Thankfully, I realised that were I to continue any further on my journey, my return ticket might expire and the next stop could well be a secure institution.


Sadly, this is a realisation that many don’t get blessed with – a realisation that LSD is a key which, as Rob Chapman puts it, ‘apportions its insights and discoveries in bright, spectacular starbursts, but the rest, my friend, is up to you’. A realisation that, in the words of the Zombies’ Rod Argent, LSD ‘always seemed quite a crude way to expand your mind’. What’s also sad is that sometimes we imbue with superior magic the work of those artists who have incurred psychic injury having banged their heads on their way through the doors of perception. Somebody else’s darkness brings light to our own. It’s a price to be paid for art’s vicarious thrills. It’s why Kevin Ayers is as underrated as Syd Barrett is overrated. It’s pure conjecture, but Ayers’s realisation could well have led him to write the line ‘Beautiful people are queuing to drown’ in ‘Song for Insane Times’. I also think he knew that, rather than providing answers, LSD just threw up even more complex questions. Questions that would eventually gnaw at the guy ropes of sanity. Spend too much time focusing on definitive answers and you eventually forget the original question. Meanwhile, the real answers go sailing past in the midst of simply being and living. The answer, as Ayers pointed out in ‘Whatevershebringswesing’, is ‘right there in front of your nose … so let’s drink some wine and have a good time’.


I’m not saying don’t get on the bus, because if you do there’s every possibility of entering a world in which you are simultaneously both a central nucleus and a tiny atom in a universe of kaleidoscopic synapses. Strangely enough, a world just like the one described in Psychedelia and Other Colours: a world comprised of a central truth surrounded by a breathtaking network of mind-expanding connections.

















ALL DRESSED UP AND LAUGHING LOUD


An Introduction







All of those present become comically iridescent. At the same time one is pervaded by their aura.


WALTER BENJAMIN3


I think the only remotely interesting drug was acid. I had a slightly peculiar attitude towards it I think. Just about everything about hippydom I hated. I liked the 60s up to about ’65 or ’66. I liked the mod clothes, I liked the look … I only did it three times myself and found it very interesting … I remember being very taken by very obvious things like sunsets and the silhouettes of buildings. But beyond that I wasn’t very interested in the drug culture. I could see that the drug culture did not need to be like that. It could have been sharp suits and LSD.


JONATHAN MEADES4














 


 


We’re taking the scenic route. I hope you’re OK with that. The world really doesn’t need another book about the psychedelic sixties, not one that tells the same story about the same bunch of people from the same tired old perspectives at any rate. Very early on in proceedings, when I was still undecided about whether or not to try and solicit new information from those who were there at the time, I was watching the DVD extras for Magic Trip, the 2011 documentary about Ken Kesey’s fabled bus ride across America. Co-director Alex Gibney mentioned that he had originally intended to include new interviews with the surviving Merry Pranksters, but when he came to synch up the memories to the footage, he found them, as he put it, ‘too rehearsed’. It’s that over-rehearsed version of the story that I want to avoid here. And besides, there’s another tale that needs to be told. Several others, in fact.


The book’s subtitle – ‘And Other Colours’ – gives me carte blanche to go the scenic route. It’s my creative licence, my get-out-of-jail-free card (or at least on bail), but it’s also an acknowledgement that psychedelia didn’t just appear out of nowhere or exist in a vacuum. Part of my reluctance to go the well-trod route stems from my dissatisfaction with the increasingly crass way in which pop history is presented in the media. Pop documentaries on TV and radio (and most interviews in what is left of the quality music press) seem to have settled on an agreed history of the past. Guided by market-driven editorial edicts regarding who the significant artists are, who the permissible cult figures are and what the important events are, they present a non-negotiable narrative of epochs, icons and myths which becomes as self-fulfilling as it is tiresomely repetitious. This book is about many things but it’s not about creating or consolidating orthodoxies. As grandiose and fanciful as it’s going to look in print, I’m more interested in how this stuff might play out a century or two after we’re all gone, when reputation and cultural baggage count for nothing and all that’s left for future historiographers to haggle over is our memory essence and the residue of vibrating air. I’m also interested in what led up to all this – the first two hundred years of psychedelia, if you will. My 1960s might therefore be a little more elongated and expansive than the one you’re used to. You might also find certain reputations inverted and others inflated beyond what you’ve previously encountered, but please remember there are no in-groups and out-groups here. Everyone is in.


I’m not one for regurgitating endless biographical details about band line-ups and the record labels they were on. You can find that kind of information in any number of well-researched (and sometimes not-so-well-researched) sources, if cataloguing is your thing. I’m fascinated by genealogy, but it’s the genealogy of ideas that interests me here.


Similarly, if you weigh a book simply by its absences I can save you a lot of time right now. Countless groups – from Blue Cheer to Blues Magoos, from the Misunderstood to Skip Bifferty – don’t get the attention that you might think they deserve in a book of some quarter of a million words. Leaving them out agonised me as much as it will you. My first draft contained half as many words again, and the stuff I sketched out or thought about, or envisaged including but didn’t, is unquantifiable. In the process of writing Psychedelia and Other Colours I listened to thousands of hours of music, and hundreds of worthy endeavours didn’t make the final cut. So if you get to the end of the concluding chapter and find yourself thinking, ‘Hasn’t he heard “Lazerander Filchy” by 49th Parallel or “Cover Me Babe” by the Sunshine Trolley?’, well, yes, I have, and countless others like them. In fact, I listened to so much music that in the end it all became pleasingly, almost perversely generic. I began to appreciate psychedelia for its similarities as much as its differences. My listening aesthetic was rarely guided by records that were outstanding or exceptional, although many of them clearly are. As often as not I have mentioned them because they were typical – typical of the commercial tendencies of their time, typical of the marketing strategies that promoted them, typical of the mainstream they all swam in. In such transcendent moments music became codified patterns of noise, free of all extraneous detail. The moment I realised I was probably in too deep with this approach came early one Saturday morning as I was driving to the shops. ‘Heroes and Villains’ came on the radio and in my half-awake state I initially failed to recognise a record I’d heard a thousand times before. Instead, in those thirty seconds or so before cognition kicked in, I heard the extraordinary sound of a barbershop quartet on acid, much like Brian Wilson must have heard it on that first morning of creation. So, before you castigate me for not mentioning your favourite track off Minnesota Garage Punk Rarities Volume 23, please bear all this in mind.


For most publishers, including this one, the house style for indicating ellipses is three dots (…). I’d like you to imagine three dots on virtually every other page of this book as I stripped my ‘grand ensemble’ to its essence and left several themes unattended. At the outset I naively thought that there would be an opportunity to venture far beyond the Anglo-American model and to look at psychedelia’s various global manifestations. When he was researching The Right Stuff, Tom Wolfe originally envisaged that the book would end with the moon landing. When he was a thousand pages into his draft and had only reached John Glenn’s 1962 orbiting of the Earth, his wife commented, ‘They’re not going to the moon, honey. Not in this book anyway.’ Getting to the moon in this book proved relatively easy, given the subject matter. Getting to Turkey, Brazil, Japan and Nigeria, on the other hand, proved to be impossible. Another book. Another lifetime.


On the subject of psychedelic music my subjectivity will be clear. On the subject of psychedelic drugs my philosophy might best be summarised as ‘Neither a proselyte nor a prohibitionist be.’ This is neither a book for drug bores nor drug banishers (he says hopefully). Much of what Jonathan Meades says above resonates with me; it didn’t need to be like that is pretty much my watchword too. I was never much inclined towards the Cheech & Chong and Furry Freak Brothers end of things or the uniform (and uniformity) that went with all that. But either way, please try and keep an open mind. As the late lamented Trish Keenan of Broadcast once sang, ‘It’s not for everyone.’ And if you don’t agree with the categories I have constructed in order to make sense of the landscape, then create your own and may they serve you well. Better they serve you than the other way round. Ultimately, music is, I believe, a forum for our imaginations, not for fixed readings or what Alan Watts calls ‘keenly callipered minds’. It ceases to belong to the artists the minute they present it to the world.


I had more to tell you but a person from Porlock called upon some urgent business an hour or so ago and the rest, I discover, is now just a blur.


Spending Some Time with Paradise People: Thanks and Acknowledgements


To Lee Brackstone and Dave Watkins, my editorial overlords at Faber, for keeping me off the straight and narrow. To my agent Sarah Such for helping bring all this to fruition. To Ian Bahrami for meticulous copy-editing. To Rob Young and Audun Vinger Johanssen for allowing me to dress-rehearse some of these thoughts at the By: Larm festival in Oslo in 2014. Likewise Deborah Carmichael at Michigan State University for the invitation to appear at the PCA/ACA annual conference in Boston in 2012, when this book was still just a kaleidoscopic gleam in my eye and a folder full of scribble.


Figuring that anecdotage and reminiscence wasn’t really the way to go I carried out very few new interviews for this book, but I did incorporate and expand upon material from articles I have previously written on the Soft Machine, Kevin Ayers, Robert Wyatt, Marc Bolan, the Zombies, Procol Harum, Brian Jones, the Beach Boys, the Blossom Toes and Syd Barrett. Anyone who feels short-changed by the brief chapter on Pink Floyd is directed to my 2010 Syd Barrett biography A Very Irregular Head. Offcuts and an altogether better class of afterthought from the material gathered for that book also found a place here, for which I thank Peter Baker, Barry Miles, Pete Brown, Sebastian Boyle, Libby Gausden, Andrew Rawlinson, Anthony Stern, Nigel Lesmoir-Gordon and the irascible, cussed spirit of the late and very much missed Storm Thorgerson. Thanks also to Stan Shaff for additional information on Audium and Peter Coyote for his thoughts on the Diggers.


For additional research material I would like to thank the BBC Written Archive at Caversham, the British Library, JSTOR for access to all journals cited in the bibliography, Barney Hoskyns and the team at rocksbackpages.com for access to all pop press articles that weren’t already in my attic archive, Ace Records, William McGregor and Jim Irvin, Janet Greenwood at the University of Huddersfield’s library, Isabel Turner and Derek Ham at the BBC in Salford, Professor Rohan McWilliam at Anglia Ruskin University, and Cindy Keefer at the Center for Visual Music in Los Angeles.


Closer to home and to where the heart is: to Pete Upcraft and Neil Dell, with whom I’ve spent the best (and worst) part of forty years discussing, arguing, ridiculing and revering this stuff. To Gavin Brownrigg, Colin and Kate Lyall and all my fellow Salonistas at Lyall’s bookshop in Todmorden. And finally to my wife Caroline, the ultimate cook of cakes and kindness, and to my daughter Alice, to whom this book is dedicated. It’s dedicated to all the Alices, in fact, whether by name or by nature.


Rob Chapman, Todmorden,


autumn equinox, 2014




Notes


3 Benjamin, Walter, ‘Protocol I: Highlights of the First Hashish Impression’ (1927), from Protocols to the Experiments on Hashish, Opium and Mescaline 1927–1934, trans. Scott J. Thompson. http://www.wbenjamin.org/walterbenjamin.html


4 http://thequietus.com/articles/10502-jonathan-meades-interview
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TO MAKE THIS TRIVIAL WORLD SUBLIME







The man who comes back through the Door in the Wall will never be quite the same as the man who went out. He will be wiser but less cocksure, happier but less self-satisfied, humbler in acknowledging his ignorance, yet better equipped to understand the relationship of words to things, of systematic reasoning to the unfathomable Mystery which it tries, forever vainly to comprehend.


ALDOUS HUXLEY, The Doors of Perception1


I am about to embark upon a hazardous and technically unexplainable journey into the outer stratosphere.


THE WIZARD OF OZ














‘It Must Be to Do with Orange. Not Only with Orange’


‘So far, are these visual things the only effects you’ve had?’ asks the inquisitor, in his soft Scottish brogue.


‘No,’ says the dark-haired, wild-eyed girl from the planet Freecloud. As she speaks she rolls an orange in her hands like it’s warm Play-Doh.


‘What other effects?’ the inquisitor persists.


‘It’s all to do with colour. It’s all to do with round, with shapes,’ she says in a hushed, childlike voice.


She inhales and lets out an exasperated gasp.


‘Ah, everything’s coloured,’ she says, making a sudden dismissive hand gesture as if she’s warding off some approaching cosmic storm.


‘Ah, it must be to do with orange. Not only with orange,’ she says, comically admonishing herself as she comes out with the qualifier. She opens her eyes wide when she speaks the second sentence, as if startled by her own sudden discovery about the nature of orange. She makes another delicate theatrical hand gesture and lets out another little gasp. Her thoughts continue to spill thick and fast.


‘I haven’t seen colour. I live in a mono chromatic world,’ she says, fixing her inquisitor with a witchy stare. All the time she continues to grasp the orange tightly, occasionally rolling it from palm to palm, as if letting go would break the spell.


‘I can’t use colour,’ she says, and shakes her head sadly at this realisation.


She pauses again for a millisecond, or possibly several lifetimes. A look of infinite contentment plays across her face. She opens her palms as if to release the orange, like it’s an exotic bird.


‘I can do everything,’ she says.




*





Later our softly spoken Scottish inquisitor talks to another well-elocuted young woman with shining saucer eyes. It’s another sunny day in the long hot summer of 1966 and she’s sitting on the grass outside. The hum of nearby traffic can be heard as she wriggles and fidgets.


‘You’ve had a drug. Has it done anything to you yet?’ the inquisitor enquires.


‘Oh yes, yes, it’s affected me,’ she replies with commendable understatement. She leans forward, eager to help her inquisitor with his enquiries.


‘In what ways?’ he persists.


‘Um, colours have become quite a lot brighter,’ she says. ‘It’s like paisley effects in the sky.’ She cups her chin in the dish of her hand and glances shyly skywards, avoiding her inquisitor’s gaze. There is a suppressed giggle in her voice as she pronounces the vowel sounds of the word ‘paisley’ in a long-drawn-out posh-girl drawl.


‘What do you mean by that?’ asks the inquisitor sternly.


‘Um, all the boxes are falling paisley patterns,’ she says, making a trickle pattern with her fingers and dissolving into cosmic merriment.




*





‘If you haven’t heard of LSD, you will,’ the BBC presenter Fyfe Robertson warned viewers as he introduced a special edition of the magazine programme 24 Hours on 27 July 1966, from which the above other-worldly encounters are taken. And he was right. Just three months after the programme was aired LSD was made illegal both in Britain and America. Despite the impending threat of legislation, the BBC’s investigation into LSD use was remarkably fair, even-handed and non-sensationalist. Two separate groups of young people were filmed while high on the drug, one in London, the other in Brighton. The participants ran the gamut of psychedelic volunteers, from earnest scholarly explorers to giggly socialites. Subjects were captured in various stages of contemplation, befuddlement and bliss, but overall everyone seemed to be bearing up well despite the sensory onslaught and Fyfe Robertson’s looming presence and cautionary tone. Essentially it is a meeting of two worlds. Watch what happens when planets collide, planet normal and planet otherworld. The orange girl and the paisley-patterns girl in particular look like they might have been pleasingly captivating company in which to while away an interstellar hour or two. Both are clearly airborne and mid-voyage by the time they submit themselves to the unfathomable how, why, what, where and when of their inquisitor’s questions.


To the uninitiated – in other words, almost everyone – their responses would have seemed facile and empty-headed, verging on the imbecilic. ‘They all struck me as being terribly pathetic and certainly didn’t appear to be enjoying themselves,’ was one response from an internal BBC panel viewer.2 Another was equally disapproving: ‘The film is quite frightening enough to put one off … if we came out like the girl with the orange it would be even more chilling.’


Viewing-panel participants were asked the question, ‘If you found an easy source for obtaining LSD-25 and you knew it to be pure, would you take it?’ Some answered the question directly; others took it as an opportunity to comment more expansively on the programme. ‘NO,’ said one participant. ‘The look on the London group’s faces put me off. Especially those awful girls!’ ‘I agree with it being used for medical research,’ said another. ‘But it is obviously too unknown a substance to be taken just for kicks.’ Of those who answered yes, most stressed ‘under medical supervision’. One or two made it very clear that they might be amenable to kicks and were clearly intrigued enough by the film to want to experience the drug. ‘Is the film meant to deter anyone?’ asked another. ‘I don’t think that the type who would take it would be put off.’ ‘To the sensation seeker this film would be a sort of commercial,’ agreed another. ‘For this reason I don’t think it should be shown.’ ‘It needs a warning … before the film and a sombre summing up afterwards,’ said another. ‘I don’t think Robbie’s present ending will do. It calls for something admonitory, but not too Calvinistic.’


The most astute respondent of all acknowledged that it might be too late for admonishments, Calvinistic or otherwise, and that the cat was already out of the bag. ‘Although I would expect many marginal groups of young people to make an immediate effort to get hold of LSD-25 I would not expect this film to cause a large and permanent increase in the use of this drug. I think the real importance of the film is that it would be simply one of many factors making a probably minute contribution to the change of traditional values. This kind of change is intrinsically disturbing and some would say undesirable. But I think it is inevitable and anyway it’s in mid swing.’ And indeed it was. In the event the airing of the programme caused little fuss. There were no letters of complaint. The BBC’s audience research for that night’s transmission focused on the long-running antiques programme Going for a Song and the Herb Alpert and His Tijuana Brass show.


‘The Most Extraordinary Gradations of Mauve’


Ten years prior to these jolly japes a more sedate, although no less revelatory, meeting took place. On Friday 2 December 1955, in the drawing room of his Surrey home and with television cameras present, the Labour MP and broadcaster Christopher Mayhew took 400 mg of mescaline under the medical supervision of his old school friend, Dr Humphrey Osmond, the man who just happened to have launched Aldous Huxley on his own maiden voyage. Stating that he was ‘as sane as I ever am’, Mayhew took the drug at midday. At ten past one the camera captured him sitting slightly slouched in his armchair, glazed and relaxed and grinning a Cheshire Cat grin that never left his face for the duration of the filming. At this point in proceedings he was particularly taken with a reddish curtain behind the cameraman.


‘It’s the colour of … damn, Humphrey, I warned you that on colours my vocabulary is bad.’


Pressed to continue Mayhew was only able to confirm that ‘it has the most extraordinary gradations of mauve’.


His interviewer conceded that he could only see a dullish red and wondered aloud whose judgement we should believe. ‘Ah, now you’re asking me the $64 question,’ said Mayhew. ‘Whether I’m seeing the curtain normally … or whether I’m intoxicated and seeing pink elephants.’ He continued to gaze at the curtains, laughed, stared intensely, pondered some more and conceded defeat. ‘Well, all I can say is it’s still the $64 question,’ he shrugged, with the distant air of a man who looked like he could ponder the $64 question all day long. Given the circumstances it seemed a cheap price to pay for his insight, genial company and urbane good manners. ‘I’m looking very hard now, beyond the camera,’ he continued. And indeed he was, off into distant galaxies and undiscovered solar systems, the location of which appeared to be somewhere among those mauve gradations of curtain, just below the pelmet.


A little later Humphrey Osmond informed the viewer that ‘the time’s now just on 14.00, and in the last half hour or so Christopher has been preoccupied to a very great extent with time, and we’ve had numerous discussions on this’. Issues of space and time exercised Mayhew greatly during the interview and he later described his mescaline experience as ‘a state of euphoria that went on for months’. During the filming, though, he described it like this:




It’s now eighteen minutes to three but I know now that my time and space changes, and that soon I shall go into a different time and a different space, which will seem instantaneous to you, I know, and therefore it will be as though I’m talking gibberish, as though I’d been here all the time … I quite see that, from your point of view, that’ll look nonsense, but I do try and assure you that, from my point of view, between the time that I, perhaps, begin this sentence and the time that I end it, I shall have gone … a long time has elapsed, Humphrey.





Mayhew drifts away several times during the afternoon. At one point Osmond tries to engage him in discussion about his altered notion of the ‘here and now’. ‘Could you tell us in what way that has altered?’ he asks. ‘You’ve told us there’s another time which you’re experiencing, but I don’t think you’ve said very much about what it means to you.’ Mayhew responds with the same charm and civility he would have expressed had he just accidentally taken another man’s brolly from the umbrella stand at his gentlemen’s club. ‘I’m sorry, you’ve just asked that question as I was going off, Humphrey,’ he says distractedly. ‘When I say “going off” … I didn’t mean I was going to sleep … I mean that I was leaving your space, and your time … and going to this other space and time. And now I’m back again!’


At the peak of his mescaline trip Mayhew informs Osmond that ‘I am moving, at this moment, from one time into another time … and back again. I’m not so conscious, Humphrey, of moving myself in space, but I am extremely conscious … of moving in time, of things having no succession and of there being no absolute time, no absolute space. It is simply what we impose on the outside world … and the more closely I feel this, the more relaxed I feel … the less I feel inclined to talk. Now I’m becoming of your level again, back again, Humphrey, and I know that you’ll be smiling at that, probably.’


Director’s voice (off): ‘Cut!’




*





‘About a name for these drugs – what a problem!’ Aldous Huxley pondered in a letter to Osmond in 1956.3 ‘Psychedelic’ was the term everyone eventually settled for, but if Huxley had got his way the phonetically cumbersome ‘phanerothymes’ might have become the accepted synonym for the medicine chest of hallucinogens that was beginning to fascinate military minds, mystics, clinical researchers and intellectuals alike. Not that Huxley himself found it cumbersome. ‘Euphonious and easy to pronounce,’ he maintained. Huxley’s original rhyming couplet read:








To make this trivial world sublime


Take half a gramme of phanerothyme.











Osmond, dear sweet Humphrey Fortescue Osmond, a man with a kindly butter-wouldn’t-melt face, countered with the phrase that launched a trillion trips:








To fathom hell or soar angelic


Just take a pinch of psychedelic.











‘I have looked into Liddell and Scott and found that there is a verb phaneroein, “to make visible or manifest”, and an adjective phaneros meaning “manifest, open to sight, evident”,’ said Huxley. ‘Or what about phanerothyme? Thumos means soul … and is equivalent of the Latin animus.’ Humphrey’s ‘psychedelic’ also derives from Greek: ‘psihi’ (psyche) and ‘diloun’ (manifest), which literally translates as psyche- or soul-manifesting, to make the soul visible. As we now know, Osmond won the terminology game – and it was a game. It’s intriguing to note that the future language of Western consciousness expansion was settled by the playful exchange of rhyming couplets by two eminent men of letters, but while Osmond may have won the semantic battle, Huxley won the dialectic war, and his original suggestion retained more resonance. On the surface there is not a great deal of difference between manifesting the spirit and making the soul visible, but there is a world of difference in the assumptions behind each couplet. Osmond’s version emphasised the demonic and the divine and gave rise to the enduring notion that LSD triggers mind-altering visitations that are either heavenly or hellish, with little in between. It was Huxley who wrote a book called Heaven and Hell and claimed that hallucinogenic drugs might allow us, briefly at least, to commune with saints and sages and see what Adam might have seen on the morning of his creation, but on his first mescaline trip Huxley also said that he marvelled at the folds in his grey flannel trousers. This mention of his drab apparel has always been held up as one of the ultimate symbols of the staid and starchy philosopher being transformed by his visions of beauty. In fact, the story is a myth. He was wearing blue jeans that day and his wife Maria made him change it in the manuscript, insisting that he ought to be better dressed for his readers. ‘Oh, what a disservice she did there to Aldous,’ said Huxley’s biographer, Sybille Bedford. ‘Blue cotton, blue linen, light-washed, sun-rinsed – who has not seen these transfigured in impressionist and post-impressionist paintings; postman’s trousers, French railway porters’ tunics, are magical almost by definition. How much more tolerable, more comprehensible, Aldous’s raptures might have appeared had he only been allowed to admit to his blue jeans.’4


Indeed, those folds in his trousers (‘a labyrinth of endlessly significant complexity!’) led Huxley into a rapturous and slightly dotty digression on the role of drapery in the arts. He mused on the ‘inexhaustible theme of crumpled wool and linen’ in representations of the Madonna or the Apostles, El Greco’s ‘disquietingly visceral skirts and mantles’ and Watteau’s ‘silken wilderness of countless tiny pleats and wrinkles’, and seemed every bit as exercised by the infinite shimmering possibilities of the colour spectrum as Mayhew had been with his extraordinary gradations of mauve. Significantly, though, when Huxley was asked to close his eyes and contemplate the inner world, the results were ‘curiously unrewarding’, as he put it. Compared with his intensified visual impressions his inscape was altogether less marvellous. ‘Brightly coloured, constantly changing structures that seemed to be made of plastic or enamelled tin,’ as he wrote. ‘“Cheap”, I commented. “Trivial. Like things in a Five and Ten.”’5 This ‘suffocating interior’ of dime-store trinkets and trivia, Huxley decided, was his own inner self reflecting back at him with a surprising degree of mundanity and self-loathing. ‘I felt the lesson to be salutary,’ he said, ‘but was sorry none the less that it had to be administered at this moment and in this form.’6


In contrast to Osmond’s heavenly highs and hellish lows, Huxley surmised that in order to reach the sublime a fair amount of trivia might have to be filtered out first. Everyone understands the commonplace and the mundane. We deal with it on a daily basis. The Romantic poets elevated it to a guiding principle. Keats called it the ‘material sublime’. Concepts like heaven and hell are more intangible and abstract. One person’s diabolic visitations might be another’s pretty patterns. It was Huxley who told us that hallucinogens would allow us a glimpse into the world as Blake saw it, but he also made it clear that it was the everyday world that had to be transcended in order to get there. He warned that the euphoric effects were temporary – ‘The Revelation dawned and was gone again within a fraction of a second,’ he says at one point in The Doors of Perception7 – and that the trivial would still be there when the drug wore off. ‘We were back at home, and I had returned to that reassuring but profoundly unsatisfactory state known as “being in one’s right mind”,’ he said with discernible regret at the end of his first mescaline experience.8


Nirvana by Numbers


Ever since Albert Hofmann first synthesised the chemical compound that is lysergic acid diethylamide-25 in the Sandoz pharmaceutical laboratory in Basle, Switzerland, in 1943, the history of LSD has never been anything less than contentious. ‘The man who comes back through the Door in the Wall will never be quite the same as the man who went out,’ said Huxley in The Doors of Perception. On that everyone was pretty much agreed. They agreed about little else. The only thing that remained indisputable was that once Albert Hofmann’s colourless, odourless dream genie was out of the bottle, there was no getting it back in again.


LSD’s powerful psychoactive properties eluded many of the existing criteria that mighty normally be applied to pharmaceutical analysis. The dosage is measurable not in milligrams, thousandths of a gram, but micrograms, millionths of a gram, and its effects are notoriously unpredictable. Two people given the same dosage in the same circumstances might yield wildly differing results. ‘The variety is bewilderingly complex,’ said G. Ray Jordan of LSD’s multitude of effects, ‘extending from schizophrenic-like delusion to enhanced perception of visual relationships; from paranoiac withdrawal to expansive recognition of the living interrelatedness of all beings in everyday life; from chaotic anxieties to a liberating experience of “union with God”, which carries over into the commonplace.’9 Neither a stimulant nor a depressant in the conventional sense, it is impossible to overdose on LSD. It is not physically addictive and has no biological side effects. Any damage that can be caused through misuse is almost entirely psychological.


From 1953 the CIA began to secretly fund LSD research and the US military tried to find a use for its psychoactive properties. LSD was tested as a truth serum, as an interrogative tool, as an agent of biological warfare and as an enabling and destabilising component in military operations. Although covert military experiments continued in both Britain and America throughout the 1950s and 1960s, it was conceded that the drug’s volatile nature counted against it. It was hard to assess the reliability of an enemy’s confession if at the same time he was telling you that he was at one with the moon, the stars and the sun.


The Christopher Mayhew footage, originally intended for use in an edition of Panorama called ‘The Mescaline Experiment’, was not shown at the time. A nervous BBC decided that a committee of psychiatrists, philosophers and theologians should assess whether the programme was suitable for broadcast. One of the main critics of the programme, Canon Besson of Cambridge University, decreed that Mayhew’s mescaline-inspired insights were ‘mystical adventures achieved on the cheap’. The Corporation eventually decided not to air the programme on moral and ethical grounds. No records of it remain in the BBC Written Archive and the footage of Mayhew and Humphrey Osmond shot at the former’s Surrey home did not resurface for many years. Watching it again thirty years later for a BBC2 Everyman special, broadcast in November 1986, Mayhew was unrepentant. ‘It was the most interesting thing I had ever done,’ he maintained, describing his mescaline experience as ‘profoundly interesting and thought-provoking’. He accepted the psychologist’s judgement made at the time that his space–time perceptions were impaired by the drug and that little time had in fact elapsed at all. ‘But at the same time they didn’t have the experience,’ he remarked. Mayhew summarised that experience as ‘not so many minutes in my drawing room interrupted by these strange excursions in time but years and years of heavenly bliss. I had these experiences and they were real,’ he insisted, ‘and they took place outside of time.’ He strongly rejected the criticisms made by Canon Besson about the validity of his experience. ‘You can dismiss it as a dreamlike hallucination which lasted a fraction of a second, owing to the disintegration of my ego and so on, or you can say it was a real experience that happened outside time. I would say that on that occasion I did visit by a short cut the world known to mystics and to some mentally sick people [emphasis mine].’


This ‘short cut’ aspect of the hallucinogenic experience – the idea that people were getting enlightenment on the cheap – was particularly problematic to theologians, but they were not alone in their concern. Prominent intellectuals and academics resented the application of what they perceived as pseudoscience to something as complex as human consciousness. Huxley controversially indicated that hallucinogens might allow temporary access to the world as the prophets and poets saw it, but this claim had come with caveats. He compared his mescaline experiences with ‘what Catholic theologians call “a gratuitous grace,” not necessary to salvation but potentially helpful and to be accepted thankfully, if made available’.10 In their rush to condemn Huxley most of his critics chose to ignore the caveats. Louis Lasagna, academic dean of the School of Medicine at Tufts University, considered Doors of Perception ‘the result of unusual … romantic proclivities’,11 while the scientist Ronald Fisher remarked that ‘the book contained 99 per cent Aldous Huxley and only one half gram mescaline’.12 R. C. Zaehner, in his book Mysticism, Sacred and Profane, had no truck with Huxley’s view of the trivial made sublime and experienced only the trivial when he took the drug. ‘In Huxley’s terminology “self-transcendence” of a sort did take place,’ he admitted, ‘but transcendence into a world of farcical meaninglessness. All things were one in the sense that they were all, at the height of my manic state, equally funny.’13 ‘Not everyone who took one or another of the psychedelic substances understood the experience alike,’ said R. A. Durr, in a far more conciliatory tone. ‘Some understood it not at all – their visions were meaningless marvels – and some understood simply that their minds and senses were temporarily abnormal.’14 This rationalist riposte was favoured by many of Huxley’s critics, who declared that his visionary impulses were fraudulent and those romantic proclivities of his were not to be trusted.


Arthur Koestler also criticised Huxley in his essay ‘Return Trip to Nirvana’, evoking the Austrian mountains he had climbed in his schooldays, when it used to take five to six hours to scale a 7,000ft peak. ‘Today, many of them can be reached in a few minutes by Cable-Car, or ski-lift, or even by motorcar,’ he noted. ‘Yet you still see thousands of schoolboys, middle-aged couples and elderly men puffing and panting up the steep path, groaning under the load of their knapsacks.’ Koestler clearly favoured the individual who climbs the mountain over the one who takes the easier route. ‘My point is not the virtue of sweat and toil,’ he said. ‘My point is that, although the view is the same, their vision is different from those who arrive by motorcar.’15


Philosopher and religious teacher Alan Watts encountered no such problems when he took the cable-car ride to the summit. Well acquainted with Chinese, Japanese and Hindi sacred texts, with Zen Buddhism and the rigorous teachings of yogis, Watts thoroughly enjoyed what he called his ‘eight-hour exploration courtesy of the Sandoz Company’. ‘For me the journey was hilariously beautiful. I and all my perceptions had been transformed into a marvellous arabesque or multidimensional maze in which everything became transparent, translucent and reverberant with double or triple meaning. Every detail of perception became vivid and important, even ums and ers and throat clearing when someone read poetry, and time slowed down in such a way that people going about their business outside seemed demented in failing to see that the destination of life is this eternal moment.’16


Koestler’s judgement was coloured in no small part by his own less than favourable experience as a volunteer patient, when he clearly experienced more of Osmond’s heaven and hell than Huxley’s trivial made sublime. ‘At the University of Michigan there was an awfully nice English psychiatrist. It was because he was so nice that I first took the psilocybin mushroom,’ he told the Paris Review in 1984. ‘It was extremely frightening. When I was under, I noticed that the nice English psychiatrist had a scar on his neck – from a mastoid operation perhaps. His face went green and the scar started gaping as a wound and for some reason I thought, “Now at last the Gestapo have got me.” Or was it the KGB? It was one of the two. The psychiatrist had a standard lamp and the base of it suddenly developed bird’s claws. Then I flipped for a moment into normality and told myself, “You are hallucinating, that’s all – if you touch the claws they’ll go away.” So I touched them. But they didn’t go away. Not only a visual but also a tactile hallucination … when I came back from this experience of induced schizophrenia, the after effects lasted for several months … I came to the opposite view to Huxley’s. These things have no particular spiritual value but they might have clinical value.’


The psychiatric community agreed and initially utilised LSD as a psychotomimetic in order to replicate the conditions of psychosis and other delusional mental conditions so that they might further understand those same schizophrenic episodes that Koestler had endured. Many eminent medical practitioners, including Humphrey Osmond in Canada, Sidney Cohen in the US and Ronald Sanderson in Britain, tested the drug on themselves to gain insight into what it did to others. Cohen, who had first observed how the drug caused ‘a transient psychosis in all subjects’,17 was one of the first to foresee its potential use in understanding the biochemical factors behind mental illness. When he took the drug in October 1955, he was pleasantly surprised by the results. Instead of being catapulted into madness he found that ‘the problems and strivings, the worries and frustrations of everyday life vanished; in their place was a majestic, sunlit, heavenly inner quietude’.18


In 1957 Cohen and his assistant Betty Eisner began administering LSD to volunteer psychotherapy patients. This strategy represented a radical shift in the psychiatric use of LSD, away from the psychotomimetic model towards rehabilitation of the patient. Eisner was at the time a doctoral student at UCLA and had been Cohen’s first LSD test volunteer in 1955. She had a less clinically objective approach towards the drug’s uses, which would eventually lead to a falling out with Cohen, but while they worked together their results were impressive. Cohen, though, began to distance himself from Eisner’s more empathetic approach. ‘It does not seem to me that Betty is the ideal therapist for an investigation of this sort,’ he wrote in March 1958. ‘Her personal investment in the success of LSD therapy tends to reduce the validity of her results.’19


Paradoxically, those same kick-start methods that theologians and philosophers objected to would come to play a crucial role in the therapeutic application of LSD. Using LSD as a ‘booster mechanism’ became a central tenet of psychotherapy in the 1950s. The drug’s capabilities were seen as beneficial to releasing early-life trauma and other issues that might be buried deep in the unconscious. Outlining ‘the advantages of LSD therapy as compared to conventional therapy’, Eisner stated: ‘LSD makes available, from the very first session, other levels of consciousness which might require months or years of conventional therapy to effect. Rapport is greatly enhanced, transference is speeded, and material from the past is far more accessible.’20 Some distrusted this approach for the very same reasons they dismissed the spiritual benefits of the drug, and they cast doubt on the revelatory dimension of LSD use. Disparaging the drug’s use in treating alcoholics, William Vernon Caldwell stated: ‘Can we believe that in one session, a maximum of four to six hours of therapy, fifteen years of bad childhood conditioning, traumatic experiences, and a lifetime of lopsided neurotic adjustment can be erased?’21


Humphrey Osmond was similarly wary of some of the more tenuous claims made on behalf of Freudian analysis. ‘It is all very well trotting out the old oceanic uterine womb life stuff,’ he said, ‘but far from explaining anything that only makes it all the more odder.’22 Osmond was equally sceptical about past-life regressions. ‘Deeply interested in the previous existences business,’ he wrote to Betty Eisner, ‘but the great danger is that it may become just a fad.’23


Bears Not Squirrels


What clearly emerged from the early days of LSD research was that everyone was getting the results they wanted. Those who adopted the psychotomimetic model found the psychosis they were looking for. Psychoanalysts expressed their findings in psycho analytical terms, physiologists described them in physiological terms. Freudians found evidence of their Freudian theories, Jungians validated their Jungian archetypes. Behavioural therapists identified appropriate behaviour traits. Prohibitionists described LSD in morally problematic terms, proselytes described it in evangelical and utopian ones. Others who trod a more neutral path doubted if LSD had any value at all, and treated it as one of those periodic medicinal aberrations to be filed away next to phrenology, trepanning and bloodletting.


LSD was also put to uses that were ethically dubious to say the least. In the 1950s it was frequently used in conjunction with ECT on vulnerable psychiatric patients. In the US treatment often involved a cocktail of LSD and methylphenidate (i.e. Ritalin). It was also administered to children as young as five and to pregnant women. Equally contentiously LSD was used to treat marital problems, female frigidity, male impotence, homosexuality and perversion. All of these were grouped together for the most dubious of classificatory purposes. Treating frigidity with LSD involved little more than making sexually unresponsive women compliant to the desires of their undesirable husbands. The methods used (and the coercive psychobabble that often went with it) seemed expressly designed to turn a generation of recalcitrant protofeminists into Stepford Wives. If those dubious strategies seemed guaranteed to singlehandedly politicise a generation of women, the use of LSD in the ‘treatment’ of homosexuality came from the Dark Ages and was often used in conjunction with the then fashionable technique of aversion therapy, in which the patient was shown a photo of an attractive male and simultaneously given an electric shock. These treatments formed part of a wider strategy of using LSD to re integrate undesirable and antisocial elements back into normal society. Such usage was clearly ideological and the fact that these barbaric methods were given legitimacy (and funding) speaks volumes about the priorities of clinical psychology back then. Even though some of these social-conditioning techniques were no different to those developed by the CIA, they raised very little apprehension among the psychiatric community at the time. It was far more worried that its more liberal practitioners might be taking fraternisation too far and indulging in LSD free-for-alls with their patients.


Hovering over all this, of course, is the spectre of Timothy Leary and his colleagues, whose unconventional research methods got them kicked out of Harvard in 1963. But the arguments in favour of criminalisation had begun long before Leary appeared on the scene. The received wisdom is that prohibitive laws were passed in response to Leary’s irresponsible behaviour and his increasingly messianic role in promoting the drug. Such a viewpoint readily assumes that people were not already taking LSD recreationally. In 1959 film star Cary Grant told a Hollywood gossip columnist that he had taken it over sixty times in therapy, remarking that since he took the drug, ‘young women have never before been so attracted to me’.24 When Timothy Leary later made similar claims for LSD’s libidinous properties in a Playboy magazine interview, these salacious details were readily seized upon by the sin- and sensation-seekers of the popular press. But the truth is that several years before the free-love generation began preaching its sexual politics, LSD was being used freely at swingers parties, among Holly wood and New York socialites, and by the Hugh Hefner Playboy crowd, as hosts began to spice up their gatherings with a little lysergic aphrodisiac. As well as being fashionable LSD therapy was lucrative too. ‘What frightful people there are in your profession,’ wrote Aldous Huxley to Humphrey Osmond. ‘We met two Beverly Hills psychiatrists the other day, who specialized in LSD therapy at $100 a shot – To think of people made vulnerable by LSD being exposed to such people is profoundly disturbing.’25 Others claimed that therapists were charging up to $500 for a session, even though Sandoz Pharmaceuticals provided the drug without charge. A lot of therapists got rich quick off this kind of exploitation, and their unethical activities did much to remove LSD from the realm of the mystics and the medics and into the opportunist hands of the alternative snake-oil salesmen. In this respect Timothy Leary’s unconventional research methods at Harvard were simply part of a well-established lineage of medicine-show hucksterism.


In 1957 Sidney Cohen acted as technical consultant on a US TV special about LSD called The Lonely World. The following year he was an advisor on an eight-part series called Focus on Sanity. In the latter he is seen interviewing a young housewife who describes her LSD experience in awestruck detail. The footage is readily accessible on the Internet and shows a pretty, petite, dark-haired American housewife undergoing a similarly transformative experience to that enjoyed by Fyfe Robertson’s subjects in the BBC 24 Hours documentary. ‘Everything is in colour and I can feel the air. I can see it, I can see all the molecules – I’m part of it. Can’t you see it?’ she says an hour after taking LSD at the Veteran’s Administration Hospital in Los Angeles. Dr Cohen asks her how she feels inside. ‘Inside?’ she replies. ‘I don’t have any inside.’ She remains poised throughout her experience, her expression frozen in permanent childlike wonder, as if planets are whizzing by at a million miles an hour right in front of her face. ‘I am one. You have nothing to do with it,’ she says softly and without a trace of rancour. ‘The dimensions and all the prisms and the rays. I’ve never seen such infinite beauty in my life.’ She talks slowly, deliberately, as if measuring the value of every word. ‘It’s too beautiful. Can’t you feel it? Can’t you see it?’ she implores. ‘What should I see?’ asks Cohen. There is a lengthy pause. ‘I wish I could talk in Technicolor,’ she says. ‘Such a pity that America squandered its greatest natural resource,’ says one of the comments on YouTube: ‘1950s housewives.’


Long before American housewives started appearing on prime-time TV to share their LSD experiences it had become abundantly clear that there was a lack of adequate terminology with which to describe the drug’s euphoric effects. Conventional vocabulary was found wanting when it came to articulating the sheer otherness of the voyage, and even the most distinguished practitioners fell back on the familiar romantic tropes of the infinitesimal when it came to illustrating the drug’s sensory parameters. Early LSD pioneer Al Hubbard called the drug ‘my god of the galaxies’. Sidney Cohen called a book The Beyond Within. Alan Watts called one of his A Joyous Cosmology. Stanislav Grof’s pioneering study was entitled LSD: Doorway to the Numinous. From their titles alone these works acknowledged that although heaven might be glimpsed in a grain of sand or from a cable-car ride to a mountain top, the insights gained were not readily expressible in common everyday parlance. For many participants the profundity of the experience could only be conveyed by a string of inadequate superlatives as everything was reduced to a universal ‘wow’.


Even more problematic was the research environment itself. Psychiatrists favoured controlled experiments in a closely monitored clinical setting, while psychotherapists preferred more informal and relaxed encounters involving group interaction. To advocates of the latter the problem with the former was the very notion of a controlled environment. Betty Eisner called it ‘putting parameters around infinity’ and recalled without fondness the test conditions of her own maiden voyage. ‘All I could remember of that first LSD experience was that I was constantly being interrupted in order to take tests,’ she remarked.26


When Alice is undergoing her rapid changes in size in Wonderland she attempts numerous strategies in order to cling to clarity and reason. First she attempts her multiplication tables: ‘Let me see: four times five is twelve, and four times six is thirteen, and four times seven is – oh dear! I shall never get to twenty at that rate.’ Next she tries her hand at geography: ‘London is the capital of Paris, and Paris is the capital of Rome …’ She also tries to recite ‘How Doth the Little Busy Bee’ but, as she later explains to the caterpillar, ‘it all came out different’.27 Christopher Mayhew was required to put parameters around infinity too as he embarked upon his mescaline journey, and like Alice he found words and logic inadequate tools for the task. This being the scientifically rational 1950s rather than Carroll’s scientifically rational 1850s Mayhew was also required to undergo his own version of the ‘How Doth the Little Busy Bee’ test. At different stages during the afternoon Humphrey Osmond gets him to repeat the adage ‘To be rich and prosperous a nation must have a safe, secure supply of wood.’ When he attempts the sentence at 1.10 p.m., seventy minutes into his trip, Mayhew misses out the words ‘safe’ and ‘secure’. When he attempts it again at 2.00 p.m., he repeats it faultlessly. ‘I got the two,’ he exclaims with schoolboyish glee, so pleased is he at having negotiated the alliteration hurdle. ‘Well done,’ says Osmond politely. Mayhew was also required to undertake a subtraction test, taking seven from a hundred in successive stages, ‘until there’s nothing left’, as Osmond puts it, a statement that might have messed considerably with a less finely tuned mind. Subtraction proves a little harder than memorising a mantra about the nation’s dependence on a safe supply of wood. Mayhew does OK until he gets down to twenty-three, at which point he departs from the task, offering a cheery ‘Now I’m off again, Humphrey’ by way of explanation. ‘In my period of time, I’m off again for long periods,’ he adds. ‘But you won’t notice, probably, that I’ve gone away at all.’


Psychologist Arthur Kleps defined the limits of Eisner’s infinity parameters best when he stated: ‘If I were to give you an IQ test and during the administration one of the walls of the room opened up, giving you a vision of the blazing glories of the central galactic suns, and at the same time your childhood began to unreel before your inner eye like a three-dimensional colour movie, you too would not do well on an intelligence test.’28


Problems of a similar kind were noted in P. G. Stafford and B. H. Go lightly’s 1967 anthology LSD – The Problem-Solving Psychedelic. One patient explained the difficulties he had when trying to take a simple Rorschach test. ‘I tried very hard to find something to say, but there was just very little there to be said. Only Card VIII was definitely something. I wanted to say “Squirrels,” and I tried a long time but I couldn’t get the word out. Finally, I gave up and decided to try “Animals.” Before I had worked on that word very long, I figured out vaguely that “Animals” wouldn’t do because then the psychologist would ask me what kind, and I would have to say “Squirrels,” and I just couldn’t. So I said “Bears.” They didn’t look like bears but it was better to say “Bears” than not say “Squirrels.”’29 Clearly (or even fuzzily), if the whole cosmic paradigm could be reduced to a conundrum about bears and squirrels, then standard procedures and methodologies were to be found wanting in more ways than one.


Keenly Callipered Minds


When Alan Watts’s The Joyous Cosmology was published in 1962, it brought him into closer contact with the psychiatric profession. Watts, in his own words, was ‘astonished at what seemed to be their actual terror of unusual states of consciousness’. Perusing their research he found ‘only maps of the soul as primitive as ancient maps of the world. There were vaguely outlined emptinesses called Schizophrenia, Hysteria, and Catatonia, accompanied with little more solid information than “Here be dragons”.’30 When Watts met an eminent analyst at a New York party, ‘his personality became surgically professional’ as soon as Watts admitted he had taken LSD. ‘He donned his mask and rubber gloves and addressed me as a specimen, wanting to know all the surface details of perceptual and kinesthetic alterations, which I could see him fitting into place, zip, pop and clunk, with his keenly callipered mind.’31


Those same keenly callipered minds were not so keen when it came to the liberalisation of LSD use that was spreading among their own fraternity. Betty Eisner was one of those whose reputation was called into question when she and some of her colleagues began having group sessions. Eisner and her circle held weekly or biweekly LSD parties, usually on Friday evenings after dinner. These were casual, informal and utterly anathema to the respectable medical community. Eisner herself documented one occasion when twenty-two people took the drug at one of these social gatherings. ‘Those who were present at that wild Halloween session remember the actress who refused to come out from under the piano, and the patient who talked in voices and had to put her hands in pans of water to disengage from the witch inside or whatever it was,’ she recalled.32 But, empathetic as she was, even Eisner expressed concern at the activities of Timothy Leary and his associates. ‘There seems to be quite a movement developing around Tim and Dick [Richard Alpert] for personal research in expanding of consciousness,’ she wrote in a letter to Humphrey Osmond in December 1962. ‘You probably have heard about their place they rent in Mexico in the summers. There was something that bothered me about the whole thing – some sort of separateness or rather a special sort of language, which seems to be developing. I wonder why so much of the drug work has led to fractionation rather than fusion.’33


Alan Watts also distrusted the course that Leary and Alpert were taking. ‘To his own circle of friends and students he had become a charismatic religious leader who, well trained as he was in psychology, knew very little about religion and mysticism and their pitfalls,’ he said.34 Citing ‘the messianic megalomania that comes from misunderstanding the experience of union with God’, he noted that ‘as time went on I was dismayed to see Timothy converting himself into a popular store-front messiah with his name in lights’. Watts was equally dismayed at the divisiveness that opened up in the LSD debate, as positions hardened and all sense of rationale went out of the window. He found himself taking part in a televised debate on David Susskind’s Open End show between proselytes and prohibitionists. ‘In the ensuing uproar and confusion of passions I found myself flung into the position of moderator,’ he said, ‘telling both sides that they had no basis in evidence for their respective fanaticisms.’35 Aldous Huxley also found that TV appearances only encouraged fundamentalism and did little to encourage informed debate. ‘One gets plenty of lunatic fringe forever after,’ he said. ‘I had a letter a few days ago from Mauritius, from a gentleman who went out there twenty years ago to achieve enlightenment and has now written the most extraordinary book on the world’s history and would I please write an introduction … and I say nothing of the gentleman in Chicago who has discovered the Absolute Truth and sends letters and telegrams about it to President Eisenhower and Bertrand Russell … nor the young man from Yorkshire who ate a peyote button and for three days heard all music one tone higher than it should have been.’36


Huxley’s advice was that everyone in the psychedelic research community should keep a low profile and discuss matters ‘in the relative privacy of learned journals, the decent obscurity of moderately highbrow books and articles’. But keeping a low profile wasn’t Leary’s style. Sidney Cohen had written to his sponsors as early as 1960, stating, ‘I deplore some of the fringy goings on with this group of drugs.’37 It is also worth noting that the first bust for the illegal manufacture of LSD occurred during that same year in Los Angeles, well before the moral panic set in. By 1963 many in the medical community were actively disassociating themselves from what they called the ‘kicks and cults’ activities of Timothy Leary and the Millbrook set. ‘I spent an evening here with him a few weeks ago – and he talked such nonsense that I became quite concerned,’ Aldous Huxley wrote to Humphrey Osmond in December 1962. ‘Not about his sanity – because he is perfectly sane – but about his prospects in the world; for all this nonsense talking is just another way of annoying people in authority, flouting convention, cocking snooks at the academic world; it is the reaction of a mischievous Irish boy to the headmaster of his school … I am very fond of Tim but why oh why does he have to be such an ass.’38 Osmond, like Huxley and Betty Eisner, also continued to voice serious misgivings about Leary. ‘Am concerned about Tim, but have found it hard to maintain contact with him,’ he wrote to Eisner in May 1963. ‘He has acted as if these powerful chemicals, many of whose actions are still obscure, were harmless toys. They aren’t.’ Osmond’s view was that Leary was mistaking the apparent inertia of the US legislature for indifference. ‘One of these days the headmaster will lose patience,’ Huxley warned prophetically, and so it would prove. Osmond noted how both Huxley and Al Hubbard strongly disagreed with Leary’s strategy. ‘They both believed for quite different reasons that working inconspicuously but determinedly within the system could transform it in the long run. Timothy believed that it could be taken by storm.’ Working inconspicuously was not, of course, Leary’s style. Taking America by storm was. ‘Tim had too much show biz in his nature to allow him to pursue such a reasonable and gradual approach,’ said Eisner. Some blamed Leary outright for the curtailment of legitimate research; others blamed liberal practitioners like Eisner. In the end it was all academic anyway, or rather not academic enough.


Another crucial factor that helped accelerate the prohibition of LSD was thalidomide. Thalidomide didn’t merely cast doubt on the idea that lysergic acid could be an effective panacea for a range of ailments, it introduced sheer apocalyptic horror into the debate itself. It is interesting to compare the way in which thalidomide and LSD were treated in the early 1960s. Both were the subject of inefficient trial periods and uncertainty about their long-term effects, but only one of these substances wreaked global havoc. However, it was the more benign chemical that was banned. In the late 1950s and early 1960s an estimated 10–20,000 children worldwide were born with serious physical malformations due to thalidomide being prescribed to pregnant women during their first trimester, despite not having been properly tested for its effect on the foetus. In Germany, where it was first manufactured, thalidomide was even available over the counter as a non-prescription drug. Despite the resulting scandal and campaign for compensation that ensued, thalidomide was only ever withdrawn temporarily from the market, and in many countries was never subject to a formal ban. It was only withdrawn in Canada in March 1962, one of the last Western countries to do so, but it was that country’s subsequent actions that sealed LSD’s fate. A new classificatory system was introduced in Canada called Schedule H, which contained drugs that could be neither sold nor distributed. The first drugs placed on that list were thalidomide and LSD. As a result of this and subsequent initiatives by the Food and Drug Administration in the US, LSD and thalidomide became inextricably linked with misuse and malformation. LSD was damned by association and scare stories soon began to trickle down from the medical community via the media to the public. Similar warnings about birth defects and irreparable chromosome damage were disseminated and the first moral panics and urban myths began to develop: ‘LSD – the drug that will give you deformed babies.’


The effects of prohibition were soon felt by everyone in the psychiatric community. In November 1962 the Sandoz laboratory stated that it would continue to provide LSD ‘for animal work only’. In June 1963 new legislation came into effect that gave the FDA control over all new investigational drugs. Ostensibly aimed at amphetamine abuse, it did nothing to quell the supply of legal ‘mother’s little helpers’ available over the counter. What it did do was initiate an embargo on all legitimate LSD research. So thorough and rapid was the subsequent clampdown that by autumn 1963 FDA agents were raiding accredited research establishments in an attempt to impound any remaining LSD supplies. In June 1966 California and Nevada became the first two US states to legislate against LSD; by October it was illegal in the entire country. In the same month similar legislation was passed in Great Britain.


The cessation of the legal manufacture and distribution of LSD and the formal withdrawal of permits and grants in the early 1960s brought to an end a decade of fruitful medical research. This curtailment occurred precisely at a time when black-market manufacture and self-experimentation were flourishing. As Stanislav Grof noted, ‘LSD research was reduced to a minimum and, paradoxically, very little new scientific information was being generated at a time when it was most needed.’39 Alan Watts was dismayed at the turn of events and saw only disaster and misinformation arising from LSD’s suppression. ‘I was seriously alarmed at the psychedelic equivalents of bathtub gin, and the prospect of these chemicals, uncontrolled in dosage and content, being bootlegged for use in inappropriate settings without any competent supervision whatsoever,’ he said. ‘But the state and federal governments were as stupid as I had feared, and by passing unenforceable laws against LSD not only drove it underground, but prevented proper research.’40


‘At present I am strongly inclined to feel that its major use may turn out to be only secondarily as a therapeutic and primarily as an instrumental aid to the creative artist, thinker, or scientist,’ Watts had written prophetically in 1958,41 and so it would prove, but no one at the time quite envisaged that it would eventually be the pop musicians of the 1960s who would best express what Aldous Huxley referred to as those ‘partial nirvanas of beauty’.42 With battle lines being drawn so rigidly around the three Ms – the military, the mystical and the medical – no one really paid much attention to the fourth – music, the one that would soon choreograph an entire culture. ‘Would a naturally gifted musician hear the revelations which, for me, had been exclusively visual?’ Huxley asked tantalisingly in The Doors of Perception. ‘It would be interesting to make the experiment.’43 But until the mid-1960s nobody did. Certainly not Timothy Leary, which is remarkable to consider given the prominent role he would play in the 1960s counter-culture. Articles about the relationship between music and creativity were almost entirely absent from the pages of the Psychedelic Review, the hallucinogenic house journal which he, Richard Alpert and Ralph Metzner ran between 1963 and 1971. When the writer Anaïs Nin met the Millbrook crowd she was unimpressed with their lack of aesthetic insight. ‘Leary discussed a statement he had made, that there was no language, no way to describe the LSD experience. I did not agree. I mentioned the poets. I mentioned Michaux. I mentioned the surrealists. All unknown to them. They were scientists, not poets … They were making links with ancient religions, but not with literature, I felt.’44 The contents of the Psychedelic Review confirm Nin’s misgivings. There was a preponderance of articles about spirituality and mysticism but very little about the creative realm. The journal did, though, run an extremely thoughtful overview of Aldous Huxley’s life in its special tribute issue of 1964. ‘Huxley’s regard for mysticism was well known,’ wrote Huston Smith. ‘What some overlooked was his equal interest in the workaday world … To those who greedy for transcendence deprecated the mundane, he counselled, “We must make the best of both worlds.”’45


Dismissed, disregarded or prematurely abandoned before their full potential had been realised, psychedelic drugs continued to be used widely and would provide the catalyst and inspiration for some of the most creative popular music of the 1960s. In the end it was neither the military, the medical establishment nor indeed the mystical establishment who would offer that cable-car ride to the mountain top. It was left to the creatives and the hedonists to take up the challenge. Needless to say, some were far from happy with this state of affairs. Stanislav Grof contrasted ‘responsible clinical or spiritual use’ with what he called ‘the naïve and careless mass self-experimentation of the young generation, or deliberately destructive experiments of the Army or the CIA’.46 He appeared to be suggesting that there was little to choose between the two. But that ‘naïve and careless mass self-experimentation’ he so readily dismissed gave us ‘Tomorrow Never Knows’, ‘God Only Knows’, ‘Good Vibrations’, ‘White Rabbit’, ‘Penny Lane’, ‘Strawberry Fields Forever’, ‘See Emily Play’ and, lest we forget, ‘The Reality of Air Fried Borsk’ by the Driving Stupid and ‘Like a Dribbling Fram’ by Race Marbles. Those blazing insights and euphoric visions which were so distrusted in the worlds of psychiatry and military interrogation lent themselves perfectly to the partial nirvanas and fragmentary insights of the pop world. And so began the greatest pharmaceutical field experiment in the history of Western civilisation, as thousands and then hundreds of thousands and eventually millions of willing participants swallowed hard, soared angelic and went about their psychedelic business.


‘Our culture has always revered the power of imaginative insight and must in reason value any agency, chemical or otherwise, capable of releasing such powers in large numbers of people,’ wrote R. A. Durr in the introduction to his sober and scholarly study Poetic Vision and the Psychedelic Experience. ‘No creative advance has been made without some usually considerable risk,’ he pointed out. ‘In respect of their immense power and the great wide-ranging service they give promise of rendering, the psychedelic drugs appear to be astonishingly benign.’47 Durr’s caveat was a familiar one: LSD was ‘trustworthy under controlled conditions, when set and setting are supportive’. To hedonists and truth-seekers alike, though, the only pertinent issue was who controlled those conditions. As psychologia gave way to psychedelica, ‘set and setting’ became increasingly determined by the users, not the dispensers. And if recreational drug use was to become one huge social experiment, then the new laboratory would be the users’ own social environment – the streets, parks and playgrounds, the recording studios, the discotheques and dance halls.


Nobody tried to make the trivial more sublime than the pop musicians who took acid during the psychedelic era. Those who found themselves negotiating Huxley’s ‘best of both worlds’ were dipping into a rich legacy. ‘Not peculiar, extravagant, but universal and close at hand,’ said Durr as he appraised the attempts of the Romantic poets to awaken the power of imagination. ‘For in so far as the other-worldly visions are revelations of the “collective” as distinct from the “personal” unconscious – are universal, recurrent or archetypal – they are expressive of mankind.’48 He could just as easily have been referring to the wealth of great music that was about to be unleashed upon the world. The molecular structure of the universe remained unshaken but for a brief moment in the 1960s the particles would be rearranged by those who embraced the pharmacological muse sufficiently for everyone to notice.


And so in the end it all comes back to that terminological parlour game played out by Humphrey Osmond and Aldous Huxley, as they batted their skittish correspondence back and forth in 1956. You can hang an entire philosophical debate on the battle between Huxley’s ‘thumos’, the rational, and Osmond’s ‘psyche’, the transcendent. It’s a debate that originates with the ancient Greeks and echoes down the centuries, through dark ages and enlightened ages alike, through Blake’s freshly cleaned doors, through De Quincey’s confessional, through George Crabbe, Wilkie Collins and all those other opiated acolytes, on through the sacred pleasure domes of Coleridge and the material sublime of Keats. On it goes, hurtling past the dimmed lights of the Parisian Club des Hashischins and the slumped silhouettes of Rimbaud, Verlaine, Baudelaire and all the other systematic disorganisers of the senses, on past the fin de siècle decadents and flâneurs, on through Walter Benjamin’s Protocols, through Jean Cocteau’s stupor and sacrament, through André Breton’s surrealist beauty that would be convulsive or not at all, via Burroughs and the Beats and all the part-time fakirs and full-time illusionists who followed in their wake, until the moon’s a pretty balloon and the clouds are all made of paisley and the sun topples from the sky, turns into an orange and rolls into a wood-panelled English drawing room in 1966, where the cameras are rolling and a wild-eyed girl child is being interviewed by Fyfe Robertson for a BBC documentary about LSD. The girl picks up the spherical object and exclaims, ‘Ah, it must be to do with orange. Not only with orange.’ And, of course, she was right. It was all ‘to do with orange. Not only with orange.’ But, in order to explain just how right the orange girl was, we have to go back to the beginning. Not only the beginning. Before the beginning.
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‘San Francisco Rock Bands’. That’s all it says on the handbill designed by Rick Griffin for the Human Be-In, the legendary gathering of the tribes that took place in Golden Gate Park on Saturday 14 January 1967. No other detail than that. The only people who get a namecheck are the North Beach laureates of beat culture and the star turns and alternative medicine men of the emerging psychedelic underground: Timothy Leary, Richard Alpert, Gary Snyder, Allen Ginsberg, Jerry Rubin, Dick Gregory, Lawrence Ferlinghetti, Michael McClure. Buddha gets a mention too. Not the deity, but a well-known local ex-Marine drill instructor who occasionally got up on stage with Big Brother and the Holding Company and encouraged everybody to do their thing. But no mention of bands. Another poster for the event, created by Stanley Mouse and Michael Bowen, states something similar. ‘All SF Rock Groups’, it says on that one. Again there’s a namecheck for Leary, Ginsberg, Snyder et al., but no further info about the music. In fact, all but one of the five handbills and posters that were designed for the Be-In just offer a simple variant on ‘San Francisco Rock Bands’.


On one level the absence of group names can be read as a hip and knowing nod to the Bay Area cognoscenti – the tight-knit community of heads and freaks who would have been going to the Be-In anyway and, in all probability, knew who was likely to play. But it’s also an acknowledgement of something more telling, a touching reminder that January 1967 still seemed an age away from a time when record companies, managers and promoters would be prepared to pull all kinds of stunts to make sure their band got top dollar and prominent publicity. Five months after the Be-In came the Monterey Pop Festival. At that event groups were asked to sign a release form granting worldwide rights for use of their performance footage. The Grateful Dead refused, so they weren’t filmed. Two members of Country Joe and the Fish were ripped to the gills on the powerful hallucinogen STP and refused too. They were filmed anyway. Big Brother and the Holding Company also refused, so their opening-day performance wasn’t captured on camera either. However, their singer, Janis Joplin, was persuaded by Albert Grossman, her soon-to-be manager, that it might be in her interest to sign, forcing the organisers to hastily reschedule a second Big Brother performance on the festival’s closing night. The official reason given at the time was ‘popular demand’ due to the phenomenal success of the band’s Friday-night appearance, but those on the inside knew otherwise.1 When the Monterey movie was released, the other members of Big Brother couldn’t help noticing that the close-ups were all of Janis.


There are, though, more significant absentees from those Be-In handbills, and their omission downplays the importance of a whole range of other cultural initiatives. The flowering of west-coast psychedelia was never just about the music, and before we can even begin to talk about the Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, Big Brother and the Holding Company, Country Joe and the Fish et al. we have to bring on a whole cast of miscellaneous characters, bit-part players and illuminating extras who gave the great passing pageant its colour and its context.


Music arrived on the scene relatively late in the day and a whole range of earlier innovations helped shape psychedelia’s landscape. In the spring of 1964, when Ken Kesey’s Merry Pranksters painted up their dayglo bus and went off in search of ‘Furthur’, the Grateful Dead was still a jug band, Joe McDonald was a Berkeley folk musician, Janis Joplin was still in Texas taking speed, and pretty much everybody else, from the Byrds to the Lovin’ Spoonful, was still in thrall to the four loveable moptops from Liverpool they’d seen on The Ed Sullivan Show. In Noise: The Political Economy of Music Jacques Attali stated that ‘Music is prophecy: its styles and economic organisation are ahead of the rest of society because it explores, much faster than material reality can, the entire range of possibilities in a given code. It makes audible the new world that will gradually become visible.’2 Not in the case of psychedelia it didn’t. If we’re talking about exploring ‘much faster than material reality can, the entire range of possibilities in a given code’, then we first have to examine psychedelia’s prehistory, all those inchoate impulses that anticipated not just what the future might sound like but what it would look like too. If we’re talking prophecy and new worlds that ‘will gradually become visible’, we have to begin our journey by observing basic principles. Light travels faster than sound.


‘Vision in Motion’


‘Painting with light is an old chapter of human activity,’ wrote Bauhaus co-founder Lázló Moholy-Nagy in 1939, in an essay entitled ‘Light: A New Medium of Expression’.3 The merging of art, light and music has a long and illustrious history and Moholy-Nagy evoked a rich legacy of illumination and shadow play as evidence: theatre performances under canvas, lit by pitch oil and back projections; colourful displays that used tinted glass chips and rudimentary prisms; Isaac Newton’s experiments with filtered light; the magic lantern; the trompe l’oeil lighting effects of the baroque opera; the nineteenth-century invention of limelight; the creation of ‘colour organs’ and other contraptions designed to play what was then called ‘light music’. All of these played their part in shaping the terrain that would make psychedelia possible.


Moholy-Nagy rewrote ‘Light: A New Medium of Expression’ for his book Vision in Motion, a work which was completed just months before he died in 1946. In his valedictory masterpiece he made one small but significant amendment to his original statement: ‘Painting with light is an old chapter of human activity’ now read ‘Painting with light is an old chapter in artistic Utopias.’4 Having been forced to flee Nazi Germany, Moholy-Nagy and his Bauhaus colleagues had ample time to reflect on both human activity and artistic utopias, having seen what tyrannical regimes could do to either. The Italian Futurists, for all their revolutionary rhetoric about machine music, were ultimately undone by their masturbatory relationship with fascism. The grand schemes of the Russian Constructivists and Suprematists were derailed by the merciless orthodoxy of Soviet socialist realism. The twentieth century is peppered with accounts of noble projects in art, architecture, music and theatre that were never realised. ‘Like their Italian Futurist contemporaries none of the more extreme kinetic fantasies of the Russian architectural avant-garde were ever built,’ noted Chris Salter.5 In his plans for an ‘Electromechanical Peep Show’ El Lissitzky envisaged ‘beams of light refracted through prisms and mirrors, following the movement of bodies’,6 just one of many precursors to the immersive environments that lay forty years ahead in the unenvisaged psychedelic future. El Lissitzky’s proposals for a multi-perspective performance space were intended to merge the most advanced forms of art, science and technology into a radical new totality of creative space. Unfortunately for him, totality ran up against totalitarianism, not in the form of the purge, the midnight knock, the show trial or the banishment to the salt mines – all that came later – but in the shape of something far more mundane: the procedures of petty officialdom. The grand plans that Bauhaus founder Walter Gropius had for his Total Theatre in the creative fervour of 1920s Germany were similarly undone by their sheer financial impracticality.7


‘Machines of Loving Grace’


‘It is fake, ersatz. Instant mysticism,’ Arthur Koestler told Timothy Leary the day after his unhappy psilocybin trip to magic-mushroom land. ‘There’s no wisdom there. I solved the secret of the universe last night, but this morning I forgot what it was.’8 This exchange is usually taken as prima facie evidence of the limitations of the hallucinogenic experience, but it also suggests that what we really need to do is construct an appropriate aesthetic to go with the experience, an aesthetic that fully embraces temporality and the ephemeral. ‘The Hacienda must be built,’ wrote Ivan Chtcheglov in his 1953 call to arms ‘Formulary for a New Urbanism’, but the overwhelming evidence suggests that the haciendas never are built except in our dreams. Chtcheglov’s architectural utopia was doomed to join all the others that dazzle with their bold ambition but remain locked in the sanctuary of our imaginings. The psychological residue that these dream worlds accumulate is modernism’s great unsung legacy. What we are documenting as much as anything else here is a history of impermanence, a history which at some point in the mid-1960s witnesses a kaleidoscopic collision between mind-expanding drugs and mind-bending music performed, initially at any rate, under mind-warping environmental circumstances. Ultimately, that’s how the history of painting with light and all the other precursors to psychedelia can be read: as a series of anticipatory forces that offered brief tantalising glimpses of utopia. These initiatives envisioned a time yet to come, a future just out of reach, a hacienda that resolutely refused to yield up the secrets of its architectural blueprint.


At a certain point midway through the twentieth century LSD imposes itself upon this narrative and reinvigorates the aesthetics of impermanence. Psychedelic drugs in context can be read as a fresh attempt to address a seemingly irresolvable paradox: how to give substance to abstraction. New cultural spaces would be needed in order to accommodate these previously unclassifiable ideas, these ‘machines of loving grace’, as poet Richard Brautigan put it, and new ways of thinking too. To paraphrase André Breton, the new performance environment had to be transformative and multisensory or not at all. ‘Our imaginations, haunted by the old archetypes, have remained far behind the sophistication of the machines,’ wrote Chtcheglov. ‘The various attempts to integrate modern science into new myths remain inadequate.’9


The colour organ that Moholy-Nagy refers to in Vision in Motion was devised in 1734 by the French Jesuit mathematician Louis Bertrand Castel. Castel envisaged a ‘harpsichord for the eyes’ and designed the clavecin oculaire, a light organ that was intended to produce simultaneous sound and colour. It was just the first of many such devices. In 1789 Erasmus Darwin (grandfather of Charles) proposed that the newly invented Argand oil lamp could be used to produce ‘visible music’ via light projection through coloured glass. In his 1844 pamphlet ‘Colour Music’, D. D. Jameson prophetically imagined a darkened room containing walls lined with reflective tin plates. Glass containers enclosed within these walls (‘the bottles seen in the windows of druggist shops can be used for this purpose’) would be filled with coloured liquids which would act as filters for back projections that would bathe the room in light.


Various modifications of the colour organ were devised during the nineteenth century, including Frédéric Kastner’s pyrophone, a gas-driven device that could replicate the human voice; when domestic electricity became available, it was adapted to incorporate illuminated crystal tubes. In 1877 the American inventor Bainbridge Bishop patented an electromechanical device designed to provide what he called ‘painting music’. The attachment was placed on top of an organ and projected sunlight via a system of levers and shutters while music was being played. In 1893 Alexander Wallace Rimington, a professor of fine arts at Queen’s College London, patented his own colour organ, a ten-foot-high instrument which used arc lamps and filters, with organ stop settings to control hue, luminosity and colour purity.10


In 1915 Alexander Scriabin became the first composer to write a piece specifically scored for projected light. His so-called ‘colour symphony’ Prometheus, the Poem of Fire premiered in Moscow in 1911, but on that occasion the light machinery failed to operate. When it was performed in 1915 at Carnegie Hall, critics dismissed it as a ‘pretty poppy show’. Later that same year, shortly before his death, Scriabin began to devise a performance piece called The Mysterium, which would embrace all the senses, utilising music, dance, theatre, perfume and coloured light. He envisaged The Mysterium as his musical and cosmological masterpiece. It is the Brian Wilson Smile/Dumb Angel of the late classical era and all that remained of it after Scriabin’s death were thirty pages of notes, fifty-three pages of score (mostly unrelated fragments that sketched out themes and harmonies) and the poetic text for the ‘Prefatory Action’, a grand orchestral piece in itself, but one which was merely intended to serve as the prelude to the masterwork. Scriabin’s instruction for the ‘Prefatory Action’ was that it should be performed in a semi-circular hall, with spiralling tiers of seats rising from the centre. He insisted that there should be no separation between spectators and performers. The performance arena would be bathed in waves of shadow and light, accompanied by flashes of flame and other pyrotechnic delights. The actual Mysterium required an even grander setting. Scriabin specified that his magnum opus would commence with bells suspended from clouds over the Himalayas and would end after seven days with the enlightenment of mankind. The impracticalities of a conventional auditorium accommodating such ideas were perhaps obvious.


The Mysterium stands as the ultimate unrealisable project of the twentieth century. It offers a tantalising glimpse into the mind of a musical Icarus who, in his delusory rapture, flew too close to the sun, not in order to test the durability of his wax wings but to size up the celestial orb as a stage set. But Scriabin was not alone in his utopian dreams; he was merely the latest in a long line of idealists who wished to embrace the possibilities (and impossibilities) of the polysensory environment. Illogic and disproportion was what did for Scriabin. Subsequent dreamers scaled down their modi operandi but were no less utopian in their intent.


During the 1920s Moholy-Nagy experimented with a series of kinetic light-display machines, using transparent frames, perforated metal discs and light bulbs to create variously patterned motion areas with coloured and colourless spotlights. The idea for the Light Space Modulator, as he called it, came from a 1922 sketch entitled ‘Design for a Light Machine for Total Theatre’, which utilised revolving rays of projected and filtered light. Later versions used the latest developments in thermoplastics, such as Plexiglas, to create light refractions. Fellow Bauhaus artist Ludwig Hirschfeld-Mack also experimented with reflected colour displays and in 1926 developed the ‘Farblichtmusiken’ (‘coloured-light music’), a light and colour modulator that provided a visual translation of music. Hirschfeld-Mack saw great potential for these experiments in light and sound and envisaged ‘the powerful physical and psychical effect of … direct coloured beams combining with rhythmic accompanying music to evolve into a new artistic genre’.11 Moholy-Nagy was equally prophetic twenty years later. ‘We are heading towards a kinetic, time-spatial existence,’ he wrote in 1946. ‘Towards an awareness of the forces plus their relationships which define all life and of which we had no previous knowledge and for which we have as yet no exact terminology [emphasis mine]. The affirmation of all these space–time forces involves a reorientation of all our faculties.’12


In 1922 the Danish-born theosophist Thomas Wilfred sought to create what he called an ‘eighth fine art’, which would combine music and light. He coined the term ‘Lumia’ to describe this synthesis of forms. Wilfred’s ‘Lumia’ compositions were performed (‘displayed’ might be more accurate) on the Clavilux, a contraption similar to a pipe organ that incorporated up to six light projectors controlled by a keyboard. The beams from the projectors varied in intensity and strength and were directed through a complex array of prisms, coloured gels and rotating slides. Wilfred premiered the Clavilux in New York in 1922 and wrote keyboard notations for his light compositions, which lasted between five and ten minutes. The pieces, although meant to be experienced in contemplative silence, were given musical titles like ‘Triangular Etude’ (‘single central forms with diaphanous accompaniment’) and ‘Study in Rising Form’ (‘forms ascending in space and unfolding in colour over a restless angular accompaniment’). The stunning effect of these slow-moving visual abstractions resembled the swirling multi-coloured display of the aurora borealis. During the 1920s Wilfred gave well-received concert tours of his Lumia ‘compositions’ throughout North America and Europe. Presented as if they were musical recitals, they were scored with Wilfred’s specially devised form of notation. He had originally trained as a lute player and initially described the technical and aesthetic potential of his invention purely in musical terms. Between 1929 and 1931 Wilfred began to devise automated self-playing versions of the Clavilux, prompting him to shift focus. Influenced by Kandinsky’s theories of geometric design and by the critic Willard Huntingdon Wright, who in 1923 had prophesised ‘the medium of the new art will be light: colour in its purest, most intense form’, he began to distance himself from musical terminology and made a calculated attempt to align his eighth fine art more closely to current developments in abstract painting. Wilfred now envisaged his work being ‘hung’ statically on gallery walls, and adapted his sense of perspective and proportion accordingly. He scaled down his Lumia projections to the size of a conventional four-foot-by-three-foot canvas and as a result was courted briefly by fine-art patrons and collectors in New York. This strategy received its ultimate validation when Wilfred was included in MOMA’s groundbreaking 15 Americans exhibition, which ran from April to July 1952 and introduced the works of Jackson Pollock, Willem de Kooning, Clyfford Still and Mark Rothko to a wider audience. But while Pollock, Rothko and the other abstract expressionists went on to achieve fame, notoriety and critical acclaim, the 15 Americans exhibition represents the sole occasion when Wilfred was deemed worthy of such esteemed company. As Stephen Eskilson noted, ‘While Pollock, Still and Rothko secured their place within MOMA’s master narrative on the second floor, Lumia and Wilfred were shunted the other way, out of the realm of triumphant modernism and into a basement gallery.’13


Wilfred paid a heavy price for not fitting into any of the accepted aesthetic categories of his time. He courted the musical establishment and then the fine-art world, but failed to establish any lasting rapport with either. He had little success in making his colour music part of the symphonic repertoire and, in sacrificing illusionist depth for the requirements of the two-dimensional flat screen – at the very moment when Pollock, Rothko and others were exploring the large-scale possibilities of the abstract canvas – he similarly failed to impress contemporary art critics. Wilfred’s proposal for a cross-disciplinary eighth fine art was decades ahead of its time and remained unfulfilled for many years. Those swirling replications of the aurora borealis, which once seemed so wondrous and other-worldly, are now commonplace images on computer screen savers.


In 1952, at around the time that Thomas Wilfred’s Lumia was being banished to the MOMA basement, Professor Seymour Locks was invited to inaugurate a new Creative Arts building at San Francisco State College. He chose to pay homage to the Futurists and the Bauhaus theatre presentations of the 1920s and ’30s, and did so by filling slides with liquid and running them via overhead projectors, while a jazz group improvised to the visual display. Locks’s State College show, and the studio-art course he ran called ‘Light and Art’, have been widely credited with heralding the birth of the modern-day psychedelic light show. In fact, experiments with liquid and refracted light were as old as Isaac Newton, but by adopting the new and appropriating the obsolete in the way he did Locks was signposting the future. His light-show experiments were made possible by two contrasting tendencies: ‘The expansion of materials for the visual artist manufactured by postwar industry, such as Day-Glo and synthetic paints, soluble acrylics, colourful aniline dyes and gelatin, and the salvageable instruments and lighting equipment found in military surplus.’14 Locks utilised the very latest developments in the petrochemical industry (which also gave us vinyl records and nylon shirts) and adapted outmoded materials – army-surplus viewing screens, education-system cast-offs like slide carousels and overhead projectors – giving them new purpose. Only ten years previously those canvas backdrops were being used to give GIs health education on how to avoid VD. His overhead projectors would normally have been used to instruct graduate students on how to build a good career by going to work for Xerox or IBM. In the hands of Seymour Locks they were transformed into avant-garde sensors.


Several of Locks’s students and followers – among them Tony Martin, Elias Romero, Glenn McKay and Bill Ham – trained as abstract expressionist artists. In Gene Anthony’s book The Summer of Love, McKay talked about experimenting with methods of plugging his painting into the wall, but Anthony doesn’t really take the theme and run with it. Poet Michael McClure’s introduction to that same book cites Pollock and Rothko, but does so solely in the context of the abstract expressionists’ romantic spirit rather than where the really tangible linkage is to be found – in technique, in assemblage, in breaking down artistic barriers, in exposing the limitations of form. Again, there was nothing particularly new about this. In 1917 the painter Robert Delaunay proposed that light could be used to animate abstract paintings. And Moholy-Nagy predicted in 1946 that ‘the progressive painter who is struggling with his traditional element, pigment, feels that very soon a transition will come, a transition from pigment to light’.15 He didn’t say that light painting would replace pigment painting, merely that what John Cage archly referred to as ‘permanent pigment’ would no longer monopolise ideas about what constituted a painting, or indeed visual displays in general. Moholy-Nagy died in 1947, before his prophecies could be fulfilled, but in the post-war years a new generation of sound and light painters emerged who were intent on living out his vision.


‘An Infinite Variety of Emotional Metaphors’


By the simple expediency of laying the canvas flat on the ground for his ‘action paintings’, Jackson Pollock liberated art from the conventions of the easel. In doing so he echoed wider artistic, musical, cinematic, theatrical and literary instincts that sought to break away from the ‘closed flat rectangle’ in all its forms. Artists of every experimental persuasion were in flight from the enclosed boundaries of the canvas, the score, the screen, the stage, the page. Non-figurative painting, non-representational forms of dance and street theatre, ‘expanded’ cinema, free verse and concrete poetry, the found sounds and prepared instruments of those who inhabited the avant-garde fringes of the music scene, they all shared the same impulse. It’s no coincidence that Terry Riley compared his earliest improvisations with ‘musical abstract expressionism rather than jazz’. When Riley’s In C, a landmark in the development of minimalism, premiered in November 1964 at the San Francisco Tape Music Center, an accompanying ‘light event’ was provided by Tony Martin, the Music Center’s ‘visual composer’. Martin disliked the term ‘light show’ and claimed that few of his contemporaries ever used the phrase. Echoing Moholy-Nagy he talked of ‘light composition’, ‘non-illustrational abstract light in motion’ and ‘abstract form in motion’. Martin shared the abstract expressionists’ desire to liberate art from the shackles of convention and technique. ‘When I got there,’ he said of his arrival in the Bay Area in 1962, ‘it seemed natural to go beyond the canvas, to pick up things that were different, to think about assemblage, to put things together in different kinds of ways.’16 Martin had seen Thomas Wilfred’s Lumia but thought they lacked emotional resonance. Favouring chance procedures over the merely decorative he claimed to be more inspired by the infinite variety of sunlight beams that filtered through the geranium-vined windows of his San Francisco apartment than by any painting. Adamant that the role of ‘non-illustrational abstract light in motion’ was not simply to provide decorative colouration, he spoke of a desire to enlarge ‘the visual experience beyond the performer/instrument’. Like Seymour Locks, he customised his materials, using, as he put it, ‘the film projector as a kind of instrument’. Unlike Locks, Martin shunned liquid projections in his early experiments. Instead he utilised ‘found’ or recycled film stock, clear and reflective glass, slides, flashlights and prisms. This gave his light compositions a very different look to the more amorphous and fluid motifs of those who favoured gelatine and heated oils.


In the 1950s another of Seymour Locks’s collaborators, trumpet player Stanley Shaff, began formulating ideas for what would eventually become known as ‘Audium’. ‘I met Seymour around 1958,’ says Shaff. ‘We collaborated on weekly improvisational sessions of light and sound, with Seymour exploring the use of overhead projections and with me playing trumpet, coupled with a range of found sounds and other acoustic instruments.’ Shaff’s initial ideas for a new type of auditorium emerged out of these informal jam sessions with Locks and his wider circle of collaborators. ‘Seymour was an influence for many local artists of the time. He was an instructor of sculpture at San Francisco State College and brought into his home many local artists for an afternoon or evening of discussions on art and ideas. I met painters like Richard Wiley, Bruce Conner, Roy De Forest, the sculptor Stephen De Staebler, photographer Jack Wellpot and the dancer Anna Halprin. They expounded on the aesthetics of the day, abstract expressionism, surrealism, the new environmental possibilities like the potential of “Happenings”. It helped clarify our own self-examination and creative directions.’


Where Tony Martin spoke of using the projector as an instrument, Shaff and his Audium collaborator, jazz pianist and equipment designer Doug McEachern, began to think in terms of utilising the entire venue as a compositional tool. ‘In an immersive environment sound can become an infinite variety of emotional metaphors,’ Shaff says. Unlike his contemporaries, who were chiefly influenced by abstract expressionism, Shaff was inspired by surrealism, in particular the idea of dream states. ‘Seymour, as a sculptor, had a deep interest in the surreal as it applied to the eye. In our developing dialogue, I was drawn to the idea of a connection between sound and our inner memories. In our dream state any sound can morph into any other sound. Any sound can become evocative. The more I worked with recordings, a new world of audio possibilities opened up.’


While many of their peers were experimenting with mixed media and the multi-layering of visual stimuli, Shaff and McEachern sought to achieve sensory transformation in a pitch-black room; not even dim light, they stressed, but no light at all. By emphasising deprivation rather than overload Shaff and McEachern’s experiments stand apart from those multiple-projection environments, where the overriding objective was sensory onslaught. Audium’s total darkness encouraged Cageian silence. ‘People are sometimes very negative, sometimes ecstatic,’ observes Shaff. ‘There’s very little in the middle save for those who are simply puzzled. But the one thing that seems to be common is the impact of the darkness. There’s a primordial feeling about that going back even to the womb. I’ve always been very intrigued with the ideas and feelings we carry about sound. We carry many sound histories with us, some arising even before birth, which conjure all kinds of subtle emotional responses from us.’


Although the Audium approach had echoes of the psychotherapeutic work with LSD that was going on at the time, Shaff saw little connection between his methodology for unlocking the unconscious and that of the medical community, or the wider drug experimentation that followed. ‘My interest comes from an aesthetic focus in expressing oneself in sound,’ he says. ‘The culture’s interest in psychedelic events, and the use of drugs to explore the inner landscape, was not of interest to me. It was simply coincidental that my discoveries of the impact of a specialised sound environment on our perceptual life happened to coincide with the era’s search for new, inner worlds.’


The creation of radical new performance environments was not confined to the east and west coasts. In 1957 sculptor Milton Cohen devised his ‘Space Theater’ in a loft in Ann Arbor, Michigan. The loft was converted into a multimedia performance space by architect Harold Borkin, who created a dome effect by covering the ceiling corners with white reflective tiles and incorporating specially designed units to contain Cohen’s projectors and mirrors. In his book Expanded Cinema Gene Youngblood describes Cohen’s Space Theater as ‘a rotating assembly of mirrors and prisms adjustably mounted on a flywheel around which is arranged a battery of light, film and slide projectors. Sight and sound move in complex trajectories throughout a maze of shifting, revolving, faceted surfaces. The movement of the mirror/prism flywheel assembly determines image trajectories as the projections are scattered throughout the performance environment.’17 Live electronic music for the Space Theater was provided by fellow Ann Arbor residents Robert Ashley and Gordon Mumma, who, inspired by these collaborations, went on to create their own Co-Operative Studio for Electronic Music in 1958. Ashley and Mumma built much of their own equipment and audio-processing circuitry, and gave twice-weekly performances at the Space Theater on their home-made instruments. Adopting the same strategy as Seymour Locks, the vast majority of the components for their self-constructed equipment was acquired from second-hand and military-surplus stores.


The Space Theater ran for seven years between 1957 and 1964, initially to invited audiences and then to the public. A small gathering of around forty people sat on the floor or sprawled on cushions as projected images swirled around them. Pre-recorded music tapes were combined with live improvised electronics during the performances, which usually lasted between an hour and ninety minutes. John Cage and David Tudor were frequent visitors when they were in town, and the Spanish composer Roberto Gerhard later told Ashley that he had never missed a single Space Theater performance during his time as composer-in-residence in Ann Arbor.18


The largest-scale light-and-sound events to be set in a domed auditorium were Jordan Belson and Henry Jacobs’s Vortex Concerts, a series of ‘live performance’ programmes that ran from May 1957 to January 1959 at the Morrison Planetarium in San Francisco. Experimental film-maker Belson described Vortex as ‘a new form of theater based on the combination of electronics, optics, and architecture. Its purpose is to reach an audience as a pure theater appealing directly to the senses … In Vortex there is no separation of audience and stage or screen. The entire domed area becomes a living theater of sound and light.’19 Electronic music curated by radio engineer and musique concrète composer Henry Jacobs was projected from a playback system consisting of thirty-eight speakers hidden in the planetarium’s sixty-five-foot dome. The soundtrack included Jacobs’s own compositions as well as music by Karlheinz Stockhausen, Toshiro Mayuzumi and Vladimir Ussachevsky, plus selections of Balinese gamelan and Afro-Cuban rhythms. Belson showed brief manipulated fragments of his own experimental films as well as work by Hy Hirsh and James Whitney. His projection equipment included specially customised devices to produce flicker effects and spirals, along with zooms, prisms, strobes, star projectors, kaleidoscopes, an irising projector (which made areas of light expand and contract), a rotational sky projector and four special dome projectors for interference patterns. Belson and Jacobs made full use of the planetarium’s dome facility ‘so that things would come pouring down from the center sliding along the walls’, as Belson put it. They also took advantage of the hushed acoustics to create an all-enveloping surround sound. Like Shaff and McEachern’s Audium events, they also made full use of darkness. ‘We could tint the space any color we wanted to,’ said Belson. ‘We could get it down to jet black and then take it down another 25 degrees lower than that so you really got that sinking-in feeling.’20


Around thirty-five performances of the Vortex shows were given, including one at Expo 58, the Brussels World’s Fair. Belson was utopian about what he was trying to achieve and described ‘being in that dome as a holy experience. The entire theater was like an exquisite instrument.’ Nonetheless, he was modest about the outcome. Film, he said, ‘was simply a transitional form between conventional theater and whatever theater will be in the future’. He thought of Vortex as ‘the most advanced form of theater yet developed’ but acknowledged that the Morrison showings were just blueprints, ‘just demonstrations that it can be done’.21


Many of the techniques Belson demonstrated at Vortex also featured in his 1961 film Allures, which he described as ‘a combination of molecular structures and astronomical events mixed with subconscious and subjective phenomena – all happening simultaneously … a trip backward along the senses from matter to spirit’.22 Within five or six years an entire musical subculture would be tracing those same psychic footprints. Belson candidly acknowledged the correlation between his light projections and the visual effects experienced under the influence of LSD – this at a time when LSD research had not yet ventured out of the clinical establishment and Leary had yet to take magic mushrooms. Belson had taken peyote and LSD in the mid-1950s but claimed that ‘in many ways my films are ahead of my own [drug] experience’.23 He was also heavily influenced by Jungian psychology, Mahayana Buddhism and a rigorous yoga regime. As Gene Youngblood noted in Expanded Cinema, ‘by bringing together Eastern theology, Western science and consciousness-expanding drug experiences, Belson predates the front ranks of avant-garde art today in which the three elements converge’.24


Another important group who brought together Eastern theology, Western science and consciousness-expanding drug experiences was USCO (short for Us Company or Company of Us), a multimedia collective founded by Gerd Stern, Steve Durkee and Michael Callahan in 1964. Stern was a Jewish refugee who had fled Nazi Germany, arriving in America in 1936, aged eight. He lived much of his early life in Washington Heights, then known as ‘Frankfurt on the Hudson’ for its high number of German émigrés. Educated in New York, he moved to California in the 1940s. During 1949/50 he spent time at the Columbia Psychiatric Institute with Allen Ginsberg and Carl Solomon. By 1953 he was publishing his own poetry. Frustrated by the limitations of the written word, he began making word collages and developed a style that can best be described as audio-visual concrète. He discovered in around 1961 that, in his own words, his poems ‘started running off the paper and into collage and lights and sound’.25


Steve Durkee was ten years younger than Stern. Hailing from New York he initially trained as a painter, and in 1957 moved into a Fulton Street studio that had previously belonged to Robert Rauschenberg and Cy Twombly. Durkee quickly established himself as part of the same downtown scene that included Rauschenberg, James Rosenquist and Robert Indiana. He was mentioned alongside Rosenquist, Indiana, Roy Lichtenstein, Andy Warhol and Jim Dine in Gene Swenson’s original survey of the burgeoning pop art movement, which was published in Art News in September 1962. This was the first time pop art had been reviewed favourably by an art critic, although Swenson eschewed the term and called the article ‘The New American Sign Painters’, in homage to Robert Indiana’s description of his own work. Durkee and Indiana shared a love for billboards and advertising signage; both were nostalgic for the way America had looked in the 1940s and 1950s. Coenties Slip, where Indiana had his studio in the early 1960s, was at that time an area of abandoned wharves and warehouses, and still bore physical reminders of the old coffee and banana storage facilities of the nineteenth-century docks. Durkee and Indiana both trawled the East River and the streets around the Slip collecting junk, mast timber from old nineteenth-century sailing ships and discarded hoardings with antique stencilling, all of which they incorporated as ‘found material’ in their work.


Although he shared Indiana’s love of roadscapes and retrieved iconography, Durkee had less time for the hard-edged school of pop art, with its emphasis on automated and mass-produced imagery. By 1963 he found that his frustrations with the limitations of painting mirrored Gerd Stern’s frustrations as a poet. ‘The important thing is not to get stopped by categorization at any point,’ he told Richard Kostelanetz. ‘I got included but that wasn’t what I was into at all,’ he said, alluding to Swenson’s Art News article. ‘I saw pop as a very limited type of art and I’m not tremendously appreciative of the culture we live in. What it celebrated was something I didn’t care to celebrate. I saw it not as a sensitizer but as a de-sensitizer.’26


Born in 1944, Michael Callahan was the archetypal teenage techno-nerd. ‘When we should have been out chasing girls we were out chasing surplus oscilloscopes,’ he says. While in high school, Callahan designed a rudimentary ring modulator utilising the automatic cruise-control system of a car. He began speculating on what would happen if you reversed the system so that the car went faster downhill rather than slower. ‘That was the [conceptual] leap,’ he said. ‘Rather than designing the systems to be linear and well-behaved, what happens if we change the sense so that it gets chaotic?’27


Callahan was introduced to Gerd Stern in 1963, when the latter approached the San Francisco Tape Music Center for a sound tape to be used as part of Contact Is the Only Love, a kinetic sculpture piece he was building for an exhibition at the San Francisco Museum of Art. By this time Callahan had become the Tape Center’s technical director. Contact Is the Only Love was a seven-foot-by-seven-foot octagonal-shaped, three-dimensional ‘mechanical poem’ mounted on a pole, with a cement-filled airplane tyre as a base. Painted bright yellow, it had a circle of blue lights running in anticlockwise patterns, while an outer circle of white neon lights flashed clockwise. At the centre, signs read ‘Go’, ‘On’, ‘Yield’, ‘Merge’, ‘Do Not Cross Line’ and ‘Enter with Caution’. The piece was heavily influenced by the sign-painting and numerology motifs of Robert Indiana, whom Stern had been introduced to by Durkee, and directly references Indiana’s Yield Brother #2 and the multipartite The Demuth American Dream #5, which contained cruciform panels and a circular mantra reading ‘Die’, ‘Eat’, ‘Hug’, ‘Err’.


Again taking their cue from the work of Indiana, Callahan and Stern began to incorporate old pinball-machine and arcade-game parts into their sculptures. Callahan’s contribution to these pieces utilised the same techniques of plunder and retrieval that had inspired everyone from Seymour Locks to the pop artists. Callahan began purchasing discarded IBM mainframes from a store called P&D Surplus in Kingston, New York, which he then customised into kinetic art parts. ‘In 1964 IBM had just brought out the 360 series,’ he remembered, ‘so they were able to call in all their old vacuum tube and early computers and basically get people to upgrade to 360’s.’28


These three – recalcitrant poet Stern, disillusioned painter Durkee and maverick switch doctor Callahan – along with Stern’s wife, photographer and weaver Judi Stern, and Durkee’s wife, sculptor and photographer Barbara Durkee, comprised the core of the original USCO and in 1964 set up operations in an old church in Garnerville, New York State. They were later joined by a variety of collaborators, most notably experimental film-makers Jud Yalkut and Stan Vanderbeek, and photographer and future Whole Earth Catalog founder Stewart Brand. In 1964 Vanderbeek designed and constructed a purpose-built multiple-projection environment called the Movie-Drome in Stony Point, upstate New York. The Movie-Drome was Vanderbeek’s own attempt to break out of the closed flat rectangle of conventional cinema architecture by having films multi-projected from a variety of perspectives onto the Drome’s curved walls. It was a project driven, like so many others, by utopian aims. ‘Unconsciously we’re developing memory storage and transfer systems that deal with millions of thoughts simultaneously,’ Vanderbeek said. ‘Sooner than we think we’ll be communicating on very high psychic levels of neurological referencing … This business of being an artist in residence at some corporation is only part of the story; what we really want to be is artist in residence of the world, but we don’t know where to apply.’29


Heavily influenced by Marshall McLuhan, Buckminster Fuller, Ananda Coomaraswamy and Meher Baba, USCO created a range of multimedia events between 1963 and 1966 that combined science, technology, art and mysticism. These purpose-built theatrical environments incorporated light shows, found sounds and tape loops, kinetic art, sculpture and poetry. Like Tony Martin, USCO eschewed liquid light projections, referring to them as ‘wet shows’. Early installations like Verbal American Landscape were Indiana-esque slide-show montages of billboards and road signs. For Who RU and What’s Happening?, staged at the San Francisco Museum of Art in November 1963, they began multi-layering the slides and added street noise and other audio ambience. Allison Becker, the eleven-year-old daughter of sociologist Howard Becker, handed out programmes for the event dressed as a stop–go traffic light. The arts and music critic of the San Francisco Chronicle, Alfred Frankenstein, wrote a dismissive review under the heading ‘Landmark of a Flop’. While admitting that the slide show of photographs by Ivan Madjrakoff was quite beautiful, he was scathing about the rest of the event. ‘It is announced, God save us, to be done again, tomorrow night at the same place,’ he noted portentously. On the second night Gerd Stern dropped acid before the performance.


In June 1965 USCO collaborated with Timothy Leary’s Castalia Foundation to co-present a show called Psychedelic Explorations at the New Theatre on New York’s East 54th Street. The show also featured artists Jackie Cassen, Don Snyder and Richard Aldcroft. The presentation would, it was promised, expound upon ‘the theoretical background necessary for an understanding of the new techniques of audio-olfactory visual alteration of consciousness’.30 The evening’s schedule was billed as:




7.15 to 8.00 Psychedelic Improvisations


8.15 to 9.45 Lecture-Discussion


9.45 to 10.30 Psychedelic Theatre


10.30 to 11.00 Informal Question and Answer Period





USCO remained mistrustful of a show where ‘psychedelic improvisation’ could be contained within a forty-five-minute time slot (or any linear slot at all) and where, according to the programme, ‘methods of expanding consciousness ancient and modern will be discussed and where feasible demonstrated’, as if LSD was a party trick akin to some fraudulent old medium extracting fake ectoplasm in front of the gullible and the needy. To show their displeasure USCO sabotaged the academic pretensions of the event by playing a tape of Antonin Artaud in full screaming theatre-of-cruelty mode at piercing volume while Leary was speaking.


By November 1965 an increasing sense of religiosity had begun to inform USCO events. When they performed the multi-sensory We R All One, with live dancers and music, the piece climaxed with a ten-minute drone chant of ‘Om’ from the speakers that was designed to bring the participants down gently. Images of Meher Baba’s smiling visage were projected onto a screen and Baba instructions such as ‘I have come not to teach but to awaken’ were shown next to USCO’s own flashing messages. The collective also began to sell posters of Baba at their shows, and his image began to appear on the masthead of their stationery. Baba responded to this endorsement by telling Gerd Stern and Steve Durkee that hallucinogenic drugs were destructive and they should stop using them.


The Limits of the Marvellous


Another of Seymour Locks’s descendants was San Francisco painter Bill Ham. Ham would play a crucial role in the development of psychedelia and provides a vital link between the post-war light-show activists at State College and the full-blown drug-fuelled experimentation that would explode into life in the mid-1960s. Although he cites a familiar ancestry of light painting and colour music that includes Castel’s ocular harpsichord, Kastner’s pyrophone and Scriabin’s Poem of Fire, Ham, by his own admission, came late to such experimentation. ‘In 1965, unaware of any of the previous work mentioned above, while working with brushes, pigment and other conventional materials, in the general style called action painting or gestural abstraction, I made my own discovery of the electric wall plug via the transparent overhead projector and began working with light (projected imagery) and music. This was for me a natural extension of the techniques and purpose of action painting including a direct spontaneous method of working.’31 Inspired by Locks’s use of overhead projectors, Ham, like several of his contemporaries, saw the possibilities of plugging his paintings directly into the wall and began experimenting with light and sound at his Pine Street studio. It was the improvisational potential of the light show, its seemingly infinite capacity to generate spontaneous and transient images, that excited him. ‘This light art, like music, unless recorded, is totally impermanent,’ he stated. He referred to the new possibilities as ‘Action painting that ceases with the action. Painting that exists only during the time of its creation … These qualities of momentariness, impermanence and free scale required a new painter–viewer relationship. This is an art form in which the artist and viewer share an immediate experience, where composition, execution and presentation occur simultaneously.’32


Forty years after László Moholy-Nagy anticipated the new sensibility and Thomas Wilfred proposed an eighth fine art, the light-show artists and immersive environmentalists of the 1960s were articulating the aesthetics of impermanence with fresh impetus. ‘A transience that was yet eternal life,’ as Aldous Huxley put it, ‘a perpetual perishing that was at the same time pure being, a bundle of minute, unique particulars in which, by some unspeakable and yet self-evident paradox, was to be seen the divine source of all existence.’33 In the summer of 1965 Bill Ham and a couple of dozen other Pine Street émigrés decamped from San Francisco to the unlikely locale of Virginia City, Nevada. Here they converted a vacant property into an Old West-style bar that they decked out in period furnishings and velvet drapes and renamed the Red Dog Saloon. Virginia City was an old silver-rush town south of Reno, high up in the Sierra Nevada hills. With its glory days long gone its population had dwindled to a few hundred. Ham had shown up in Virginia City with a prototype four-foot-by-six-foot light mural, which was promptly installed in the Red Dog Saloon. Programmed to operate indefinitely, it soon began to pulsate to the sounds of the saloon’s resident band, the Charlatans.


The Charlatans were the brainchild of George Hunter, a pretty-boy mod fop who played a bit of autoharp but was best known around San Francisco State College for his dress sense. Eschewing beatnik drab and Ivy League orthodoxy, Hunter decked himself out in a range of early-twentieth-century finery. He envisaged the Charlatans as more a pop-art project than a musical entity and recruited a bunch of like-minded conceptualists to the cause, dressing them in desperado drag and regatta chic and taking hundreds of publicity shots for a group that existed only in theory. In the spring of 1964 one of Hunter’s recruits, piano player Byron Ferguson, had opened what is widely credited as San Francisco’s first head shop a few doors up from the Tape Music Center on Divisadero Street. Called the Magic Theatre for Madmen Only, in honour of a scene in Herman Hesse’s Steppenwolf (‘price of admittance your mind’), the boutique stocked a range of Victorian and Edwardian period clothing, much of which found its way down to Virginia City the following year.


If significance and prestige are to be measured in record sales alone, then the Charlatans were a glorious failure. They were the right band in the right sort of place at exactly the right time and yet they still managed to blow it. Despite being courted by a succession of record companies, Autumn and Kama Sutra among them, their recording sessions were generally as untogether as they were. They never settled on a convincing lead vocalist, or indeed a convincing musical style, and by the time they did record a proper album the moment had passed. True to Hunter’s original philosophy, they made far more sense as a conceptual art installation than as a rock group. Their name, a carefully selected ruse to get their retaliation in first, should have provided sufficient clue as to their intent. Their music, initially an adjunct to their fashion sense, never really caught up with their acid-wracked sense of esprit de corps. What did eventually emerge on record – too little, too undistinguished and way too late – pales into insignificance compared with what the Charlatans represented. And what they represented, as Dorothy Parker once said of Tallulah Bankhead, was the proverbial good time that was had by all.


It’s somehow appropriate that the Charlatans should have fetched up in an old mining town way off the beaten track. They were psychedelic prospectors, venturing ahead of the pack in order to stake out the viability of the territory and the riches it might yield. For the entire summer of 1965 the band and their entourage tripped their heads off, fooled around with firearms, promenaded in bordello chic and resolutely failed to hone their stagecraft or their chops. Instead, like the rest of the Red Dog regulars, they treated Virginia City as one big dilapidated sound stage full of authentic scenery and beat-up props, a mythological playground for their Old West mind games and their acid masquerades. The handbill for the opening night of the Red Dog on 29 June – a pen-and-ink drawing designed by Hunter and Ferguson – paid homage to the great vaudevillian showman Joseph Hollingsworth, aka Victorina, aka Kar-Mi, a man who plied his trade throughout the US in the early twentieth century as an illusionist, sword swallower and sharpshooter. One of his most famous posters, designed to promote the Great Kar-Mi Troupe, promised ‘Originators and Presenters of the Most Marvelous Sword Swallowing Act on Earth – Shoots a Gun Barrel While It Is Down His Throat – Swallows an Electric Light – The $10,000.00 Novelty Act – The Limit of the Marvelous.’ Hunter and Ferguson took the last of those phrases and immortalised it on a handbill. And for the entire summer of 1965 that’s what the saloon’s clientele did: they pursued the limits of the marvellous, especially on Monday nights, when the bar was closed and everyone ‘dined electric’ behind locked doors.


Naturally, it couldn’t last. As a portent of what was to come, the in flux of fellow revellers, drawn by word of mouth, alerted the authorities to what was going on in their not-so-sleepy town. Following an inevitable drug bust, the whole operation swiftly shut down and everyone high-tailed it back to San Francisco, but not before they had created the circumstances favourable for the creation of an entire subculture: drug life, fancy dress code, limits of the marvellous and all.


The New Electric Drama




It appears to me that artists and audience are at a threshold of a most exciting period. James Broughton, a poet friend of mine who has known my work for the past ten years, said to me after the recent happening at the Golden Gate, ‘They’ve caught up with you. Now how do you define your task?’


ANNA HALPRIN, 196734





When you look at any of the footage of Bay Area bands, whether they are playing in the open air or under the swirling lights of the Fillmore or the Avalon Ballroom, you will see people dancing. Crazy, wigged-out, weirdly bearded freaks and beautiful young Californian girls with golden flowing locks and gaily painted faces are expressing themselves in the way they know best: not in passive contemplation of the beyond within but by frenziedly shaking their funky stuff. It is an endearing reminder that there is another less cerebral and less celebrated line of development that informs the cultural narrative of the 1960s. It finds form and fruition in the joy of physicality, performance and visible display. Marshall McLuhan used the phrase ‘the electric drama’ to describe the new circumstances; there has perhaps been too much emphasis on the electric and not enough on the drama.


Anna Halprin’s Dancers’ Workshop shared its workspace with the San Francisco Tape Music Center in a three-storey Victorian building at 321 Divisadero Street. The two organisations shared an ethos too, and frequently collaborated on group productions. Tony Martin in particular recognised Halprin’s seminal role in the development of multimedia performance in the early 1960s. ‘I had instincts for a kind of polysensory art form from the beginning,’ he said. ‘Ann for me was a catalyst for that.’35 Stan Shaff also credits Halprin for her pioneering role in shaping the new sensibility. ‘She was interested in developing a more encompassing total theatre and recognising music and sound as a stronger force in dance rather than just as a decorative quality.’


‘I wanted to explore in a particular way, breaking down any preconceived notions I had about what dance was, or what movement was,’ Halprin told Yvonne Rainer in 1965. ‘Everything was done for quite a few years with improvisation. The purpose of the improvisation was not self-expression [emphasis mine]. I was trying to get at subconscious areas, so things would happen in an unpredictable way. I was trying to eliminate stereotyped ways of reacting.’36 This emphasis on the instinctual anticipated the way in which a whole generation was learning to feel and think. Halprin expressed her modus operandi in terms of the visceral and the vicarious, stressing the pursuit of spontaneous sensation over the interpretive and the intellectual. Out in the wider cultural landscape a growing number of adherents were beginning to hang a whole philosophy on such principles. ‘Inherent in this personal experience was the possibility of discovering in chance relationships some new ways of releasing the mind from preconceived ideas and the body from conditioned or habitual responses,’ said Halprin.37


Several other dance and theatre companies played their part in the development of this experimental approach to performance in the early 1960s. By far the most important of these was the San Francisco Mime Troupe. Founded in 1959 by Ronnie Davis of the Actors’ Workshop, the troupe was a mobile company that performed mainly in parks and other public spaces. It drew upon an eclectic range of techniques adapted from minstrelsy, puppetry, vaudeville, carnival sideshows and the burlesque, but mostly it drew upon the grotesque and parodic mask play of sixteenth-century commedia dell’arte.


Exponents of the popular Italian theatrical form travelled in troupes throughout Europe during the Renaissance, performing on impromptu stages in city streets and other public spaces. ‘Reviving this comedic form was a stroke of genius on Davis’s part. It recuperated the carnivalesque … and transposed it to a modern American setting,’ said Michael William Doyle.38 ‘Our interest in this 16th century form is not antiquarian,’ stated a Mime Troupe programme. ‘We use it because it is popular, free, engaging and adaptable.’ As LSD began to make its presence felt on the gestural politics of a generation, these centuries-old notions of masque and myth play gained fresh contemporary relevance. John W. Cuncliffe described the sixteenth-century Jacobean masque in terms that anticipated the carnivalesque quality of psychedelia’s own theatrical environments. He defined the masque as ‘an evening entertainment in which the chief performers were masked courtiers, accompanied by torchbearers, all in costumes appropriate to the device presented; the elements of song and dialogue were developed later [emphasis mine]’.39 As with the psychedelic underground, the masque’s musical accompaniment was an afterthought. Initially it was secondary to games, dances, mimicry, role play and all those other aspects of procession and pageantry that informed the new dramatis personae.


By 1963 the Mime Troupe was collaborating extensively with the Tape Music Center, and in March of that year participated in an ambitious city-wide Happening called City Scale, written and devised by Ken Dewey, Tony Martin and Ramon Sender. With City Scale the Tape Music Center moved completely beyond the traditional fixed performance venue. San Francisco itself was now the stage. The audience was driven around town in two rented trucks. Highlights included a car ‘ballet’ in North Beach, with vehicles moving through the streets with coloured gels on their headlights; a woman sitting in the window of a piano tuner’s workshop in a bathrobe singing Debussy while a formally dressed pianist accompanied her; a book-returning ceremony at City Lights bookshop in which stolen books were handed back; and a staged argument between two of Anna Halprin’s dancers, John Graham and Lynne Palmer, with Graham pretending to be teaching Palmer to drive. At one point Elias Romero’s light projections were cast on the walls of the Wells Fargo building in North Beach. The ‘performance’ ran for six hours until two in the morning. As it was drawing to a close the two truckloads of participants ran into the beginnings of a fight between two street gangs. The conflict came to a complete halt as the rival gangs stood transfixed by the street theatre unfolding before them. ‘What was wonderful was the mix of reality and staging. You never knew if what you were experiencing was actually in the piece or not,’ said Ramon Sender.40


Mime Troupe member Peter Berg coined the terms ‘guerrilla theater’ and ‘life actors’ to describe the troupe’s working methods. He defined theatre’s ability to destroy the demarcation between audiences and artists as ‘breaking the glass’. ‘If you broke the glass people would stream through to the other side of the stage and become life actors,’ he said. Wherever you looked in San Francisco in the early 1960s everyone seemed to be finding novel ways of shattering that glass. In a three-month period during 1963, between Martin Luther King’s epochal ‘I Have a Dream’ speech and John F. Kennedy’s assassination, you could see the San Francisco Mime Troupe performing at Capp Street studios, with music by Steve Reich, and the members of the Tape Music Center performing as part of the San Francisco Arts Festival; Tony Martin had a solo exhibition of his work at the Batman Gallery on Fillmore Street; and Audium was being presented in total darkness at the Museum of Art. In the same building Gerd Stern and Michael Callahan were presenting their multimedia event Who RU and What’s Happening?


‘Somewhere there should be a place where the fragmented elements of our musical life could be melted together and recast through the reestablishment of the artist’s dialogue with his community in a new and vital way,’ stated Ramon Sender in a Tape Music Center mission statement in 1964. ‘A place where a new music would find a dynamic and vital expression for our own era … There is growing awareness on the part of young composers all over the country that they are not going to find the answers they are looking for in the analysis and composition seminars of the academies.’41


It was no coincidence that the Mime Troupe, like their commedia dell’arte forebears, took their productions to the parks and other public places. City Scale wasn’t just a temporary Happening; it was a blueprint for a new state of mind. Standard artistic practices were being challenged in every quarter. In music, theatre, literature, painting and sculpture, art installations and free cinema people were beginning to question what constituted an art form, a performance, a performance environment, even an audience. Wherever you looked the ‘closed flat rectangle’ was being eroded. Poems were running off the page. The San Francisco Mime Troupe and the Dancers’ Workshop were turning a city into a stage. Peter Berg was saying we are all actors and life is the script. Light-show pioneers were making moveable abstract expressionism. Everyone seemed to be in flight from existing artistic forms and the restrictions of categorisation, from the academy, from the gallery system, from the theatrical, literary and cinematic establishment. Anna Halprin articulated this new spirit of openness and collaboration better than anyone: ‘There were no boundaries,’ she said. ‘There was so much interaction between what was going on … What was popular art, what was fine art, what was experimental art all got kind of moved together.’42


A questing spirit was abroad. All it needed now was for someone to take the show on the road.


Caution – Weird Load




It was quite a scene. People were bursting into flames everywhere you looked.


HUNTER S. THOMPSON43





Ken Kesey called it the ‘Neon Renaissance’, that loose amalgam of creative tendencies and indefinable life forces that shared a common desire to break free of convention. ‘I think a lot of people are working in a lot of different ways to locate this reality,’ Kesey said in 1963, citing Ornette Coleman in jazz, Anna Halprin in dance, Lenny Bruce in comedy, the new wave in the movies and a range of authors including William Burroughs, Joseph Heller and Günter Grass. Equally significant was Kesey’s addendum: ‘And those thousands of others whose names would be meaningless, either because they haven’t made IT yet, or aren’t working in a medium that has at its end an IT to make.’44


Fittingly it was Kesey himself who would provide both catalyst and launch pad for many of those embryonic impulses. By 1963 he had one successful novel to his name, One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest, and another, Sometimes a Great Notion, on the way, but he was already in flight from what he regarded as a cumbersome literary reputation. He was also uncertain about whether he wanted to carry on writing novels, or indeed whether he wanted to carry on writing at all. In 1964 he found the solution to his creative impasse in the form of a beat-up old school bus which he bought for $1,250 from a sales engineer who had fitted it out with bunk beds, a bathroom and a kitchen with the intention of taking his eleven kids on vacation.


At his La Honda ranch home in the Santa Cruz mountains south of San Francisco, Kesey and his colleagues from the Stanford Creative Writing Program rigged up the bus with a sound system and a generator and put a platform on the rear for extra storage space and a fenced-in turret on top for filming and observation. Then they action-painted the vehicle in splashy random daubs and drips. Artist Roy Sebern added the famously misspelled ‘Furthur’ to the destination plate, someone else painted ‘Caution Weird Load’ on the front and back bumpers, and on 14 June 1964 the Weird Load set off for New York. The intention was to attend the launch party for Sometimes a Great Notion and then drop in on the New York World’s Fair. Along the way they planned to make a movie.


Ken Kesey is frequently cited as the prime mover in liberating LSD from the locked medicine cabinets of the psychiatric community and unleashing it upon America. In fact, he was just one of many who surreptitiously sneaked supplies out of medical establishments – in Kesey’s case the Menlo Park Veterans Hospital, where he had been an LSD volunteer in 1959 – but it was undoubtedly his enterprising methods of dispensation that gave the Neon Renaissance its extra-dimensional palette of colours. Kesey embodied a pragmatic, backwoods, muscular kind of bohemianism. Like Jack Kerouac, who had been a promising track athlete and football player in his youth, Kesey was a keen sportsman who had trialled for the US wrestling team for the 1960 Rome Olympics. At college the jocks wondered why he hung around with writers and the writers wondered why he hung around with jocks. In later years, when asked what he considered his greatest work, Kesey always responded with the same reply: ‘the bus’. He knew, more instinctively than Marshall McLuhan ever did, that the medium was the message. The bus was simultaneously Kesey’s unwritten third novel, a touring art installation, a mobile Happening and a micro-theatre. Kesey’s role in the whole cosmic escapade was that of impresario and galvaniser. The narrative of One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest had been driven by Randle Patrick McMurphy and Chief Bromden, and on the Merry Pranksters’ bus Kesey continued to act out the dualism of his protagonists. He was one part McMurphy, manipulator of circumstances, subtle coordinator of the psycho-drama going on around him – ‘Let’s go here and do this and see what happens’ – and one part Bromden, passively observing the machinations of the Combine through a medicated dream haze. There is testimony from several fellow bus mates and former writing-group buddies that Kesey, with his beat-era tastes in poetry and jazz, wasn’t particularly clued in to the contemporary avant-garde or to electronic music. But that wasn’t the point. In bringing together those who were with those who, as he had put it, weren’t ‘working in a medium that has at its ends an IT to make’, Kesey ensured that the bus trip and the Acid Tests that followed jump-started the psychedelic era.


As they time-warped their way across America from west to east and back again (‘the unsettlers of 1964 going backwards across the Great Plains’, as Kesey described it), the Merry Pranksters spent $70,000 of his money (mostly future book advances and movie-rights money for Cuckoo’s Nest) and shot forty-five miles of disjointed, unsynched 16-millimetre film and audio tape. By August they were back in La Honda trying to edit all that footage down to something manageable, not yet comprehending that in the process of attempting to make a movie they had in fact become both the process and the movie. Occasionally they showed snippets and rough cuts at Kesey’s house or at fellow Prankster Ken Babbs’s place in Santa Cruz, an old chicken ranch known as the Spread. These informal gatherings took place between April and November 1965 and were the first unofficial Acid Test parties. There would be a further sixteen Acid Test events between November 1965 and the so-called ‘Acid Test graduation’ on 31 October 1966, which took place just weeks after LSD was made illegal in the US. During those twelve months the counter-culture would go from being a loose coalition of kindred spirits to a fully fledged subcultural force with its own socio-economic structure and conflicting ideologies, as well as its own regular gig venues, house bands, alternative newspapers, radio stations and hip entrepreneurs. When the Acid Tests shifted from being small, informal word-of-mouth parties to advertised public events, they unleashed a multi-sensory, drug-fuelled Happening upon the west coast of America. Taking their cue from the psycho-acoustic pioneers of the Vortex and USCO events, the Pranksters rigged up Acid Test venues with light and film projections, strategically placed speakers, sound mixers and concealed microphones. Everything was designed to blow minds and scramble senses. Audio concrète snippets of audience conversation or shrieks of laughter would be picked up by the concealed mics, then filtered, treated and panned around the room. Kesey would later credit USCO’s Gerd Stern as being one of the main inspirations behind the Acid Tests, and there was certainly something of the sensory overload of USCO events like Who RU and What’s Happening? in the Acid Test set-up.


By 1965 Ron Boise and his Thunder Sculptures already had semi-permanent residence as yard art among the abandoned autos and rusting machinery that littered Ken Babbs’s old chicken ranch. Now they became a central feature of the Acid Tests. Boise was to die of porphyria at the age of thirty-five before his innovations could be truly appreciated, but his tuned-metal artworks, welded together from the wrecks of old cars, then wired with contact mics, sensor pads and amplified strings for that essential Harry Partch-like tonality, pioneered the kind of kinetic installation pieces that are now commonplace at music festivals and multimedia art events.


Another key participant was Don Buchla, who at the time was in the process of road-testing his 100 Series Modular Electronic Music System, a prototype voltage-controlled synthesizer which, unlike Robert Moog’s model, was designed for use in live performance and not just as a studio tool. It also differed from the Moog in that it deployed touch-sensitive plates rather than a keyboard to trigger manually programmed sounds and loops, making it the first commercially produced synthesizer to incorporate a sequencer. The ‘Buchla Box’, as it came to be known, had originally been commissioned by Morton Subotnick and Ramon Sender at the San Francisco Tape Music Center in 1964. Subotnick would go on to use it on his Nonesuch LPs Silver Apples of the Moon (1967) and The Wild Bull (1968), but when Buchla brought it to the Acid Tests it was still a work in progress. Buchla happily entered into the spirit of things at the Acid Tests, dropping LSD, making experimental recordings with the Hell’s Angels who regularly showed up at the events, and spraying the audience with the random voltage fluctuations that he would later incorporate into another synthesizer system he was working on called the Source of Uncertainty Module. The Acid Tests also featured the light shows of Roy Seburn (billed as ‘Roy’s Audioptrics’) and Glenn McKay (billed as ‘the altered statesman of light shows’). ‘My first psychedelic experience when I went to the Acid Test was the thing that really formed me as an artist,’ says McKay. ‘I was painting abstractly then, and I thought I knew what abstract was. But a good load of acid made me realize, wait a minute, this is abstract.’45


Those same amorphous abstractions gave birth to the Grateful Dead. The Dead’s evolution from old-timey jug band to R&B covers outfit to free-form psychedelic rock collective is interwoven into the fabric of the Acid Tests. The core of the original line-up – twenty-one-year-old Jerry Garcia on guitar, banjo and kazoo, sixteen-year-old Bob Weir on washtub bass and jug, and eighteen-year-old Ron ‘Pigpen’ McKernan on harmonica and guitar – had begun life as half of Mother McCree’s Uptown Jug Champions in 1964, playing songs from the original jug-band era of the 1920s and ’30s, plus a smattering of folk and blues covers. At the end of 1964 they went electric and changed their name to the Warlocks. They continued to play revivalist material, black American music of the 1950s and early 1960s now rather than that of the 1920s and ’30s, although a few jug-band originals remained in the set. Initially the Warlocks’ music was driven by Garcia and Pigpen’s love of the blues, although there was a little of the proto-garage band in there too. They also began to stretch out their forty-five-minute version of Wilson Pickett’s ‘In the Midnight Hour’ with even lengthier solos and tonal experimentation. The style that emerged out of this – not quite rock, not quite jazz, not quite blues – would evolve throughout the period of the Acid Tests into what bass player Phil Lesh called ‘some kinda genre-busting rainbow polka-dot hybrid mutation’.46 Originally a classically trained trumpet player, Lesh brought an avant-garde sensibility to the still-evolving unit. At Mills College he had been a composition classmate of minimalist composer Steve Reich, where the pair studied under Luciano Berio. At the time Reich was also musical director of the San Francisco Mime Troupe, and he collaborated with Lesh on providing musical accompaniment for Troupe productions at their theatre space on Capp Street. In February 1964 the two men provided the sound for the Mime Troupe’s Event III (Coffee Break), which also featured visual projections by Elias Romero and choreography by Ronnie Davis and the Mime Troupe. Lesh participated in Reich’s ‘Music Now Koncerts’ in May 1964, playing his own orchestral compositions and contributing to ensemble improvisations with Reich, future Grateful Dead keyboard player Tom Constanten and saxophonist-composer Jon Gibson. He also collaborated with Reich on several of his early tape-recorder experiments, which went on to form the basis of pieces such as It’s Gonna Rain (1965) and Come Out (1966). In his autobiography Lesh is modest about his role in these ventures, describing how during Event III he was required to rise up out of the stage trapdoor playing ‘Twinkle Twinkle Little Star’ on the trumpet. He described his contribution to the Music Now Koncert 6 & 7/8 for Bernardo Moreno as ‘a piece of pretentious crap consonant with all the current avant-garde clichés’. He was, though, astute enough to recognise Event III as ‘the prototype for what became the Acid Test – at that time lacking of course the main ingredient’.47 While they waited for the main ingredient to show up, everyone made do with some very potent alternatives. ‘One day in 1964 Steve Reich came over to my house with a bag full of these odd-looking little green dried-up buttons,’ said Ramon Sender of the Tape Music Center, recalling the day Reich turned him on to peyote. ‘We each downed sixteen. I went through a little bit of the nausea thing, but then I was having a great time noodling around at the piano, but finally he said he thought it was time for him to go home. I said, “You’re going to go home? But why? We’re having a wonderful time.” He left and I lay down and began having an absolutely Jungian, back-to-the-womb recap of my life.’48


When Jerry Garcia and Phil Lesh attended the inaugural public Acid Test at the Spread on 27 November 1965, they were still performing as the Warlocks. But at some point soon after that Garcia plucked ‘Grateful Dead’ from Phil Lesh’s wife Ruth’s Funk and Wagnalls dictionary, and sometime between the third Acid Test at Muir Beach on 11 December 1965 and the fifth Acid Test, the first large-scale event at the Fillmore on 6 January 1966, the Warlocks became the Grateful Dead. During the Acid Tests the group’s extemporisation grew ever more abstract. In jazz parlance, they were traddies who became modernists overnight. ‘The Acid Test was the prototype for our whole basic trip,’ Jerry Garcia told Rolling Stone magazine in 1972. ‘We were lucky to have a little moment in history when LSD was still legal and we could experiment with drugs like we were experimenting with music. When LSD entered the scene the whole world went kablooey!’49 The Dead played the majority of the Acid Tests, sometimes performing lengthy sets, sometimes rendered incapable by lysergic circumstances.


‘There was no pressure on us,’ said Garcia. ‘People didn’t come to see the Grateful Dead, they came for the Acid Test. Therefore we weren’t in the spotlight, so when we did play we played with a certain kind of freedom you rarely get as a musician.’50


The most combustible ingredient in the Acid Test laboratory was the audience itself. Participation was compulsory; how could it be otherwise when hidden microphones might pick up your every stoned utterance, amplify them, stereo-pan them and send them booming around the room? Either that or some tape-delay device might mess with your head by replaying something you’d said five minutes (five months? Five centuries?) earlier. Hours after that it might resurface again and be incorporated into one of Neal Cassady’s raps. LSD turned everyone into a walking/talking/gibbering objet d’art. It was impossible to opt out. You couldn’t really be a wallflower or shrinking violet – unless, of course, the acid was convincing you that you were an actual wallflower or shrinking violet. People painted their faces, sewed mirror patches into their clothing and walked around as human reflectors and kinetic receptors, instinctively choreographing their actions to the ultraviolet glow and the light-show bombardiers. At the Acid Tests the event itself was the art form; the participants were their own ‘ready made’, their own found environment.


At the first Fillmore Acid Test in January 1966, a member of the audience wore a white mechanic’s suit with a black cross on the front and a sign on the back saying, ‘Please don’t believe in magic,’ a riposte to the Lovin’ Spoonful’s recent hit ‘Do You Believe in Magic’. When the San Francisco police force brought the Fillmore event to a premature close, they too were coerced into participation, ascribed the role of ‘cops’ by the Acid Test participants. Their opening line – ‘Who’s in charge here?’ – was the cue for all manner of philosophical discourse and improvised action. Kesey, in his element as high priest and provocateur, hung from the rigging, revelling in the mayhem. ‘Be in your own movie,’ he shouted, as pandemonium erupted below. ‘Be in your own movie.’ And for a short while everyone was.


Peter Berg had introduced the concept of life-acting into the Mime Troupe’s lexicon. The radical theatre groups and dance workshops were fully exploring the possibilities of masque and myth play. The Acid Tests took these ideas to a whole new level. In his 1970 essay ‘Reflections on Happenings’, Darko Suvin stated: ‘Happenings have some curious and instructive analogies with a number of other non-dramatic scenic genres.’51 He made explicit comparisons between these avant-garde events and the English masque. Masques were often one-off or two-off events. They took place in the open air or in splendorous surroundings, and were performed and watched by a small social group with shared values and assumptions and an implicit understanding of the symbolism and gestural language on display. ‘Most important perhaps,’ contended Suvin, ‘the Masque also attempted to allegorize the audience, and its appeal, as that of any coterie “myth play,” was a curious mixture of the popular and the esoteric; it is popular for its immediate audience but those outside its circle have to make a conscious effort to appreciate it.’52 The parallels with the Acid Tests, Be-Ins and Love-Ins were obvious. Suvin concluded that the masque ‘even at its best was an attempt rather than an achievement, but although it never gained in intrinsic and permanent value, it had a deep, fruitful, and lasting influence [on poetry and theatre] which enriched itself by incorporating many of its elements and ways of using space, music and actors.’53 Take out the comma between ‘space’ and ‘music’ and watch philosophical and artistic boundaries separated by three centuries evaporate into thin air.


At the sixth Acid Test, held in Portland, Oregon, on 15 January 1966, Kesey saw a besuited, umbrella-wielding businessman walk in off the street, take his hit of acid and dance away his nine-to-five blues. As the spotlight hit him he froze momentarily and then announced, ‘The king walks!’ as he began to choreograph his own Acid Test, shadow-dancing with his twirling umbrella. The Grateful Dead noticed this and began to accompany his movements, synching the music to them.


The Acid Tests peaked with the three-day Trips Festival held at San Francisco’s Longshoreman’s Hall on the weekend of 21–23 January. The event was organised by photographer and USCO collaborator Stewart Brand and Ramon Sender from the Tape Music Center. As well as regulars like Don Buchla and Ron Boise, the Trips Festival featured Tony Martin’s light show, films by Bruce Conner, Bruce Baillie and other members of the Canyon Cinema collective, and Ben and Rain Jacopetti from the Open Theater, whose Revelations was set to feature a light show projected onto nude figures. Rock music was provided by the Grateful Dead, the Loading Zone and a pre-Janis Big Brother and the Holding Company. ‘The bus’ got its own billing, as did ‘hell’s angels, many noted outlaws & the unexpectable’.


A number of ‘Side Trips’ were also announced (as if the main event wasn’t Off-Off Broadway enough). In one of them dancer Chloe Scott appeared at the Tape Music Center in a performance with composer Lou Harrison. Scott had been part of the original Perry Lane group who had ‘dined electric’ at Ken Kesey’s place in the early 1960s. She had performed with Anna Halprin and ridden the Pranksters’ bus as far as San Jose in 1964. She also arranged the apartment in New York where the Pranksters met up with a drunken and disillusioned Jack Kerouac. In another Side Trips event Tape Center resident composer Pauline Oliveros performed the hour-long A Theater Piece at the Encore Theatre, a collaborative effort with choreographer Elizabeth Harris and set designer Ronnie Chase. It also featured Tony Martin’s slides and Tape Center collaborator Bill Maginnis’s ‘light instruments’. San Francisco Mime Troupe founder Ronnie Davis made an unforgettable cameo appearance, playing violin in the nude.


The sheer breadth and variety of the Trips Festival billing read like a roll call for the Neon Renaissance, a celebratory coming together of all the separate in-groups and out-groups. ‘It was pretty astounding to come to this festival and see how many people were doing related psychedelic stuff,’ said Prankster Lee Quarnstrom of the Longshoreman’s Hall event. ‘Like getting to the North Pole and seeing three or four groups of explorers coming from the other direction.’54 With a knowing nod to the legendary Vortex concerts of the late 1950s, among those billed to appear on Saturday 22 January was Henry Jacobs with his ‘air dome projections’. In the festival programme he was billed as the man ‘who first carried out the fantasy of turning on an air dome’. Jacobs was something of a legend in the Bay Area, having broadcast extensively on KPFA in Berkeley since the early 1950s. His show Music and Folklore is widely credited as being one of the first to feature what would later be called world music – although, proto-prankster that he was, Jacobs was not averse to announcing completely fictitious biographical information about the artists he played. He invented ‘Sholem Stein’, a Hebrew musicologist who among other claims to fame had traced the previously undocumented Jewish roots of calypso music. Jacobs was also responsible for a series of Folkways albums that featured his own sound experiments and musique concrète. Shortly before his Vortex collaboration with Jordan Belson he released an album of offbeat humour called The Wide Weird World of Shorty Petterstein, on which he played straight man to his actor friend Woodrow Leafer’s hipster jazz man. The LP featured titles like ‘Drums in the Typewriter’ and ‘Chess’ (the new three-dimensional variety). In 1963 Jacobs released The Laughing String LP, a completely out-there conceptual work featuring a string that, when tied around its victim, caused uncontrollable laughter.


As the Acid Tests gathered momentum an array of wayward spirits entered the Pranksters’ orbit, all drawn to the creative possibilities of the grand goof. Hugh Romney (aka Wavy Gravy) is now probably best known for his starring role at the 1969 Woodstock Festival, when he famously announced, ‘What we have in mind is breakfast in bed for 400,000 people,’ as he and his Hog Farm communards did their loaves and fishes bit with granola for the hungry hordes. Romney, like Jacobs, was a beat survivor. He had been poetry director at the Gaslight Cafe on MacDougal Street in Greenwich Village during the early 1960s and shared a room with Bob Dylan, who wrote ‘A Hard Rain Is Gonna Fall’ on his typewriter. Lenny Bruce managed him for a while, and as a ‘traveling monologist’ he MC’d shows for John Coltrane and Thelonious Monk. In 1962 he recorded a live album, Third Stream Humour, while opening for Monk, and the following year he joined the San Franciscan improvisational theatre company the Committee. With Tiny Tim and Moondog he performed under the name of the Phantom Cabaret, so named because after their first performance in Greenwich Village the club had been closed down and potential bookers and promoters couldn’t get hold of them. By 1964 Romney was financing what he called his ‘free-floating lifestyle’ by selling marijuana packaged in decorator bags to local and visiting musicians; his calling card read, ‘Goon King Brothers Dimensional Kreemo’. Later that year Romney moved into a house with singer-songwriter Tim Hardin. One night Ken Babbs and some friends came calling, wanting somewhere to show their film footage.


If anyone was destined to meet Kesey and the gang, it was Wavy Gravy. During that breakfast-in-bed morning call at the Woodstock Festival he namechecks the Pranksters as co-community workers. As an Acid Test volunteer he was a perfect foil for Neal Cassady, and the pair began riffing in tandem, adding their beat sensibilities to the ever-expanding repertoire of madness and chaos. Del Close, Romney’s sometime partner in the Committee theatre group, also joined up with the Pranksters around the time of the first LA Acid Test in February 1966. Anyone who has listened to the out-takes from the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds recording sessions will be familiar with the moment when, just as they are about to commence working on ‘Let’s Go Away for Awhile’, Brian Wilson interrupts his instructions to the Wrecking Crew to ask if anyone has ever heard an album called How to Speak Hip by Del Close and John Brent. The album, released on Mercury in 1959, features Close playing straight man to fellow beat John Brent’s hipster ‘Geets Romo’. Its opening track promised ‘a new departure in language instruction for English speaking people who want to talk to and be understood by jazz musicians, hipsters, beatniks, juvenile delinquents and the criminal fringe’, and the album offered advice on, among other things, ‘Basic Hip’, ‘Vocabulary Building’, ‘The Riff’ and ‘Uncool’.


Like Romney, Close’s Prankster credentials were impeccable. He’d signed up for official LSD tests in Brooklyn in the late 1950s as part of the air force’s preparation for the Mercury space programme (when he pulled out, he claimed the authorities wrote to him saying, ‘Dear Mr Close. You still owe us one dream’), and he’d performed at Hubert’s Museum, the freak-show emporium immortalised by Lenny Bruce, alongside Larry Love the Hum an Canary, who was later known as Tiny Tim.55 As a jobbing actor he appeared in the surreal sitcom My Mother the Car, starring Jerry Van Dyke as a man whose deceased mother Gladys had been reincarnated as a 1928 automobile, and he also featured in Mel Brooks and Buck Henry’s Man from U.N.C.L.E. spoof Get Smart. And at the same time as he was trying to establish himself in the straight acting world Close put on Lysergic A Go-Go, a show that spoofed Timothy Leary’s touring lecture events. Lysergic A Go-Go was staged in November 1965, and featured Close playing characters such as Dwight David Genuine and Azrad the Incombustible. The audience received capsules filled with Safeway hamburgers as they entered the incense-filled auditorium and were then treated to an hour of satire, a light show and dancers cavorting to a live band called Summer’s Children while Close sprayed mist from pressurised cans. Close was listed in the programme as being responsible for the visual effects, which featured ‘a battery of transparency projectors, UV lamps, a Lissajous wave-pattern generator, and for the “Retinal Circus” a linear polariscope, and a plane interferometer of his own design’. Close also claimed fallaciously that this was the first time a light show had been used in conjunction with a live rock-and-roll band, which would have set antennae and trigger fingers twitching among the former clientele of Virginia City’s Red Dog Saloon.


The Acid Tests probably ran for about as long as they needed to, and many felt that the Acid Graduation Ceremony on 31 October 1966 came at just the right time. By then Kesey’s assembling of the neon tribes had served its purpose and events on the wider horizon were taking on their own momentum. And amid the pandemonium one simple statistic hadn’t gone unnoticed: the Trips Festival grossed $12,500 profit. The music business could quantify that in a way that it couldn’t quantify the more outlandish exploits of the avant-garde. It couldn’t put a price on city-wide art Happenings; it couldn’t comprehend three-dimensional mechanical poems, space theatres, expanding cinemas, sensory overload and immersive darkness; it was not equipped to deal with McLuhanesque non-linear discontinuity or Halprinesque experiences of perceptual awakening. But $12,500 it understood only too well. $12,500 made the more astute elements of the music industry sit up and take notice. It certainly made promoter Bill Graham take notice when Stewart Brand and Ramon Sender generously handed him half the profits for his help in organising the event. Two weeks later Graham began to put on regular rock concerts at the Fillmore, and by the early summer of 1966 San Francisco was hosting several regular rock concerts every week. Bill Graham alone was putting on Friday, Saturday and Sunday shows at the Fillmore.


Stewart Brand cites the event he co-organised as the beginning of the end of rock music’s brief engagement with multimedia experimentalism. ‘The Trips Festival was like a changing of the guard in the Bay Area,’ he said. ‘It was the beginning of the Grateful Dead and the end of everybody else.’56 Gene Sculatti and Davin Seay put it more bluntly in their book San Francisco Nights: ‘It was a question ultimately of simplifying. Avantish happenings, droning poetry mantras and non-scheduled free-form freak-outs were becoming less daring and shocking than plain boring.’57


In a deliberate dig at the more passé aspects of the Happenings, the programme for the Trips Festival had noted:




the general tone of things has moved on from the self-conscious happening to a more JUBILANT occasion where the audience PARTICIPATES because it’s more fun to do so than not. maybe this is the ROCK REVOLUTION. audience dancing is an assumed part of all the shows, & the audience is invited to wear ECSTATIC DRESS & bring their own GADGETS (a.c. outlets will be provided).





Tom Wolfe made a similar point about the participatory aspect of the events in The Electric Kool Aid Acid Test, stating that ‘suddenly there was no longer any separation between the entertainers and the entertained at all, none of that well-look-at-you-startled-squares condescension of the ordinary happening’.58 Signs that a changing of the guard was taking place were apparent even during the festival itself, and Ben and Rain Jacopetti of the Open Theater experienced the backlash first hand. It is the Open Theater that is seen enacting the desert orgy scene in Antonioni’s 1970 movie Zabriskie Point, but the Trips Festival audience were having none of it. Invited to appear at the event by Ramon Sender, they found that when they went to perform their nude Revelations show, the crowd made it clear that they wanted rock and roll instead. ‘The Open Theater part of it was an absolute, total bomb because it had been conceived as cabaret theater,’ remembered Ben Jacopetti. ‘All of a sudden there were 5000 freaks that wanted The Grateful Dead! What could I do with 5000 freaks that wanted it up the ass?’59 In the event Bill Graham sent on a local Berkeley rock group called the Loading Zone to placate an audience who had evidently come for rock music and not ‘avantish happenings’.




Notes


1 Perry, Charles, The Haight-Ashbury: A History (New York, Wenner Books, 2005), p. 199


2 Attali, Jacques, Noise: The Political Economy of Music (Minneapolis, University of Minnesota Press, 1985), p. 11


3 Kostelanetz, Richard (Ed.), Moholy-Nagy: Documentary Monographs in Modern Art (New York, Praeger Publishing, 1970), p. 151


4 Moholy-Nagy, Lázló, Vision in Motion (Chicago, Paul Theobald and Company, 1965), p. 163


5 Salter, Chris, Entangled: Technology and the Transformation of Performance (Cambridge, MA, MIT Press, 2010), p. 90


6 Salter, p. 22


7 Salter, p. 43


8 Lee and Shlain, p. 81


9 Chtcheglov, Ivan. ‘Formulary for a New Urbanism’ (1953), http://www.bopsecrets.org/


10 All of the information in this paragraph is distilled from Peacock, Kevin, ‘Instruments to Perform Colour Music: Two Centuries of Technological Experimentation’, Leonardo, vol. 21, no. 4 (1988), pp. 397–406


11 Zurbrugg, Nicholas, Installation Art – Essence and Existence (Australian Perspecta, Art Gallery of New South Wales, 1991), p. 17


12 Moholy-Nagy, p. 268


13 Most of the information about Thomas Wilfred is taken from Eskilson, Stephen, ‘Thomas Wilfred and Intermedia: Seeking a Framework for Lumia’, Leonardo, vol. 36, no. 1 (2003)


14 Bernstein, David W. (Ed.), The San Francisco Tape Music Center: 1960s Counterculture and the Avant-Garde (Berkeley and Los Angeles, University of California Press, 2008), p. 21


15 Moholy-Nagy, p. 163


16 Most of the biographical information about Tony Martin is taken from Bernstein, pp. 136–62


17 Youngblood, Gene, Expanded Cinema (1970), p. 371; http://www.vasulka.org/Kitchen/


PDF_ExpandedCinema/book.pdf


18 Most of the information about the Space Theater is taken from Holms, Thom, Electronic and Experimental Music: Technology, Music and Culture (London, Routledge, 2008)


19 Polt, Harriett R. and Sandall, Roger, ‘Outside the Frame’, Film Quarterly, vol. 14, no. 3 (University of California Press, spring 1961), p. 35


20 Youngblood, p. 389


21 Polt, p. 36


22 Youngblood, p. 161


23 Youngblood, p. 174


24 Youngblood, p. 159


25 Kostelanetz, Richard, The Theatre of Mixed Means (London, Pitman Publishing, 1970), p. 244


26 Kostelanetz, p. 252


27 Bernstein, pp. 184–5


28 Interview with Michelle Kuo, Artforum, May 2008


29 Youngblood, p. 349


30 http://www.nypl.org/blog/2012/06/04/


transmissions-timothy-leary-papers-psychedelic-show


31 http://www.billhamlights.com/


32 Ibid.


33 Huxley, p. 7


34 Kostalenatz, p. 74


35 Bernstein, p. 150


36 Rainer, Yvonne, ‘Interview with Anna Halprin’, Tulane Drama Review, vol. 10, no. 2 (winter 1965), p. 143


37 Ibid.


38 Doyle, in Braunstein, Peter and Doyle, Michael William (Eds), Imagine Nation: The American Counterculture of the 1960s and ’70s (London, Routledge, 2002), p. 73


39 Cuncliffe, John W., ‘Italian Prototypes of the Masque and Dumb Show’, PMLA, vol. 22, no. 1 (1907), p. 146


40 Bernstein, p. 64


41 Bernstein, p. 43


42 Bernstein, p. 238


43 Perry, Paul, On the Bus: The Complete Guide to the Legendary Trip of Ken Kesey and the Merry Pranksters and the Birth of the Counterculture (New York, Thunder’s Mouth Press, 1990), p. xv


44 Perry, p. 37


45 http://www.phinnweb.org/


retro/garage/lightshows.html


46 Lesh, Phil, Searching for the Sound. My Life with the Grateful Dead (New York, Back Bay Books, 2005), p. 61


47 Lesh, p. 38


48 Bernstein, p. 74


49 Rolling Stone, 20.1.72


50 http://www.postertrip.com


51 Suvin, Darko, ‘Reflections on Happenings’, in The Drama Review, vol. 14, no. 3 (1970), p. 135


52 Suvin, p. 137


53 Suvin, p. 134


54 Perry, p. 151


55 Johnson, Kim, The Funniest One in the Room. The Lives and Legends of Del Close (Chicago, Chicago Review Press, 2008), p. 64


56 Bernstein, p. 243


57 Sculatti, Gene and Seay, Davin, San Francisco Nights: The Psychedelic Music Trip 1965–1968 (London, Sidgwick & Jackson, 1985), p. 63


58 Wolfe, Tom, The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test (London, Weidenfield and Nicolson, 1969), p. 271


59 Digger archives at http://www.diggers.org/









OEBPS/01_online.png





OEBPS/faber-branding-logo.png






OEBPS/9780571282753_cover_epub.jpg





OEBPS/new_logo_online.png
it

FARBRER & FABRER








