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INTRODUCTION


By the middle of the 1960s, San Francisco’s Haight-Ashbury neighborhood was home to several hundred colorful refugees from the conventional. They had created the world’s first psychedelic neighborhood, an alchemical chamber for social transformation. They called themselves freaks, a term taken, with so much else, from African American jazz culture. Uncomfortable with the term, the media would rename them hippies. This evolution did not take place only in San Francisco, of course; other people and cities are distinctly part of this story. But for clear reasons of geography and history, San Franciscans went further and deeper.


Collectively, these freaks stood for a series of values. In an uneven, unsystematic, not-fully-digested way, they rejected a large part of the mythology that was and largely remains the substructure of the conventional American identity. They began by dismissing the founding lie of American exceptionalism as expressed by Bob Dylan’s “With God on Our Side” and the assumed innocence and explicit racial superiority enshrined in the partial humanity allotted to slaves by the Constitution. They rejected the consumerist materialism that was the presumed quasi-divine reward for service to the Protestant work ethic. They upheld creativity against competition. They opposed violence, and the gentle males among them undermined conventional gender roles. They wrote off the Western world’s notions of mind-body separation and in doing so anticipated both the elimination of sexual repression and an understanding of nature in which humans were part of the planetary life cycle, not warriors out to conquer it.


Their ideas were not original but part of a long tradition. America has always celebrated the flag of freedom, but it has always denoted two realms. The most popular option was the freedom to make as much money as possible. Freedom of thought and religion, freedom to question the shadow side of American culture in the manner of Thoreau was less accepted but no less essential. The citizens of the Haight were decidedly committed to the latter course.


Starting in World War II–era San Francisco, a thread of artistic discourse focused on freedom coalesced into a subculture. It began with poets—Kenneth Rexroth and Robert Duncan initially, to be followed by many more—and blossomed among students at the San Francisco Art Institute like Mel Weitsman and Wally Hedrick and Jay DeFeo and the allied artist Bruce Conner, then electronic composers like Ramón Sender and radical theater people like Herbert Blau and Ronnie Davis. East Coast transplants like Lawrence Ferlinghetti and Allen Ginsberg nurtured the burgeoning phenomenon. Different forms of popular music, from rock to folk, helped generate a parallel youth culture. It was not premeditated, ideological, or planned; it simply happened. By the ’60s, the addition of widespread access to the psychedelic experience would be the final, catalytic touch.


What was remarkable about the Haight scene was that it took the insights of a small group of avant-garde artists and made them accessible to the better part of a generation through music and culture, with ripples of influence that in many cases have only grown since 1967. As James Baldwin once remarked, “The great force of history comes from the fact that we carry it within us.” The psychedelic experience left the pioneers of the Haight feeling free to begin anew, to choose a history that did not assume that the Judeo-Christian tradition was the sole appropriate spiritual path and that Cartesian rationality did not address every question.


A note about this study: Cultural connections and influences are ultimately impossible to prove. Correlation is not causation, but it is often the best available evidence in these matters. I can only promise a scrupulous commitment to fairness. After all, one of the threads in this book is surrealism—which is only one of many rabbit holes that I’ve explored.


It was entirely reasonable that their path led to San Francisco, where the visual beauty and proximity to nature were unique among American cities. Moreover, its orientation on the far edge of the North American continent at the beginning of the Pacific Rim made it a place somewhat apart from the rest of the nation, “the westward edge of dreams,” as Robert Duncan put it.


The city began as a fantasy. The word California (and until well into the twentieth century, this largely connoted San Francisco) was created by the author Garci Rodríguez de Montalvo in the early-sixteenth-century popular novel The Adventures of Esplandián to describe the land now known by that name, although Rodríguez de Montalvo’s imaginary California was an island inhabited by Black Amazon warriors.


The subsequent social madness known as the gold rush of 1849 was hardly more orthodox. The ’49ers were marginalized rejects from the Eastern US, Chilean, and Cantonese mainstreams, gamblers chasing dreams, unlike the more orthodox bourgeois strivers who built most other American cities. Even as the city grew and acquired churches and a conventionally corrupt political system, it would acknowledge its slightly delirious origins by paying homage to a madman who’d dubbed himself Emperor Norton. Other cities have their lunatics, but few East Coast restaurateurs would have accepted his self-inscribed “Emperor Norton Bank Notes” as legitimate currency the way San Franciscans did.


Just as with the name California, the city also adopted another essential part of its collective identity from fiction, most notably the ambience of Dashiell Hammett’s Continental Op and his 1929 magnum opus, The Maltese Falcon.


The Depression that came to the city was inarguably real, and among its primary effects was to add leverage to the efforts by longshoremen to unionize. Led by a charming, canny Australian named Harry Bridges, the longshoremen and the sailors struck in 1934, and when two of their number were killed by police, the majority of the city joined them in a general strike, perhaps the largest and most effective left-wing political action in US history.


The ensuing war with Japan was fought from San Francisco’s Presidio and the naval headquarters on the man-made Treasure Island, guaranteeing that the war was omnipresent in the city, to the point that all its schoolchildren were issued identity tags, like soldiers’ dog tags, in anticipation of air raid casualties. Artillery flanked the Golden Gate Bridge, and their test rounds were audible for miles around.


After much vacillating and absent any credible evidence of disloyalty from the target population, the local commandant, Lieutenant General John DeWitt, persuaded the president to sign Executive Order 9066 on February 19, 1942, which called for the internment of all Japanese Americans on the West Coast, a tragedy particularly felt in California.


The American war effort produced victory, but the atomic bombs that obliterated Hiroshima and Nagasaki had deeper and grislier implications as well. Along with the horror of the Nazi concentration camps so viscerally documented by Margaret Bourke-White’s ghastly Life photographs, the bomb was literally unnerving. The poet Richard Meltzer later wrote that “it was the Bomb / Shoah / it was void / spirit crisis disconnect.” As the broadcaster H. V. Kaltenborn covered the Japanese surrender, he invited his audience to “think of the mass murder which will come with World War III.” The bomb, wrote the lyricist John Barlow many years later, left “a soupçon of pure nihilism” in the minds of the generation born during and after the war.


Having united to defeat a palpably evil enemy, the ensuing realization that, by catalyzing the end of several European empires, the victory had triggered much more change than most had initially realized came first as a shock, followed by a sense of betrayal. Few could attribute the Cold War to the blind course of history; people wanted identifiable traitors—Communists, it was commonly held—to explain the ambiguous ending of the war.


It was in the war’s end atmosphere of hollow joy and mortal fear that San Francisco poets like Kenneth Rexroth and Robert Duncan would explore alternatives to a world that could incinerate more than one hundred thousand humans in the blink of an eye.
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The Poets Gather


Newly returned to the Bay Area in 1942, a young man named Robert Duncan came to visit Kenneth Rexroth at his home on Potrero Hill. Having been charmed by the “crotchety” letters with which Rexroth had been peppering the magazines Partisan Review and View, he was very much the younger poet seeking counsel. Impressed that Rexroth was working in an underground way to support newly interned Japanese Americans, Duncan found a mentor who would soon enough be a colleague.


They were a distinctly odd couple in many ways. Rexroth was of medium size and pugnacious; Duncan was tall and talkative, with a very large head, a small mouth, and noticeably crossed eyes. His open gayness and Rexroth’s intermittent homophobia somehow didn’t matter, and they would become the nucleus of a remarkably powerful gathering of poets over the next decade.


Assuming the mantle of poet outside academia inherently propels the claimant out of conventional society into an artistic subculture where money is no longer the sine qua non. In fact, both these men were consciously anarchistic in the philosophical rather than bomb-throwing sense, and these views would not only permeate the community that gathered around them but affect San Francisco’s arts culture as a whole well into the era of Haight-Ashbury in the 1960s.


Born in Chicago in 1905, Rexroth was a truant hostile to authority and pursued his education in the literary ferment known as the Chicago Renaissance that gathered around Theodore Dreiser, Vachel Lindsay, Harriet Monroe’s Poetry, and Margaret Anderson’s Little Review.


As a teen, he met all these people and more, particularly Bill Haywood, the leader of the Industrial Workers of the World (IWW). He studied left-wing politics and also the cutting edge of avant-garde writing, the dadaist Tristan Tzara and the surrealist poet Robert Desnos, then found the Green Mask, a bohemian tearoom on State Street, which connected him to Chicago’s flourishing African American cultural scene, from the music of Alberta Hunter and Jimmy Yancey to the poetry readings of people like Langston Hughes, Countee Cullen, and Claude McKay. Rexroth’s Chicago was a highly creative social, sexual, cultural, and political free-for-all, and he soaked it all in.


Briefly an IWW recruiter and then a newspaper reporter, he married Andrée Schafer, a painter. They packed their meager possessions into rucksacks and in the spring of 1927 headed for San Francisco, where the relaxed Mediterranean atmosphere of what he termed dolce far niente (sweet doing nothing) persuaded him that they were home. An unerring instinct for what would later be called networking quickly brought them to the door of a poet named Elsa Gidlow, an extraordinary woman who’d published overt lesbian odes in the 1910s. Her untroubled certainty in her orientation would make her an icon when the times began to catch up with her.


For the next decade, the focus of Rexroth’s life apart from poetry was political activism with the Communist Party, although he was insufficiently doctrinaire to be a successful party member. He organized an Artists and Writers Union, which facilitated the painting of historic frescoes at San Francisco’s Coit Tower, but was chastised by the party for working with the petit bourgeois rather than the proletariat. When he sensibly reached out to Black churches as part of organizing Black workers on behalf of the Unemployment Council, the party lectured him about the opiate of the masses. After he wrote a play about the Paris Commune, the party ordered him to “abandon formalist Trotskyite petty bourgeois bohemianism.”


As war approached, he abandoned the party and turned toward pacifism and philosophical anarchism, joining the Fellowship of Reconciliation and working with the American Friends Service Committee to support the victims of Japanese American internment. His was an anarchism built on what is known as political personalism, in which the personal is political, in which the moral and the spiritual precede the social and political, and the fundamental emphasis is on the dignity of the individual. Anti-hierarchical, it advocates participatory rather than representative democracy. Personalism would be at the core of social and civil rights activism in America for the next several decades.


His poetry fused his progressive politics and an appreciation for wild nature with an elegiac feel that recognized life after Hiroshima as damaged, yet still permeated with the immanent presence of the divine. Such a sacramental faith was wildly divergent from the dominant East Coast “New Critics” approach that advocated a detached, unemotional poetry.


It was poetry itself as a force for social good that he truly believed in, and his friendship with Robert Duncan fed that. Both men shared a similar politics; Duncan added a mystical streak from his personal metaphysics. Orphaned at birth and raised across the bay from San Francisco in Alameda by a matriarchal family that believed in astrology, Atlantis, Rosicrucianism, Theosophy, and reincarnation, Duncan particularly cherished his grandmother Mary, the family head, who proclaimed an affection for Christ, Lao Tzu, and Azoth: The Occult Magazine. His aunt Fay responded to an early poem of his with the remark, “This is very lazy of you. You have been a poet already in so many lives.”


“His conversation,” said his poet/filmmaker friend James Broughton—and the flow of words rarely ceased—“was a bewildering tour of hermetic philosophy, astrology, linguistics, Celtic myth, the Zohar, Whitehead, medieval history, family history, and many other zones freely retranslated by his mental hopscotch.”


Duncan was essentially a shaman who wanted to conjure magic out of language by interweaving ancient, mythic mysteries with his own personal ones, and with the apocalypse that had consumed Hiroshima. One biographer wrote that “his true devotion… was to human freedom generally.”


In Duncan’s poetry, the sexual and the spiritual were both sacramental, and he felt that his particular duty was to free men from their sexual prisons. He pioneered open gay culture with a 1944 Politics essay, “The Homosexual in Society,” not only identifying himself as gay but also rejecting an emerging camp culture. The essay seemingly shut him off permanently from America’s East Coast–based intelligentsia.


Both he and Rexroth generally lived within the bohemian tradition that traced back to the Paris of Henri Murger’s Scènes de la vie de Bohème, in which art replaced conventional expressions of religion, although his friend Rexroth had been baptized an Anglican and never disavowed it. In terms of throwing off sexual repression, both men were enthusiastically promiscuous all their adult lives.


Rexroth and Duncan were two of the more prominent members of the substantial circle of poets that mysteriously cohered around San Francisco at this time. One major poet had preceded them. The Big Sur region 150 miles to the south was so extraordinarily beautiful and dramatic a meeting of land and sea that it seemed to encourage mysticism. As such, it was exactly the right destination for Robinson Jeffers, who had settled in Carmel in 1914. He dubbed his commitment to the overwhelming impact of Big Sur “inhumanism,” and against that natural backdrop, he would set narrative poems based on Greek mythology that touched on frequently brutal and sexual themes like incest, fratricide, and bestiality. Politically conservative and ultimately rather Calvinist in his preoccupation with sin and suffering, Jeffers’s resolute submission to nature would be one of the essential elements in the future thinking of California.


Big Sur attracted a second key figure during the war, when in 1944 the bohemian avatar Henry Miller moved there to paint. As a pacifist who’d also just condemned American materialism in his book The Air-Conditioned Nightmare, his views were appropriately outside the norm. His aim, he wrote in The Cosmological Eye, “is to establish a greater REALITY… I am against pornography and for obscenity and violence. Above all for imagination, fantasy, for a liberty as yet undreamed of… I believe that man can exist, and in an indefinitely better, larger way, without ‘civilization.’”


From the north, a flock of poets, artful printers, and theater people descended on Rexroth and San Francisco from Camp Angel, a conscientious objectors’ (CO) facility in Waldport, Oregon. During the war, roughly six thousand conscientious objectors were sent to prison, but a consortium of traditional “peace” churches like the Quakers and Mennonites managed the placement of around twelve thousand more in 151 public service camps to plant trees, build roads, and fight fires.


The religious bureaucracy found artists challenging and settled many of them at Camp Angel, which consequently had the only fine arts program in the system. It also had a printing press and a poet-printer inmate named William Everson. A farmer from Fresno and the son of a printer, Everson had discovered Robinson Jeffers in college and read him so profoundly that it became, he said, his “intellectual awakening” and his “first religious conversion, all in one.”


Everson’s early work conjoined Jeffers-style pantheism with a cosmic sexuality taken from D. H. Lawrence, and in 1935, he printed up his first poems, These Are the Ravens, and sent them to Rexroth. It would be an important relationship for Everson, who later acknowledged that Rexroth “saw me as a sacramental man before I knew I was one.” Later in his life, Everson would join the Dominican order and become Brother Antoninus.


He entered Camp Angel in 1943. His fellow inmates ranged from adherents to authoritarian religious beliefs who entirely rejected the day-to-day world, to anarchists and the extremely idealistic. Given that Waldport averaged seventy inches of rain a year, the hard work plus the gray deluge ensured that losing oneself in creative projects was a welcome diversion. The artists dismissed the camp’s official newsletter, the Tide, as bureaucratic pap; their own, the Untide, was considerably more engaging.


Soon it became the Untide Press, and Everson and others were publishing a magazine called Illiterati, another called Compass, and a book of Everson’s poetry, War Elegies. The pacifist network spread the word, and before long, an issue of Illiterati included a fragment of Miller’s The Air-Conditioned Nightmare and three poems by Kenneth Patchen, whose An Astonished Eye Looks Out of the Air also became an Untide book. As 1944 passed, the camp also absorbed a number of veterans of the cooperative, peace-oriented Hedgerow Theatre near Philadelphia. As the war wound down and the inmates were released, many of them drifted down the coast to look in on Rexroth.


His status as chief macher of San Francisco poetry had been firmly established with the 1944 publication of his second book of poetry, The Phoenix and the Tortoise, which received outstanding reviews, including a gem from William Carlos Williams in the Quarterly Review of Literature: “Strong meat and drink written in a verse which is clear as water.”


The title poem depicted Rexroth and his second wife, Marie (Andrée had died of a seizure in 1940), camping on the shore on Easter week, where they found the body of a Japanese sailor. On the beach, they stood between society and the cosmic world. History, the sailor, brought death; poetry was the life force, although they were one, united in nature. “The State is the organization / Of the evil instincts of mankind. / History is the penalty / We pay for original sin.” Opposed to this is Eros, not just sexuality but love for all beings, which in Buddhism is called the Boddhisattva vow.


More poets began to seek out Rexroth. Philip Lamantia had been the wunderkind of surrealist poetry, having left San Francisco for New York in 1942 at the age of fifteen to become André Breton’s protégé and be published in the surrealist journal View. In November 1946, still only nineteen, he published his Erotic Poems, which was fittingly celebrated at Rexroth’s home on Potrero Hill in the company of Duncan, the poet Muriel Rukeyser, and Rexroth’s close friend, New Directions publisher James Laughlin.


The poets found an outlet for their work in a Berkeley-based journal called Circle, edited by a cabbie and bookstore owner named George Leite and designed by Bern Porter, who’d published Lamantia’s Erotic Poems. Anti-war, experimental, and anarchist, Circle featured contributions from the local poets as well as Henry Miller, Anaïs Nin, and William Carlos Williams, plus work from the avant-garde composers Harry Partch and Darius Milhaud. Between 1944 and 1948, they put out ten issues with an expansive credo: “When a technique becomes a school, death of creation is the result. Eclecticism is the only approach to Art in which there is no death. CIRCLE is completely eclectic.”


Meantime, Rexroth had convened yet another anarchist group, the Libertarian Circle, to succeed his wartime pacifist Randolph Bourne Council. They met on Wednesday nights in the top floor of a house on Steiner Street that they rented in cooperation with the Arbeiter Ring (Workmen’s Circle), a left social democratic group. The price of admission was a bottle of red wine, about forty-nine cents. Reading Kropotkin, Proudhon, Engels, Lenin, Lao Tzu, Plato, Aristotle, and Bacon, they were all, said Duncan, “brought up on Daddy Rexroth’s reading list.”


A genuine if unconventional teacher, Rexroth would have his greatest influence on the poetic community in an ongoing series of salons held in his own home, mixing scatological humor, gossip, and a profound knowledge of poetry and anarchist philosophy. It was all a great deal more intellectual than what would flower on Haight Street twenty years later, but the spirit would remain true.


The Libertarian Circle was allied with a new publication, the Ark, edited by Lamantia and Sanders Russell. Personal conflicts doomed it to a single issue in 1947, but it included the Bay Area regulars as well as New Yorkers Paul Goodman, e. e. cummings, William Carlos Williams, and Ammon Hennacy of the Catholic Workers. Assertively anarchist, it argued that “the integrity of the personality [is] the most substantial and considerable of values… the validity if not the future of the anarchist position is more than ever established. It has become the polished mirror in which the falsehoods of political models stand naked.”


They certainly should have been confident of their impact after Harper’s that year ran “The New Cult of Sex and Anarchy,” a distinctly scurrilous attack by a freelance writer named Mildred Brady. After dismissing the poets as a mere revival of ’20s modernism, she savaged her primary target, Wilhelm Reich, then sank to the bottom by smearing the poets’ seeking after mystic revelations as “uncomfortably reminiscent of the glorification of instincts and urges, the subjective absolutism of the famed [pre-Nazi] Stefan George circle.” “Not to pin a label” of fascism on them, she wrote, it was no surprise (unnamed) people murmured “neo fascist” about them.


The article was followed by a four-episode hit piece in the Hearst flagship San Francisco Examiner, which described Big Sur as a “colony of hate.” “Their philosophy is the doctrine of doom that characterizes the limp wrist, surrealist school of thought.” Any criticism of America would corrupt the children, thought the Examiner, a right-wing trope that would endure.


In 1946, Duncan returned to UC Berkeley. The next year, he took up with a student named Gerald Ackerman, who lived in a boardinghouse at 2208 McKinley Avenue with the poet Jack Spicer (and also, curiously, the future science fiction writer Philip K. Dick and Duncan’s old friend from college, a nascent film critic named Pauline Kael). That year, he also published his first book of poetry, Heavenly City, Earthly City, an allegorical and mythological transmutation of his personal life.


A highly charged erotic circle gathered around him, most notably Jack Spicer and Robin Blaser. Their aesthetic was based on magic, polytheism, and sexual freedom, and Duncan preached this gospel in weekly literary salons. His studies were in medieval history, and what emerged was the pursuit of a utopian polis, a genuine community of poetry.


The English department’s presiding poet, Josephine Miles, encouraged the trio to give workshops, but her professional attitude was much more conventional; after all, her doctoral dissertation involved the systematic counting of syllables of emotion in Wordsworth. Duncan, said James Broughton, was a “poet who lived poetically because poetry lived him.”


By the late ’40s, San Francisco and Berkeley had become, said Broughton, “a whirlpool of maverick poets.” Maverick was well chosen; they were a diverse bunch. At the age of three, Broughton himself had been told by an angel named Hermy that he was a poet; he would receive instruction from Hermy for the rest of his life. He discovered Ezra Pound in college at Stanford. In 1947, seeking to merge his passions for poetry and dance into “something magical,” he attended an experimental film series at the San Francisco Museum of Art, and with the teacher as his cinematographer, then produced two well-regarded avant-garde short films, Mother’s Day and The Adventures of Jimmy. He used poems as his shooting scripts: “I had always wanted to dance impossible dances.”


Broughton also joined a small poetry reading group, Devotees of the Maiden, which included Duncan, Madeline Gleason, and the group’s founder, Helen Adam, a mystic poet and sorceress from Scotland who wrote of women fulfilled not by men but by supernatural forces. Women were noticeably prominent in the emerging San Francisco poetry community.


Gleason, Broughton related, “lived to read poetry aloud and hear it read.” Born in Fargo, North Dakota, she had come to San Francisco in 1935 and briefly worked with Rexroth on a Works Progress Administration (WPA) arts project. Supporting her poetry with a job as a runner in the financial district, her hair dyed bright red to match her equally vivid lipstick, she lived on Telegraph Hill with her lover, “a teacher lady,” an orange cat, “and a red velvet armchair,” recalled Broughton, “devoted to tea and whisky and the Virgin Mary.” Indefatigable, she “bullied museums, galleries, and bookshops” into sponsoring readings.


Gleason’s earliest success was the 1947 Festival of Modern Poetry readings at the Labaudt Gallery, 1407 Gough Street, which featured Rexroth, Everson, and Duncan, along with the more academically oriented Berkeleyites Josephine Miles and Thomas Parkinson, and Stanford professor Yvor Winters. They formed the Poetry Guild, and the readings continued at the museum and at SF State—which in 1954 opened its Poetry Center, directed by Ruth Witt-Diamant.


In explicit contrast to the consciously hermetic literary approach of the Easterners, San Francisco poetry had become a performance art. They had found their voice.
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The San Francisco Art Scene


The poets soon had company in their pursuit of an alternate path of creativity. The visual arts would be an essential thread in the developing culture, and the California School of Fine Arts (CSFA, later the SF Art Institute) would be a particularly fertile seedbed for divergent artists for a decade and more to come.


San Francisco was quite a long way from the art world’s New York center, but two administrators made it a more sophisticated place than it had any reason to be. The first was Grace McCann Morley, the visionary founding director of the San Francisco Museum of Art, later the Museum of Modern Art, then located in the Veterans Memorial next to the city’s opera house. Under Morley, it was always a modern museum. It was also democratic, staying open evenings to widen access. Morley hosted programs with the Scouts (Boy and Girl), the Amalgamated Clothing Workers, and the Window Cleaners Union, and pointedly displayed the work of Japanese American artist Miné Okubo in at least two separate shows in 1940 and 1941.


Traveling exhibits brought Kandinsky, Klee, Matisse, and Picasso to provincial San Francisco. But these artists were to varying degrees famous and an easy sell; to exhibit American abstract expressionists like Arshile Gorky (1941), Clyfford Still (1943), Jackson Pollock (1945), Robert Motherwell (1946), and Mark Rothko (1946) so early in their careers was the work of great perception. Excepting Rothko, each event was the artist’s first solo museum show.


The city’s other main nexus of the visual arts was CSFA, whose small, beautiful campus, complete with a gracious courtyard and an elegant tower, was perched on the side of Russian Hill overlooking North Beach and the bay. The war had taken its students and income, and in 1945, it verged on collapse. In July, its board reached out to one of Grace Morley’s associates, a thirty-two-year-old curator named Douglas MacAgy, and invited him to be the new president.


Progressive and experimental, he demanded and received a free hand, and he transformed the place. He cut requirements, kept studios open twenty-four hours a day so students could work on their own schedules, added photography and later film to the curriculum, and hired a world-class faculty that among other things brought abstract expressionism to the campus in the persons of the painter Clyfford Still and, for two summers, Still’s friend Mark Rothko.


In parallel with Kenneth Rexroth’s motivating facility as a teacher, Still inspired a succession of CSFA students with lessons that remained vital long after he’d departed. His studio was a damp room in the cellar at the base of the school tower, and it became a seat of revelation. There he preached the gospel of Art, not as a mode of communication but as a record, he said, “of the artist in the act of creation.” Still presented an austerity, a purity, a concentration that was monk-like. His message, combined with an astonishing student body, catalyzed a storm of energy that changed the sensibilities of the San Francisco art world.


Anti-materialist and anti-conformist, Still was profoundly concerned with encouraging artists to maintain their own integrity. He wrote that “I held it imperative to evolve an instrument of thought which would aid in cutting through all cultural opiates, past and present, so that a direct, immediate, and truly free vision could be achieved, and an idea be revealed with clarity.”


One of his students, a working-class marine corps veteran named Mel Weitsman, remembered Still as “a guy unto himself. A strange man. Very tall and intellectual. There was a kind of split in his personality. His wild, on-the-edge paintings, and his intellectual straight-laced-ness. Sometimes he wore spats. He had a Jaguar.”


“Painting can blow the world apart, blow your world apart,” Still told another student. He did not teach painting but rather the spirit of freedom and the need for a nearly hermetic dedication to the pursuit. Yet another student, Wally Hedrick, reflected that Still’s persona “instilled in the people and the students that became attached to him, and followed him, a tremendous feeling of purpose.” A decade later, a teenaged student of Wally’s by the name of Jerry Garcia would come to grasp that “art isn’t what you do but who you are” and carry that understanding into the world of the Haight-Ashbury of the ’60s.


Still’s message met an ideal audience. The CSFA student body in the late ’40s, 70 percent of whom were veterans, was every teacher’s dream. Men and women who’d endured war and regimentation now applied themselves with equal energy to art with what one of their instructors, an army air corps veteran named Elmer Bischoff, called “a sense of urgency about things” with “a religious character” to their efforts. “They were like a community of monks, all praying, but each in his own way.” They were genuinely there to learn. No wonder MacAgy kept the studios open all night.


Students like Weitsman and Hedrick were both veterans who’d decided to leave the “normal” world behind and follow the muse. They would move through the various arts scenes of the city for the next decade and more, popping up in different contexts but always carried by the same drive to create on their own terms. In highly differing ways, both would succeed mightily.


A sometime drummer, MacAgy began the old-timey New Orleans–style Studio 13 Jass Band, which would perform into the 1960s and contribute much to the school’s sense of community; Hedrick played banjo. MacAgy also opened the school to photography, bringing in the already-famous San Franciscan Ansel Adams to establish what would be the first fine art photography program in the nation.


Abstract art was by no means the whole of the curriculum, and the figurative painter David Park became a faculty mainstay. But for many of the students, abstract expressionism was the pathway to the grail. Just as the US had emerged from the war as the world’s leading power, its painters had created an extraordinary new form. Consummately personal, abstract expressionism reflected the postwar existential reality; it followed no rules because there didn’t seem to be any left. It was a new way of seeing.


Thanks in part to the support of Chronicle critic Alfred Frankenstein, the new approach was as popular among San Francisco artists as in New York, although the San Francisco version unsurprisingly reflected an approach much closer to nature than Manhattan’s. It had, said painter Jorge Goya-Lukich, “a more earthy organic quality about it than the New York school, which was more intellectual.”


Surrealism was one of the new mode’s fundamental sources, founded on the revolt against conventionality that was Dada, which had begun in 1916. Exploring sources that included Freud and psychoanalysis, the mystic and the occult, Asian religion, Native American and other so-called primitive cultures, found objects, and above all dreams and free association, the surrealists sought to explore the liminal space between sacred and profane and find the sacred in the present moment. As with dreams, much of their method was spontaneous, seemingly random, and certainly rooted in chance.


Revolted by the butchery of World War I, they brought together religion, Eros, and the imagination to fashion an altered state that went beyond realism to… surrealism. Though the movement would bog down in manifestos, excommunications, and political infighting, surrealism set the arts on a path that would be endlessly fertile, if often otherwise labeled, for many decades.


Surrealism came to CSFA in 1949, when a faculty member named Clay Spohn put on a show called Museum of Unknown and Little Known Objects that was so well received it stayed up for a month. A set of mixed-media constructions like the assemblages of Marcel Duchamp—one was a jar containing dust bunnies, another a watch with attached wires titled “Starter for a Rat Race”—it was also a commentary on consumerism and the commodification of art.


One leading expression of surrealism was the collage, which would become the preferred medium for a number of CSFA faculty and students. As the ’50s passed, students like the collagist Jess (who was known by the single name) and Wally Hedrick came to be leading practitioners of assemblage, sometimes called funk art.


Another faculty member, Jean Varda, also worked with collage, but touched young artists even more with his personality and lifestyle. Having already stirred things up by inviting Henry Miller to visit Big Sur, Varda in 1949 recruited the wealthy British surrealist painter Gordon Onslow Ford to finance the purchase of an iron-hulled ferry boat, the SS Vallejo, which they docked in Sausalito, just north of San Francisco. Half of it was to be Varda’s home and studio, the other half Ford’s studio. Varda had known Braque and Picasso in Paris in the ’20s and brought cubist/surrealist aesthetics to CSFA.


A natural-born bohemian, he lived for art, love, and wine. His friend Anaïs Nin said of him, “His collages taught how to remain in a state of grace of love, extract only elixirs, transmute all life into lunisolar fiestas, and all women, by a process of cutouts, to aphrodisiacs.”


Ford was a formal member of the surrealist movement, the last person to be officially acknowledged by Breton in Paris. With the Vallejo as a gathering spot, he and Varda became the locus of a blossoming scene in Sausalito, just across the Golden Gate Bridge from San Francisco. The town resembled an Italian coastal village, white and pastel homes climbing up a steep hillside above an active waterfront dotted with moored sailboats.


Six CSFA students, including Richard Diebenkorn, who would become a faculty member the next year, had settled in the town and dubbed themselves “the Sausalito Six.” In 1948, the Six took part in a show at the Sausalito gallery Schillerhaus, which was owned by an unusual man named Bern Porter, already the publisher of Lamantia’s Erotic Poems, the Berkeley magazine Circle, and Robert Duncan’s first book, Heavenly City, Earthly City. He’d also taken part in some of Kenneth Rexroth’s Libertarian Circle meetings.


Porter was a true polymath, who spent his intellectual life trying to reconcile science and art. A graduate degree in physics from Brown had established his scientific credentials, and when war came, his draft board sent him to Princeton, where he became part of the Manhattan Project. Earlier, in 1936, he’d attended the first comprehensive gathering of surrealist works, a show at the New York Museum of Modern Art titled Fantastic Art, Dada, Surrealism. It consumed his imagination, and he began to create what he called “Founds,” much like Marcel Duchamp’s “Readymades.”


He also became obsessed—his inclinations tended to the extreme—with Henry Miller’s writing, publishing several Miller pieces and setting himself the task of creating a Miller bibliography.


In a truly bizarre contrast, he was visiting the anarcho-pacifist Miller in Big Sur on weekends while spending the workweek at the Berkeley laboratories of the Manhattan Project. How this escaped the notice of the lab security team is a mystery, although an invitation to a leftist union gathering that he did not attend made him the subject of attention by the FBI for a decade after the war. He had not really known the aim of the project, and the news of Hiroshima so devastated him that he resigned that day. After acting as publisher and gallery owner later in the decade, he grew deeply troubled and made up his mind to vanish, departing for Guam.


By 1950, Douglas MacAgy had concluded that the extraordinary commitment of the immediate postwar student body was dribbling away, and he left CSFA. Although there would be many more exceptional students over the ensuing decade, his decision was in touch with what was going on in America at that time. The creative excitement of the San Francisco poetry and art circles was in stark contrast to the atmosphere of the rest of the country.


Among the consequences of the war was a general suspicion of progressive thinking commonly called—though by no means the sole work of the senator—McCarthyism, primarily inculcated in loyalty programs directed against labor, civil rights activists, atheists, gay people, and anyone else who deviated from the norm.


One of the war’s other legacies was the Servicemen’s Readjustment Act (also known as the GI Bill), which made college education and home ownership available to an enormous swath of formerly working-class veterans. Now that so many more could afford a private home, it became enshrined as the ultimate expression of American individualism and love of family.


The paranoid mistrust at the root of McCarthyism met the sanctified notion of the home and was beautifully summed up in a 1953 speech made by Elizabeth Gordon, editor of House Beautiful. She informed her listeners that only the single-family suburban home was democratic, a “bulwark against communist infiltration.” Large, modern apartment buildings were “a design for living that we associate with totalitarianism” because a “few, strategically placed, block leaders could check on all movements and conduct classes of ideological indoctrination.”


In an era when Life magazine could list Albert Einstein and Dorothy Parker as “Dupes and Fellow Travelers,” it was clear that any line of thought that diverged from the national norms placed the thinker in grave danger. Deviant artists like Rexroth and Varda were rare birds indeed.
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Los Angeles and the Émigrés


San Francisco was not alone in producing cultural outliers. Los Angeles’s endless buttery-yellow sunshine attracted orange growers and immigrants while the city sprawled out for miles in all directions to welcome newcomers chasing the American dream. Some of those immigrants would pursue unconventional spiritual paths in highly influential ways.


Given that it had been founded by priests and then settled in the early twentieth century by generally conservative midwestern Protestants and Latin immigrants, Los Angeles had no particular heritage of freedom-seeking in the San Francisco mold. Instead, and for no obvious reason, it became fertile ground for nonmainstream religious and occult thinking. The city also played a part in introducing other esoteric cultural phenomena to America, from avant-garde art and music to health foods and vegetarianism. In this context, its most important contribution would prove to be Aldous Huxley’s discovery of the psychedelic experience. All these constructs would find their way to San Francisco.


In 1931, the folklorist Joseph Campbell visited Los Angeles and found himself repulsed by the “blithe spirit of Californian mysticism, that perennial feature of the culture-mind of West Coast America.” He wrote of his apartment building that “this household is a sanctuary of ‘mystic’ belief—astrology, palmistry, reincarnation—it is in that way perfectly typical of Southern California as a whole.”


Theosophy had a presence in San Diego from 1897 to 1942. Annie Besant, who practiced a blend of Hindu thought and Madame Blavatsky–style Theosophy, opened a retreat center in Ojai, in the process anointing Jiddu Krishnamurti as the new savior/world teacher/messiah. Displaying a humble wisdom beyond that of his sponsors, Krishnamurti declined the honor in 1929, asserting that “truth is a pathless land, and you cannot approach it by any path whatsoever, by any religion, by any sect.” He would remain a teacher, but on a purely individual basis.


In 1931, a Zen teacher named Nyogen Senzaki settled in Los Angeles and established what he called the “floating zendo,” a teaching space wherever he happened to be, working with both Japanese and Western students. He called himself a “mushroom monk,” because unlike most Zen teachers, he had no roots, no branches, and no flowers (he was not part of a formal lineage). Still, he worked with Paul Reps to translate the Japanese koan (spiritual teaching puzzles) text The Gateless Gate into their version, Zen Flesh, Zen Bones, which would touch many minds in the coming years.


He also worked with a much more Los Angeles–style mystic, Manly P. Hall, an esoteric philosopher in the occult tradition who would establish the Philosophical Research Society and its library in 1934 and write The Secret Teachings of All Ages, bringing together, Hall said, “ancient mathematics; alchemical formulas; Hermetic doctrine; pagan rites; Hebrew number mysticism; the geometry of ancient Egypt; Native American myths; the uses of cryptograms; an analysis of the Tarot; the symbols of Masonry and Rosicrucianism; the esotericism of the Shakespearean dramas.”


For reasons mixing both the sunny weather and this receptivity to mysticism, three English pacifists—Gerald Heard, Christopher Isherwood, and Aldous Huxley—fled the impending carnage in Europe and came to Los Angeles in the late 1930s.


Huxley was the best known and most influential. Tall, slender, stylish, and courtly in manner, he had been born to be a golden child of the English ruling class, but circumstance and inclination changed all that when he lost his mother at the age of fourteen and his brother to suicide a few years later. There was considerable angst beneath his elegant appearance.


While a student at Oxford, he had been made welcome at the country home of upper-class bohemia in England, Garsington Manor, the home of Lady Ottoline Morrell and the country retreat of the Bloomsbury group of artists and writers—among many others, Huxley would meet Bertrand Russell, Virginia Woolf, and D. H. Lawrence there. As was sometimes the case in the higher social reaches of England, their rejection of conventional values was primarily confined to a publicly discreet but privately ferocious exploration of unorthodox sexuality. There Huxley met and soon after married Maria Nys, whose bisexuality and propensity for sharing her lovers with Huxley made for an unconventional but happy and long-lived partnership.


At first a poet, Huxley turned to novels to express his reservations about British society, most notably with the dystopian masterpiece Brave New World. As European politics began to churn, Huxley’s inner demons pushed him into depression, and he turned to spiritual explorations. In 1929, he met the polymath Gerald Heard, who shared Huxley’s pacifism and suggested that studying Ouspensky and Gurdjieff might be therapeutic.


Heard was yet another of the pivotal characters in this story—he would later be described as the “godfather of New Age thinking”—who were gay. Born to Irish gentry, his sexual orientation and his rejection of Christianity led him to a breakdown that exempted him from service in World War I. While working at the BBC, he spent a decade in the Bloomsbury/bohemian/gay subculture of London with men like Lytton Strachey, Isherwood, W. H. Auden, and E. M. Forster before a further spiritual conversion in the late 1930s led him to embrace celibacy and committed him to a formal meditation practice.


Their mutual pacifism and despairing certainty that war would soon engulf Europe sent Huxley and Heard westward (Isherwood would follow later), and on April 7, 1937, Heard and his lover Christopher Wood, Huxley and Maria, and their son, Matthew, sailed for America. Settling in Hollywood, Huxley found work in the film studios through his friendship with Anita Loos, although his writing style was not really suited to script writing. Along with a Hollywood social life that included Charlie Chaplin, Greta Garbo, and Harpo Marx, he studied yoga with Jiddu Krishnamurti, and with Heard and later Isherwood explored Hindu philosophy at the white-domed temple of the Vedanta Society.


Vedanta had begun in the 1800s among followers of a Bengali mystic named Ramakrishna Paramahamsa and then come to America via his disciple, Swami Vivekananda, who took part in the 1893 Parliament of the World’s Religions in Chicago. Among the swami’s first American disciples was a woman named Carrie Mead Wyckoff, later Sister Lalita, who happened to live in Southern California.


The swami died in 1902, but Sister Lalita carried on and in 1938 helped open the Hollywood Vedanta temple, something of a miniature Taj Mahal, just in time for Huxley and Heard to add enormous energy to their cause. Vedanta would be central to Heard’s life for some years, editing the society’s journals until his doubts about the swami’s holiness cost him his faith. More skeptical, Huxley would feel greater affinity for the independent Krishnamurti, who had remained in Ojai despite parting ways with the Theosophists.


In 1941, Heard and Isherwood established a nonsectarian and nondogmatic spiritual commune called Trabuco College south of Los Angeles in Orange County. It mixed pantheism, Buddhism, yoga, and Quakerism and welcomed guest lecturers like Huxley, Zen scholar D. T. Suzuki, and Walter Evans-Wentz, an American Theosophist who had returned from travels in Asia with a translation of the Tibetan Bardo Thos Grol, which he rather fancifully dubbed The Tibetan Book of the Dead, publishing it at Oxford in 1927.


Eventually, the job of actually running Trabuco fell to Heard, who was not qualified, and he closed it in 1947. As he explored religions at Trabuco, Huxley did the same from a shack in Llano, a spot on the map in the desert northeast of Los Angeles, and worked on his book The Perennial Philosophy, which traced the common aim of all religions, “liberation from prevailing conventions of thought, feeling and behavior.”


In addition to religion, esoteric “classical” music was one of the more influential elements of alternative culture in Los Angeles. On April 23, 1939, a married couple—Frances Mullen, a pianist, and Peter Yates, an amateur pianist who dabbled in poetry, philosophy including Krishnamurti, and aesthetics—put on the first of an ongoing series of concerts called Evenings on the Roof. Tickets for the all-Bartok show were fifty cents; nineteen attended. They would go on to present chamber music from contemporary avant-garde (Charles Ives) to very old to Bach with the slogan, “The concerts are for the pleasure of the performers and will be played regardless of audience.”


Their timing was fortuitous, because the war brought exiles like Arnold Schoenberg, Igor Stravinsky, and Arthur Rubinstein to Southern California, all of whom would attend and at times contribute to the series. Drawing on top-line performers from the Los Angeles Philharmonic and the film studios, Yates pushed his performers to be as free as possible.


One of the composers Mullen and Yates programmed was named John Cage, who would influence art music in America for the next fifty years. Born in Los Angeles in 1912, he was a child of the modern, a young piano student equally interested in Gertrude Stein’s writing style and the work of Marcel Duchamp. Among his earliest musical influences were the compositions of Henry Cowell, who’d grown up on the edge of San Francisco’s Chinatown and whose music reflected Asian microtones.


In his twenties, Cage became part of the intellectual scene surrounding the collector/dealer/painter Galka Scheyer, who had founded the Blue Four artists’ group that included Paul Klee and Wassily Kandinsky. Scheyer’s circle embraced the photographer Edward Weston, the art collectors Walter and Louise Arensberg, Bertolt Brecht, Charlie Chaplin, Greta Garbo, and Marlene Dietrich, a very heady atmosphere indeed for a talented young man.


As Cage focused on music, he studied the Italian futurist painter and composer Luigi Russolo, whose The Art of Noises was particularly important to him. Given Schoenberg’s prominence in the Los Angeles music world, it was inevitable that Cage would try out the twelve-tone system, but he had no feeling for the sound of it, nor for harmony in general, which meant that his early work tended toward percussion. Schoenberg wouldn’t listen to Cage’s compositions, but the dancers Cage wrote for liked them.


In 1938, Cage went off to the Bay Area to attend Mills College, where he met the San Francisco avant-garde composer Lou Harrison, introducing himself with the comment, “Henry Cowell sent me.” Not long after, Cage moved on to Seattle, where he met the dancer Merce Cunningham. The two would come to widening cultural influence over the next several decades.


The dry, sunny climate that had made Los Angeles a refuge for TB patients as early as the turn of the century, along with the development of Hollywood and the film industry, seemed to invite a concern for beauty and bodies, for health and diet. Soon after, Los Angeles became the home to alternative medicine such as naturopaths and chiropractors and then to dietary missionaries, advocates for alfalfa sprouts and wheat germ and vegetarianism. By the 1950s, vegetarian restaurants like the Aware Inn and the Health Hut were thriving.


The most colorful and charming of these phenomena were imports, German followers of Lebensreform (life reform) called the Naturmenschen (nature men and women). Long-haired and bearded, they advocated free love and a mix of “Germanic myth and Rousseauian nature worship.” Their legend crested with Nat King Cole’s 1948 hit song “Nature Boy,” written by Eden Ahbez, who was one.


In the end, it would be one of Aldous Huxley’s many esoteric pursuits—he’d practiced vegetarianism and also studied parapsychology—that would have the deepest and widest impact on American life: the study of psychedelic drugs. Peyote and psychoactive mushrooms had been available so long as humans had existed, but it was the work of Albert Hofmann, who had discovered the psychedelic properties of lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD) in 1943, that would come to be of special importance.


Synthesizing derivatives from ergot fungus in search of an analeptic, a restorative to treat depression, ADHD, or respiratory inhibition, he’d made the twenty-fifth derivative in 1938. Five years later, acting on what he called a “peculiar presentiment,” he made a fresh batch and accidentally ingested the tiniest amount through his skin. He found himself in a new world, one of a “remarkable but not unpleasant state of intoxication… characterized by an intense stimulation of the imagination and an altered state of awareness of the world.” Two days later, he deliberately tossed down 250 micrograms and became entirely incapacitated. It was just a few weeks after Enrico Fermi had achieved fission in Chicago. Gerald Heard would later quip that LSD was simply “God’s way of saving man from the Bomb.”


The psychedelic experience was one of the fundamental elements that would create the counterculture of the 1960s. It was clearly a manifestation of what one might term the Old Religion (shamanism, paganism) and the Mysteries as against doctrinal Christianity or the objectivist reliance on the measurable.


Ironically, although Western drug experimentation had a history going back at least to the English romantic poets Samuel Taylor Coleridge and Thomas De Quincey, in postwar America the Central Intelligence Agency would assume the role. Working from the assumption that the drug could potentially be used as a truth serum, it began studying LSD in 1953 with a program called MK-ULTRA, having already recruited some of the German scientists who’d studied the peyote derivative mescaline under Nazi auspices.


Using a wide-ranging network of both psychologists and CIA operatives, they tested it on subjects who had given permission and were aware of what was happening… and those who had not given permission and were entirely unaware why life had suddenly become peculiar. Perhaps the ripest example of the latter was the Midnight Climax program in San Francisco, run by a Federal Bureau of Narcotics agent named George White, who observed bordello customers who’d unknowingly been slipped LSD by their hostesses. The agency’s psychologists termed LSD a psychotomimetic, in the belief that it replicated the experience of schizophrenia, which in the case of White’s victims was perhaps not entirely unreasonable.


On the more ethical side, Dr. Humphry Osmond was studying the possible therapeutic use of hallucinogens on alcoholism and wrote about his work in a 1952 article in the Journal of Mental Science, “Schizophrenia: A New Approach.” Huxley read the article and wrote to Osmond suggesting that mescaline might not be mimicking psychosis but might help people understand mystical enlightenment by “permitting the ‘other’ world to rise into consciousness.”


Osmond visited Los Angeles for an American Psychiatric Association gathering and came equipped. On May 4, 1953, sitting in his study on La Brea Avenue in West Hollywood, Huxley proceeded to swallow four-tenths of a gram of mescaline dissolved in half a glass of water. When it had taken effect, he looked at three flowers and understood that he was “seeing what Adam had seen on the morning of his creation—the miracle, moment by moment of naked existence… a transience that was yet eternal life, 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.” The survival needs of evolution, he came to understand, had imposed a sort of reducing valve on the brain’s sensory intake. The drug loosened the valve.


Being Huxley, he immediately wrote about it, dashing off in a month an essay he named after the image in William Blake’s poem The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: “If the doors of perception were cleansed every thing would appear to man as it is, infinite.” The intrinsically prejudicial expression psychotomimetic gave way to a new nomenclature coined by Osmond—psychedelic, mind-manifesting. Two years after the mescaline experience, Gerald Heard introduced Huxley to a former OSS captain named Al Hubbard, one of the mysterious spooks who floated around the fringes of the LSD world. At Christmas 1955, Huxley took LSD for the first time, learning, in Osmond’s words, “what came through the closed door was the realization… the direct, total awareness, from the inside, so to say, of Love as the primary and fundamental cosmic fact.”


The Doors of Perception was published in 1956. His reflections wandered through art history and the philosophy of education: “In a world where education is predominantly verbal, highly educated people find it all but impossible to pay serious attention to anything but words and notions.” He concluded, wisely, “Systematic reasoning is something we could not, as a species or as individuals, possibly do without. But neither, if we are to remain sane, can we possibly do without direct perception, the more unsystematic the better, of the inner and outer worlds into which we have been born.”


Though poorly reviewed, The Doors sold well, and across the country, those inclined to explore consciousness learned of a new and astonishingly efficient accelerant for these inner travels. The seeds that would blossom in the Haight-Ashbury neighborhood were beginning to germinate.
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Post–World War II Greenwich Village


Greenwich Village had been the capital of American freethinking at least since Walt Whitman held court at Pfaff’s tavern in the 1850s, and it played host to such important examples of the modern twentieth century as Max Eastman’s the Masses and Margaret Anderson and Jane Heap’s Little Review. As early as 1914, the Village was the site of a peyote ritual conducted by Mabel Dodge Luhan as “an experiment in consciousness.” She had a wonderful time, floating “filled with smug laughter for all the ‘facile enthrallments of humanity… anarchy, poetry, systems, sex, society.’” Decades later, the Village was still home to the experimental.


Several phenomena dominated Village culture after World War II, most notably psychoanalysis, abstract expressionism, and jazz, which was the soundtrack to Village life throughout the decade of the ’50s. The style that mattered most had its birthplace at the Hotel Cecil on 118th Street. Henry Minton was a saxophonist and the first Black delegate to Local 802 of the American Federation of Musicians (AFM) when he opened Minton’s Playhouse in the hotel. His official status sheltered the room from union rules that banned unpaid public jam sessions, and young players like Dizzy Gillespie, Thelonious Monk, Charlie Parker, and Kenny Clarke gathered there to experiment with the fundamentals of music and incubate a musical revolution. For the first time, young Black players began to create a music that was not first oriented to entertainment and dancing. The new style was art music that required virtuoso abilities and a new sensibility.


They called it bebop; fans shortened it to bop. It was, wrote a white fan named John Clellon Holmes, “not merely expressive of the discords and complexities we were feeling, but specifically separated us from the times just passed, for even our jazz idols of the thirties mostly loathed it.” As Holmes’s friend Allen Ginsberg, another of the young white fans who were deeply moved and inspired by bop, paraphrased Plato, “When the mode of the music changes, the walls of the city shake.”


Thanks especially to the efforts of Harry Anslinger, the head of the Federal Bureau of Narcotics, bop would always be associated with drugs, both marijuana and heroin. Anslinger in turn linked drugs to race, using the specter of demonic Negro jazz musicians to pass the marijuana tax in 1937 and thereafter staging selective arrests of musicians—Louis Armstrong, Dizzy Gillespie, and Billie Holiday among them—to maintain the fiction that the bureau was keeping the nation pure and uncorrupted by alien substances and influences.


In the 1940s and into the next decade, the remarkable fertility of jazz attracted a significant subset of young white bohemians interested in alternatives, men like the writer Jack Kerouac, turned on to life by jazz and to marijuana by the legendary Lester Young, who would be deft not only with his horn but his language, contributing the expressions cool, I got eyes for that, bread, crib, and dig to American slang—code words for an emerging subculture.


The other exciting music of New York in the late 1940s and the ’50s was also consciously progressive. As a composer, John Cage operated from a truly singular premise that included silence as part of the span of music. He also valued rhythm above the other primary elements of music (pitch, timbre, amplitude, and duration), since duration alone applied to both sound and silence. Modern music, he thought, sought the liberation of dissonance. But the newest music, his music, was “the attempt to liberate all audible sound from the limitations of musical prejudice.”


One day, he had to compose a piece for dancers in a tiny space that could hold only a piano, an instrument he was not fond of that was also not ideal for choreography. Recalling his teacher Henry Cowell’s example in reaching into the body of the piano to strike and pluck the strings, Cage wedged bolts and erasers between the piano strings and turned it into a percussion instrument, the prepared piano.


He also spent time with the painters Morris Graves and Mark Tobey and the author Nancy Wilson Ross. All were serious students of Buddhism and specifically Zen—Tobey had just spent a month in a monastery in Kyoto—and their talk of emptiness (as paired with form) confirmed for him the inclusion of silence as a fundamental element of his art.


Moving on to New York City in 1942, Cage and his wife, Xenia, stayed first at the home of Peggy Guggenheim, the owner of the leading modern gallery Art of This Century. A jealous diva, she evicted them when he performed at the rival Museum of Modern Art, and they moved into the apartment of the scholar and folklorist Joseph Campbell and his wife, dancer/choreographer Jean Erdman, who were away for the summer while Erdman taught at Bennington College. Grateful, Cage began to compose for her, putting his art at the center of what was au courant in the Village. His friend Merce Cunningham had been recruited by Martha Graham, for whom dance was movement rather than storytelling. In kind, Cage thought sound was sound, not an expression of something else.


Although the surrealist refugees (as well as simpatico intellectuals like the Villager Claude Lévi-Strauss) and abstract expressionist painters who prowled the Village during the war largely gathered at the Cedar Tavern, the Village’s true bohemian HQ was the San Remo Café at 189 Bleecker Street. It was, wrote a young socialist activist named Michael Harrington, “a sort of Village United Nations. It was straight and gay; black, white, and interracial; socialist, communist, Trotskyist, liberal, and apolitical; literary, religious, pot smoking, pill popping, and even occasionally transvestite.” The young poet Allen Ginsberg, “Cage, Miles Davis, Mary McCarthy, Delmore Schwartz, James Agee… Julian Beck and Judith Malina… [and] the editors of the Partisan Review” all frequented the place.


Around this time, Cage parted from Xenia and focused on his relationship with Cunningham, although they would not live together for another sixteen years. Cage also spent time with his San Francisco composer friend Lou Harrison, who’d pursued a lover to New York but had ended up bereft.


Harrison was very much of a piece politically with the gathering alternative culture, taking part in the boycott of a restaurant that discriminated against Black people and seeking new vistas in religion by studying Vedanta. Like so many other creative personalities of this era leaning into a divergent point of view, he was gay. Deeply spiritual and humanist, his sensibilities were very San Francisco versus the über-modern Cage. The sheer volume of street noise in New York City disturbed him, and eventually Lou would return to the Bay Area, where he belonged.


The music of Henry Cowell had connected the two young men during the period when Cage was in San Francisco, and their shared interest in percussion as the focus of their composing and their mutual openness to improvised instruments and thus unconventional sounds made them musical cohorts.


In the fall of 1938, Harrison had moved to North Beach and became close friends with the poet Elsa Gidlow, who would attend rehearsals for shows Cage and Harrison would put on a couple of years later at Mills College, across the bay in Oakland. She was fascinated by their arrangement of “brake drums… buffalo bells, [and] a dozen other exotic instruments.” Harrison set several of Gidlow’s poems to music, including “May Rain” (1941), in which the solo voice is accompanied by a tam-tam (a type of gong) and a prepared piano. By the time they met again in New York, Cage’s and Harrison’s composing styles had somewhat diverged, but they would remain close friends.


One night at the San Remo, Lou fell in with two people, Julian Beck and Judith Malina, who would be among the nexus points of Village alternative life for the next thirty years. They had met in 1943, she working as the hatcheck girl and sometime performer at Valeska Gert’s Beggar Bar, he a painter and student at Yale. Although Beck was at least as attracted to men as women, they had fallen in love, the beginning of a long and frequently tumultuous relationship that lasted until his death in 1985.


Perhaps inspired by Gert, who had been Polly Peachum in the film of Brecht’s The Threepenny Opera, Malina became a student at Brecht associate Erwin Piscator’s Dramatic Workshop at the New School in 1945. The workshop faculty featured Group Theatre veterans Stella Adler and Lee Strasberg. Completely consumed by the notion of a theater of liberation, Malina and Beck began to scheme for what, some years later, would become the Living Theatre. She would learn much from Piscator, although her political orientation was never doctrinaire.


Even before meeting Beck, she had joined a group of poets on Wooster Street for a group reading and learned about philosophical anarchism, for which she felt an immediate affinity. Her next anarchist group included Beck, the writer Paul Goodman, the poet/composer Jackson Mac Low, and Robert Duncan, briefly in New York during the war. By no means a gang of bomb throwers, this was an anarchism modeled more on what one scholar identified as “a respect for the autonomy of all individuals.”


In a journal entry reflecting on the night she’d met Beck, Malina wrote, “We are determined to shock the world and succeed in shocking ourselves. But the constant shock keeps us constantly awake.” Their romance was a rocky one. In April 1944, Beck took up with a painter named Bill Simmons and spent the summer with him in Provincetown, Massachusetts, with Tennessee Williams writing The Glass Menagerie next door, Tennessee’s former lover Paul Goodman around the corner, and the poet and anarchist Harold Norse and his lover Chester Kallman (who’d go on to be W. H. Auden’s endlessly frustrating object of desire) also nearby. When drunk or angry with his future wife, Lee Krasner, Jackson Pollock would sample the gay scene as well.


Malina and Beck would finally marry in the fall of 1948, and their son, Garrick, would be born the following year. Their lives were an ongoing cultural banquet, with Malina’s journal recording seeing Judith Anderson in Robinson Jeffers’s adaptation of Medea—“She is a beast, half goddess, half hunted wolf”—the Broadway opening of T. S. Eliot’s The Cocktail Party, and Dylan Thomas reading at the Ninety-Second Street YMHA, mixed with passing phases of interest in J. B. Rhine and his parapsychology experiments, working a Ouija board with their friend Harold Norse, and “reading L. Ron Hubbard… And Proust.” They responded to the beginning of the Korean War by typing up five thousand labels and pasting them on mailboxes and signposts: “1) Answer War. Resist It Gandhi’s Way. 2) Don’t Let Politics Lead You to War. 3) War Is Hell.” As she recovered from giving birth, Malina read The Hero with a Thousand Faces, Joseph Campbell’s central contribution to Greenwich Village intellectual reading. Largely apolitical and personally conservative, Campbell was something of a joker in the Village deck; he was isolationist and anti–New Deal because he thought Roosevelt a warmonger.


But his work gave scholarly heft and depth to the emerging Village culture by giving voice to ancient myths and to a fundamental teaching—


that no culture, and certainly not the dominant Judeo-Christian culture of America—was superior to any other. Ultimately, he was a pantheist.


His marriage to Jean Erdman ensured his place at the center of Village life because the arts intersected in dance. As Elaine de Kooning would observe, “Artists, in fact, seemed to be the built-in audience for modern dancers, poets, and composers in the forties—and even more so in the fifties.” Thus Erdman would perform percussion in Cage’s first New York concert, Campbell would further introduce Cage to Eastern religion, and Cage would later bring together Campbell and his teacher D. T. Suzuki.


Hero was published in 1949 and spent a year on the bestseller list; Malina was not the only Villager who devoured it. As his biographer noted, “Campbell’s thought is Apollonian in its classical sources and formal elegance, and Dionysian in its wild intoxication with the mysteries of transformation and transcendence.” The newly emerging twentieth-century disciplines of religious history and folklore studies derived from the work of Freud and even more so of Jung, and Campbell worked as an art historian to document Jung’s concepts of synchronicity, archetypes, and the collective unconscious, his scholarship arising from the same sources as the art of the surrealist émigrés who’d also settled in New York.


Campbell came to see the art of his neighbors, the abstract expressionists, as “function instead of proportion, operation instead of construction, dynamics instead of statics, infinite space instead of limited body.” Rather like Buddhism, in fact. “The role of the artist I now understood as that of revealing through the world-surfaces the implicit forms of the soul, and the great agent to assist the artist in this work was the myth.” “What Campbell sought to elucidate in his books and in all of his teaching,” wrote his biographer, “was a spiritual method for the West, one equivalent to the great Eastern paradigm of spiritual awakening.”


Malina wrote of Campbell in her journal, “He is under the delusion that he is a kind of a scientist, but he is a kind of poet, and if he were brave he would be a kind of sage.” His work in introducing an appreciation for all cultures would have a significant impact across America, from the Village to San Francisco’s North Beach.
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The Village in the ’50s


Larry Rivers was so deeply immersed in such a variety of the Village’s arts and social patterns that he might serve as an icon for the place and time. He began as a pot-smoking white bebopper baritone saxophonist—“Though white-skinned we had black heart”—and shared classes at Juilliard with Miles Davis. Larry’s closest friend was a pianist named Jack Freilicher, whose cousin was Chester Kallman, who would later live upstairs from Larry with his lover W. H. Auden.


More importantly, Jack’s wife, Jane, was an artist, which inspired Larry. By 1947, he was taking lessons from the Village’s painting mentor, Hans Hofmann. Soon, Rivers’s work was taken up by John Bernard Myers, a partner in the Tibor de Nagy gallery, and Rivers had his first solo show there (as did Red Grooms, Grace Hartigan, and Helen Frankenthaler—Jane was one of a number of notable women who cracked the New York painters’ boys club).


But perhaps one of the most interesting aspects of Rivers’s life was his affair, despite his lifelong behavior as a heterosexual, with Frank O’Hara, a charismatic poet who seemed to embody the emerging openness to gay life of the ’50s in the Village. Reflecting on it later, Larry told his Village friend John Gruen that “there was something about homosexuality that seemed too much, too gorgeous, too ripe. I later came to realize that there was something marvelous about it because it seemed to be pushing everything to its fullest point.”


This expressed, Rivers continued, “the 1950s exuberance of the Every-minute Theater of Gay Life starring my close friends. The stage changed every night.… The cast was never the same. What remained the same were the gestures, the arms, fingers, lips, eyebrows, eyes, tossing heads. And the content of the short verbal bursts and abundant name and phrase dropping to signal how much Mallarmé and Valéry and Reverdy you’d read, in the original.” It was a common trope to suggest that psychoanalysis and sexuality were the central thread of postwar New York creative intellectuals. Here was evidence.


It was unsurprising that O’Hara was his object of desire; he was enormously attractive to many people. “Larry Rivers once said there are at least forty people who could say Frank O’Hara was his best friend. So I was one of those,” the poet Bill Berkson told John Gruen. Berkson recalled O’Hara “running to the theater, always in a hurry to get there, always out of breath getting out of a taxi, being at the New York City Ballet. Bursting into tears there. Just going wild—and those tremendous palpitating discussions out in the lobbies and in the bars across the street.”


Gruen, a former head of publicity for Grove Press, was himself an interesting anomaly in Village sexual politics. Virgil Thomson, the composer and Herald Tribune music critic, hosted a largely gay salon in his rooms at the Chelsea Hotel. Having come to some fame by collaborating with his friend Gertrude Stein in the 1934 opera Four Saints in Three Acts, he would endear himself to penurious young composers like Lou Harrison (and Cage, Paul Bowles, and Elliott Carter) by giving them work as music reviewers. The salon also welcomed Leonard Bernstein, Tennessee Williams, and Frank O’Hara. Gruen was not only a guest of the salon but became a Tribune art and music critic, even though he was heterosexual, married to the painter and sometime model Jane Wilson. Along with Rivers and Larry’s mentor Jane Freilicher, they were part of O’Hara’s New York Poets cohort.


Gruen said of Freilicher that she had “the kind of hypersensitive but noncommittal personality that matched John’s [Ashbery] and Frank O’Hara’s generally offhand, intellectual style. The ground rule of their relationship was Wit At Any Cost.” They were an interesting bunch, deeply engaged with the arts both intellectually and emotionally. Early on, Ashbery had decided that he could no longer write. Then he went to hear John Cage’s Music of Changes. He told Gruen that it was “disjointed chords. It had very little rhythm and it just went on and on until you sort of went not out of your mind but into your mind. It seemed that anything was possible after listening to that.”


The dance critic Edwin Denby remarked that “Frank O’Hara was a catalyst for me, although I was much older. But then, he was everybody’s catalyst.” O’Hara would make his mark not only as a poet but also with his day job, which began as a ticket seller at the Museum of Modern Art, moved on to an editorial job at Art News, and returned to MOMA as a curator.


Like most of the modern painters, Rivers was naturally a habitué of what he called the “G-spot of the art scene,” the Cedar Tavern, at 24 University Place, as well as the Club, a loft on Eighth Street where the abstract expressionists gathered for serious discussions. “At the club there were no doubts about the necessity of being modern. It was inarguable. It was so inarguable that it wasn’t even mentioned.” None of the new painters had achieved any great commercial success in the early ’50s, so that “it was like belonging to a church. Not receiving any rewards for making art somehow made the concerns even stronger. Art was not a career. Not yet.” Eventually, Rivers’s art would mix abstraction and narrative elements, to the point that he would be dubbed the godfather of ’60s pop art.


The leading abstract expressionist painters—Pollock, de Kooning—had all endured the depression with aid from the WPA, then encountered the European masters who had fled the Nazis. Now they responded with something new. Using unconventional materials and modes in large, colorful works that reflected their New Deal mural training as well as the city itself, they produced a message of anti-conformity with what was ineluctably great art.


The media focused on the booze-fueled wild man aspects of Pollock’s personality, although as his widow would observe he mostly worked. “And when he worked, he never drank. His drinking came in cycles, and it would always start before or after a painting period, never during.”


In 1951, John Cage visited the anechoic chamber at Harvard so that he could truly experience silence, and it was a revelation; he learned that there was “no split between spirit and matter,” as his biographer wrote; no dualism, in the words of the Zen scholar D. T. Suzuki, whose class Cage was attending at Columbia University. Everything is connected; all is one. His path was sound, but just as Zen teaches that emptiness is the same as the world of form, silence is part of music. The result was his revolutionary, disturbing composition “4′33″,” which was not actually silent but presented the sound of the room and the audience. It was the ultimate minimalist statement and would challenge conventional notions of music for decades to come.


“4′33″” was an apotheosis that would befuddle many and put Cage into the “lunatic artist” category of popular culture, but it had been preceded by a performance that shook the artists quite as much. In May 1951, Cage put on “Imaginary Landscape #4,” which involved twelve radios, twenty-four performers, including Lou Harrison, Harold Norse, and Jean Erdman, and lots of silence. Judith Malina thought it was “like a seashell’s enigmatic perfection.… Sitting through the concert wishing it were done with and wishing it would be there forever.” Anti-atonalists hissed in the balcony. Harrison was a stagehand in an elegant dark suit for Virgil Thomson’s “Capitals, Capitals.” Harrison’s “Canticle Number 3 for Five Percussionists” featured gongs, brake drums, cowbells, guitar, and lengths of pipe. He conducted, transformed; his hands were “like miraculous birds.”


Around this time, Harrison gave Cage a copy of the I Ching, the Chinese method of divination, and Cage’s compositional model shifted into the use of random chance, a process he thought would remove the ego, a further reflection of his studies in Zen. Not making decisions but asking questions, his music was, he said, “an affirmation of life—not an attempt to bring order out of chaos nor to suggest improvements in creation, but simply a way of waking up to the very life we’re living.”


Malina had especially focused on Harrison at the “Imaginary Landscape” show because she’d fallen in love with him, as she did with a succession of men. She later told Harrison’s biographer that “we were an artistic community, striving to make sense of things… on the verge of tremendous social change” in a period of transition from the old Village bohemia to a newer version. Consequently, and for one of the very few times in his life as a generally gay man, Harrison woke up in bed with a woman. In a bit of a panic, he called her husband and asked him what to do. “Feed her breakfast and send her home,” said Julian.


As many lovers as Malina took on, and there were times when she was only content when she returned home at dawn, her heart’s desire was to establish the Living Theatre, a drive so essential that they created Theater in the Room for audiences of twenty in their living room. Their program for August 15, 1951, included a comic invention from Paul Goodman, a didactic play by Brecht, and Gertrude Stein’s Ladies’ Voices.


When Julian inherited some money, they were able to rent the Cherry Lane Theatre for a few months, finally opening the Living Theatre on a stage on December 2, 1951, with Gertrude Stein’s Doctor Faustus Lights the Lights. They would receive a much-cherished love letter of praise for the effort from the poet William Carlos Williams, although the play was, put mildly, challenging. Its language was beyond dense. Far too long at three hours, it was “a sort of frozen sleepwalk through the classical period,” wrote one scholar. Julian Beck thought Stein was the greatest playwright of the twentieth century.


Later that month they put on Kenneth Rexroth’s Beyond the Mountains, and it did not go well. As Phaedra, Malina was carried onto the stage on a palanquin moaning Rexroth’s stilted lines. “I freeze! I burn! I am hot! I am cold.” At length, she burst into giggles, then shouted to pull down the curtain, but there wasn’t one. (In Malina’s version, it was an oboe player who laughed.)


Whoever laughed, it was a painful time for her. She resolved to enter therapy three days a week with the poet/playwright/social critic Paul Goodman, who had written Gestalt Therapy from Fritz and Lore Perls’s notes and had undergone analysis with Lore. At least as promiscuous as Malina, Goodman advocated complete openness about sexuality and had earlier experienced Reichian therapy.


What made him a very poor choice as a therapist was that he was overwhelmingly patriarchal. A few years later, he would write the brilliant but lamentable post-Marxian social critique of the American educational system, Growing Up Absurd, directing it only at young men because women, he opined, could easily find all necessary fulfillment by giving birth.


When she told Goodman one day that she was “addled,” he replied, “You are better that way.” On another day, she wrote in her journal, he told her that there are “no woman artists… because a woman is too much concerned with her own body.”


At least one of his recommendations was sound, although she did not take him up on it; he told her about Black Mountain College, near Asheville, North Carolina. Since the bulk of their friends would attend or teach at Black Mountain, it was not surprising that Goodman would bring it up. Founded in 1933 by refugees from a loyalty pledge debacle at Rollins College, Black Mountain was experimental, anti-hierarchical, interdisciplinary, and focused on the arts. There were no grades, requirements, or degrees. Its students would spread across the continent; many, like Ruth Asawa and John Ryan, landed in San Francisco.


Some of the most interesting minds in America would pass through the faculty. The Bauhaus designer Josef Albers and his wife, Anni, who worked in textiles, arrived in 1933. In the next twenty years, they were joined, for differing periods, by Walter Gropius, Willem de Kooning, and Robert Motherwell. Buckminster Fuller would teach and build his first large-scale geodesic dome there. Merce Cunningham formed his dance company there. The poet Charles Olson came to teach in 1948 and later became rector. His “militant insistence on subjectivity, self-expression, self-exposure” struck at least one student as “revolutionary.” In the mid-’50s, Robert Duncan would teach there, and Olson and Robert Creeley would put out the Black Mountain Review.


It was at Black Mountain in the summer of 1952 that John Cage presented “Theater Piece #1,” generally acknowledged as the first “happening.” A multi-genre collective effort involving the poets M. C. Richards and Olson and the pianist David Tudor, it was a theater piece in which each performer had an amount of time to do something of their own choosing, without a rehearsal or script. Robert Rauschenberg draped the room in white, and Franz Kline added a black-and-white painting. Standing on ladders, the poets declaimed, and Cage read from a lecture on Zen and then the Bill of Rights and the Declaration of Independence. All the while, Merce Cunningham danced and films played. It was a theater not of narrative but of juxtaposition.


In spirit, it was what Malina and Beck dreamed of. At this point, however, the Living Theatre was longer on manic energy than almost anything else. Earlier in 1952 Desire Trapped by the Tail had generated enthusiasm and sold tickets with a cast that included “Bow-wows” John Ashbery and Frank O’Hara wearing dog costumes and simulating buggery.


At the same time, Malina had taken up with cast member Philip Smith, and Beck had paired off with one of the actresses. Paul Goodman, Malina’s therapist, was on the premises because they were about to begin rehearsals on his play Faustina, somewhat delayed because Goodman and Smith were screwing in the dressing room.


Creditors hounded them, cast members fell away, and in August, an authority, either ConEd regarding unpaid utilities bills or the fire marshal about almost anything, forced them to close.


Nothing loath, Malina took up with a new lover, James Agee, a self-confessed drunk then putting away a quart of whiskey a day, even as he managed to work on his masterful A Death in the Family. Malina clearly liked to dance with demons. At a dinner party one night, she fell into conversation with “unsettlingly handsome Joseph Campbell.” Their conversation coursed over “arts, morality, Hindu sculptures, Lola Montez, witchcraft, insanity.” Campbell, she wrote, believed in power and encouraged her to explore the dark arts. “There can be no real power,” she attributed to him, “unless it is used for evil first.” “He lies.”
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