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To Emma and Evan
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One generation got old

One generation got soul



INTO THE MYSTIC
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“I have rarely read a book about the occult and modern culture with so many original insights. Christopher Hill zigs when others zag. He is always on target with something remarkable and fresh to say about rock and mysticism, a topic you only thought you knew.”

MITCH HOROWITZ, PEN AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF OCCULT AMERICA AND ONE SIMPLE IDEA: HOW POSITIVE THINKING RESHAPED MODERN LIFE

“Like a third eye opening, Into the Mystic illuminates the spiritual awakening that gave popular music its messianic fervor in the renaissance era that heralded the 1960s. The scope of Christopher Hill’s inquiry refracts like a psychedelic prism, with a sense of wonder at the tale unfolding and an appreciation of why it continues to fascinate and resonate within our highest consciousness.”

LENNY KAYE, MUSICIAN AND PRODUCER OF THE COMPILATION ALBUM NUGGETS: ORIGINAL ARTYFACTS FROM THE FIRST PSYCHEDELIC ERA, 1965–1968

“What would a history look like that took the rhythms, beats, dances, and trance states of blues, gospel, and rock ’n’ roll as seriously as it took elections, wars, and arrogant men? It would be a poetic history of numinous desire, ecstatic release, and freedom. It would intuit and then trace an African-American-British visionary tradition aching as much with the sufferings of American chattel slavery and the psychedelic trips of the counterculture as the mythical channelings of William Blake. It would not look away from either the utopian hopes or the horrible failures and fundamentalist backlashes. It would look, in fact, like this weird and wonderful book.”

JEFFREY J. KRIPAL, AUTHOR OF ESALEN: AMERICA AND THE RELIGION OF NO RELIGION

“Into the Mystic is a fascinating and inspiring read, providing extensive knowledge and brilliant insights carried by eloquent and, at times, poetic writing. And most important, it’s a compelling articulation of the centrality of visionary art—and in particular 1960s rock-and-roll music—in the promise that ‘the division between Heaven and Earth’ can be repealed. Christopher Hill places the rock music of the 1960s in its proper historical lineage as a cultural phenomenon far beyond mere entertainment, indeed central to the consciousness transformation revolution—the psychedelic renaissance that seemed to stall or at least dramatically wane in the 1970s. An erudite, eloquent, and potent love song to the liberating spirit of 1960s rock music—its connection to the lineage of ‘the secret garden’ (‘the secret eternal revolution’) and ‘the ancient dance’—and its relevance to the continuing urgent need for a yet deeper liberation of soul and society. A treasure trove of brilliant and unexpected revelations.”

STEPHEN GRAY, TEACHER, SPEAKER, CONFERENCE ORGANIZER, AND AUTHOR OF CANNABIS AND SPIRITUALITY: AN EXPLORER’S GUIDE TO AN ANCIENT PLANT SPIRIT ALLY AND RETURNING TO SACRED WORLD: A SPIRITUAL TOOLKIT FOR THE EMERGING REALITY
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Dark and cold we may be, but this

Is no winter now. The frozen misery

Of centuries breaks, cracks, begins to move.

The thunder is the thunder of the floes,

The thaw, the flood, the upstart Spring.

Thank God our time is now when wrong

Comes up to face us everywhere,

Never to leave us till we take

The longest stride of soul we humans ever took.

Affairs are now soul size.

The enterprise

Is exploration into God.

Where are you making for? It takes

So many thousand years to wake,

But will you wake, for pity’s sake?

CHRISTOPHER FRY,

FROM A SLEEP OF PRISONERS



INTRODUCTION

A SCHOOL OF VISION

Thirty years ago it was as if rock music had tapped into a wellspring where Being gushed forth in a play of light and sound that was free and unnamed and not yet frozen into the forms that history and culture demand. It was as if one knew that the wisest cultures find a way to preserve the knowledge of this fountain, an esoteric knowledge hidden from ordinary sight, and it was as if rock music was the way our culture had found, entrusting a cohort of vagabond misfits with this light of the ages.

NICK BROMELL, TOMORROW NEVER KNOWS (2000)

IN 1871 a sixteen-year-old Arthur Rimbaud wrote to a friend saying, “I want to be a poet, and I’m working to make myself a visionary.” The word he used was voyant, which can also be translated as “seer,” or even “medium”—a clair-voyant—“a person sensitive to things beyond the natural range of perception.”

“I hardly know how to explain it to you,” Rimbaud went on. “The point is to arrive at the unknown through derangement of all the senses.” In Rimbaud’s eyes the poets of his day had lost sight of their ancient function. “It is all rhymed prose, a game,” he said of contemporary poetry, “the . . . glory of innumerable generations of idiots.”1 Poets had fallen into a stupid sleep, and no longer saw into the unknown.
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Fig. I.1. Arthur Rimbaud at the age of seventeen (photo by Étienne Carjat)

Rimbaud is one of the household deities of rock and roll. Like the family ghost, he pops up at significant junctures. Bob Dylan starts haranguing his friends about Rimbaud in 1963 as he is letting go of the formal constraints of topical folk music, beginning to derange his own senses, and starting work on the surreal rock and roll that will climax with Blonde on Blonde.

Rimbaud’s was not a completely new complaint. Across the preceding century, as technology, materialism, and industrial capitalism were defoliating the imaginative landscape of Europe, certain artists like William Blake had been crying out that the daimonic sources of their ancient calling were being chased out of the world, that art had lost its psychic charge. A new kind of art was needed that would expand vision—a visionary art—an art that would change the way people saw. An initiatory art. A psychedelic art.

Since that time various schools of painters, composers, and writers have taken shape in response to this perceived crisis. A “school” in this sense refers to an informal grouping of artists, maybe not even recognized as a group at the time, who might be working in the same medium, or are perhaps linked by generation, by shared and mutual influence, by cultural affinities and parallel interests.

Many of these were visionary artists in the way Rimbaud meant. That is, the members of these schools wanted to create an art that evokes—and provokes—an expansion of ordinary vision or consciousness, an art with an initiatory function, intended to effect a transformation, a “felt shift in consciousness,” as Owen Barfield says.

The French troubadour poets and the writers of the Arthurian romances formed some of the earliest visionary schools. In the seventeenth century—influenced by Renaissance occultism—the late romances of Shakespeare and the work of “metaphysical poets,” like Andrew Marvell and Thomas Traherne spoke from or evoked visionary experience.

The English Romantic poets, including Percy Shelley, William Blake, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and William Wordsworth, were another such school. Romantic painters like Caspar David Friedrich, J. M. W. Turner, and Thomas Cole formed another. Later came the Pre-Raphaelite Brotherhood of painters, who imagined for Britain a deep and dreaming past. In France there were the Symbolist schools of poets and painters, who retrieved images from deep in the unconscious.

Occasionally Romantically inclined scholars recognized visionary schools in the distant past or in rural cultures that maintained a living connection to the past, like the German peasants from whom the Grimm brothers collected their stories or Gaelic-speaking crofters in the remote Western Isles of Scotland whose charms and songs were collected in The Carmina Gaedelica.

Much of the way that these movements are taught or written about can give the impression that their concerns were merely aesthetic, a record of movements and countermovements in the rarefied worlds of the avant-garde arts or the academy. In fact, they were responses to a sharpening human predicament that was sensed in one way or another by most people. What would the role of the soul be in human affairs after the obsolescence of an officially sanctioned, culture-wide spiritual tradition, as Western Christendom had been? What would happen to the world if the soul had no role?

By the end of the nineteenth century, it looked as if this artistic agitation was succeeding in moving popular taste toward the visionary. There was a vogue for the supernatural, for stories of horror, ghosts, ancient mysteries, and lost civilizations. There was a new interest in both Western and Eastern esoteric traditions. Mediums and spirit channelers, séances, secret societies, and occult orders flourished. It was at the same time the golden age of English-language children’s literature, itself a visionary school, which expressed a nostalgic longing for the lost magical world of childhood. It was the age, as we’ve mentioned, in which scholars began to collect and preserve ancient folktales and songs. It saw the rebirth of old seasonal festivals like Christmas. This fin de siècle period affected Anglo-American culture in ways that are still potent today, especially in popular culture. It was a direct precursor of the counterculture of the 1960s.

A distinctive feature of these schools of vision is that they were often associated with radical politics. This was not a coincidence. To many members and followers of these schools, visionary art and a kind of illuminated politics were two sides of one coin. There was a connection between calling for a transformed consciousness and a transformed world. The link between new, experiential forms of spirituality and the revolutionary spirit started to become apparent at the time of the great democratic revolutions of the late eighteenth century in America and France. Many 1960s rock-and-roll artists and many in their audience believed that the music was a continuation or a rebirth of this visionary connection, of claiming ecstasy as one of the primary human freedoms, the real fulcrum of “the pursuit of happiness,” the unspoken but always implicit human right demanded by the revolutions that produced the modern world.

It is the argument of this book that 1960s rock-and-roll music is recognizably a school of visionary art. By the sixties visionary interests had been infiltrating popular culture for a long time. They had been a staple of popular fiction since the Gothic novels of the early nineteenth century and became one of the great themes of the movies. It is no surprise that popular music followed suit. So this book will consider some common interests of the visionary schools that continued as important themes of 1960s rock and roll. Among these, first and foremost, is the fascination with alterations of consciousness, ecstatic states, mystical experience, and gnosis, as well as a sense of wonder and the numinous. There is the attraction to alternative political visions, “illuminated politics,” uniting political and spiritual liberation. Closely related was the sense of apocalypse, the imminent transformation or fulfillment of human history. There is the interest in forgotten, rejected, or alternative histories and traditions and in bringing them back to conscious social and political life. There is a strong interest in the exotic, in Eastern spiritual traditions, in myth and archaic wisdom, in the primitive and primal.

Of course, since it was popular music, the biggest theme was love; but this, too, had a visionary connection. It was love as it has always permeated popular song, but also a suggestion of love as the troubadours or Dante understood it: love as a path of transformation.

Finally and centrally, there was a profound connection to African American music and spiritual traditions. But this is not typical of previous visionary schools. It is a new element in this kind of art, and it is what most distinguishes sixties rockers from previous voyants. Visionary sixties rock and roll was the product of a European tradition affiliating itself to the sacred music of the African diaspora. The adoption of rock and roll by a nascent white youth culture beginning in the 1950s gave white musicians and fans a degree of access to the African American practice of “working the Spirit,” a body of religious knowledge and technique for evoking intense experiences of the Holy Spirit through music. The presence of this ecstatic technique, even when diluted and indirect, gave 1960s rock and roll much of its efficacy—it’s what made it work. In its mingling with the spiritual aspirations of European tradition, it was a highly unlikely and wildly effective instance of cultural cross-fertilization.

But there was another place, besides America and Africa, that played a leading role—some might say, the leading role—in the development of sixties rock and roll. That, of course, was Great Britain. British rock and roll was the detonator of “the sixties,” and rock-and-roll fans of the era never forgot it, looking to Britain with a kind of reverence in the belief that it was the matrix of everything that was happening.

The rock and roll of the 1950s could have receded into a number of things—nostalgia or trivia or an aficionado subculture. It might have been just another evanescent teen craze that would in the end leave its fans stranded. That this didn’t happen was mostly the work of the British. Because of their distance, the British fans of this American music were able to see it as a whole, to understand it as a story and envision various ways that the story might go. With an ocean of distance in between, the British musicians were free to decide which aspect or potential of the music would be most useful for their own desires, to select, to re-create, to make this culturally specific black American sensibility into a universal language.

If the British heard one thing most clearly across the leagues of ocean, it was the note of freedom. To them in their country it meant freedom to move and maneuver in an old and weary culture full of ancestral barriers and boundaries and blind alleys. And freedom to reactivate some of their own culture’s forgotten tropes—of the superiority of childhood over adulthood, of life as play—and the suggestion in their nonsense and fantasy literature of a secret that could allow one to pass through those old barriers. In British hands the revolutionary implications of sixties rock and roll grew more explicit with each new album, each new single that shot up the charts.

Rock and roll’s years of underground fermentation in the British Isles served to bring forth something even more potent, more hysterical, more aware of itself as a signpost to new kinds of experience than the original American music. The British music went straight at the fears of parents that in rock and roll there was something that might eventually draw a clear line between one way of life and another. It contributed to a sense that the collection of conventions and symbols, which constituted middle-class life, were suddenly fragile and contingent, faced with a convulsive sea that might wash the whole structure away like a sand castle.

The roaring international ascent of the Beatles starting in 1963 was two things at once. It was a pop phenomenon, larger but not completely dissimilar to others that had been seen before. But at the same time it was a suggestion of a new way to be. It was “I Want to Hold Your Hand,” and it was also the start of the mass popularization of what had previously been a fringe critique of modern Western society. That was implicit even in the beginning.

It will be, I hope, surprising to see how much of a connection there is between sixties pop and earlier visionary traditions. But please don’t think that I’m pretending to decode any secret messages. This is not a rock-and-roll Da Vinci Code, and I am not advancing a startling new theory of what sixties music “really means.” What I am trying to do is restore a mostly forgotten context.

What I mean is that there was an interpretive culture around the music in its own era that has not been retained over the years along with the music, perhaps because it seemed in the immediate aftermath of the sixties to be rapidly dating hippie gibberish. Or maybe because it was kind of embarrassing, or even a little scary, to be reminded how far-out things—you included—had so recently gotten. In any event, while the music was mostly retained, that context faded.

But read any music writing or underground newspaper from the period and you will immediately feel the urgently apocalyptic and visionary mood in which the music was initially received. Over the years the far-out stuff, the complex of ideas and expectations of which the music was thought to be the active agent, has been discretely detached from the recordings. The music has been de-psychedelicized. In this book I am trying to re-psychedelicize it. I am trying to restore some of that atmosphere, because if you can feel even a little of it, you will know the music better.

And also because I think this interpretation was probably true.

You see, this is not a scholarly work, and I’m not an impartial chronicler. I’m biased. My hopes lie in this revolution, as T. E. Lawrence once said about a different revolt. Or as one of my college professors said when describing some piece of early modern magical belief that shows up in Shakespeare, “Not only did Shakespeare believe this, but it’s true!” So I might characterize the stance of this book as, “Not only did John Lennon believe this, but it’s true.” To lay more cards on the table I’ll just say that I believe that a tremendous historical and spiritual process got underway in what’s been known as Western civilization in roughly the twentieth century of the Christian dispensation, and it came to an early (perhaps premature) spike or crest in the couple of decades after the Second World War. One symptom of this process was that interaction between different kinds of consciousness or different states of the soul or between mundane and spiritual experience (there are various vocabularies) became easier and more common. This state of affairs had been developing for a while. In England the Society for Psychical Research was founded in 1882 to study these phenomena. The American philosopher William James undertook a systematic consideration of altered states of consciousness in The Varieties of Religious Experience twenty years later. For a time it was fringe communities that perceived this shift in human experience the most powerfully—scholars, bohemians, monastics, political radicals, occultists, artists—but perhaps the pressure of the enormous disasters of the twentieth century forced the change out into the general culture. Lots of previously subterranean energies came together to create a very big wave. As waves do, after it crested it receded; but I think you are being unrealistic if you don’t think it is gathering again. That’s what waves do. Nostalgia is not a useful tool in this context. The process is ongoing, we need very much to understand it as well as we can, and this music is a royal road into it.

Coming after all those artists and intellectuals who had lamented the disappearance of the mysterious, there came a whole generation that seemed to have been born with the yearnings of French symbolist poets. In the combination of psychedelic experience and fragments of African American ecstatic dance, they were able to gain regular access to realms of consciousness that the European artists had only been able to glimpse in fleeting epiphanies. In the 1960s the long yearning of artists, bohemians, and young people for transport met two things that could actually provide it—the West African/black church liturgical tradition, as transmitted through popular music, and psychedelic drugs. Here was a reinfusion of the ecstatic, the mythic, and the sacred. With a vengeance, and it was the popular song that was transmitting it.

Many people of powerful imagination and insight felt there was a momentary opportunity to replace the official consensus narrative of Western society with what had been a rejected vision, to change the way people understood and experienced life in this society, to make a direct appeal to the imagination of millions of young people by way of music, offering them a larger, freer, more interesting set of imaginative reference points to pattern their lives around. The work of the sixties musicians was intended, like Hindu mandalas or Eastern Orthodox icons, to act as a trigger to transmit a new way of seeing. This initiatory function is perhaps the most telling continuity between sixties rock and roll and earlier visionary schools.

The bands of the sixties were dedicated to creating a particular kind of experience for their audience, albeit in many different ways. Forty-five years ago, Paul Williams, in a review of a Jefferson Airplane concert said, “The Airplane, despite everything, have absolute confidence in their audience. It’s kind of like the early American preacher, in front of his congregation, looking out at the faces of every worst kind of sinner, and knowing that every last mother’s son of them is going to be saved.”2

That confidence, or faith, is what has been missing, but perhaps not for much longer. As the next wave rises and young people again find a source of hope and power, if we know what has come before we may hear something in the first chords of the new that we recognize, and be all the quicker to rally to it. That too is one of the purposes of this book.



1

AN EXPERIENCE OF POWER
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The Unsuspected Immigrant and the Invisible Institution

The Voodoo rite of possession by the god became the standard of American performance in rock and roll. . . . Which is not to say that rock ’n’ roll is Voodoo. . . . But it does preserve qualities of that African metaphysic intact so strongly that it unconsciously generates the same dances, acts as a major antidote to the mind-body split, and uses a derivative of Voodoo’s techniques of possession as a source, for performers and audience alike, of tremendous personal energy.

MICHAEL VENTURA, “HEAR THAT LONG SNAKE MOAN”

How can you have the expectation of freedom in an unfree world unless you’re in touch with a freedom that judges history, but is independent of it?

TOM SMUCKER, PRECIOUS LORD: NEW RECORDINGS OF THE GREAT GOSPEL SONGS OF THOMAS A. DORSEY

SOMEDAY, maybe, there will be a history of ecstasy, an academic discipline of ecstasy. If so, one of the important lessons of this future history will be that the migrations of ecstasy do not accompany power. This history of ecstasy will be very different from the history of civilization, though ecstasy is the seed of civilization. If we try to trace ecstasy’s movement by consulting the stories of kingdoms and empires, even the stories of peoples and ethnicities (though that is closer), we will miss it.

The historian will find that ecstasy has a complicated relationship to history. Sometimes ecstasy and the historical record come together; sometimes it even seems like ecstasy is the heart of history. More often it will seem like ecstasy is the particular treasure of the poor, the dispossessed, and persecuted. “What we find over and over again in a wide range of different cultures and places is the special endowment of mystical power given to the weak,” says anthropologist I. M. Lewis.1 The path of ecstasy will be hard to predict—the spirit blows where it will.

But one place the future historian will sooner or later look is a dark line across the Atlantic Ocean, from Africa to the Americas, from the Bight of Benin to the New World. This is of course the Middle Passage, the route of the enslaved West Africans who were taken by the millions to the Americas. The future historian will learn to look for ecstasy in the pit.

For almost three centuries the slave ships crossed the South Atlantic, taking ten to twelve million Africans from their lands into hopeless lifelong servitude, to be released only by death. But here’s where the upside-down nature of the history of ecstasy comes into play: for the societies that the slaves were taken from were built around ecstasy.

The Africans were taken from many tribes and kingdoms, and each had its distinctive culture. But they shared important things too, especially a religious sensibility. Except that what we think of as “religion”—a name for a certain aspect of life—to the West Africans was simply life. The world of the gods, the world that gave sacred meaning to things, was quite close and accessible, intermingled with the actions and things of day-to-day life. The divine was not a realm beyond experience. Everything was felt to express it. The intuition we in the West have from time to time of the vivid significance of all things, animate and inanimate, they had too, but in Africa they built cultures around it.

At the center of their religious life was the dance where the spirit, the gods, became embodied in the people. Anthropologists call it “possession,” but it is just as accurate to call it ecstasy, when an influx of great spiritual power works through a human person, and ordinary consciousness, acknowledging the greater power, relinquishes its grip on the individual. Music, rhythm, and dance were the liturgy and the technique by which the ecstasy was invited and induced. The rhythm created by the drummers was the heart of the process, a sacred art. A drummer could manage the flow of the ecstasy through his rhythm, could induce different gods to descend with different rhythms.

Through these complex sounds, the drummer led the people to a central silence, a still point where the god can enter. In embodying the spirit, each “possessed” dancer became an oracle, a prophet, or a prophetess. The community could come to know the god by watching the dancer. Wherever the Africans went in the world, the dance and the rhythm would go on. But first they were taken from the land where they danced with the gods.

The Middle Passage killed two and a half million Africans, chained side by side in the oven heat and the unbreathable air in the holds of the ships. The lesson that the Middle Passage was designed to teach the enslaved was that they were indistinguishable from the shit they lay in, that shit was their nature. But the Middle Passage was just the first stage of the process. Upon landfall the people who survived it were taken to the “seasoning camps,” where they would undergo a period of sustained humiliation and torture. Special emphasis was placed on breaking the resistance to having their genitals handled. This sometimes went on for years, until the captives seemed completely broken. About one-third, or five million, of the people who went into the seasoning camps died there.

This system was a program devised to root out and shatter the core of the self, or to only leave as much of the self as was necessary to do work. We might assume that the result of this treatment would be fragmentation of the psyche into psychosis or catatonia. But there were aspects of the self that the slavers were not aware of, but the Africans were. It was likely that the enslaved man or woman had known ecstasy.
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Fig. 1.1. Preacher at a storefront church, Cleveland, Ohio, 1971 (photo courtesy of George Mitchell)

In one sense, ecstasy is the difference between being and nonbeing. Ecstasy and existence are twins. Even in the most degraded state of being, there is an infinitely small particle that implies the fullness of being. As long as there is that particle of being left, there can be ecstasy, and full humanity can still flower. The enslaved ones with their ecstatic training knew this. Ecstasy is the core human experience, and confirms being at the deepest level. The ecstatic does not believe, she knows that her being participates in Being itself. This feeds and fortifies the human core that it was the precise intention of the slaver to diminish or destroy.

Over time, everywhere they were, the slaves, through one stratagem or another, created a space where they could begin to assemble from their shattered systems of ecstasy new syntheses—Candomblé, Voodoo, Santeria, the black church—to nurture ecstasy in some kind of community and to give it to their children.

The dominant spiritual tradition among whites in the New World was Christian—Protestant in North America, Roman Catholic almost everywhere else. The slaves synthesized a new tradition of Christian symbol and West African practice. This religion of the slaves gave the masters everywhere uneasy sleep, and with good reason. Ecstasy may begin in powerlessness, but in the world of the slaves, ecstasy implied community, and community begins to give power. Just as “in dreams begin responsibilities,” so in trance begins politics. We see the connection between ecstatic music and dance and social transformation again and again in the rise and spread of the slaves’ culture, first in the Americas and then around the world.

Just as the Freemasons created an underground network of radical thought that nurtured the revolutions of the eighteenth century, in Haiti the Voodoo societies created a network and structure among the slaves that enabled them to rise and throw off their French masters in 1805. Across the enslaved Americas, ecstasy powered resistance. “So we find the candomblé serving as ‘centers for insurrection’ in early nineteenth-century Brazil, and Santeria gatherings in Cuba linked to slave revolts,”2 writes Barbara Ehrenreich.

Voodoo enters North America through Catholic and Caribbean New Orleans, and it’s out of New Orleans that black American music would eventually emerge to conquer the world. It’s where the African dance enters North America. New Orleans was very much separate from the culture of the young United States. It was not Protestant. It was not Anglo-Saxon. There were many “free men of color” in New Orleans. In New Orleans slaves were still slaves, but they could dance and they could practice Voodoo. As it had many times in the past—as far back as the Roman Empire—Catholicism offered a strange free space, born of its long acquaintance with paganism, where the imagination of the Africans could enter and engage with the stories, images, and sacraments of the church, just as Congo Square, New Orleans, opened a space for the slaves to dance.

American music proceeds from Congo Square. It’s in New Orleans, as Michael Ventura says, that the music and dance for the first time are separated from the religion, taken out of the liturgy, and turned into performance. This is how jazz begins. But, Ventura says, the music yet contained the metaphysic in itself. The music transmitted the religious idea and instructed new dancers unconsciously. (Watch the young Elvis. Few white people had ever seen anyone move like he did. He was never taught it, but he didn’t exactly invent it. The music taught even white boys how to move.)

But the “invisible institution” of slave spirituality also entered North America from the east, through the plantation system that spread across the American South from the Tidewater plantations along America’s mid-Atlantic coast. The first Africans came ashore at Jamestown in 1619, and began to create the Cotton Kingdom.

But Virginia, Carolina, and Georgia are not New Orleans, not Catholic. There were no mass gatherings of slaves to worship and dance. Gatherings of even the smallest number were forbidden. By and large, the planters perceived slave religion—even slave Christianity—as a clear and present danger. Baptizing a slave was the thin end of a wedge whose wide end was acknowledging the slaves as human. And that, of course, had implications that could (and eventually did) turn the Cotton Kingdom upside down.

Beneath the juggernaut wheels that powered the Cotton Kingdom, in what seems a condition of almost absolute weakness, the slaves again found a way to fan the spark of ecstasy. There were not enough overseers in all the South to police the life of the slaves absolutely; and though the space allowed for a culture to develop was desperately narrow, it turned out to be enough.

One of the earliest and most enduring liturgical forms of African American Christianity was the ring shout. There are descriptions of it from precolonial times to World War II. Gospel music, soul music, and rock and roll would each in their own way preserve elements of the shout and place them near the center of their traditions. In the shout, people form a ring and begin a shuffling counterclockwise dance, clapping and stomping their feet so that the wooden floor takes the place of the forbidden drum. A shout leader stands outside the circle, calls out the verses of a song and the dancers respond, line by line. A “band” sometimes stands outside the circle alongside the leader, providing the shouters with a counter-rhythm to the slapping of the feet on the floor, a pattern that would one day become famous as the “Bo Diddley beat.” The slave “spirituals” came out of the shout; they were songs first made to be “shouted.”
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Fig. 1.2. A young Elvis Presley, 1956

And when ’twas night I thought ’twas day,

I thought I’ d pray my soul away

And glory, glory, glory in my soul!

(chorus)

O shout, o shout, o shout away,

And don’t you mind

And glory, glory, glory in my soul!

Albert Raboteau says that the shout “created the experience it described.” The words of the shout described the glory, but the shout was also a technique to bring down the glory into the minds and bodies of the shouters, to be experienced that very night.

The shout, in addition to being a dance and a song, is also a drama. The text, the lyric, is a Bible story. Joseph M. Murphy describes it this way:

As the participants sang repeatedly, “We’re traveling to Immanuel’s land,” they would move through the gestures of Joshua’s army surrounding Jericho or the children of Israel leaving Egypt. The construction of the sacred space of the ring allowed them to participate in the mighty events of liberation, to incarnate the successful struggles of the biblical ancestors into the harsh worlds of slavery. . . . The idea of freedom is made physically present in the bodies as well as the minds of the participants. . . . Ceremonial freedom was a pattern or archetype of liberation.3 (my italics)

The immediacy and accessibility of the freedom that the people experienced in the shout is a key to the eventual victory over Jim Crow. On one level the people of the Civil Rights Movement were working to create a new condition in society; but on a deeper level they were manifesting a liberation that already existed outside of time or history. Participants in the shout experienced liberation as a present reality. By living that reality, their descendants manifested that timeless fact in the world of time, in the American South of the 1950s and 60s.

The interplay between the experience of timeless essential freedom and historical freedom—between spiritual liberation as a metaphor for historical liberation, and historical liberation as a metaphor for spiritual liberation; between myth and history; between the inward experience of the individual and the outward experience of the community in the world—this is the particular contribution of African American Christianity to the spiritual traditions of the world. And the music and rhythms are the foundation of it.

Gospel music as we know it took shape toward the end of the nineteenth century. The matrix was the black Pentecostal church—the “holiness” or “sanctified” churches.

In the latter half of the nineteenth century, many black Christians had begun to take on the more sedate worship style of whites. The African part of African American Christianity began to recede. The Sanctified Church was a revolt against that drift. Zora Neale Hurston wrote in the early 1930s: “The rise of the various groups of ‘saints’ in America in the last twenty years . . . is in fact the older forms of Negro religious expression asserting themselves against the new. . . . It is putting back into Negro religion those elements which were brought over from Africa.”4 Cheryl Townsend Gilkes describes the Sanctified Church tradition as a “black cultural revolution” that “fueled the sacred and secular popular culture of the American South and eventually the entire culture.” In the Sanctified Church music is the central element in the ritual that leads to possession by the Holy Spirit. “[T]he anointing of the Holy Spirit is the . . . objective of a gospel performance,” says Gilkes. “Will the performance encourage emotional release, spirit possession, shouting, conversion experiences? The task of the musician is to elevate that message . . . so that people are moved to hear and respond to it as a life-changing experience.”5

The Sanctified Churches welcomed and found a liturgical use for any musical instrument that a member might bring. In the Sanctified Church the descendants of slaves got their drums back—as well as amplified guitars, keyboards, horns, and tambourines. By the 1940s the pattern of the rhythm-and-blues and rock-and-roll band begins to emerge—rhythm and lead guitars, bass, keyboard, a charismatic preacher out front.

By the 1940s Sanctified-style gospel music had expanded to most denominations of the black church. As the tradition developed it turned out performers and composers of genius like Thomas A. Dorsey, Sister Rosetta Tharpe, Mahalia Jackson, and the gospel quartets like the Dixie Hummingbirds and the Soul Stirrers. Gospel experienced a golden age from the 1940s to the 1960s.

But of course the music was not developing in a vacuum. Tectonic plates of history were grinding against one another. America’s “original sins” of slavery and racism had not been expurgated, not even by the massive bloodshed of the Civil War. An electric spirit of freedom was rising. The timeless drama of liberation that the black church had ritually enacted for centuries was about to ground itself in the earth of the American South. The ecstatic art of gospel music was approaching its intersection with history.

From the start gospel music was in conflict with the white supremacist regime. The rise of gospel music coincided with the high point of racial terror in the South. At the peak of the terror, between the 1890s and the 1920s, scholars have estimated that two or three blacks were lynched each week. As it had in the African diaspora from the start, the musical practice fueled resistance even to the most brutal repression.

The “gospel experience” of possession by the Spirit advanced the freedom movement, as we’ve said, by providing an immediate experience of a person’s irrevocable freedom. But shared ecstasy also generated an intense and highly resilient sense of community. Michael Castellini describes how “as the performance moves toward the transcendent gospel experience, ritual participants rejoice as they approach a state of ‘spontaneous communitas . . . a ritualized experience of intense human interrelatedness and lack of social hierarchy’ that occurs during many rites of passage . . . associated with mystical powers believed to be sent by deities or spiritual ancestors.”6

Participation in the stories of liberation like the Exodus from Egypt, “supplied the Civil Rights Movement with the alternative world-views . . . that challenged the logic of white supremacy,”7 Castellini says. The movement actualized the core message of the Exodus story and of the ministry of Jesus—the last becoming first and the first last, God standing with the oppressed against the powerful.

In practical terms the black church gave the Civil Rights Movement its institutional center and logistical structure. It supplied places to gather, leadership from its ministers, and a mass base to mobilize. The regular mass meetings, which were the basic organizing, communication, and community-building tool of the movement, were closely patterned after gospel services. They were held in churches and filled by people who lived with the traditions of the church. Meetings included such gospel elements as prayers, testimonies, oratory, singing, and donation collections. These similarities, says Castellini, were “among the . . . most profoundly significant aspects of the Civil Rights Movement.” Castellini calls this a “gospelization” of the movement. Without it, he says “it is questionable whether the . . . Movement would have been as effective and successful as it turned out to be.”8

In the 1950s the Reverend C. L. Franklin was probably the best-known black preacher in the United States. He’s been called “by far the greatest ‘gospel preacher’ of them all.” He was also the father of Aretha Franklin, who is arguably the greatest of all the soul singers, and who grew up singing in his church.

The intimate connection between gospel music and soul music is and always has been obvious. But let’s say it just once more (or rather let Michael Castellini say it): “Probably without exception [emphasis added] . . . soul singers got their formative musical experience in the gospel church.”9 The connection is so clear and pervasive that it is easy to think of soul music, especially the “deep soul” of the South, as simply gospel music removed from the liturgy with a human beloved substituted, in the lyric, for God or Christ: the strictly phenomenal elements of being “taken up in the spirit” or “getting happy” transferred to the dynamics of the secular performance and the dance that it inspired. But it’s important to remember Michael Ventura’s intuition that, even with the explicit religion ostensibly taken out, the metaphysic of the embodied spirit remains encoded in the music, in the performance and the dance. The deep power of soul music depends on that being true.
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Fig. 1.3. Aretha Franklin, the queen of soul

(Billboard, 1967)

In the 1950s and ’60s a cohort of exceptional gospel-trained performers entered the rhythm-and-blues market, came to dominate it, and in the process created a new style. We’ve mentioned Aretha. There was also James Brown (of the Gospel Starlighters), Sam Cooke (of the Soul Stirrers), Curtis Mayfield (of the Northern Jubilee Gospel Singers), Solomon Burke (consecrated a bishop at birth), Ben E. King (whose “Stand By Me” was a version of the gospel song “Lord Stand by Me”), Otis Redding, Little Richard, Sam and Dave, Ray Charles, Wilson Pickett, Rufus Thomas, Jackie Wilson, Marvin Gaye, Eddie Kendricks and David Ruffin, Martha Reeves, Al Green, and the Staple Singers—among others.

Because of its connection to the church, the new gospel-style R & B became known in the black community as “soul music.” White audiences who began to be attracted to soul music heard what was to them an exciting new fervor and commitment. The testifying quality, the clear sense that there were deep stakes involved, that there was a message that urgently needed to be put across, this was thrilling in a way that was new in popular music, if not in the church. People couldn’t stop listening to these performers who had understood from childhood that the responsibility lay on them to bring down the Holy Spirit.

A sister southern music, creating its first stars and hits at the same time as soul, also performed by people with Pentecostal backgrounds, was being called rock and roll.

In their transit from the church to the jukebox, soul performers brought the emotional depth of gospel with them, but not necessarily the extremes of behavior that the Holy Spirit could inspire, not necessarily the final push that could tip a congregation into ecstasy. But some of the new rock-and-roll performers—like Little Richard and Jerry Lee Lewis—seemed to want to bring the extreme style of the most spirit-filled preachers, the preachers who knew how to rock the house, into their show. The rock-and-roll singers, in effect, homed straight in on possession.

Musicologists have devoted a lot of energy to the question of where the name rock and roll comes from. A likely source is the ring shout. When the shout takes on its own momentum, the participants are rocking. “I gotta rock, you gotta rock,” says the shout “Run Jeremiah Run.” When the spirit is really moving through the congregation, they are rocking the church. But wait—haven’t we always heard that to “rock and roll” means to have sex? Yep. So does it mean sex? Yes. Does it mean religious ecstasy? Yes. One of the gifts of the black church to spirituality in general is the insight that the sensual and the sacred are, in a mystery, the same thing. It’s this that made the transit from church to jukebox not simply a case of parlaying sacred tradition into hits, as if the spiritual part of the music was a clearly marked zone that the performers could just step out of. In turning from gospel to soul the musician is not so much moving from sacred to secular, leaving his or her calling for the world, but shifting the emphasis from one part of the spiritual spectrum toward another.

The standard narrative about the origin of rock and roll as a music is that it came out of the encounter of country music and the blues. This isn’t exactly wrong, but it almost willfully ignores the glaringly obvious affiliation with gospel music.

The blues are often regarded as the primordial source of black American music, indeed of modern American popular music in general. But the blues are not the primordial music of African America. The blues and gospel music started to gain popularity in roughly the same era—around the turn of the twentieth century—and, for that matter, were both heard as novelties at the time. In the long story of African American music, the sacred precedes the secular. The roots of gospel are in the spirituals that date to the earliest slave culture, generations before anyone sang anything that people called the blues. A truer picture is to see the blues and rock and roll as related offshoots of African American sacred music.

You can certainly hear early blues in 1950s rock and roll. But as you try to trace the “blues-into-rock-and-roll” genealogy, you come to a gap that requires an act of faith or imagination to bridge, for there is a certain kind of frantic jubilation in rock and roll that is not generally characteristic of the blues. But between gospel music and rock and roll, there is very little gap to jump. It’s almost all there—the emotional intensity and momentum; the central tension-and-release dynamic; the manipulation of levels of excitement in the audience; the electricity and amplification; the guitar, bass, drums, and keyboard configuration (not forgetting tambourines); the choral background; the invocation of a great noise to symbolize or channel power to the community.

As musical forms, the blues and rock and roll are very similar, but the performance of rock and roll—and the audience participation inspired by it—is modeled, consciously or unconsciously, on the liturgical practices of the gospel church. What most distinguishes rock and roll from the blues is what most links it to gospel music—the pursuit of ecstatic release as the goal of the performance. The gospel belief that music and motion can effect a change in consciousness—as well as the conviction that the congregation/dancers are getting a purchase on freedom that might outlast the performance—reappears more obviously in soul and rock and roll than it does in the blues.

In support of the gospel origins of rock and roll, we can call on some of the great names to testify. Elvis Presley tells us in his 1968 “Comeback Special” that his rock and roll is essentially gospel. While young bohemians in London were hunting out Elmore James records in the early sixties, up in Liverpool the Beatles were apparently not listening to the blues at all. Aside from early rock and roll, the stuff the Beatles seemed to like, based on the songs they covered, was black pop that had a church lineage—soul music and girl groups.

Gospel music is the elephant in the room when it comes to rock historiography. Partly this may be due to the fact that since the beginning most rock writers have tended to be secular, young, and white as opposed to devout, mature, and black. The blues is a medium of individual artists, outlaw heroes, easier for bohemians to admire and identify with than a faith community. For most rock critics the juke joint is easier to negotiate (at least imaginatively) than the storefront church. And for many white intellectuals, there is a double barrier to empathy with gospel music—both race and religion. It can be tricky work for a white person to write about black music without sounding gauche. But the additional challenge of trying to think one’s way inside a Pentecostal religious community has daunted all but a few.

The blues could be detached from its cultural matrix and listened to as pure music more easily than gospel. The blues was a genre of entertainment. Gospel music underpinned a community and a way of life. For most black Americans in the first half of the twentieth century, gospel music was more important to the life they led than the blues and more a source for resistance when the crisis came. But to imagine religious music as a revolutionary force sets up a sort of cognitive dissonance for a lot of music writers. In the end most have been content to give gospel a respectful nod and move on.

In any decent history of rock music you will of course find blues musicians discussed, but you’ll have to look harder for gospel singers. Gospel may be cited as an influence, but individual artists are almost never dealt with at length. While up there in music heaven, Sister Rosetta Tharpe keeps playing something that sounds a lot like subsequent rock and roll, more so, even, than what you hear on Elvis’s first sides. There are some seventeen blues musicians represented in the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame. There are two gospel acts—Mahalia Jackson and the Soul Stirrers (both in the “Early Influences” category, none among the regular inductees). The “Sidemen” category still excludes Elvis’s famous backup group, the gospel-singing Jordanaires.

As we’ve said, the future historian of ecstasy will come to see that spiritual impulses are transmitted along unpredictable and paradoxical paths. By the late 1950s young white Americans were dancing en masse to music that was a product of centuries of African American spiritual practice. The lesson that what is trivial through one lens can be mighty through another will be another valuable discovery made by our ecstatic historian.

The music began to teach these young people to expect an experience of the embodied spirit in their dancing and to look for a kind of truth and consequentiality in the music itself. They absorbed the gospel knowledge that liberation and ecstasy could come by way of popular music, and that it could leave an imprint on history as well as on the individual soul. That the music in this lineage could connect the divine and the mundane was a message that never left the music. It carried the code through every change and crisis. Sometimes the power was more potential than actual, but it was always there. The promise was not lost on the cohort of young people who would create the 1960s heyday of rock and roll.



2

THE ISLE IS FULL OF NOISES
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The Meaning of the British Invasion

THERE WAS an American daylight in the 1950s, a mundane light that penetrated everywhere, that drove the dark out of every hollow, the dew out of the morning—a perpetual noon. On the mornings when there was a mist, unhappy housewives stood in their kitchen doors for a moment to watch. When everything is bright and dry, mist is precious.

The suburbs stretched for treeless miles in the blank and obvious sunlight. America had learned from the war that it was the dryness and the obvious light that would keep us safe from the mad black rot of old Europe. History was the infection that the light was supposed to kill. From “the dark backward and abysm of time” the dark was deleted and the abyss flattened. The Civil War was seen as some kind of scrimmage that had gotten out of hand, and surely both sides were good Americans who had bravely fought for what they thought was right. Even the pit of slavery was flattened: we were not allowed to see how deep the darkness had gone. Dealey Plaza on November 22, 1963, was the zenith of this mundane light. You can see that pitiless glare on the presidential limousine in the Zapruder film.*1

It was the light that gleamed on gangsters’ silk suits, the desert light of Las Vegas, but the gangster glare was seeping into the remaining green places across the whole country. No matter what the film stock, every picture that was taken turned out to be black and white, or worse, a gray that was no color at all, with the faces washed featureless by the flash. To enforce the mediocre light, to excise any but the most barren stories, little boys with crew cuts and plastic guns were invited to plywood Western towns where the frontier had been. Norman Mailer saw “the evolution of a mass man . . . without a sense of past, present or future.”1

Indeed, what was missing was a sense of the past, of what the past does for the present. (This has changed in the half century since then—today all kinds of new histories exist, histories of popular music, of utopian communities, of sex, of slave resistance, of the occult, of organized crime. Many crucial untold stories are beginning to be told.) Communication with the past always has the potential of allowing some destabilizing energies into the present. The past may be denied, but it is never dead; it is a spirit world that lives alongside of us that we can see or not see, admit into life or not. It is the unconscious of a people. The past is where stories come from—stories are a relationship between the present and the past. Culture is a relationship with the past. Memory and meaning are almost the same thing. The first act of conquerors is to destroy the traces of the conquered people’s past, to deny them a history, because the past is what enables us to judge and challenge the present. The present is uninflected; the past is the dimension of depth in life. Without it, life is a membrane or surface only.

But that membrane began to be punctured in some places in the 1950s, and where it was you could often find African American music. One breakthrough came with the stirring of the modern Civil Rights Movement, sustained by the gospel-music liturgy of the black church. Then there was the rise of a new American bohemian-ism, the “Beat” culture, to a large extent inspired by the message its adherents heard in jazz. And there was the rock-and-roll boom of the middle and late fifties, as millions of young Americans began to respond to rhythm and blues and other gospel-derived forms of black dance music.

There was a thin current of dread in the postwar American consensus, some sense that the narrative that supported it might not be perfectly stable. There was a muffled awareness of other forces—from overseas, from the past, from some curtained-off chamber in the mind, maybe even arriving in flying saucers—whose movements could sometimes be felt, that were not accounted for in the narrative.

Rock and roll when first encountered seemed to represent two fears: a fear of the future and a fear of the past. There was a fear that the American ease and prosperity would lead to some novel style of decadence, so rock and roll was felt as something hurtling at us from the future. The noises and the dances seemed outlandish when first encountered by white adults in the fifties. In the eternal American present it could only be experienced as a crazy innovation. And in some ways it was. There could be heard a gratuitous new extremity in the shout of rock and roll, in the hysteria of Little Richard or the bodily abandon of Elvis, that seemed somehow of a piece with radical ideas in the arts that were filtered to the middle class through the Luce publishing empire, through Time and Life magazines. Then it felt crude in its blatant appeal to the hips, an appeal from a sordid low-down world that many suburbanites thought they had left behind in the city, a sensibility from the margins that was suddenly for some reason asserting itself in the most impudent way. So rock and roll was coming from ahead or behind, but either way it made the membrane of the present feel a little less substantial.
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““Hill is always on target with_something-remarkable and fresh to say about
“rock and mysticism, a topic yowonly thought you knew.”

MITCH HOROWITZ; PEN-Award-winning author of Occult America
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