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        “From the Trace to the Telepathic Imaginary” (Preliminary Orientations)

      
      
        The trace preceding all writing, the trace of pure difference still open between reading and writing, is simply a gramophone needle. Paving a way and retracing a path coincide.

        —Friedrich Kittler, Gramophone, Film, Typewriter

      

      In the late stages of our first acid trip, my best friends and I put Frank Zappa and the Mothers’ Just Another Band from L.A. on the boombox. It was the summer of 1983. We had just graduated from high school and were throwing a party at an unfinished A-frame house outside of Lubbock city limits. Three of us had taken a few tabs of blotter. Only isolated details come to mind. While I was out in front of the house at dusk, a train passed by across the highway. I stood there frozen in an action pose, one arm uplifted until the last car of the long train had gone by, convinced I had turned into a little plastic train set figure. Later I went upstairs and came across a large mirror with the outlines of the words “DO NOT ENTER” stained on its surface. I wondered what was on the other side but couldn’t work up the courage to break on through.

      After everyone who’d shown up to drink beers and smoke clove cigarettes had left, a few of us staying at the house decided to chill out to that Zappa album. I soon annoyed my buddies while listening to “Billy the Mountain,” the epic track that takes up the first side of the record. When Billy pathetically cries out, “Oh, fuck, I’m gonna need a truss,” I thought he said my name. “Oh, fuck, I’m gonna need a Trace.” I rewound the tape to prove that was what he was saying. My friends weren’t having it. And before long, it quickly got to the point where I wasn’t having it either. I knew it was “truss.” But by then I couldn’t help but want so badly for Billy to be saying my name that it took some time for me to give in. To everyone’s annoyance, I rewound the tape repeatedly, things escalating into the first of the weirdly intense head games that would become an unfortunately reliable part of the stoned and psychedelic experiences my friends and I shared. We soon moved on to another tape, the Doors’ Strange Days, the Kinks’ Lola Versus Powerman and the Moneygoround, Part One, or the Beatles’ “Blue Album,” all records in frequent rotation in our various bedrooms and copied onto cheap Maxell cassettes for listening to in the car or while smoking pot and throwing Frisbees at the park.

      As high schoolers and undergrads in the first half of the 1980s, our fondness for bands from the sixties went along with a growing interest in mind-altering substances. Sustained by the dollar bin at Ralph’s Records, cheap brick weed from Mexico, and the occasional acid or shrooms, a fair amount of our time was spent getting high to the Beatles, the Doors, Pink Floyd, Jefferson Airplane, the Who, the Jimi Hendrix Experience, Donovan, the Moody Blues, the Kinks, the Allman Brothers, Zappa, and Zeppelin. I was the keenest on prog rock and, incompatibly, punk and new wave, and I was tuned into the early prog punk art rock of Brian Eno and Roxy Music. By 1983, I was listening to the Clash, the Jam, the Boomtown Rats, Gary Numan, the Police, and Hüsker Dü. Thanks to the original Rhino Records’ Nuggets series, my record collection began to include a lot of sixties psychedelic punk by bands like the Seeds, Love, Chocolate Watchband, the Electric Prunes, Count Five, and the 13th Floor Elevators, as well as recent imports and indie label records by post-punk and neo-psychedelic groups like Echo & the Bunnymen, Psychedelic Furs, Siouxsie & the Banshees, Cocteau Twins, the Church, R.E.M., Rain Parade, the Dream Syndicate, the Three O’Clock, the Dukes of Stratosphear, and the Soft Boys.

      I was the most dedicated researcher of the group. I liked finding new ways to discover new music, though there weren’t a lot of options in pre-internet Lubbock. Local FM radio still had personality, and for a few years, the Memorial Day top 100 weekend on KFMX wasn’t to be missed and was sure to send me to Ralph’s to score some more used records. College radio (KTXT) and cable TV music video shows (Night Flight, Video Concert Hall, HBO’s Video Jukebox, MTV) turned me onto bands that even my most stalwart listening companions couldn’t get into, my fondness for Eno’s first album a particular sore spot. I starred up that blue-covered edition of The New Rolling Stone Record Guide (1983), supplementing a growing list of classic rock records with newer albums covered in Spin and Rolling Stone. Most helpful was a strange little book by Vernon Joynson called The Acid Trip (1984), with many pages dedicated to obscure sixties bands and an appendix on the first wave of neo-psychedelic groups. That old information network is almost unrecognizable now, absorbed and transformed by the World Wide Web. But at the time, I had to rely on the serendipity of the record radar when road-tripping down to Austin for the weekend, hitting up the import and reissue sections of indie record shops—the Sound Exchange, 33 Degrees, and Waterloo—before heading back home with a bag full of records read about in Joynson or bought based on the cover alone, more than once convinced some record was by a contemporary band when it was in fact a reissue and vice versa. This plasticity of recorded time itself was part of the mystery.

      The sixties psychedelic music that my friends and I were into offered us a way out of our times, but it was more important that it took us out of our heads. I brought my growing propensity for this head music with me in the late 1980s, when I left Lubbock for Boulder to get my master’s in creative writing at the University of Colorado. One night, a friend and I dropped some acid and were hanging out in my apartment. We were having a mellow evening, so I put on Little Feat’s first album. I was just getting into the band after hearing the Byrds’ cover of “Truck Stop Girl” on their 1970 album (untitled). Songs about broken-hearted truck drivers sitting in a diner, strung out on pills, weed, and booze, and tragically wrecking their rigs, were about as far as could be from what I’d once thought was music fit for psychedelic experience. But over the course of side 2, the acid really kicked in, confirming Grateful Dead bassist Phil Lesh’s claim that psychedelic music is simply whatever music you listen to while on psychedelics.1

      By the time Lowell George’s desolate “I’ve Been the One” came on, I had an intense out-of-body experience. I became a ghost and rose into the rafters of an Old West saloon, or maybe it was an old Western movie set, because it felt kind of fake. At any rate, I knew I was sitting in my chair somewhere down below, and for a while, I oscillated rapidly between an immersive first-person perspective in my chair and the point of view of that ghost in the rafters. As I tuned into this dual perspective, I realized that a third form of self had materialized. I was hovering in the smoke and dust just beyond and behind that first spectral avatar. This third self was a kind of copy of a copy, a trace of myself in this threshold space, holding everything together, a truss. I was twinned and then twinned again, triplicated by the act of listening so intently, listening to the listener listening. My reverie was clearly triggered by the song’s lyrics, but I can’t say that I really heard them as such over the course of its less than two and a half minutes. Rather, this highly cinematic sound space just seemed like the best vantage, the ideal point of audition, from which to listen to the song and, by listening, inhabit it. By the end of the record two songs later, “Crazy Captain Gunboat Willy” turned into a 1930s black-and-white cartoon suspended before my eyes as the album spun to its inner groove. Its closing chorus advised, “Don’t believe, now you don’t believe, don’t believe everything you hear.”

      My friend and I were now really high. I managed to turn off the record player but didn’t have the wherewithal to pick out anything else. Before long I had made it back to my chair and was tuning into the electric buzz of the lightbulb in the floor lamp to my right. I found that I could track the hum from the bulb down the wiring and out through the base of the lamp and along the power cord to the plug. I then followed this electric sound behind the wall, heading for an outlet halfway across the room. Tracing this circuitry by way of its audible hum, my mind got bundled up in this act of extended listening, getting further and further from my body. I neared the outlet under the large front window, and right when I reached this wall socket, a window-rattling thunderclap shook the room. My mind rapidly retraced the path of electric wiring and reentered my head. My eyes snapped into focus on my friend sitting in his chair across the room, where he calmly announced, “Better be careful or you’ll blow us both up.”

      Almost overloading the 120-volt household circuitry remains one of my most vivid psychedelic experiences. It is one of my favorite drug stories thanks to the way it plays toward the well-timed punchline of the cosmic trickster. To the extent that it might provide a preliminary orientation to The Magic Circle, I like to think that this narrative trajectory from “the trace to the telepathic imaginary” is in some way indicative of psychedelic listening systems more broadly.2 Arguably the most immersive of our sensory interfaces, and thus a profound, constitutive part of our environment or setting, music simultaneously affords significant aspects of our subjective mindset, including affective offloading, identity formation and maintenance, role play, and creativity. At once cerebral, emotional, and embodied, the mindful dimensions of our listening sessions can become increasingly agile and surprisingly fixated, loopy, and repetitive when psychedelics are added to the equation. If aimed toward the introspective, psychedelics and records can afford moments of life review, facilitating episodes of revelatory self-analysis, reminiscence, and critical examination of our life story. But psychedelic music does more than reinforce mindfulness. It also helps us go out of our minds by amplifying and commingling the self- and world-building functions of listening.

      Throughout The Magic Circle, I consider how records truss the experience we have of our minds to that of our environments, set and setting brought together in sonic substance. In brief, the objective of the book is to take the reader through the processes by which this last term both emerges from and underpins the first two, established by way of an ever-expanding analysis of some key psychedelic albums from the sixties. These albums will present an opportunity to consider a salient feature of all music listening systems, which extend the mind into external sensory and cognitive props for imaginative projection and play—a statement that already points to what may be the inherently psychedelic properties of music. The Magic Circle isn’t just about music per se, however, but rather recorded music more specifically. What makes the various records and those who recorded them worthy of particular attention is the way in which certain musicians, singers, producers, technicians, and sound engineers in the mid-sixties engaged the recording arts and recorded artifacts as potent and transformative psychedelic agencies. Though I certainly will acknowledge the capacity for live musical performance to facilitate psychedelic experience, my emphasis on sonic substance inevitably points toward the mind-manifesting and time- and place-transcending capacities of audio recordings.

      As we’ll find, both psychedelic studies and cognitive philosophy argue that listening to music can support a wide and supple range of cognitive modalities across the spectra of self-maintenance. Its capacity to sonically manifest the self is what makes recorded music so useful to psychedelic research, psychopharmacological therapies, and personal experiences with psychoactive drugs. And because music is innately psychedelic, it works in incredibly powerful ways when taken together with psychedelic drugs. Conversely, psychedelics are amplifiers of musical and sonic resources. It may prove that psychedelics work in innately musical ways. At any rate, sound and substance potently intensify one another’s effects. Certainly, LSD, other psychedelics, and even to some extent cannabis tap into the mind’s natural tendencies to use music as an external resource for processing sensory experience, emotions, and imagination. But these drugs also push typically endogenous, inward-pointed cognitive activities to unusual and even delusional degrees, or in other cases tap into cognitive and emotional capacities usually suppressed in waking consciousness. It’s this push toward the unusual, delusional, and typically suppressed dimensions of the mind that distinguishes much of the psychedelic music of the sixties, and this was certainly the feature that my friends and I sought out in records that could take us out of our heads and away from our contemporary milieu.

      One thing that’s come to the surface while working on this book is that it inscribes a very personal magic circle for me, a coming back to something with such insistence—the “oh, fuck, I’m gonna need a Trace” truss—that it causes a skip in the record of memory. Researchers call this the reminiscence bump.3 People tend to recall and favor the music that they listened to roughly from their early teens through their twenties. This is true for every record that I write about in this project. The listening sessions that my friends and I cultivated were deeply tied to the same inquisitive, experimental spirit that led to our seeking out mind-altering drugs. But the records did more than give us an excuse to smoke pot and try psychedelics. It turns out that this unlocked a deeper entanglement of self with musical resources. And perhaps none more so than in the case of the Beatles. With sisters ten and thirteen years older than me, I was steeped in the Beatles since before I waltzed myself right out the womb. I ended up with my oldest sister’s Beatles LPs and 45s after she got married. But the records I inherited from her paused at the US “butcher shot” compilation, Yesterday . . . and Today, skipped Revolver and Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band, and ended with Magical Mystery Tour. During high school, I bought those missing records along with The Beatles (“The White Album”), and they quickly became my favorites as I proceeded to come of age chemically to what were certainly a weirder, delusional, and no longer suppressed Beatles.

      My friends and I were all Beatles freaks and rarely got together without listening to them, often repeatedly in a single session, and typically while high as kites. We kept up with each of the Beatles’ solo efforts, and we each had a favorite. We were equally devastated by the murder of John Lennon in 1980, the year we started high school, the event confirming our suspicion that the eighties were going to suck. And so, we held onto the Beatles throughout high school with a fierce kind of devotion, partly to differentiate ourselves from our peers and from the era in which we found ourselves stuck. We talked about them constantly, reading what we could find, repeating bits of lore, and obsessively watching the 1982 Compleat Beatles VHS tape. Our pauses and rewinds eventually glitched the tape where the camera scans the cover of Revolver while “Tomorrow Never Knows” plays and at the start of the clip of the “Strawberry Fields Forever” promotional film, where the Beatles looked high as fuck. In our high school senior honors English class, we were assigned to write about a British poet for our final essays. My two best friends and I lobbied to write about the Beatles. Jim got John, I got Paul, and Mark got George. Poor Ringo. These are the very fellas with whom I would first try acid that summer after our senior year. Of course, we zeroed right in on the expansive and colorful lyrics of the Beatles’ psychedelic phase, bolstered by bits of descriptive analysis in the introduction to the Compleat Beatles songbook boxset that I had. And of course, we wanted to know what the Beatles sounded like on acid. We had done our research! And thus our sordid journeys began.

      
        “We’ve Been Turned On”

        Bob Dylan got the Beatles high on August 28, 1964, after the Fab Four’s packed show at the Forest Hills Tennis Stadium in Queens, New York. Back at their Park Avenue hotel suite, the Beatles offered champagne and purple hearts, but Dylan declined. He said he liked cheap wine but made do with the finer wines on hand. And he had some grass. Would they like some? The Beatles’ initial reluctance surprised Dylan. He thought “I Want to Hold Your Hand” made a clear reference to pot in the refrain, “I get high, I get high.” John Lennon corrected him. It’s “I can’t hide, I can’t hide.” Dylan made a mess of rolling a joint, spilling weed into the fruit bowl. His trusted companion, music writer Al Aronowitz, wasn’t any better. Finally, Dylan’s road manager Victor Maymudes took over. Anxious being out in the main room of the suite—with servers coming and going, reporters and journalists all over the place, and a police presence outside the hotel—the whole retinue of Dylan, Aronowitz, Maymudes, John, Paul, George, and Ringo, and the Beatles’ crew of manager Brian Epstein, road manager Neil Aspinall, and personal assistant Mal Evans crowded into a single bedroom.4

        John was handed the joint first, but he passed it right over to Ringo Starr, calling him his “royal taster.”5 Ringo reported favorably to the others and then proceeded to smoke the joint like a cigarette, to the dismay of Dylan’s bunch. But soon enough, Maymudes had rolled joints for everyone. Hijinks ensued. Pacing around and talking to Dylan on what felt like a spiraling, ascending walkway, Paul McCartney even thought he had found the secret of life. “There are seven levels,” he wrote in a note that he entrusted to Evans for revisiting the next morning.6 Epstein, dapper and ever the professional, kept declaring that he was on the ceiling and was later found passed out on a bed, looking to Paul like a tramp with a ragged roach hanging from the corner of his mouth.7

        At one point in the night, their press officer, Derek Taylor, stopped by to check up on the band. He recalls George Harrison announcing, “‘We’ve been turned on,’ and from then until I left, maybe 15 minutes later, it was a smoky, murky muddle of strange new expressions—‘turned on, stoned, way out’—peppered with the more familiar ‘incredible, wow, fantastic, fab, gear, man.’”8 The Beatles would soon insert some of this new “murky muddle” of pot slang into one of their songs. Recorded in October, “She’s a Woman” (November 23, 1964) features their first overt drug reference—“Turn me on when I get lonely”—which John was thrilled made it past the censors. “We were so excited to say, ‘turn me on,’” he explained; “you know, about marijuana and all that, using it as an expression.”9 This first success would lead to further coded wordplay in “Help!,” “Ticket to Ride,” “Day Tripper,” “Norwegian Wood (This Bird Has Flown),” and “Got to Get You into My Life.” As a group, the Beatles had always shared a sense of humor that informed their public personas as well as their lyrical material. It manifested through wordplay, slang, in-jokes, malapropisms, secret codes, innuendo, and put-ons. Drugs gave them something else to be linguistically sly about. As it turns out, most of The Magic Circle is concerned with the transformation of drug experience into new kinds of expression.

        The simultaneity of the Beatles’ encounter with pot and Dylan—an encounter propelled by a misheard lyric and laced through with an expanding vocabulary—plays out so singularly as rock mythos that it is easy to oversell it. Less monolithic and causative, it is symptomatic of a particular cultural moment in which, as Marshall McLuhan would declare that same year, “we see ourselves translated more and more into the form of information, moving toward the technological extension of consciousness. . . . We can translate more and more of ourselves into other forms of expression that exceed ourselves.”10 Enamored of both pot and Dylan, the Beatles seem to have found just what they needed and what they were looking for—a catalyst that would trigger a significant change in their creative practice. As a symbol of this change, pot and Dylan in tandem represent a transformation of craft that involves a distinctly cognitive turn, aiming the Beatles in the direction of making turned-on head music conveyed in part by a new language.

        Not only the Beatles’ vocabulary but the way they sounded would change remarkably as cannabis, Dylan, and an increasing amount of time spent in the recording studio combined to exert a transformative influence on the band. In the early years of the 1960s, the Beatles had been amped up on alcohol and speed, which fueled their energetic blend of the backbeat of R&B and rock and roll with the harmonies and theatrics of American girl groups like the Shirelles, the Marvelettes, and the Cookies—all of whom the Beatles would cover on their first two albums.11 Less than two months after their performance on The Ed Sullivan Show on February 9, 1964, the Beatles held the top five slots on the Billboard Hot 100 and Cash Box music industry singles charts. Their recordings captured a palpable, living electric energy, which their television, film, and live performances reinforced through image as much as sound. But as the Beatles shed their earlier sonic sources to focus on original material, they began to move away from public performance and toward unusual sounds that could only be produced in the studio. Supported by the highly creative crew at Abbey Road Studios comprised of producer George Martin and engineers Geoff Emerick, Norman Smith, and Ken Townsend, among others, the Beatles’ records began to introduce new sonic effects to pop music. An extraneous squawk of feedback leads off the single “I Feel Fine” (November 23, 1964). Its B-side was “She’s a Woman,” which in addition to its drug slang is driven by the prominently engineered and hyperactive, melodic basslines that Paul would pursue throughout his psychedelic period. The fade-in that introduces “Eight Days a Week” on Beatles for Sale (December 4, 1964) was a novel structural trick that builds a palpable sense of anticipation, an effect enhanced by the placement of the song as the lead track on side 2, their first song to be so strategically situated in terms of the album experience.

        The next year and a half would yield the Beatles four new albums: Help! (August 6, 1965), Rubber Soul (December 3, 1965), Revolver (August 5, 1966), and Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band (May 26, 1967), as well as two major singles: “Paperback Writer”/“Rain” (May 30, 1966 [US], June 10, 1966 [UK]) and “Strawberry Fields Forever”/“Penny Lane” (February 13, 1967). Throughout this time, the Beatles continued to steep themselves in a potent and expansive blend of Dylan, West Coast folk-rock, Bakersfield country, Stax soul, the Beach Boys’ Baroque pop, and classical music, eventually adding in British dance hall, melodrama scores, Indian raga, and the electronic avant-garde. The reading material of the principal songwriters changes as well, encompassing Eastern religion, nihilist philosophy, psychedelic manuals, and absurdist theater. There were notable changes in attitude, too, though not uniformly or singularly so. The band became at once more aggressive, confessional, cryptic, humorous, and occasionally cruel. They could be a harder rocking outfit when they wanted to, and they could lock into a soulful groove. They were capable of very tender songs of love, loss, introspection, and nostalgia. Some songs were more openly autobiographical and self-reflective than their previous efforts. But this would be matched in turn by an explosion of imaginary characters like the Nowhere Man, the Paperback Writer, Eleanor Rigby, Dr. Robert, the Taxman, Billy Shears, Lovely Rita, and Lucy, to name a few. Here and throughout The Magic Circle, I am concerned with the nature of sonic identity and how the proliferation of recorded persona can transmit psychedelic ways of being in the world. I claim that sonic personas are recorded mind manifestations passed along on records as a form of portable mindset. This active sonic agency works on us whether we want it to or not and in this way is indicative of psychedelic substances.

        As psychoactive influences become part of the narrative of artistic transformation, first pot, and soon LSD, act as potent accelerants toward the experimental sonic craft and content of the Beatles’ psychedelic records. The initial conflation of cannabis and Dylan suggests a singular agential force at something like the beginning of this increasingly psychedelic—literally, mind-manifesting—process. It does so in a succinct, highly relatable format. Its capacities as an origin story appeal to me as an example of the ways in which psychoactive substances substantiate, rather than merely symbolize, formation of new sonic persona through the material resources of the record. As an artifact, the LP record has a special capacity to sustain personal, cognitive, and psychological exploration, as well as those of a cultural, social, and technological sort. It also has unique limitations and material constraints that distinguish it from, for instance, the potentially interminable playlists that we might sequence or shuffle through on a digital music platform. Throughout The Magic Circle, I will write more generally about recorded sound and more particularly about the record album, which transforms all aspects of our experience of music and sound. This turn to the recorded artifact has a special relevance for the emerging psychedelic listening systems in the electrifying milieu of the mid-1960s—that is, for those listening experiences newly prone toward the integration of extended mind-machine-music systems and psychopharmacological adjuncts.

        By 1966, the Beatles had largely abandoned live performance. With the help of their various producers, engineers, technicians, and session musicians, they turned the studio into an instrument in its own right. In this respect, their transformation was less like Dylan and more like that of Brian Wilson, who quit touring with the Beach Boys in 1964 to focus on composition and studio production. Sequestered from his bandmates, Brian began turning the pop song on its head to reveal a new—more mature, contemplative, and expanded—mind and to inform his luscious tales of longing, loneliness, lust, and love with greater emotional complexity. The progressive psychedelic pop of the Beatles likewise encompassed personal, introspective spaces, though their own repertoire soon included a unique range of surreal sonic fantasies, weird dreamscapes, and bizarre observations. Their imaginations prodded in a quick cascade by the latest recordings from Dylan, the Beach Boys, and the Byrds, and nurtured by their use of weed and acid, the Beatles left a trail of novel recording practices, audio technologies, and records in their wake. In what follows, I’m particularly tuned into the way that this sonic shift accompanied a change in pop subject matter, which gradually drifted away from the body and heart of traditional rock and roll, and from the social conscience of the political body of folk, to the mind.

        Soon countless other pop groups would take to the studio as a newly lysergic-christened playground. But the studio wasn’t the only space of experimentation. Extending the mind into raw electric noise circuits would become increasingly important to the early practitioners of psychedelic sonics, and many bands rode the electrical-chemical edge between psyche and sound technologies in front of a compatibly altered audience. Figuring out the balance between live improvisational excursions, the increasingly sophisticated technologies of the modern recording studio, and the physical limitation of recorded time afforded by the long-playing record album would prove a challenge—both frustrating and rewarding—for groups like the 13th Floor Elevators, the Grateful Dead, Jefferson Airplane, Pink Floyd, Love, the Byrds, and the Jimi Hendrix Experience. While all these groups are notable as performers, I’m more interested in their output as recording artists. Their records act as both trip reenactments and facilitators, integrating new sound-processing effects and unusual instrumentation to create distorted, delayed, out-of-context, or otherwise manipulated sounds that suggest what it’s like to hear while chemically altered. The psychedelic listener is by turn drawn to psychedelic records because they are generative sites ripe for amplification of auditory, emotional, and psychological processes. Songs about acid experiences become de facto guides to the psychedelic experience. A good handful are intended as manuals for exploration of novel states of consciousness—particularly those that involve the intake of pot and acid.

      
      
        A Little Music Helps

        It is unlikely that the Beatles or any of the other psychedelic pop and rock groups discussed throughout The Magic Circle could have imagined the profile that psychedelics would attain in the twenty-first century. But they would likely not be surprised by the substantive role that musical recordings play in the psychedelic sciences and chemically assisted psychotherapies. With psychedelic research and therapies alike now inconceivable without the integration of music as part of their official protocols, contemporary practices are in fact coming back around to the deeper historical understanding that psychoactive chemicals and musical resources are of a kind.

        Having test subjects listen to music while on psychedelic substances provides researchers a resource to measure, map, and model cognitive activity, while therapists use music to plot out an extended session and gauge personal growth through thoughtful preparation of musical cues ahead of it and as integration tools afterward. An international study using functional MRI scanners has tracked the brain activity of subjects listening to music while on LSD, revealing an “extensive neurobiological overlap in the brain regions that are impacted by psychedelics and the brain regions that may be recruited during music listening.”12 Other researchers at Johns Hopkins agree, concluding that music and the classic psychedelic substances (psilocybin, LSD, and DMT) “mechanistically relate in several neurobiological and neurochemical ways.”13 Accounting for music’s therapeutic value in psychedelic contexts, further studies show that music supports the way we attribute meaning to events, modulate and process our emotions, engage mental imagery, perceive time, and construct and understand our identities.14 At the same time, researchers have tracked the ways in which psychedelics alter our perception of music. Psychedelics enhance our emotional response to it, stimulate unusual audiovisual phenomena while we listen to it, affect our neural response to dynamic changes in tone, rhythm, and structural peculiarities, and change the degree to which we appreciate musical selections and perceive their meaningfulness.15 In the therapeutic environment, psychedelic therapists rely on playlists to generally sequence a session, but they can also change music as warranted by the situation or input of the patient as a form of crisis mitigation or to intensify experiences. Music can program both safe and challenging spaces for the user, which it does through the management of mood and direction of mindset as well as by changing the feel of the setting.

        Reading about recent research projects investigating music and psychedelics or checking out online playlists assembled with the goal of supporting transformative psychopharmacological sessions, one could almost be forgiven for thinking that sixties psychedelia was an anomaly rather than a key generative moment that can continue to sustain a special kind of relationship between the psychedelic user and the repository of recorded mind-manifesting music. Without a doubt, many contemporary researchers and therapists are eager to distance themselves from the sixties as much as possible, including its record catalog. They tend to favor contemporary classical music, world music, and ambient and other electronic genres, and they frequently favor instrumental music or lyrics sung in a language not understood by the listener.16 Of course, this sonic distancing is part of a larger effort to distinguish psychedelic research from the prior framework of countercultural conflict.17 But another reason for this slewing away from sixties psychedelia may be that a good number of psychedelic records from that time are unpredictable and often indicative of fraught, unstable, challenging, and even rather damaged, psychological experiences.

        Despite their strategic disavowal of most classic sixties tropes, contemporary research initiatives and therapeutic practitioners owe to this formative period an appreciation for the recorded artifact as a particularly effective component of psychological programming aimed at cognitive exploration and personal growth in the context of psychedelic usage. At the same time, one of the unanticipated consequences of the increasingly sophisticated vocabulary that has emerged from recent psychedelic science discourse is the broader context it provides for understanding the experiences that pioneering psychedelic musicians of the 1960s were having of each other’s records in light of their own psychedelic drug experiences. Given that anecdotal evidence of musicians discussed throughout The Magic Circle taking psychedelics while listening to each other’s records is scant, the point is rather that a dynamic nexus of new sonic behaviors emerges during this time. New musical sensibilities are reinforced, materially as well as conceptually, by the chemical resources of the emerging counterculture. At times inspiring, others devastating, a pharmacopeia of mind-manifesting, mood-regulating, and performance-enhancing and -debilitating substances would make the histories of rock music and drug cultures generally inseparable.

        The degree to which psychedelic cultures and music cultures are interwoven into the sonic artifacts of the sixties is a notable aspect of the era of electrified popular media in its nascent globalized form. As we will see, LSD’s timely intervention in popular culture both accommodated and amplified the electric shock of culture for organisms that have come to wear their nervous systems outside their skins, as Marshall McLuhan vividly described in 1964.18 As electric sonic phenomena, the psychedelic record album proves to be distinct from, though not unrelated to, other cultural and historical entanglements of psychedelic substances and music.19 Granting the long-form history of “ancient medicinal and ceremonial contexts,” acknowledging ongoing Indigenous and Indigenous-referencing practices, and recognizing the continuing relevance of live psychedelic music performances (ceremonial or otherwise), what I focus on over the course of The Magic Circle is the special role of the record album as a function of sonic set, setting, and substance.20 This role has to do with the capacity for recorded sound to guide the drug user’s cognitive and emotional disposition before, during, and after the psychedelic experience.

        As far as therapeutic applications go, practitioners have known for some time what fMRI scans now validate in the form of mechanistic neural models. In 1952, Dr. Ronald Sandison, consultant psychiatrist at Powick Hospital, Gloucestershire, UK, provided patients with a teddy bear, a blackboard, and a record player for sessions with one of the first batches of Sandoz LSD. When asked what music proved most popular, Sandison notes, “Almost entirely folk music or anything that was traditional. . . . We asked the patient if they would like it, and what their favorite was. We had a pretty good selection of records.”21 Coupled with stuffed animals and blankets, the record album is notable for its ability to establish a comforting setting for the patient. Twenty years later, Helen Bonny and Walter Pahnke’s pioneering study of music in psychedelic therapies describes music’s capacity to lead patients through transformative sessions. Published in the summer 1972 volume of the Journal of Music Therapy, Bonny and Pahnke’s “The Use of Music in Psychedelic (LSD) Psychotherapy” recommends specific musical records that a therapist might sequence to guide the trajectory of the experience. Suggested recordings, most drawn from the Western classical traditions, are grouped according to the stage of the six-plus hours of a psychedelic psychotherapy session at which they are deemed the most effective. Bonny and Pahnke’s discussion is peppered with observations like, “The choice of music as amplifier and stabilizer is crucial,” and “In the repertoire designated as peak music are certain selections which have been shown . . . to evoke powerful emotions and to aid greatly in facilitating the occurrence of peak experiences if played at the proper time.”22 Aiming for a kind of cognitive attunement intended to synchronize what is going on in the mind of the listener with a more or less consistent pharmacological arc, they appeal to the record’s capacity to establish mindset.

        When contemporary psychedelic studies stress the importance of music selection in therapeutic applications, they draw on music’s capacity to engage the two fundamental pillars of psychedelic praxis: “set and setting.”23 “Set” describes the psychological and emotional state, including overall mood, expectations, intentions, and anxieties. “Setting” refers to environmental contexts such as physical surroundings, external stimuli, and social dynamics of companions and others. Therapists rely on playlists to generally sequence a session, curating a sonic environment “where each phase is associated with a distinguishable set of psychological needs the music can serve,” and which consist of preparatory stages (pre-onset), “ascent” (onset, building toward peak), “peak,” “descent” (or reentry), and return.24 Assessing music’s effect on the mindset of the user throughout a session, a report published in the International Review of Psychiatry succinctly concludes: “Music appears to influence the efficacy of therapy significantly, through modulating emotion, including the facilitating of mystical experiences, and through supporting autobiographical processes.”25 Music selection thus manages the psychedelic experience by mediating the border between set and setting, scripting external stimuli, the effects of which are mostly internal. It provides a vital component of the environment of the trip as well as helping to facilitate and manage powerful cognitive events all along the major stages of the psychedelic session.

        The concept of “set and setting” is typically attributed to Timothy Leary, the complicated Harvard psychologist and psychedelics advocate who, after his dismissal from the university for administering psychedelics to students, became a ubiquitous media presence and figurehead of the sixties counterculture.26 While researchers had considered the role of extra-pharmacological influences on the effects of psychedelics throughout the 1950s, Leary proved adept at turning “set and setting” into media-ready jargon. Moreover, Leary’s guidebook The Psychedelic Experience: A Manual Based on the Tibetan Book of the Dead (1964)—developed with two Harvard colleagues, the psychology professor Richard Alpert (Ram Dass) and graduate student Ralph Metzner—integrates the terminology of set and setting into functional aspects of trip programming.27 Consistent with Leary’s overall ambition of increasing awareness of psychedelics in the culture at large, this would be the first major book that presented to a general audience both a rationale and guidance for the use of psychedelics as a tool of personal development and spiritual growth.

        There had of course been earlier, breakthrough works that introduced the reading public to psychedelic experience. Perhaps foremost among these is the novelist and philosopher Aldous Huxley’s The Doors of Perception (1954), which describes his experiences on mescaline, the psychoactive alkaloid derived from the peyote cactus. Huxley’s text covers a wide range of psychological, philosophical, spiritual, and literary territory. Leary, Metzner, and Alpert dedicate The Psychedelic Experience to Huxley and cite a lengthy passage from The Doors of Perception that evokes “the Clear Light” of The Tibetan Book of the Dead as their epigraph. But whereas Huxley’s book is primarily descriptive and analytic, The Psychedelic Experience is intended to be instructional. Broadly interpreting the funerary guide of The Tibetan Book of the Dead as a manual for a growing audience of recreational psychedelic users, The Psychedelic Experience not only covers aspects of esoteric experience but also includes practical guidance regarding time management, physical spaces, lighting, music, and dietary provisions. One feature that these guidebooks lack for the solo psychonaut, however, is access to their content during the most volatile or otherwise incapacitating moments of the trip. The model itself, The Tibetan Book of the Dead, is intended to be read to, not read by, the recently departed. The sound recording would be an improvement, then, as psychedelic guide, something John Lennon and the Beatles would first actualize in “Tomorrow Never Knows,” their radically sonified translation of The Psychedelic Experience, and which Leary would go on to explore in his own recordings.

        Prior to The Psychedelic Experience, one must look much further back to find any public-facing text that is not merely descriptive of but offers instructions for the use of psychoactive substances. Particularly relevant is the French decadent poet Charles Baudelaire’s comparative reflections on the relative virtues and vices of wine and hashish, as well as a more expansive text on hashish. Dating from the mid-nineteenth century, these essays include what I believe to be the first description of something like set and setting. Baudelaire and a group of poets, novelists, painters, and playwrights calling themselves Le Club des Hashischins (“Club of the Hashish-Eaters” or “Club of Assassins”) met on occasion throughout the latter half of the 1840s at a Parisian hotel. Their goal was to indulge Orientalist fantasies while partaking of imported delicacies introduced in the wake of France’s colonial occupation of Algeria. Administered by Dr. Jacques-Joseph Moreau, whose interest in the psychiatric effects of drugs on the central nervous system led to the first published study of a psychoactive substance, the club ingested hashish in the form of a potent edible known as dawamesc. Described by Baudelaire as a “green jelly,” but more likely a paste, this Algerian dessert consisted of cannabis indica resin, pistachios, honey, cloves, and other spices, and was taken in dosages ranging from fifteen to thirty grams.28 Served with stimulating Turkish coffee, the hashish jam apparently packed a wallop, as depicted most vividly in the hallucinatory prose of Club member Théophile Gautier’s “The Club of Assassins” (1846) and Baudelaire’s “The Poem of Hashish” (1860).29 While not technically a psychedelic substance, the hashish did appear to facilitate the kinds of effects associated with tryptamines, including acute sensory awareness, sensory distortion, synesthesia, vivid waking dreams, extremes of emotional affect, obsessive thought patterns and loops, deformations of personality, including the loss of sense of self, projection into inanimate objects, and distortion of time and space.

        Where Gautier’s work builds toward a dreamlike border between reportage and the fantastic, Baudelaire’s “poem” (it is in fact a prose piece) rehashes, as it were, portions of an earlier essay, “On Wine and Hashish: Compared as a Means of Multiplying Personality” (1851). The later manuscript adopts a slightly more analytical tone. In Baudelaire’s early comparative work, he suggests that while wine primarily works on emotional fortitude, hashish amplifies both the state of mind and awareness of surroundings by “an exacerbation of his personality as well as a very vivid sense of his circumstances and environment.”30 It is therefore preferable to “submit to its effects” only in comfortable spaces and in the best of conditions.31 Where wine acts as a boon to camaraderie and a balm to the downcast, hashish is an amplifier of what it is given. This includes the state of the user’s mind, and so hashish should be avoided “if you have a bothersome piece of business to transact, if your mind is inclined to spleen, or if you have a bill to pay.”32 In the later revision, Baudelaire expands on this, advising against any worry or care that would disrupt the hashish “debauch,” and turn its pleasures into anguish.33 External factors must also be taken into consideration by the hashish eater. “As far as possible,” Baudelaire prescribes in the manuscript, “you need a fine apartment or a fine landscape, a carefree and detached mind, a few accomplices whose intellectual temperament is close to yours, and a little music too, if possible.”34 He will reprise this passage in “The Poem” before concluding more emphatically, “if furthermore you can count on a little music, then everything is for the best.”35

        Attending to set and setting appears to be part of the perennial wisdom of exploratory, recreational drug use. Music contributes to the maintenance of both in psychedelic sessions. But as it does so, music also makes it particularly difficult to distinguish one from the other. In fact, music’s primary role as a cognitive resource during psychedelic experience may be its capacity to confuse, entangle, and reveal set and setting as mutually interdependent where cognition and emotion are concerned. Recognizing this entanglement of set and setting, The Magic Circle builds the case that music is in fact a third thing. A sonic substance. The term has its roots in a short piece about tape editing by ambient music pioneer Brian Eno and, more extensively, in the study of Indigenous sound-based healing practices conducted by ethnomusicologist Bernd Brabec de Mori in the Peruvian Amazon. Still more expansively, I’ve found evidence of sonic substance-oriented thinking across generations of drug literature not only by Baudelaire and Gautier but also in the writings of Thomas De Quincey, Walter Benjamin, Leary, Jacques Derrida, and Richard Doyle. And it is present in the sound studies and media theories of McLuhan, R. Murray Schafer, Friedrich Kittler, and Sadie Plant. I integrate consideration of most of these writers in what follows—some quite deeply and implicitly as they’ve saturated my critical framework over decades of work on other projects, others more explicitly. Putting this theoretical and practical approach to sound as both drug and media into dialogue with some of the most significant musical output of the original psychedelic era, I aim to show how recorded artifacts—particularly, long-playing records—hold a substantive listening space for psychedelic thinking by cultivating new audible worlds (settings) and novel sonic persona (sets).

        As an emblematic substance that melts away the distinctions between set and setting, the sound recording plays an integral role in psychedelic experience precisely because the sources of its origin are invisible and often unidentifiable by listening alone. Subject to signal processing, technical effects, engineered mixing interventions, and post-recording editing, the “sound” becomes somehow mythic, certainly mysterious, and magical. Psychedelically informed musicians coin their own names for it: Bob Dylan’s “thin, wild mercury sound,” Brian Wilson’s “feel,” and Jerry Garcia’s “record consciousness.” Even for its creators, albums like the Beach Boys’ Pet Sounds, the Beatles’ Revolver, or the Dead’s Aoxomoxoa could only be experienced as a recording first and foremost; there was no singular, prior, real-time event that encompassed everything heard on the record. This is what I have in mind when I characterize records in what follows as generative, rather than merely duplicative, processes of sound reproduction.

      
      
        The Magic Circle: Liner Notes

        This book takes its title from an early alternative suggested before the Beatles settled on Revolver. While sitting in hotel suites on their last international tour and listening to a copy of their latest album on George Harrison’s portable reel-to-reel, the Beatles struggled to give a title to what they had just completed. They considered magical phrases, geometrical shapes, or absurd mimics of the titles of recent albums by Bob Dylan, the Beach Boys, and the Rolling Stones.36 They kept coming back to the idea of things that were circular, hypnotically and cyclically swinging, and contemporarily coded. Finally, Paul McCartney threw out “revolver,” and it stuck.37 I write more about this naming process later. Here, I just want to highlight some of the motifs suggested by “magic circle” and “revolver”: cyclical return, magic spells, the relationship between geometrical forms, the revolutionary, and the generative capacities of the mimic or copy. Ultimately, the Beatles settled on “Revolver” because it just said what the record did. It revolved. The Beatles thought “Revolver” to be objective, literal, and a transparent reference to the physical record platter. Like the album itself, the title was a blank slate that multiplied possible meanings, was something the listener could project themselves into, and in this respect was very much like LSD.

        LSD is generally thought to be “a non-specific amplifier” of the personal predispositions of the user, including unacknowledged or unknown ones, as well as the immediate environment and the larger cultural conditions that inform the psychedelic experience.38 It is precisely LSD’s essential neutrality, its lack of consistency and propensity toward generative feedback loops, that makes its effects so dependent on the variables of set and setting.39 But it’s also what makes it so uniquely potent as a psychopharmacological agent. “Not only did you take LSD,” Ryan Walsh writes in his secret history of Boston’s sixties counterculture, “but LSD also took you.”40 I have found this approach to nonspecific augmentation useful for a study of psychedelic music like my own, which has little interest in defining psychedelia as a genre.41 Rather, I approach the term “psychedelia” itself as an amplifying agency that points a given record’s various aesthetic, lyrical, and technical signifiers toward the emergent properties of a critical listening strategy. As much as I am interested in the technologies, sensibilities, and experiences that have led to what we hear on psychedelic records, I am more interested in the record’s continuing capacity to provide space for psychological play.

        The organization of The Magic Circle evokes the format of the LP record. The layout is rather straightforward. There are two tracks on side 1 and one extended track on side 2. On the first track, we begin with a compact orientation around Revolver that encompasses the Beatles’ own catalog as well as mid-sixties records by Dylan, the Beach Boys, and the Byrds. The second track expands into the first three albums to feature the word “psychedelic” in their titles, all released in the fall of 1966 just as the first laws against LSD were passed. These records are Psychedelic Moods by the Deep, the Blues Magoos’ Psychedelic Lollipop, and The Psychedelic Sounds of the 13th Floor Elevators, by the band of that name. We then flip over to side 2 for one epic monster of a track that expands still further to encompass songs and albums by Jefferson Airplane, Pink Floyd, the Jimi Hendrix Experience, the Byrds, and Love, before coming back to the Beatles and heading, inescapably, toward the lock groove that wraps up Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band.

        This book differs from most other studies of sixties psychedelic music because I am less concerned with genre definition, and I don’t often approach biographical information, historical events, and cultural contexts in order to explain the genesis of particular recorded works.42 Rather, I am more invested in the records discussed here as contemporary resources for adventurous and fruitful listening sessions. The range of content in this introductory orientation provides some examples of my approach and the general scope and varied tones that follow. I take an anecdotal approach to rock music history, which I track as lore relevant to the emergence of psychedelic listening as a novel form of auditory experience, peppered with my own personal narratives, and arranged in an increasingly expansive engagement of written works from a broad variety of fields. While I draw on scholarly music studies and pop and rock music journalism, I am more invested in introducing an overarching psychedelic sonics that combines the critical output of philosophers, anthropologists, neuroscientists, media theorists, sound studies scholars, and drug users. As we spiral through The Magic Circle, I activate a theory of listening that accounts for the ways in which records are psychedelic adjuncts capable of affording novel states of consciousness, and which we can engage strategically, critically, and creatively as part of the psychedelic apparatus of the listener. The “magic circle” designates the material form of the LP record while also emblematizing how the record relates cyclically to its listeners, cognitively and affectively orienting us toward the intensification of our own listening experience as a kind of spiraling inward.

        There is also an important conceptual element to this book’s long-player structure. The two tracks comprising side 1 discuss “set” and “setting” respectively, while side 2 covers “substance.” Where the form of the book is conceived as a two-sided record, its effect is intended to be rather druglike and a kind of psychedelic in its own right. We begin on track 1 with the documentation of novel drug experiences in the Beatles’ Revolver. This track prompts us to consider the record not merely as a unique artform but also a pathological trigger capable of instigating a crisis of consciousness. Here, I reflect on sound theorist R. Murray Schafer’s concept of sound recording as a “schizophonic” illness, which regards the record’s splitting of sounds from their originating sources abnormal to the point of psychosis. By contrast, the LP is also an innovative form of psychological or spiritual technology. This contrary perspective is established by a study of media theorist Friedrich Kittler’s taxonomy of “psychotechnologies,” a theory that foregrounds the embeddedness of psychological processes within technological forms, as well as composer Pierre Schaeffer’s concept of the sonorous object. A remediation of consciousness by recorded artifacts will encourage us to consider the record as a psychedelic media in contact with the material foundations of mindful phenomena that sound recording makes available.

        Track 2 considers the psychotomimetic (or “psychosis imitating”) aspects of psychedelic music by way of the language that develops around recorded artifacts. Here, we examine the use of the word “psychedelic” as a functional setting, a set of operative codes and commands, at work within a culturally managed logocentrism that conditions expectations for novel listening experiences. I show how psychedelic records constitute and manage an emerging media ecology. Here, my extramusical resources stick close to the historical period under consideration, focusing on Timothy Leary’s psychedelic translation projects as well as his, perhaps fictitious, interactions with media theorist Marshall McLuhan, in order to dig further into the interplay of medium and message essential to psychedelic listening systems.

        Over on side 2, we spin deeper into the haze of the psychedelic sonic ecology by considering the record as a technological format for psychological intervention and further investigating the coded language that psychedelia fosters. As we tune into the ways in which psychedelia undoes and releases from meaning the very language used to express it, the sonic substance is shown to be a kind of pharmakon, host to generative contradictions, amplifier of both psychological and cultural tensions, and a substantive magnification of internal set and external setting that fundamentally confuses the two and so unleashes broadly prolific potentialities and creative outcomes. This extended track draws on the widest historical range of extramusical resources and greatest variety of fields of scholarship and literature to attain a plateau of distributed thinking. The philosopher Jacques Derrida’s “Plato’s Pharmacy,” published in 1968 and tangentially partaking of the psychedelic milieu, is a foundational text for this portion of the project, supplemented by the field work of Bernd Brabec de Mori. These texts facilitate a sound-based exploration of psychedelic rhetoric rooted in simultaneously materialist and numinous philosophies to bolster our approach to the LP record as a mind-manifesting medium and spiritual technology. Rather than an artifact measurable by the accuracy and faithfulness of its reproduction of prior lived experience and expression, the psychedelic record is best understood as a site of creative mishearing, double entendre, contradiction, redirection, and auditory hallucination.

        Where in the classic approach to psychedelic experience “set” orients us toward our interiority and “setting” to exteriority, I propose in The Magic Circle that the sonic substance circulates between them in ways that amplify their meaningfulness and value as cognitive and emotional resources. The qualities of set and setting are not only intensified, but the mind becomes looser and more agile as it revolves between interior and exterior influences—even as it is made more prone to fixations, fears, obsessions, looping patterns of thought and behavior, fascination and terror, recognition and renewal, enchantment and despair. As repressed psychological content surfaces alongside a renewed capacity for its acceptance and integration, the mind is recentered but also opened up along its boundaries. Set and setting are transformed by the magic circle—the feedback loop between the record and the listener—into what Paul calls “another kind of mind there.”
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          Set and Setting
        

      
      
        Psychedelic drugs in context can be read as a fresh attempt to address a seemingly irresolvable paradox: how to give substance to abstraction.

        —Rob Chapman, Psychedelia and Other Colours
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          “Another Kind of Mind There” (Schizophonic Reactions)
        

      
      
        We are no longer ourselves. Each will know his own. We have been aided, inspired, multiplied.

        —Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, A Thousand Plateaus

      

      The psychedelic turn that the Beatles’ music takes in 1966 is clearly signaled by the mind-manifesting cover art of Revolver. Released on August 5, 1966, Revolver is the first Beatles album without a recent photograph of the band on its front jacket. It’s the second not to include the band’s name. The black-and-white design features prominent line drawn portraits of the four Beatles courtesy of Klaus Voormann, a visual artist and bass player the Beatles had befriended in Hamburg earlier in the sixties. Dissatisfied with a montage put together by their longtime cover designer and photographer Robert Freeman, they had suggested that Voormann contribute to the project to help refresh their image. They played some mixes for Voormann, who was particularly impressed by “Tomorrow Never Knows,” and the artist set out to produce something equally adventurous. Integrating numerous cut-up photographs and new ink drawings, the cover art suggests both the nineteenth-century British illustrator Aubrey Beardsley and the collage techniques of German Dadaist Kurt Schwitters.1 All four Beatles were enthusiastic about what Voormann came up with, and when their manager Brian Epstein saw it, he apparently burst into tears.2 It was as significant a transformation of their image as the one he’d first initiated three years prior.

      Each Beatle’s gaze tracks a different direction. In the top right, John Lennon’s face is directed toward the viewer, but he looks side-eye to his right. Below him, George Harrison also faces the viewer, eyes straight ahead. Here the image is particularly striking because the eyes and lips have been cut from a photo of George and fitted into the line drawing. Ringo Starr’s portrait occupies the lower left, head tilted back and to his right, his eyes looking upward in the same direction. Above Ringo is a profile of Paul McCartney, his left side facing the viewer. His eye (we see only his left) has also been replaced by a photographic collage. In fact, on closer inspection, all eyes on the four main heads have been replaced, partly or in full, with photographic cut-outs, lending the faces something of the uncanny effect of a mask, the eyes behind them oddly, perhaps even suspiciously, glazed. Just trying to keep up with the varying points of view that the cover depicts gets the viewer’s head revolving.

      As it had always been for the Beatles, it’s all about the hair. The entire image is dominated by their shaggy hair, countless single strands rendered in Voormann’s finest lines, growing out of control. Bubbling up and out of the Beatles’ hairy heads is a riot of other Beatles. Some of these are hand-drawn images, but most are cut from photographs pulled from Freeman’s archive dating back to 1964. A few come from magazines, newspapers, and tour books. The four largest heads on the cover become a fantastic landscape for the miniatures to stand atop, hills to lie back upon, jungles of hair to claw their way through. Small figures are tangled in hair, hands and arms and heads emerging through the strands. None of the images are particularly flattering, rather demonstrating more of the cheeky, capering side of the group. But there is also a notable variety of facial expressions and moods. Several photos seem specifically intended to upset or exaggerate the one-dimensional traits with which the popular press had long stereotyped each Beatle: “the cynical one” (John), “the cute one” (Paul), “the quiet one” (George), and “the funny one” (Ringo). A solemn young Ringo sits stiffly on top of George’s head, for instance, while behind him a pensive bust of John, hand at chin, just barely rises from the unkempt hair. Elsewhere, a tiny George, hand cocked behind his ear as if listening, emerges from Paul’s left ear. The heads are frequently disembodied.

      Roughly centering the album cover is the only photo of the four Beatles as a group. It is an old one dating back to a February 1964 press conference in Miami and originally published in the March 21, 1964, edition of The Saturday Evening Post.3 Their heads cluster together, faces distorted by a fisheye lens. Ringo’s ringed hands and arms rest on top of another John head, here wearing a fake beard. Just above and behind them, the four Beatles characters drawn by Voormann suggest an Edward Gorey illustration, especially given George’s unsettling pair of black voids for eyes. Climbing through a mass of drawn hair clinging to their limbs, they are pencil thin, androgynous, stringy-haired waifs, so close together they seem to have become one. All tangled up with each other like this—“intertwingled,” as the psychedelic rhetorician Richard Doyle might call it—the Beatles are at once inseparable as a creative ecosystem and yet very clearly heading in different directions.4

      While there is plenty of humor in parts of the Revolver cover collage, the overall effect isn’t that it’s funny or meant to be so. Revolver more radically distorts the Beatles’ image than the prior album cover of Rubber Soul (December 3, 1965) had done with its slight funhouse mirror warping. Rather, Revolver makes the Beatles look weirder, vaguely alien, and off-putting. The cover suggests to Beatles historian Steve Turner the famous etching by Francisco Goya The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters. Given the band’s recent experiments with LSD and ongoing use of marijuana, he writes, it was “as though John, Paul, George, and Ringo were in another state of consciousness that was causing these earlier versions of them to escape.”5 Turner’s evocation of Goya’s monsters recalls Rolling Stone Mick Jagger’s fondness for calling the Fab Four a “four-headed monster.”6 Without a doubt, the cover image is somehow monstrous, though by no means sinister. Jagger’s insult was aimed at the lack of individual character in the Beatles’ public persona, as they all dressed alike and were very rarely seen independently of each other. By contrast, the Revolver cover makes it clear that the Beatles have now expanded, been multiplied, and have become nothing less and nothing more than a riotous bundle of rapidly individuating personas.

      During an extended break from other commitments prior to working on Revolver, the unique personality of each of the four Beatles had grown more distinct, more involved—even more self-involved. Each was nurtured by his own tastes, interests, passions, and influences. Each in fact became many, though perhaps some more so than the others, which is precisely what the album’s cover celebrates. The Beatles felt this individuating transformation was essential to their development as progressive artists rather than merely pop entertainers. As Paul explained in a 1966 interview with British DJ Alan Freeman for Rave magazine, “We can’t just stop where we are or there’s nothing left to do. We can go on trying to make popular records and it can get dead dull if we’re not trying to expand at all and move on into other things. Unless you’re careful, you can be successful and unsuccessful at the same time.”7 In mid-June 1966, Paul would remark to Alan Smith of the NME that the Beatles weren’t aiming to please everyone, and that they “try to be as varied as possible.”8 The same day, George, interviewed by Alan Walsh of Melody Maker, would explain:

      
        In the Beatles, we’re fortunate because each of us has something

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
        “You Won’t See Me”

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          
        

        
        
        
      
      
        “A Complete Unknown”

        
        
        
        
          
        

        
        
          
        

        
        
        
        
          
        

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      
      
        Acid Byrds (Electricity as Elevation)

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          
          
        

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      
      
        It’s a Schizophonic Freak-Out!

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
      
      
        “On Some Faraway Beach” (Brian Wilson Feels)

        
        
        
        
        
          
        

        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
        
          
        

        
        
        
        
        
        
          
          
        

        
        
        
      
      
        Four Four-Headed Monsters (Record Consciousness)
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