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REVIEW ESSAY

‘You Can Tell Right Away at Letter A’: The Public Sphere of Sixties Rock

Writing the record: the Village Voice and the birth of rock criticism, by Devon
Powers, Amherst, University of Massachsetts Press, 2013, 176 pp., $22.95 (paper-
back), ISBN-10 1625340125

The republic of rock: music and citizenship in the Sixties counterculture, by
Michael J. Kramer, New York, Oxford University Press, 2013, 292 pp., $29.95
(cloth), ISBN 978-0-19-538486-4

Nearly 20 years ago, in 1996, my then 11-year-old son used to listen for hours
on end to Evil Empire, Rage Against the Machine’s second album. From what I
could hear through his closed door, it wasn’t my kind of music. But cleaning his
room one afternoon, I idly picked up the CD case and was startled to see the cover
art on its insert: a photograph of a sprawl of books that included Jean-Paul Sartre’s
The Age of Reason, Herbert Marcuse’s The Aesthetic Dimension, Carlos Castane-
da’s The Teachings of Don Juan, Franz Fanon’s Wretched of the Earth, The Marx
Engels Reader, The Autobiography of Malcolm X, and The Black Panthers Speak.

These were the very books (in the very same editions) you might have found in
countless dorm rooms and group houses during the 1960s and early 1970s, when I
was in college. What the photograph so powerfully demonstrated was that post-
1960s generations have been inheriting not just the music of the 1960s, but the
ideas in some of the period’s most important works of political and cultural criti-
cism. My son never read Fanon and Marcuse, but for a time he was enthralled by
music that had been deeply influenced by them. And that matters. As Evil Empire’s
insert indicated, intellectual history consists not just of ideas but of sounds. It flows
not just through the printed word, but through music that issues from loudspeakers,
boom-boxes, headphones, and ear-buds.

Historians of the 1960s have not ignored the period’s intellectual history so con-
ceived, but a good deal of work remains to be done – partly because the topic is so
rich and partly because the methodological problems it poses are so daunting: how
exactly do we recover and then convey in words the ideational or intellectual
import of wordless music? Devon Powers has taken on a small but important part
of this task in her careful study of Richard Goldstein and Robert Christgau, two
Village Voice critics who helped make rock matter intellectually – who responded
to and helped articulate the feelings and thoughts of those in the rock audience
who liked to think about their music even as they simply enjoyed it. Powers spends
a good deal of time – perhaps too much – setting the scene for the arrival of these
critics. She establishes that in the 1950s, New York City intellectuals like Dwight
Macdonald were generally hostile to popular (“mass”) culture, reminding us that
classical, jazz, and folk music were much more highly esteemed than rock or
“pop” precisely because they resisted (or seemed to resist) mass commodification.
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Intellectuals on the left especially favored folk music, which they rather naively
took to be an “authentic” expression of the masses with whom they affiliated
politically. At a time when Burl Ives had more intellectual cachet than Elvis
Presley, it was indeed rather brave – even visionary – for Richard Goldstein to
begin asserting in his Voice column “Pop Eye” that rock ‘n’ roll had merit beyond
its mere entertainment value.

After skillfully narrating a long backstory that brings together the cultural
history of Greenwich Village with the disposition and writings of intellectuals from
Randolph Bourne and Herbert Marcuse to Amiri Baraka and Norman Mailer,
Powers has disappointingly little to say about the Voice rock critics themselves.
The problem with Goldstein is that, intellectually, he was pretty lightweight. An
energetic provocateur and strident moralist who delighted in annoying his readers
as much as edifying them, he was not a writer with many ideas, much less with a
distinctive critical insight he could develop and elaborate over time. Almost imme-
diately after celebrating rock as something worth paying attention to, he started
fretting endlessly about the co-optation of rock’s subversive or anarchic energies by
the commercial world that produced, marketed, and sold it. More than he knew, he
shared his milieu’s deep distrust of anything that was caught up in the market, and
he remained spellbound by the dream of commercially unmediated culture. This
was the fantasy that encouraged 1950s fans of folk music to imagine that the
recordings distributed by Vanguard and Folkways were somehow less corrupted by
capitalism than those of Columbia or RCA. Despite his informed and sympathetic
interest in popular culture, Goldstein could never break free of this paradigm, and
it tightly circumscribed what he could feel and think. Increasingly, his column
dwelt not on rock music per se, but on the commercial and institutional apparatus
that produced and promoted it. Even when he responded viscerally to a musical
work, he didn’t have much to say about it. Of the Beatles “Revolver,” for example,
he wrote: “‘Revolver’ is the great leap forward. Hear it once and you know it’s
important. Hear it twice, it makes sense. Third time around, it’s fun. Fourth time,
it’s subtle. On the fifth hearing, ‘Revolver’ becomes profound.” (p. 70)

But “profound” in what way? we are left to ask. And what is “subtle” about
“Revolver?” If Goldstein ever addressed these questions (and I don’t believe he
did), Powers makes no mention of the fact. Nor does she take note of Goldstein’s
tendency to stay in relatively shallow waters even at moments when the music
itself implored him to venture offshore. (His scathing review of Sgt. Pepper’s is
typical of his work in this respect.) It’s worth wondering whether his caution
reflected his astute assessment of his audience, not his shortcomings. Affirming that
their music was meaningful without specifying what it meant might have been as
much as his readers really wanted from him. More specific interpretive claims
might have threatened their own inchoate understandings of the music.

Robert Christgau, the second central figure in Powers’s book, was and is a dif-
ferent kind of critic. He has had ideas about the shape and content of rock music,
not just critical opinions about the star-making machinery behind the popular song.
Inexplicably, Powers devotes only a handful of pages to his writings. To be sure,
what she does say about him is always astute, noting in particular that his rock crit-
icism was interesting because he so often managed to make himself interesting. But
readers who already know his work and those who are discovering him for the first
time in Powers’s book will wish that she had written more about the content and
form of his critical work.
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Nonetheless, Powers’s book has the great merit of helping us see that 1960s
rock was entwined with ideas, and vice versa. While the particular location she
examines is local and crisply defined – the Village Voice, its writers, and its readers
– Michael J. Kramer pursues the same end on a much wider canvas. His argument
is that rock music birthed a kind of Habermasian public sphere, a gigantic coffee-
house of the mind where fans of rock music from all around the country – indeed
from all around the world – could reflect on the meaning of their civic identity,
alone but also with a sense that others were doing likewise. Kramer is sometimes
too caught up with the unanswerable question that obsessed Goldstein: was this
space meaningfully distinct from mainstream capitalist consumer culture or just a
new expression of it? His more important contribution is that he delineates some of
the contours of this space, showing that it was at once singular and plural, fragmen-
tary yet unified – a mansion with many rooms that were connected by passages
both obvious and obscure.

Kramer begins with a succinct and solid account of the San Francisco scene of
the late 1960s, showing how the city itself, along with its parks, streets, neighbor-
hoods, and rock venues provided a quite literal space in which the more metaphysi-
cal counter-culture came into being and flourished for a while. His core topic here
is the series of Acid Tests invented and sponsored by Ken Kesey and his Merry
Pranksters. As Jerry Garcia observed, these were “the prototype for our whole basic
trip,” the laboratory in which the fusion of rock and psychedelics birthed what
would soon come to be called a “counter-culture” (p. 34).

What actually happened in the Acid Tests? What did people experience there?
Kramer’s answers plausibly bear out his thesis:

Attendees at the Acid Tests wanted to have fun, but their pleasures were linked to try-
ing to understand the American ideals of life liberty, and the pursuit of happiness
within the setting of Cold War American power, abundance, and, more ominously, the
ever-growing shadow of Vietnam. (p. 35)

But this answer seems a bit thin. Kramer draws on the extant remarks of a few of
the Tests’ creators and participants, but their testimony is not sufficiently textured
or detailed to convey how the Acid Test experience managed to be transformative.
We read of a carnivalesque atmosphere, thundering music, flashing lights, and a DJ
delivering a bizarre monologue through multiple speakers, some of them out of
phase with each other: but how different is all this from a dance club in Manhattan
today, or a rave in London or Rome in the 1990s? Did they, too, support and cata-
lyze meaningful musings on citizenship and civic life? If not, what distinctive aural
textures in 1960s rock music might have triggered effects so different from those
of electronic dance music? Likewise, in what ways did marijuana, LSD, mescaline,
and peyote work differently than Ecstasy or cocaine to promote a Habermasian
public sphere? For better or for worse, Kramer handles these questions gingerly,
perhaps knowing any answers are bound to be highly speculative and beyond what
the conventional historical record can empirically substantiate.

The strength of Republic of Rock emerges over subsequent chapters. These deal
first with two other Bay Area scenes where rock and questions of citizenship
flowed together: the struggle for workers’ rights at Oakland’s alternative rock radio
station, KMPX FM, and the bitter fight over a proposed “Wild West Music
Festival” in San Francisco. Most interesting of all, however, are Kramer’s final
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three chapters, where the setting shifts to the other side of the Pacific and the topic
becomes how rock circulated, functioned, and mattered in Vietnam – both to
American GIs and to young Vietnamese, especially those who formed rock bands
and entertained the US troops.

As Michael Herr made vivid in Dispatches, counter-culture (“acid”) rock served
as the Vietnam War’s soundtrack for many thousands of GIs. What Kramer reveals
is how readily the Defense Department broadcast acid rock over the Armed Forces
Radio Network in an effort to boost the morale of the troops. Indeed, the Penta-
gon’s new “hip militarism,” (pp. 13–14) as Kramer dubs it, also sponsored acid
rock bands, comprised of GIs, that traveled around Vietnam entertaining other
troops. The authorized promotional posters for these concerts crudely copied the
Bay Area’s poster art, right down to versions of Art Crumb’s pot-smoking hippies
strolling through Haight-Ashbury. Kramer also tells the fascinating story of DJ
Dave Rabbit (C. David DeLay, Jr), who in January 1971 broadcast an underground
show called Radio First Termer; through his playlist and acerbic comments, Kramer
argues, Rabbit deftly expressed the fears and frustrations of recently arrived troops,
young men and women who had little investment in the war’s outcome and wanted
only to return to the USA to join their peers in the happening counter-culture.

As with his account of the Acid Tests, the material Kramer has assembled about
rock in Vietnam to some degree overtakes and surpasses his focus on citizenship.
When he concludes that, “GIs drew upon rock to ask what kind of citizenship was
possible halfway around the world,” (p. 166) we feel him trying to stuff an escaped
genie back into the lamp of “citizenship.” The term just isn’t capacious enough to
do justice to the complex circulation of acid rock in Vietnam. This gap between
thesis and material narrows, fortunately, in the book’s concluding chapter, which
focuses on a Vietnamese rock band called CBC. Its members were still practically
children when they began playing rock music in order to make enough money to
survive. As Kramer shows, they not only quickly mastered the notes of the songs
they performed; they also absorbed and affiliated with the counter-cultural values
of love and peace that the music’s lyrics often expressed. When they played to
audiences of GIs, Kramer plausibly suggests, something special happened:

When CBC performed songs such as “Soul Sacrifice” or Jimi Hendrix’s version of
“The Star-Spangled Banner,” both featured in the film of the Woodstock festival, …
the group felt free of the war for a time – and the band members felt as though they
were passing along that freedom to their audiences. From this musical communion,
the cultural underpinnings of a new nation, a new family, a new “people” flickered
into being. (p. 210)

Kramer is at his best in moments like these, when he allows himself to step free of
whether counter-culture is genuinely “counter” or merely a new form of consumer-
ism, and instead allows his readers to savor the wised up utopianism that animated
so many scenes of the Sixties.

Although Powers discusses Richard Goldstein’s views of the Fugs at some
length, and while Kramer notes that it was Abbie Hoffman who coined the term
“Woodstock Nation,” the Yippies do not appear in either of these books. This is
understandable, but it’s also a pity, since a number of the threads that run through
both of them converge there – most intensely in the person of Paul Krassner, who
was both a Merry Prankster and a Yippie founder. The Yippies’ core enterprise was
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to radically redefine citizenship by harnessing the energies of rock music, theatre,
drugs, and rock and roll. Rooted in New York’s East Village and deeply influenced
by Jerry Rubin’s and Abbie Hoffman’s years in Berkeley, the Yippies were (in
Jerry Rubin’s words) “a magical experiment to bring together the New Left and the
hippies, politics and pot.”1 And rock, too, we should add, since Ed Sanders and the
Fugs were also intimately involved. Spanning the politics/counter-culture divide,
the leadership of the Yippies arguably had richer and more complex intellectual
roots than those on either side of it – Tom Hayden and most other early leaders of
Students for a Democratic Society, for example, or Ken Kesey and the Merry
Pranksters. Hoffman, for one, had studied at Brandeis when Herbert Marcuse was
there, and in a 1980 interview he remarked that “Herbert Marcuse was … one of
my great teachers.” In the same interview, he recalled, “Dwight Macdonald, my
crotchety old friend, once said to me, ‘Whatever possessed you people in the ‘60s?
The idea of acting on your ideas is so against the intellectual tradition. It just
doesn’t make sense.’”2

Taken together, Powers’s and Kramer’s books help us perceive the “sense” that
Macdonald was blind to because his understanding of “the intellectual tradition”
was so narrow. They also remind us see that for many 1960s intellectuals and
activists, “acting” had both a political and a performative meaning. At least since
the 1960s, Rage Against the Machine and many other musicians have heard,
absorbed, and carried forward this “sense” of what ideas and actions can be,
forging an intellectual tradition in which thoughts are to be found in the dance of
musical sounds across space, not just in the tramp of words across a page. We
intellectual historians are now catching up with them.

Nick Bromell teaches at the University of Massachusetts, Amherst. He is the
author of, among other works, Tomorrow Never Knows: Rock and Psychedelics in
the Sixties and The Time Is Always Now: Black Thought and the Transformation of
US Democracy.

Notes
1. Stein, Living the Revolution, 10.
2. http://www.hightimes.com/read/interview-abbie-hoffman-1980 (March 10, 1980).
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