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‘Go to the forest and move1960s American Rock Music as
Electronic Pastoral
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In his song ‘Hijack’ (1970), the Jefferson AirplamdPaul Kantner demanded
“free minds, free dope, free bodies, free musfcExpressed in this way, the
preoccupations of the 1960s counterculture wereggelgr humanist and
anthropocentric. Yet allied to these concerns wasystical view of the natural
world, bordering on pantheism, which anticipatee thore biocentric ecological
concerns associated with the deep ecology movewfettte 1970s? ‘Flower
power’ was a Romantic desire to return to what pergeived as a simpler, more
natural form of social life, based on the commuypetterns of pre-modern, tribal
societies. The rock music associated with the hggunterculture was integral to
this newly emerging subculture of radical environtaésm. Indeed, several of
the leading figures in the sixties rock scene wamtto become environmental
activists in the decades that followed. Joe McDadrmcame involved in animal
rights and whale conservation; after two decademneifronmental activism in his
own locality, Ed Sanders of the Fugs founded thetgtock Journal in 1995 with
his wife, the writer and painter Miriam R. Sande&gewart Brand, former
member of Ken Kesey's Merry Pranksters, foundedwWimle Earth Catalogn
the fall of 1968, and in 1996 became a founder nendf the Long Now
Foundation, an organisation dedicated to promdting-term thinking about the
future of global ecosystens.

Yet the nascent environmentalist critique produagthe rock counterculture was
limited and contradictory, in that rock music alstood for hedonism,
individualism, egocentricity, escapism and consusheashion: values largely
antithetical to radical forms of environmentalisiloreover, rock culture’s
adherence to a pastoral ideal of nature mystifisdstjons of technology and
economics, while its commitment to idealist noti@isocial change, particularly
shaped by a naive faith in the transformative pewéiboth rock music and LSD,
prevented the emergence of a more trenchant, ralgerunderstanding of
American society. In addition, the countercultunelserent elitism, evident in its
emphasis on young people as the new agents ofutemwdry change, and its
consequent polarisation of society into the ‘hipdahe ‘square,’ tended to allow
its members to ignore their own complicity in com&u society, and took the
place of a more potentially radical questioningclalss and racial division in the
United States. It also meant that youth culturdacte easily assimilated into the
conservative discourses of advertising, and the smaedia in general?
Consequently, in the 1960s, as Eric Mottram puthi¢, “energy of the searching
young in America remained depoliticized and exgkit®

Rock songs, writes Robert Pattison, “are eitheuabee ideal triumph of self as it
moves to encompass more territory or about thenspite self-questioning that
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accompanies failure of this goal.” In the ‘seculaantheism’ of the rock
performer, it is as if the self expands to embtheawhole universé.For many in
the sixties counterculture, LSD facilitated the ege@ace of this cosmic self. Poet
Allen Ginsberg recognised the risks of solipsiswolaed in such individualistic
acts of self-discovery, and believed that LSD comdmote a more social and
ecological sense of self. He understood that tpeasn towards mystical unity
within the counterculture should include ecologiealareness, and that rock
music could play a vital role in its propagations #e title of his 1968 essay
‘Consciousness and Practical Action’ suggests, l6&rgs attempted to merge
Buddhism with Communism by positing a self that Idoexpand, through the
mediation of LSD, towards an ethics of care for tia¢ural world. He described
the oceanic feeling of an LSD trip as a “unitivgpesence of One, of all of us
being one — not only ourselves with varying colbrskin and mysterious ego-
origin or whatever we are, also one with flowetspahe very trees and plants.”
For Ginsberg, the Rolling Stones and the Beatlesoeliied what he called “slow
communalisation”, a social process which was “teatie of consciousness and
also the centre out of which political activity loeg” In his tentative description,
what was emerging was the “beginning of a friermiynmunism, or communion,
or community, or friendly extension of self outwart ’

In 1967, theSan Francisco Oracleswrote the Declaration of Independence: “We
hold these experiences to be self-evident, thatisakqual, that the creation
endows us with certain inalienable rights, that agithem are: the freedom of the
body, the pursuit of joy, and the expansion of canssness.” The rock culture
had begun to take the difficult steps towards tloedntric perspective implicit in
the idea that “all” (not just “all men”) is “equalin the same vyear, the
underground newspaper also published “Ten commanidnfer getting to the
city of God”, one of which was to “Revere naturéAs Evan Eisenberg writes, in
the sixties, rock music “moved outwards to embraltdife and preserve it in
vinyl.” ? Yet vinyl records are a product of the oil indysthe counterculture’s
dream of unity with the natural world through rackisic depended on the very
technologies that were threatening that world. Haw dealt with such
contradictions is the subject of the rest of tlusay.

Sixties rock music was an electronic pastoral, mclv a desire to go back to
nature, both rural and wild, interacted, unstahly dreatively, with an apparently
contradictory embrace of the American technologmablime. As musicologist

David Schwarz observes, rock music is, in manyegets) a modernist discourse,
given “the increasing glorification of technologg musical instruments and
sound systems that reproduce rock and roll, the twgfind increasingly ‘new’

sounds, forms of expression that surpass anteceddéme massive, public
spectacle, an increasing monumentality of compossti and glorification and
commodification of individual subjectivity.”*® Yet the obverse of this
technological futurism is a fascination with thectaic, the primitive and the
natural. Pattison comments that this “apparentduadais in fact “two flanks of a

single movement, the leading spirit of which isflsebd militant.” He explains

that, for the rock performer, “Man’s proper home tl®e pastoral Eden of
accomplished feeling where self is identical witle universe... One road to this
leads through the primitive past of Romantic mybigyl but another lies directly
through scientific invention. Both converge on iitfy.” **
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Leo Marx wrote that, in an industrial society, foren the continuing existence of
the pastoral can serve as permission for futurenlogical change'®> For the
sixties rock culture, then, it was possible to haeth ways. Indeed, rock 'n' roll
music has always blithely integrated nature antirtelogy in this way. After all,
one of its founding icons, Chuck Berry’'s Johnny@ode, was a country boy,
born in a cabin “made of earth and wood” in rurallsiana, who learned to play
guitar by “strumming with the rhythm” of the pasgirailroad trains’® As rock
music broke free of the folk revival styles in tingd-1960s, many musicians were
drawn to metaphors of more contemporary technodogarticularly jet aircratft,
space rocketry and nuclear energy, to describéféineout” explorations of their
newly amplified sound. In so doing, they appromiamodern technology as both
a metonym of social progress and a metaphor far goasi-mystical explorations
of the inner self. Steppenwolf’'s ‘Born to Be Wild1968) encapsulated this
conflation of nature and modern technology, wherebye “like a true nature
child” is to identify oneself with technological espd and power (“Get your motor
running”). The use of the song on the soundtradkefmovieEasy Ridel(1969),
accompanying images of motorcycles opening up #s¢ spaces of the American
West, vividly celebrated the expansion of this adueous, masculine self, taking
the whole world in a “love embracée*

In The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Teqt1969), Tom Wolfe described Ken Kesey,
leader of the Merry Pranksters, as a product oftéehnological superheroics of
the jet, TV, atomic subs, ultrasonics — Postwar Acaesuburbs — glorious world!
and the hell with the intellectual badmouthers afigkica's tailfin civilization.™
Ironically, for Wolfe, the counterculture was the@mmplicit in the very industrial
society its rhetoric rejected. Ultimately, the rambunterculture's fascination with
this technological sublime was guaranteed by tmeumopian optimism of sixties
‘post-scarcity’ economics, whose leading advocatesre the inventor R.
Buckminster Fuller and the economist Robert Thehbdl Such optimism was
challenged in the early 1970s by the neo-Malthustanter-discourse of
austerity and limits to growth that re-emerged mattdecade. In the sixties,
however, the widespread belief that material stanould be transcended by
technological know-how provided for the rock cudta way of ignoring questions
about the environmental costs of the global elaitreechnologies it embraced.

Rock music fetishized its electronic technologitee electric guitar, amplifier,
microphone, magnetic tape and television. Captaeflieart told an interviewer:
“Electricity never stops moving. That's the ‘sparklife.” How can you turn life
on or off?”*® That this atavistic sense of cosmic Oneness dmeilgained through
advanced electronic technology was a contradiciathusiastically embraced by
the rock culture. The sixties counterculture wagraduct of what Marshall
McLuhan called ‘allatonceness’: the effect that rtieth century electronic
technologies were having in making communicationgba@ in space and
simultaneous in time'® In June 1967, rock music became a global phenomeno
when the world's first live international satellitdevision broadcast featured the
Beatles’ ‘All You Need Is Love.” The mystical impétions of such global
connectivity were not lost on Allen Ginsberg, whpmke of wanting to make San
Francisco “an electric Tibet®
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Rock musicians often evoked the technological sublivhen trying to explain
the creative origins of their music. Jerry Gardighe Grateful Dead attributed the
origin of the band's experiments with loud, immeesivolume and unpitched
noise in an experience they had in the hills ab@ak Alto, when a jet aircraft
flew low over their heads as it came in to land®ah Francisco airport’ In the
sleevenotes tdr. Tambourine Mar{1965), guitarist Roger McGuinn commented
on the Byrds’ electrification of folk music: “Thenstrumentation is changing
somewhat to meet the nuclear expansion and jet &ge.

But it was the exploration of outer space that leefgarticular fascination for the
sixties rock counterculture. Eric Mottram makes ¢banection between the rock
musician and the astronaut, that other icon of $9@@hnological pioneering:
“The electro-visual aspects of performance — wiregrophones and speakers —
gear the human body into the energy of circuitrynagh as an astronaut becomes
the cyborg of his capsule® The trope of outer space travel occurred in the
Grateful Dead's ‘Dark Star,” and also in songs by Byrds and Jimi Hendrix,
amongst many otheré* Yet for Norman Mailer, when the Apollo 11 astrotsu
landed on the moon in July 1969, the event wasfpahad the Squares had won.
In A Fire on the Moon(1970), the bank of instruments in the space capsul
represented for him “that sense of life programmaed wasted, of reason so over-
applied to life that all contradictions having bdeled, the light of reason had
finally left the eye...” For Mailer, as for Thomas Pynchon, then writing &pic
novel Gravity's Rainbow1973), space rocketry was the frontier technoloighe
modern totalitarian staté®

Within rock culture, Captain Beefheart stood ouhias opposition to the Apollo
moon landing, believing it to be a masculinist raple nature. He told an
interviewer that “they’re about to poke their gafstinto our cream cheese moon
right now”, adding, “That's my eye”. The moon, hads is “part of me.”?’ For
Beefheart, as for the deep ecologists who werarterge in the early 1970s, the
universe was part of his cosmically expanded seld, therefore the subject of his
ethical concern. But Beefheart’'s outright rejectiohthe space program was
unusual. Outer space travel often featured moréipelg in rock music, as the
counterculture mixed fascination with big technglegth a desire to appropriate
the imagery of space travel for its own ends, ifedes of a wider notion of
rationality than that which, as Mailer indicatedformed the Apollo project itself.
The popularity with hippy audiences of Stanley Kokis film 2001: A Space
Odyssey1968) was another example of this act of apprtipna

Historian David Nye notes that manned space flgppealed to the American
public in the 1960s as a progressive use of tedgyolin contrast to the
apocalyptic fears that surrounded the nuclear aews. The rock culture shared
this view, as can be seen in the songs againséaualeaponry which it adopted
from the earlier protest folk tradition. The Byrds’Come And Stand At Your
Door’ (1966) was based on Pete Seeger's versitimegioem by the Turkish poet
Nazim Hikmet about a seven-year-old child killecHmoshima. Jerry Garcia sang
‘Morning Dew’, a song about nuclear annihilationitten by folksinger Bonnie
Dobson, at the Human Be-In in January 1967. Theercaf the Jefferson
Airplane’s Crown of Creation(1968) showed the mushroom cloud from an
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atomic bomb, while ‘House at Pooneil Corner’ evolkedtrangely deserted and
scarred Earth devastated by a nuclear holoé8ust.

That the technology of nuclear weaponry was asgrateto the American

military-industrial complex as space rocketry coddsily be forgotten in the
sublimity of an Apollo rocket launch. “In an atomage,” writes Nye, “the

pilgrimage to the Kennedy Space Center promisedildinge experience that
renewed faith in America and in the ultimate bereice of advanced
industrialization. This final avatar of the techogical sublime is a literal escape
from the threatened life-world®

This notion of space travel as a potential escap@ fan ecologically damaged
world was taken up in the suite of interconnectedgs on Paul Kantner’'s solo
albumBlows Against the Empi@d970), one of the first ‘concept’ albums in rock.
In Kantner’'s science fiction utopia, the hippy ctaroulture escapes from the
Earth in a hijacked spaceship, leaving behind twwpeanding catastrophes: global
overpopulation, and civil war in the United Statdter the state repressions of
1968.

Kantner's album extended into outer space the rfasoh with aviation
technology reflected in the ‘All-American flying mlaine’ on which the Jefferson
Airplane based its name. R. Cobb's coverAtter Bathing At Baxter'§1967)
depicted the band’s eponymous multi-colored bi-pjashaped like an old San
Francisco townhouse, rising above a squalid, mamoeé cityscape of factory
chimneys and wrecked cars. With its exuberant bacand banner, the Jefferson
airplane was an image of transcendence throughiaahvhomespun technology.
By the time ofBlows Against the Empiréiowever, Kantner was calling the loose
group of musicians with whom he was collaborating tlanet Earth Rock and
Roll Orchestra’, while crediting the album to heswmband, Jefferson Starship.

The Jefferson Airplane was also part of the coentture’s move towards
Romantic naturism. Grace Slick’'s ‘Eskimo Blue Dagh Volunteers(1968),
proposed a deep ecological sense of the natural w®rsentient, and therefore
worthy of ecological concern. The redwoods “talk nwe,” she sang; their
biocentric message is that “the human name / does@n shit to a tree.” Slick
commented on her song: “Our gresimesmean shit to a tree. The trees are dying.
All of our separating ourselves from the planetstapid because, the larger
picture, whether or not you become president ofkBamerica has nothing to do
with evolution.”*°

This theme of mystical evolutionism as a returnature was taken up by Kantner
in Blows Against the Empirevhere it sat uneasily with the theme of science
fiction futurism. The first half of the album, Kar@r commented later, “was Earth
and the progression from darkness, and the secgetiing away from Earth.
There’s a certain escapism there, and there’satsertain odyssey there’” The
opening track, ‘Mau Mau (Amerikon)’, angrily dena@d Governor Reagan and
‘Dick’ Nixon as anachronistic warmongers who arewlto become extinct like
Tyrannosaurus Rex. Guitar and bass loosely impeovaiations around simple
blues riffs, as the music enacts the instinctuangmeity and unpredictability
celebrated in the lyrics as an antidote to the searety: “We're something new /
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We don’t quite know what it is / Or particularlyrea/ We just do it.” The
following track, ‘The Baby Tree’, reinforces thendetic connotations of the
music with its old-time banjo accompaniment, whilee reference to babies
introduces an image of innocence and rebirth teatins throughout the album.
‘Let's Go Together’ first raises the possibility oédemption from corruption
through a return to pastoral nature: “Wave goodby@&merika /Say hello to the
garden.”

Side two of the album explores at length the teldgical means of escape.
‘Hijack’, quoted at the start of this essay, isaeg@n to the utopian promise of the
electronic pastoral: “The land is green and you enialgrow, go to the forest and
move”. The song associates its appeal to wild eatwith the “thundering
electrical energy” of an outdoor rock concert ipaak, a healing alternative to an
American society ruined by the political violendelmllas in 1963 and Chicago
in 1968. The song’s drifting, additive structuredarough-edged instrumental
interplay again enacts the sense of rock music pen-ended, demotic
potentiality.

In an interview withRolling Stongournalist Ben Fong-Torres, Kantner described
how his science fiction fantasy was inspired by &blbleinlein’s novelStranger

in a Strange Land1961), which, with its celebration of “free lovegbmmunal
living and mystical interconnectedness (what theehoalls “groking”), was a big
success with the counterculturé.The closing song ‘Starship,” Kantner said, is
“about us — me and Jerry Garcia and David Crostglisg a starship — hijacking
a spaceship, going where whoever comes along waugis. It's my answer to the
ecology problem. It's the only way it's all going get together and work.” That
Kantner's starship project was to be researchedOwgley Stanley Ill, the
millionaire LSD chemist and sound technician fa Grateful Dead, suggested an
allegorical reading of the album in terms of thbetatory possibilities of
exploring ‘inner,” as well as ‘outer,’ spacg.

Kantner's futuristic utopia is both pastoral andaur (“our babes’ll wander naked
thru the cities of the universe”), and attemptgdooncile a vision of a benign
natural world with modern, futuristic technology.ubically, this ambiguity is
exemplified in the way the harshusique concretef ‘XM’, which includes the
sound of a vacuum cleaner amongst its soaringrelgcttape effects, drifts into
the ‘natural’ connotations of Grace Slick’'s syndaplgospel piano and Jerry
Garcia’s spiraling pedal steel on ‘Starship’. Theage of piloting a spaceship
recalls Buckminster Fuller's contemporaneous reiegeto Spaceship Earth,
which posited the ecological health of the planetaam issue of enlightened
technocratic control** As a rock and roll star, Kantner's faith in thedical
potential of post-scarcity technocratic pioneemvegs guaranteed by its complicity
in the American mythologies of the good outlaw &mel open road. Deliverance
for the counterculture would come through the sgpeof his favoured
technologies - the recording studio, cinema, spacketry and LSD — and though
faith in the transformative, healing power of love.

As with all utopias, Kantner’s text of the futurasvfissured by the contradictions
and conflicts of the present. He told Fong-TortéBiless we have a war or a big
disease or a famine, there’s just too many pe@uid,they’re gonna have to get
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off the planet. This is my way of starting to gét @ little earlier.”>*® Salvation
was reserved for the select few, as Kantner raefbrthe elitist dichotomy
between the ‘hip’ and the ‘square,’” with its idett faith in the innocent promise
of youth, that, in hindsight, seriously limited thgolitics of the sixties
counterculture.

A similar sense of moneyed privilege and politicamplacency could be seen in
David Crosby’s ‘Wooden Ships,” which he wrote witts friend Kantner on his
sailing boat in June 1969.Here, sailing in a yacht on a pastoral ocean plies/i
refuge for the nouveau riche rock stars from thpending collapse of American
society. The privileged youth leave the ‘silver pled behind on the shoreline, in
an act of anti-social withdrawal: “All we can doesho your anguished cries /
Stare as all human feelings die.” According to Fdiogres, David Crosby and
Dino Valenti of the Quicksilver Messenger Servitalked about having a boat
and being able to split at any time, as an alteraab fighting in the streets®
Departing from the binary verse-chorus structupecl of rock music, ‘Wooden
Ships’ depicts a journey of liberation from the inety and the mundane into a
lush new world of sensual pleasure. Yet, as roitkc @arney Hoskyns notes, the
song also “articulated the escapist elitism ofribes Laurel Canyon aristocracy”,
while its pull-up-the-drawbridge mentality became important aspect in the
back-to-nature movement emerging in the countermilat this time>® In this
light, Neil Young’s ‘After the Goldrush’ (1970) pvaled an illuminating contrast
with both ‘Wooden Ships’ and ‘Hijack’, in that itsad similar science fiction
tropes, but depicted an ecologically damaged waitbout the elitist utopianism
of Kantner and Crosby. Mother Nature is “on the mirthe nineteen seventies,”
while Young dreams of “chosen ones” preparing sisfaceships to fly “Mother
Nature’s silver seed to a new home in the sunYdnng's dystopian near-future,
though, elitist escape from a doomed Earth is mopption; he is left instead
“lying in a burned-out basement®

As noted above, in Kantner’'s ‘Hijack’, playing rookusic in the park is given as
the cultural resource that best opposed the violeathinations of the war
society. InThe Greening of Ameridd970), Charles Reich’s lyrical description of
an open air rock concert in Lower Sproul Plaza etkBley similarly evoked the
university campus as a pastoral landscape, in whabbve the scene presiding
over it, those benevolent deities, the sun-godottean breeze, the brown-green
Berkeley hills.”*° For the counterculture, then, the rock festivalfigured a new,
communal society lived close to a benign naturatldyowith the Woodstock
festival in July 1969 becoming the epitome of sutipian hopes®' In an article
in The Quicksilver TimedBonnie Packer and David Pactor described thea“afir
Woodstock” as “Elysiun (sic) Fields of peacefulnesfsharmony with other souls
and with nature, of the freeing of the hung-up niimdthough the authors go on
to criticise the co-optation of the Woodstock gplry capitalist business, which
“turned flowers into plastic”, they neverthelessncloded that “good things”
happened at Woodstock “in spite of the schemesppidcapitalists.™?

The pastoral discourse within which Woodstock wagresented thus did not
necessarily obscure the commercial aspects of ¢saval for those hippies
concerned with capitalist co-optation. Indeed, aavi® Laing notes, at
Woodstock, idealism and business were inextricdibked. ** In an article in
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Rolling Stone in September 1969, Andrew Kopkind similarly desedb
Woodstock as a “test of the ability of avant-gardpitalism at once to profit from
and control the insurgencies which its system sgawtf Like Proctor and
Packer, he argued that the radical nature of tbivéd transcended its co-option
by business interests. What Kopkind’s comments siggest, however, is that an
important blindspot for the counterculture was metessarily its relationship with
commerce, but with modern technology. “What is htsionary,” Kopkind
concluded, “is the reality of a new culture of oppion. It grows out of the
disintegration of the old forms, the vinyl and aloinstitutions that carry all the
inane and destructive values of privatism, comiogtit commercialism,
profitability and elitism” (153). What he did ngpbpear to notice was that the very
rock music his magazine celebrated was mediatedughr records made of
plastic, colloquially called ‘vinyl.” In his instraental piece ‘Nasal Retentive
Calliope Music’, onWe're Only In It For The Money1968), Frank Zappa
included the sound of the needle scratching aaossord. In doing so, he was
drawing attention to the very processes of techgioid mediation and materiality
obfuscated by the naturalism of the hippy movement.

Compared to the musicians discussed so far ine§8ay, Zappa's work stood out
in its use of the anti-pastoral mode as a dystop&ite on human relationships
with the natural world. As a resident of Los Angelée rejected the back-to-
nature pastoralism of San Francisco bands suclheagdfferson Airplane and
Quicksilver Messenger Service, and satirised whatséw as the fake, “more-
rustic-than-thou” style of the San Francisco hippfd For Zappa, only the anti-
pastoral mode could do justice to the atrocitiesaritemporary American society,
including the pollution of the environment by thalitary-industrial state. An
examination of his music in this period will showvihhe used modernist collage
techniqgues to satirise the social processes at hist of environmental
degradation.

In Claude Debussy’s 1894 orchestral piece, ‘Prelud@pres-midi d’'un faune,’
the mythical creature lies half-asleep on a lazymmer afternoon, playing his
flute and dreaming of nymphs. The Mothers of Ini@ris ‘Prelude to the
Afternoon of a Sexually Aroused Gas Mask,’ recortied at the Royal Festival
Hall in London with the BBC Orchestra in 1970, ®atied Debussy’s idyll, self-
consciously using aural signifiers of racial andssl division to expose the
pastoral mode as an evasive white, middle-classtami?® As Don Preston’s
organ part turned a quotation from Tchaikovsky'stlsi Symphony, ‘The
Pathetique’ (1888), into lounge-bar Muzak, baritsagophone player Motorhead
Sherwood began to “snork” like a pig, a remindeths animality of Debussy’s
faun. Although the sensuality of Debussy’s pieces whocking for its day, the
sound of its bodily lust was repressed in the gantegh art mode of the pastoral.

The bathos and crude humour with which Zappa tdeagxuality and the body
was, in part, his means of questioning the trardestalist mysticism adopted by
the flower-power movement. His travesty of Debualso questioned its racial
politics. When Zappa’s calls out to Sherwood, “Blgaur harmonica son”, the
piece invokes the material reality of African-Angam poverty and hardship by
guoting ‘Trouble Everyday,” his own blues song abthe Watts riots. Zappa
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references the blues to point to the realitiespygression and alienation that the
myth of pastoral contentment complacently ignores.

‘Prelude to the Afternoon of a Sexually Aroused Géask’ also highlights the
realities of pollution caused by the military-intliesd complex. The title evokes
Zappa’s childhood memories of the gas masks hisnpskept at the family home
near Edgewood Arsenal, Maryland, in case of spllxgm the tanks of mustard
gas at the military base where his father workedaameteorologist?’ Such
images of despoilation recur in what Zappa callisd“¢tonceptual continuity.*®
He thought of the title ‘Nine Types of IndustriablRition’ (1968) after driving
through New Jersey*® In 1993, he wrote ‘Outrage at Valdez' for a Jasque
Cousteau documentary about the Alaskan oil spillag9.° In both instrumental
pieces, modernist dissonance can be seen to exiesshock and ugliness of
social and environmental damage.

Yet Zappa’s concern for the damaging effects otigtdal pollution was unusual
because it had none of the nostalgia for arcadiumra that characterised many of
his contemporaries in the rock field. Indeed, haskndwelt on, and even relished,
the ugliness of the natural world, and its potertgstility towards human beings.
He thereby reminded his listeners that the desigotback to pristine nature is a
Romantic fantasy that masks the material facts afsodir, power and class
inequality that have been fundamental to humantioglships with the natural
world, and cannot be wished away. The brutalitynafure is evident in Neon
Park's cover art foWeasels Ripped My Fle¢h970), which shows a man cutting
himself shaving, using a weasel instead of an iteshaver. The confusion of
animal and machine is typical of the conflationtlo¢ organic and inorganic in
Zappa’s work, a destabilising of the oppositionwen nature and culture also
evident in the image of the “sexually aroused gaski

For Zappa, human contact with nature is always atedi by the necessity of
labour. “Kids have a natural sense of mysticisng arieeling of being connected
to nature”, he wrote in 1989. “The natural worldvisry exciting when it's all
brand-new”. He then added a typically sly stingtie Romantic tail: “For
example, kids have an appreciation for snow whschenerally not shared by the
guy who has to shovel a driveway. The older youtlgetmore you take nature for
granted (unless you're Euell Gibbons and you wargdt everything that’s lying
in the ground until you die from it).>* For Zappa, then, the instrumentality of
human relationships with nature is inevitable. Mathas always been a site of
labour and its attendant social inequalities. Theres on Euell Gibbons, the
‘Father of Modern Wild Foods,’ rejects the automassociation of nature and
the ‘natural’ with good health in New Age cultu#appa made a similar point in
the Royal Festival Hall concert of October 1968aiskit in which macrobiotic
food turns Don Preston, dressed in a villain's cape top hat, into a homicidal
monster>?

The ruination of nature epitomised for Zappa nlatsg of Edenic innocence, then,
but the repressiveness of the military-industra@hplex and the consumer society
it maintains. In a concert in Stockholm in 1967, iheoduced his instrumental
piece ‘King-Kong’' by saying that the gorilla wasdidg okay” in the jungle
before the Americans came and “made some moneyusihg the gorilla — then



49" Parallel, Vol.20 (Winter 2006-2007) Ingram

they killed him.”*® Siding with this epitome of wild nature did not amethat
Zappa fantasized about going back there. Insteadrefected the naive anti-
urbanism that proved so limiting to the environnaénpolitics of the
counterculture, and its subsequent developmentNiet@ Age environmentalism
and deep ecology.

Unlike the San Francisco bands from which he tookaigpains to distance
himself, Zappa admitted his complicity in consurseciety, rather than feigned
transcendence from it. Nor did his work succumlithi elitist dreams of escape
into pastoral nature we saw earlier in Paul Kargnétijack’ and David Crosby’s
‘Wooden Ships.” Getting back to nature in such ditipally evasive way
evidently did not appeal to the resolutely urbappéa who told a story of how he
gave up smoking during a chest cold: “I walked iatt¢otel room and | could
smell the rug, the disinfectant — as for smellitige‘great outdoors,’ | don't live
outdoors. Outdoors for me is walking from the cartle ticket desk at the
airport.” ** Such an ironic stance may be cynical and irresptmsf the biologist
E. O. Wilson’s ‘biophilia’ hypothesis is correctné the emotional affinity that
human beings have with the natural world is part aafr evolutionary
development, then he is in denial.Nevertheless, his work serves as a useful
provocation to highlight the Romantic nostalgia which many of his
contemporary musicians succumbed in the late 138@swhich, as we have seen
in this essay, was the paradoxical obverse of thkeshnological futurism.
Whether this means that Zappa’'s music is preferabl&antner's opens up
guestions of the relationship between aesthetics ehics that are beyond the
scope of this essay.

Whatever the case, the creative richness and diverfslate sixties rock culture
allowed for both the electronic pastorals of Paahtfer and the anti-pastorals of
Frank Zappa, both of which explored and reflectetheir own ways the complex
relationship between modernity, technology andéueiral world.
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