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Cowboys of Consciousness
Part I

' National Public Radio recently highlighted
a study that appears to invalidate the Mozart
Effect, indicating that, after all, maybe people
don’t score better on tests after listening to
certain classical music, and that therefore your
baby really won’t grow smarter in a nursery wired
for sound. But then the broadcast went on to cite
other studies with more Mozart friendly results,
and the whole story sort of canceled itself out.
So sometimes listening to Mozart makes your brain
work better and sometimes it doesn’t.

Why bring up this self-extinguishing news
flash? Does it not leave us, like Lou Reed’s
Jack and Sweet Jane, listening to classical music
on the radio but still mumbling and stumbling
through an existential wasteland? It does, if we
look only at the surface of the issue. What is
significant about this news is not the results of
these particular studies, but the underlying fact
that research in this area is being carried out
by mainstream scientists who are, in essence,
trying to measure the effects of esthetic
experience on the expansion of consciousness.

Exposure to music or poetry or interaction
with any art form can, if the work has enough
impact, cause a person to look at the world in a
different way, to pick up on things previously
unnoticed. We bounce ourselves off of a note, a
word or an image, and we bounce back to a
different place, where we view the world from a
different angle. With another perspective added
to our understanding, we may be able to answer
another question on a standardized intelligence
test. Or we may just appear to get weirder, if
the new reference points from which we view
things are not acceptable angles on reality in
the judgment of the majority.
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Colin Wilson, in his book Poetry and
Mysticism(City Lights Books, 1970), talks of
“holiday consciousness,” the expanded state of

awareness that we frequently enter when we drop
our routines and take off for unfamiliar
surroundings. It is not Jjust that the scenery is
nicer where we go on vacation; we allow ourselves
to perceive it (as we say, “to take it all in”)
with a higher level of attention than we bring to
the familiar environment of home and work, where
our focus is narrowed by necessity or habituation.
It is out of similar elevated states of
consciousness, Wilson says, that real poetry is
composed, and to like states that the reading of
poetry can take us. In Wilson’s estimation, all
true artistic and mystical experiences originate
in periods of magnified perception and renewed
attention to the world around us. As he puts it,
there is a difference of “pressure” but not of
“kind” between different states of consciousness.
What we perceive during such periods of clarity
is actually more “real” than what comes through
the haze of our everyday point of view.

Wilson asserts that there is a “web” of
connections between everything that exists, and
that the more we see the interconnections, the
more we understand the nature of the universe.
The extreme expression of this viewpoint is the
idea of the complete unity of all being , a
concept central to most Eastern religious
traditions. Wilson seems to ascribe to this view,
but to be cautious about its implications. He
does not care for the Buddhist contention that
the world we perceive is illusory, and that only
the Void beyond is real. He is much more comfort-
able with the Hindu notion that the world is a
frame-work through which the divine expresses
itself. Rather than reject the material world,
Wilson seeks to embrace it in its fullness.
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Some of My Best Friends are Junkies

some of my best friends are junkies
they live in the gray world of memory
dulled spikes dangling from duller fingers
belts around their arms
in back alleys
and back seats of cars
a quarter century later
I try but no longer recall their names
could never locate their cells or their graves
I was a psychedelic sort
oh I dabbled in downers
but never knelt to the needle
those heroin highwaymen
were half-way heroes
to our high school hippie crowd
exploding by dark into drugstores
leavening the streets with their liberated
powders and pills
but today I hear of the new jaded junkie look
heroin haute couture
and I fear the vision of youth smoldering
in sunless places
of women dying dark-eyed beautiful and young
and young men going down in gutters
these days
I roll my grass and tobacco
brew my tea and coffee
I keep my eyes on the road
but sometimes
a rumor or a memory emerges
fluid
like a passing car reflected in a darkened window
some wavering form
here for a moment
impossible to replicate
some of my best friends are junkies
- D.W. Brainerd
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