
The Counterculture: 
Psychedelic Music, Art & Fashion



The Baby Boomers

• After WWII, the U.S. economy ($) grew and there was a 
huge spike in the birth rate (called the Baby Boom.) 
– By the middle of  the 1960s, most of  these kids were young adults.

• These “Baby Boomers” began to question & challenge 
their parents’ & society’s norms.



Baby Boomers & the Counterculture

• Counterculture: a way of  life that goes against the 
mainstream culture (values/norms)

• What did the counterculture OPPOSE?
– Believed that the culture/values of  the 1950s were too 

focused on being “normal”
– Felt Americans were too focused on the arms race, 

technology & competition. 
– Rejected their parents’ values (monogamy, conformity, etc.)





Counterculture Values

• What did the counterculture VALUE? 
–Wanted to create an alternative lifestyle/culture that prioritized 

love, peace, diversity & connection.
• Some did that by participating in protests for civil rights, the 

environment, and against the war in Vietnam
• Others did that through their clothing & hairstyle choices, the 

music they listened to, by experimenting with drugs, or 
choosing to live in communes.



Older Generation v. Counterculture

Older Generation Baby Boomers/Counterculture

1950s family

1960s ”family” = 
Communal living



Rejection of  the old -
Counterculture Fashion 

• The suits, sweater vests, corsets & 
designer dresses of  the 1950s-1960s 
were rejected by members of  the 
counterculture.

• Hippie fashion embraced diversity & 
comfort. For example:
– loose fabrics
– bold, colorful patterns/prints 
– Indian, African and Asian designs, Native 

American beads, etc. 
– Long hair, beards/ mustaches, Afros



Rejection of  the old –
drug use & experimentation

• For many members of  the 
counterculture, drug use was a way to 
rebel against mainstream society.

• Drugs were thought to help loosen 
people up and help them think 
differently 
– Hallucinogenic drugs were said to be a 

way to “unlock the doors of  perception” 
and to see the world in a different way

– LSD helped to remove all of  the false 
programming that had been taught to 
people in schools & society and at home 



Not all drugs were equal…

• Hippies saw drugs like marijuana, LSD, 
peyote, etc. as good drugs, AND 
uppers/downers and prescription drugs as bad 
drugs.
– What’s the difference? 

• If  the drug expanded your mind, it was good. If  
the drug dulled your senses and was used only to 
help you get through the day, it was bad.

– Context: Millions of  Americans took 
uppers and downers. In 1965 alone, doctors 
wrote 123 million prescriptions for 
tranquilizers and 24 million prescriptions 
for amphetamines



These are the kind of  drugs hippies did NOT like – ones that dulled your senses, 
numbed or masked your pain and drugs that did NOT make the user feel happy/free.



Marijuana

• Emerged as the most 
popular drug for youth in 
the ‘60s. 

• Public opinion polls from 
1967-1972 show a big 
increase in pot smoking 
among college students.
– By the early 1970s, 60% of  

college students had 
reportedly used marijuana.

• Appeal of  marijuana:
– It was fun! 
– It was a way to rebel

against social norms.
– It offered the hope 

of  insight. Many 
claimed to have 
found personal & 
philosophical insight 
while under the 
influence of  drugs 
like marijuana.



LSD – Origins
(Lysergic acid diethylamide) 

• Created in 1938 by a Swiss 
company, with the hope of  curing 
migraines. 
– It didn’t work but the scientist who 

invented the drug did discover it 
caused hallucinations when he 
accidentally absorbed some through 
his skin!

• The Swiss creator sent the drug to 
American psychiatrists and clinical 
psychologists in the hopes they’d 
find a good use for it.



These 9 drawings were done by an artist under the influence of  LSD as part of  
a test conducted by the US government in the late 1950s.



• By the early 1960s, LSD was being tested on adults and 
children in the hopes that it could possibly cure 
psychological problems. 





Ken Kesey, was one of  the test subjects while at Stanford University. After 
being introduced to LSD, this formerly straight-laced student athlete 

became an outspoken supporter of  LSD use.



The Merry Pranksters 

• The Merry Pranksters were a group 
of  young LSD experimenters, led by 
Ken Kesey, who travelled around the 
country in a psychedelic painted bus 
and hosted LSD parties to turn 
people onto the drug. 
– At these “acid tests,” party attendees 

were given a cup of  “electric” LSD-
laced Kool-Aid

– The Grateful Dead served as the 
house band for a time





Characteristics of  Psychedelic Rock

• created or played under the influence of  LSD
• feedback/distortion on guitars & lots of  

instrumental solos/jams
• more complex songs than in the 1950s and early 

1960s
• lyrics often sounded like poetry and/or 

encouraged drug use



Psychedelic bands/songs…

• The Beatles, “I Am the Walrus”
• Jefferson Airplane, “White Rabbit”
• The Grateful Dead
• Jimi Hendrix, “Voodoo Child”
• Janis Joplin, “Piece of  My Heart”
• The Beach Boys, “Pet Sounds”
• The Who, “Baba O’Riley”



Psychedelic Rock – The Beatles, “I Am the Walrus”



Psychedelic Rock –
The Beatles, “I Am 

the Walrus”
I am he as you are he as you are me

And we are all together
See how they run like pigs from a gun see how they fly

I'm crying

Sitting on a cornflake waiting for the van to come
Corporation teeshirt, stupid bloody Tuesday

Man you been a naughty boy. You let your face grow long
I am the eggman, they are the eggmen

I am the walrus, goo goo goo joob

Mister City Policeman sitting, pretty little policemen in a row
See how they fly like Lucy in the sky, see how they run

I'm crying, I'm crying
I'm crying, I'm crying



Psychedelic album art…



The Grateful Dead 

Crazy story… Playboy After Dark show, 1967

Did you know? The Ben & Jerry’s 
flavor, Cherry Garcia, is named 
after lead singer of  the Grateful 

Dead, Jerry Garcia?





Jefferson Airplane

• The band, Jefferson Airplane, 
formed in 1965 and lived 
together in the Haight-
Ashbury district (hippie 
section of  San Francisco)

• Their song “White Rabbit” 
was inspired by Lewis 
Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, 
and urged listeners to use 
drugs.



“Alice in Wonderland” (1951)





“White Rabbit,” 
Jefferson Airplane

One pill makes you larger, and one pill makes you small
And the ones that mother gives you, don't do anything at all

Go ask Alice, when she's ten feet tall

And if  you go chasing rabbits, and you know you're going to fall
Tell 'em a hookah-smoking caterpillar has given you the call

And call Alice, when she was just small

When the men on the chessboard get up and tell you where to go
And you've just had some kind of  mushroom, and your mind is moving low

Go ask Alice, I think she'll know

When logic and proportion have fallen sloppy dead
And the white knight is talking backwards

And the red queen's off  with her head
Remember what the dormouse said

Feed your head, feed your head



The Beatles

• June 1967, the Beatles released their Sgt. Pepper’s 
Lonely Hearts Club Band album.
– From the colorful album cover to songs like “Lucy in the Sky 

With Diamonds,” it was a model of  psychedelic 
experimentation.

The Beatles - 1964 The Beatles - 1967



The Beatles, “Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds



The Beatles, Yellow Submarine



Jimi Hendrix

• Jimi Hendrix fused elements of  blues, rock and 
jazz to create a new sound.



Woodstock

• 3 day long music festival held in Bethel, NY (August 
15-17, 1969)

• Between 400,000-500,000 young people attended
• In spite of  overcrowding, rain, mud & a lack of  

restroom facilities, the festival was peaceful and became 
a defining moment of  the ‘60s. Regarded as one of  the 
high points of  the counterculture movement.





The tide turns on LSD

• In 1965, the manufacturer 
stopped producing LSD.
– Production continued with 

underground chemists and 
dealers. (DANGEROUS!)

• State and fed. govt began 
making LSD possession and 
distribution illegal. 



Altamont Free 
Festival: a 1 day music 
concert sponsored by 
the Rolling Stones and 
held at the Altamont 

Raceway Park. 

It was meant to carry 
on the legacy of  

Woodstock but from 
the start it did NOT 

go as planned…



• Planning & execution of  
the concert was a 
nightmare. 
– Announced the location 4 

days before
– Not prepared for the size 

of  the crowd (300,000+ 
people!)

– Site was a barren race track 
- physical set up poor

– Stage was only 1 foot above 
the crowd (no barrier 
between 
crowd/performers)

– No police presence for 
security



Need Security? 
Why not call the Hell’s Angels?

• The Stones hired the violent biker gang, the Hell’s Angels, as 
security…and paid them in beer! (Seriously, $500 worth of  beer.)

• The Hell’s Angels were drinking on the job, assaulted fans and 
murdered a black teen all while the Rolling Stones were 
playing – the entire episode was caught on film.





Talk about a 
violent, tragic end 

to what was 
supposed to be a 

peaceful, 
harmonious, 

alternative way of  
living…



Decline of  the Psychedelic Era

• The many LSD mental breakdowns and deaths began 
to change what the public thought about LSD & drugs:
– Lots of  negative news stories
– Deaths of  a number of  famous people (Brian Wilson of  the 

Beach Boys, Syd Barrett of  Pink Floyd, Brian Jones of  the 
Rolling Stones)

– Increasing number of  overdoses on pills and/or heroin (Janis 
Joplin, Jimi Hendrix, Jim Morrison of  the Doors)


