
L
ike the wisps of smoke from his imported cigarette, the drone of a
sitar floats through Chris Spohn’s Riverside time capsule. Hundreds
of children with vacant eyes stare from antique paintings on every wall.
A small Kerry/Edwards placard is one of few post-’70s signs of life.

Spohn sits on the hardwood floor in front of a small pile of books. Their pages contain what he’s wanted
to say his entire life. He picks one titled “Changing Frequencies: Transmissions from the Source of the
Universe,” opens to a random page and reads with evangelic fervor. “All creation is revealed to the creation.
Merge without senses or physical systems into this cosmic mirror. The innerverse, the inner self minus the self,
intraverse, extraverse, the instantaneous oneness overrides the revelation.”

Spohn’s conviction is clear, if the message isn’t. Similar passages,
flanked by cryptic symbology, fill the books laid out before him, the
bizarre literature he calls his “life’s work.” The music that fills the room
is from his album “If the World Never Ends,” the latest in his catalog
of East Indian-influenced solo recordings. Whatever the medium,
Spohn’s art is unmistakable — especially in Northeast Florida.

Since moving to Jacksonville from Los Angeles in 1988, 32-year-old
Spohn has lived outside the boundaries of Jacksonville’s conservative art
scene. His type-A production rate and exploration of mystic music and
philosophy put him among the most prolific and experimental artists in
the area. On a larger scale, he shines as a vestige of artistic integrity in
a world dictated by commercialism. But more intriguing than Spohn’s
works are the ideas that inspire them. From his UFO encounter to 
dialogue suggesting a messianic complex, Spohn has a lot to say. If only
someone would listen.

“Tune into everything and nothing at once,” he continues reading, “in
simultaneous unison, modular energy, instant oneness, instant allness,
instant nothingness.” He alternates between a bottle of Miller High Life
and a mug of chai tea, brewed by his wife, Elizabeth. Zen, their 
6-year-old son, charges through the room and onto the porch.
“Individualized vibrational encompassment capacity within all 
spectrums of existence and nonexistence, respectively.”

Spohn tosses the book back into the pile and quips, “It’s not ‘Chicken
Soup for the Soul.’”

F rom a cramped corner at The London Bridge, a British pub in down-
town Jacksonville, local quintet Barnyard plays loosely 
structured, psychedelic grooves to a small but attentive crowd.

Candles and incense burn onstage, while a blonde babydoll in a yellow dress
accompanies the band from atop a speaker. Spohn, wearing a garish red
sombrero and vintage ’70s clothing, plays acoustic guitar and sings from a
tiny stool at the foot of the stage. Tonight he’s reserved, buried under his
enormous hat and making little attempt at interaction with the audience.

He’s likely lamenting the plight of the outsider artist —
the better the work, the smaller the audience.

Spohn’s no stranger to the paradox. Over the past 15
years, he has played in many avant-garde bands that
existed, willingly, on the fringe of the local scene. 
With his late ’90s group, Crack Rock Asteroid, Spohn
crafted a bizarre blend of tribal and electronic music
while donning ornate costumes and burning effigies
onstage. More recently, Spohn’s performed as the 
percussionist and guitarist in Tropic of Cancer, a 
jazz-influenced, slightly more accessible instrumental
ensemble. Regardless whom he’s playing with, it’s clear
that Spohn is one of the area’s most experimental 
musicians. And he knows it.

“I’m a dying breed, especially in this town,” he
says. Spohn interjects a protracted “man” every third
or fourth word. “Who’s pushing any causes here?
There’s very few people left who are doing things to
express themselves, things with no commercial value.
I’m one of the last few guys who are doing it heart-
and-soul style.”

Others in the local scene back his claims. “I think
he’s probably one of the more experimental guys out
there — in Jacksonville, and in general,” says 
producer Al Davis, who has mixed recordings of
Spohn’s live performances. “He’s one of the guys who
are staying true to psychedelic-type music, whereas
most people who [were] in that realm have left it 
and gone on to something else.”

Having played with Spohn in various groups since
the late ’90s, Barnyard guitarist/keyboardist Jay Peele
says Spohn helps him reach higher levels with his
music. “I personally play music to escape to faraway
places,” Peele says. “Playing with Chris Spohn, there’s a
better chance of [doing] that. When we play together,
we elevate to a different place. It’s beyond just music.”

Peele says Spohn’s exploration of unusual music has been integral to his art. “Chris has always studied a lot of different styles of
strange music, so that’s bound to come out in what he creates. Depending on what mood he’s in or what instrumentation he’s using,
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his vision always manifests itself into these
pretty haunting melodies.”

While Spohn’s performances with other
musicians are undoubtedly abstract, his 12
solo albums show him completely uninhib-
ited. His recordings cover vast musical 
terrain — from electronica to bossa nova
— but are tied together by an exotic, 
ethereal thread, thanks largely to his profi-
ciency on the sitar. In whatever genre
Spohn dabbles, his music exudes song-
writing genius, instrumental expertise and
complete disregard for accessibility. And
he’s paid the price for it.

“All the things that I do, a long time ago
they would have gotten you somewhere,
but now you don’t get anything for them,”
he says. “If you were a musician a thousand
years ago in ... China or India, you’d live in
the palace and entertain the king and sit in
the royal court. Even in the ’60s and ’70s,
a guy like me — writing books, doing art
and making music — still had a chance to
be somebody and get known and do some-
thing. But look at what musicians get
today: You’re a street guy in the gutter play-
ing for pennies in your guitar case. You’re
an artist. You’re nothing. You’re working in
a f*cking restaurant.”

by owen holmes
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Chris Spohn performs with his band Barnyard at a recent Art Walk concert in downtown Jacksonville.
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buildings in Amsterdam. But Spohn isn’t
sure that the distribution has been effec-
tive. “I don’t think anyone gets it,” he says.
“I want to be able to get my point across,
but it’s so crazy and so deep that no one has
ever gotten it.”

When asked what inspires his literature,
Spohn cites two icons: “My influences are
Bob Dylan and Jesus Christ,” he says.
Flipping through “Variations on Man is
God’s Time Machine,” Spohn’s most
recent book, one might assume hallucino-
genic drugs are also on his list of inspira-
tions. Though Spohn says his substance
use has dissipated in recent months, he
affirms that psychedelics have been some-
what operative in his art. He wrote
“Changing Frequencies,” for instance,
after downing a vial of liquid LSD. Other
preferred substances range from the salvia
leaf — an herb used by Indian shamans for
religious ceremonies — to “experimental
research chemicals.”

Because of his unorthodox philosophies
and his forthrightness regarding his drug
use, Spohn says he was under government
surveillance a few years ago, when he was
active as a graffiti artist. “The Secret
Service and the government are looking

for people like me,” he says. “They don’t
want me [saying] this shit. They want
everyone to be into the norm, greasing the
wheels of the machine.”

This restrictive environment has likely
undermined Spohn’s effectiveness as a
writer and a philosopher. “Under the right
circumstances,” he says, “I’d be flooded
with people saying, ‘We want to check this
out. What do you have to say?’ But in the
direction that everything’s headed, it 
doesn’t matter anymore what anyone has to
say, so fewer and fewer people are saying
anything.” Spohn says he’s been targeted
for his ideas, including having a “boulder”
thrown through the glass door connecting
his porch and his living room.

Despite what he believes is a hostile
environment, Spohn says there are people
who appreciate his art. “There’s a cult fol-
lowing of people that really like my
works,” he says. “Weird, strange people
have always had fixations with me. I real-
ly honestly believe that I’ve seen it — the
one thing that there is to see. I’d like to
change the world if I could, but I think
it’s too late. This is science fiction. This is
the future.

“I’m the one guy that really thinks about
everything and feels the weight of the
world,” Spohn continues. “I want the best
for everybody, and I love everybody. But
people hate me and want to beat me up
and get me. People have vandalized my
house, and I’ve had death threats. I really
think some weird guy’s going to show up at
my house and John Lennon me one day.
I’ll answer the door, and he’ll ask for my
autograph and shoot me. There are a lot of
crazy people out there.”

T he Fox Diner in Avondale overflows
with people hurrying for a Saturday
morning breakfast, but Spohn isn’t

fazed. He’s waited tables here full time for
seven years. An Avondale fixture, The Fox

Barnyard concludes its eclectic London
Bridge set around midnight. After break-
ing for cigarettes and drinks, the band
members return to the stage — not as
Barnyard, but as Hayride, an outlandish
combination of backwoods junk band,
vaudeville act, gospel choir and high
school marching band. Spohn, now wear-
ing a wide-brimmed farmer’s hat, launch-
es into the first tune with an acoustic gui-
tar and a bright-yellow kazoo. He’ll play
several other instruments before the night
is over, from trumpet to Jew’s harp to an
electronic feedback device called a
Theremin. But listeners are few — there
are more people onstage than in the
crowd. Another Saturday night in down-
town Jacksonville.

On a quiet evening in the mid-
’90s, Chris and Elizabeth Spohn
slept soundly at her parents’

house in Middleburg. They awoke to a
gyrating light on the TV screen at the
foot of the bed.

“It was an alien probe that read our
minds and scanned us and knew everything
about us,” says Spohn. “We were both
strangely drawn to the win-
dow, where we saw an object
hovering in the bushes, just
like a classic UFO, and it
darted off into space. I swear
to God it’s true.” Elizabeth
Spohn confirms the story,
emphasizing they were both
sober. She says after going
outside to get a closer look at
the spacecraft, they watched
it hover for 10 minutes before
it disappeared.

The encounter is just one
of Spohn’s purported super-
natural experiences. Like
many Jacksonville residents,
Spohn says he’s met Christ
— but he means it literally.
Jesus, in the form of a home-
less man, came to Spohn’s
Riverside apartment and
asked for a blanket, Spohn
says. Overwhelmed, Spohn
refused. Spohn says he’s also
encountered Satan — the
Devil once asked him for his
son Zen’s soul.

Spohn says such experi-
ences have been influential to
his writing, a collection of six
books of prophetic text and
symbols he’s created and
independently published
over the past few years.
Among his works is “Blues
for The Encrypters of The
Uncrackable Code,” dedicated
“To Elizabeth, with apologies
from the Universe.” The
book contains 777 numbered
sentence fragments such as

“321: Tell the future I’m sorry” and “536:
Lion sharing the letdown with the lamb.”

Spohn’s other works are more graphics-
oriented. “Hazers Text Invisible Volume
Unknown,” for instance, contains count-
less sketches of insects and three-eyed 
kittens, geometric illusions, apocalyptic reli-
gious imagery and passages of Cambodian
text. For those not immediately able to
grasp their meaning, Spohn summarizes his
works: “The main idea is that everything is
part of something, and no matter where it
goes, when it’s gone, it goes back into the
everything that is everything.

“What’s weird about these books,” he
continues, “is that all this shit just came to
me. I’m very unread. I’m very uneducated. I
just kind of figured all this shit out myself.”

Spohn says about 1,000 copies of his six
books are in circulation, many of which
he’s sold at shows, over the Internet and 
at out-of-town festivals. Some of the titles
are also in stock at Chamblin BookMine
on Jacksonville’s Westside. Once Spohn
recoups production costs for a project, 
he gives the books away, often down to 
his last copy. He distributes them like reli-
gious tracts, leaving them in construction
workers’ porta-potties, restaurant bath-
rooms, truck stops and in the cracks between
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is always filled with hipsters, white-bread
families and yuppies, and Spohn jibes with
them all. He’s polite and quick to top off
cups of coffee. He jokes with customers,
flashing them a tabloid newspaper clipping
that concludes Johnny Depp is a vampire.
Despite his apparent collectedness at The
Fox, Spohn says he doesn’t comprehend the
system in which he’s forced to function.

“I don’t understand what’s going on out
there today,” he says. “I think life is a
beautiful thing, and I thank God every
day, but I’m just stressed out by the direc-
tion it’s all going. … People can’t be them-
selves in this day and age, so they turn
into these weird, repressed creatures. No
one’s supposed to work jobs and pay bills
and do all this shit — that’s all what we
created for ourselves. The only reason
things are the way they are is because peo-
ple keep going with it every day. … I’m
really glad we’re in America, because if it
weren’t for America, I wouldn’t have the
freedom to live this life and do what I do.
But at the same time, America is one of
the most brainwashed, repressed countries
on the face of Planet Earth.”

Spohn’s asocial attitude and reclusive
tendencies may be a product of his past.
His parents were abusive, he says, and
strangers gave him stickers laced with

LSD when he was in elementary school.
“When I was a little kid, my whole life
flashed before my eyes,” he says. “It’s all a
disaster. I’ve seen it all, and I can’t fix it.
I’m like in a weird Twilight Zone. I wish I
could rub my eyes and this wouldn’t all be
here and things would be different. … So
I go out and live in that world for a cou-
ple hours a day and then I come back here
and I live in this world.”

Spohn’s home is a world in itself.
Cluttered but clean, his two-bedroom
apartment looks more like a fun house or
a museum than a residence. “I’ve always
wondered what people would think of
this place if they saw it,” he says, survey-
ing the bizarre paintings, sculptures and
other curiosa that fill the “relax room.”
“We’ve thought about charging admission
to get in here.”

Seeing Spohn’s vintage record collection
alone would be worth the price of 
admission. Hundreds upon hundreds of
albums are stacked by genre: electronic,
twist, bluegrass, Indian, Brazilian, psyche-
delic, pseudo-psychedelic, to name a few.
And then there’s the “strange music” —
Spohn’s collection of bizarre recordings
from the ’50s and ’60s, like Alfred
Hitchcock’s “Music to Be Murdered By”
and “Muhammad Ali Fights Tooth Decay.”

Spohn also specializes in ’60s religious
recordings, many of which feature evangel-
ical Christians speaking on the immediacy
of Armageddon or the dangers of drugs. 

Rifling through the piles, Spohn rattles
off encyclopedic information about every
album. Buried in one stack is “The
Unicorn” by psychedelic artist Peter
Grudzien. “It’s one of the most collectable
psych records of all time,” Spohn says,
putting the album on the turntable. Spohn
paid $500 for it. “Well worth every penny.
You get what you pay for.”

The records are only the beginning.
Spohn’s home houses many other extensive
vintage collections, from radios to Japanese
firecracker labels, from bicycles to
Mexican-made “Day of the Dead” 
figurines. “I always tell [Eliza]Beth, ‘I’m
done collecting — I don’t think there’s any-
thing else I’ll be interested in,’” Spohn says.
“Then lo and behold, I get wrapped up in
vintage children’s books that happen to be
$1,500 apiece. There’s always more.”

While many items may seem worthless,
the collection is staggering. Take the 
“big-eye” art, for instance. The creepy
paintings of bug-eyed children can cost
more than $100 each. The Spohns own
270 of them. One wonders why a man
bent on non-consumerism would amass
such a collection. “What this whole situa-
tion is about is me being comfortable,”
Spohn says. “This is where I want to be and
what I want to see. … But I don’t need any
of this shit. If [Elizabeth] asked me to, we’d
put it all on the curb. It doesn’t matter to
me. Sometimes I think about getting all
this shit out of here and just having a plain
room with a rug on the floor.”

Z en Lennon Spohn looks a lot like 
his classmates at West Riverside
Elementary School. The lively,

curly-haired boy sports an ear-to-ear smile

and tennis shoes any first-grader would be
proud of. Though he loves his GameBoy,
he’s happy playing with a tennis ball or the
binoculars he got inside a Wendy’s kids
meal. Certificates and trophies he’s received
from school — including the coveted
“Great Gator” award for good grades and
behavior — are part of the apartment’s
décor. His mom is at the house when
school lets out. His father’s not far behind.

Elizabeth and Chris have been together
for 13 years and married for eight, though
they have been separated at times. The 
relationship is a constant rocky road for the
couple. “He has something I’ve never seen
in anyone else,” Elizabeth says. “I can’t put
my finger on it — there’s just something
there. He’s the most difficult person I’ve
ever dealt with. He doesn’t know how 
to express himself in a way people 
understand. But he’s the most interesting
person I’ve ever met. I’m still trying to
understand him. Maybe that’s why I stay.”

During one separation, Chris made an
unconventional attempt at reconciliation.
After arranging candles and flowers on
the corner of Park and Post streets in
Riverside’s Five Points neighborhood, he
performed songs by Pink Floyd’s Syd
Barrett on his acoustic guitar — for 
24 hours straight.

Elizabeth has ideas about why others
misunderstand her husband. “Chris gets a
bad rap because he is the way he is, and
he’s content to make his own little world,”
she says. “So when he tries to put his [art]
out, everyone thinks, ‘We’re not going to
give him the time of day because he’s a
f*cking snob’ — because he’s not out all of
the time, he’s not networking, he’s not
much of a socializer.”

Despite others’ misconceptions of her
husband, Elizabeth says she can’t picture a
future without Chris. “I don’t want to
imagine 30 years from now without Chris,
because if he’s still around, no matter what
he’s doing, I know I have something to
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Chris Spohn’s Riverside apartment is a virtual kitsch museum, with vintage collections
ranging from radios to records to antique firecracker labels.
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look forward to,” she says. “He’s just
always doing something worth checking
out. He’ll show me something no one else
can. Because his mind is so unconvention-
al and he has the thoughts he does, just
the way he lives is art.”

I t’s a cool February evening, but Spohn,
wearing a T-shirt and shorts, has a
more tropical vibe in mind. He’s

recently redecorated his porch, setting up
twin Tiki torches, a pair of palm trees
and a carved wooden statue of what
appears to be a pagan god. Next year is
going to be a good one, he says. He’ll be
33, a number that appears frequently in
his work. He and Elizabeth are planning
another trip to South of the Border, the
infamous tourist-trap theme park in
South Carolina where they went for his
last birthday. Spohn is currently working
on his next book, titled “You,” and plans
to release it this month. But he won’t
stop there.

“My ultimate goal is to write like a
100,000-page manifesto that’s just all these
books rolled into one,” he says. “A book
that you would never even finish, that’s just
ridiculous. They’d be like, ‘I can’t even
believe someone made this shit.’”

Even if the project doesn’t come to
fruition, Spohn says he’s already achieved his
goals in some respects. “On a small scale,
I’ve accomplished what I wanted to,” he
says. “My books are in Chamblin’s in the
beatnik section, people have read them. …

I’ve turned on a lot of people to what’s 
outside of the mainstream, to what life’s 
really about. A fresh perspective.”

Despite Spohn’s dissatisfaction with
society and his place in it, he says he’ll
keep making the art that allows him to
express himself. “I’m going to keep trying
with music, with literature. I’m going to
keep putting this shit out there. I’d just
like to see it get into the hands of the right
people. ... People will find it. People will
get it.” But Spohn doesn’t expect royalty
checks or a spot on “TRL.” “It’s not going
to get me anywhere,” he says. “I’m never
going to make any money or be some-
body, I just do it because it’s honest and
really means something to me. There are
people out there that have [the books].
They mean something to them, and that
means something to me. At least I’m
doing something.

“I just live in a world that makes sense
to me,” he concludes. “In this day and 
age, there’s no place for me. It’s like 
Brian Wilson said: ‘I just wasn’t made for
these times.’”❉

To respond to this or other Folio Weekly 
stories, write to The Mail at Folio Weekly,
9456 Philips Highway, Ste. 11, Jacksonville,
FL 32256 or send an e-mail to
themail@folioweekly.com.
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