If not for the mention of “bands,” I'd mistake
it for Cosmopolitan.

So where did it go wrong?

I think the key lies in the very first issue: Nov.
9, 1967. Co-founder and publisher Jann Wenner
wrote that the magazine was “not just about the
music, but about the things and attitudes the
music embraces.”

That sounds like a noble approach, but it’s
proven the magazine’s downfall in two major
ways.

First, Wenner should have defined “the music”
more precisely.

The premier issue features John Lennon in his
classic “How I Won the War” attire. Tina Turner,
the Beatles, Otis Redding, Donovan and Hendrix
dominated the next few issues.

The halfway point, 1987, brought Pink Floyd,
R.E.M. and George Harrison to the cover —
good so far. But don’t forget the sultry Madonna,
the oh-so-serious Bono, or ... Motley Crue.

By 2007, the magazine plummeted to the tenth
circle. “Grindhouse” film stars Rose McGowan
and Rosario Dawson posed naked for the May
issue, putting them in the running for the top-10
sleaziest Rolling Stone covers ever. (An enor-
mous feat, mind you.) John Mayer, Panic! At the
Disco and Fall Out Boy each graced their own
covers as well.

Note to editors: if your magazine focuses on
“the things the music embraces,” and “the music’
means Jennifer Lopez and My Chemical
Romance, you’ve just written a recipe for disas-
ter.

The editors also went wrong by putting those
“things the music embraces” in front of the
music itself. Only 12 of the 24 covers from 2006
featured musicians; the rest featured movie stars
and political cartoons.

But don’t let that discourage you from looking
at this box set. Spend a few hours digging
through it, and let it remind you of the heights
the magazine achieved.

For instance, Lester Bangs tells you “How to
Become a Rock Critic.” Greil Marcus trashes
Bob Dylan’s “Self-Portrait” album. And Hunter
S. Thompson published “Fear and Loathing in
Las Vegas” in this magazine, in its entirety,
before it appeared anywhere else.

Of course it also includes original coverage of
Woodstock, the Beatles’ breakup and Hendrix’s
death; their original reviews of nearly every clas-
sic album from the past 40 years; and all their
classic cover images.
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