But First...Are You Experienced?
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'In a strange way she even knew that the paleocortical part of her uncle's brain was burning out at last and forever, that the star patterns which had been frozen in the locksheets lived on in the infinitely complex pattern of his own memories, and that with the help of his own telepathic pinlighters he was burning out his brain cell by cell in order for them to find a way to the ship's destination. This indeed was his last trip.'—Cordwainer Smith, The Burning of the Brain (1955)
I've been thinking, blearily, about experience, because I just started working at a bakery, where I have none. As part of a transcendentally optimistic project called 'Training' I am being shown how it all works, introduced to the tubs and the ovens and the charts (Lord how I fear the charts), but nothing so far has elevated me much from a state of drooling innocence. Two years as an unsuccessful freelance writer, two years of living the life of the mind have damaged me it seems, primitivised me. I'm a saint of incompetence: the simplest mechanical task has me churning with error, I can't stop cocking it up. Socially too I'm backward; I make off-colour remarks about dough and human flesh; I find I have no banter, none of that workplace backchat, nothing at all to pass the time—in conversation I either gape stonily or babble like a shut-in. Noticing that my zipper has come undone, I stand there zipping and unzipping it in idiot bemusement, asking my fellow workers what it all means. What does it all mean, to be thus denuded of cleverness? I looked for answers and I was visited—as in a dream I beheld the rumpled avatars of Experience itself: the band Primal Scream, and the writer Martin Amis.
I like to attend readings in bookshops, because I like to see The Author, that nosepicker and thief of light, suffer the birth-agonies of his/her Public Self. It's an enthralling spectacle, horrible, a crude warping of destinies. Martin Amis, of course, makes it look easy, which is one of the reasons he's Martin Amis—he makes everything look easy. He's been around, he's done the circuit, and here he is again, small, droll and tobacco-voiced, toting this time his swag-bag full of books called 'Experience'. It's a memoir, and you might have read the reviews: sonhood, fatherhood, husbandhood—death, dentistry, and failure—all the broken masonry of middle age tossed lightly 'tween the hands of a master juggler etc. etc. The book I think is excellent, and at Wordsworth Books in Cambridge the author performs excellently and to murmured appreciation, his little body hidden behind the podium but his brow bulging over it, darkly charged, with the effect of a bust discoursing from its plinth. It's a shame he can't smoke as he reads because tobacco-smoke hangs over the whole book, almost rises from it, a stale and silvery stupor of intelligence, one of the mediums of his thought—he really should have a cig on the go, should be brandishing one of his roll-ups between stained wobbly fingers, because smoking is Experience ritualised: with every drag, every huff, you sacrifice a few cells or a swatch of virgin lung, you make your burnt offering to the gods of Damage, Decay and Sophistication. Anyway, he reads movingly and well, handles the questions with aplomb, technique, experience, takes an elegant swipe at John Updike en passant, and it's a pleasant encounter: that's another nice thing about readings, they're a more or less unmediated way of getting your literary kicks—straight from the horse's mouth, as it were.
Two nights later me and the Mrs. see him plugging his book on '20/20 Downtown', shaking his arse for ABC, engulfed by fatuousness. They do a whole bit on him, and it's a scene out of The Information: the author puts on an unaccustomed glower of chat-show solemnity, cued with dummy questions by a man made up like a pantomime villain, a man whose face has a wild, spurious radiance. Snaps from the Amis family album are sprayed across the screen, while voiceovers boomingly blurb: 'But MOHR-TEHN'S FATHER, bestelling novelist KINGS-LEE AMIS, had a DORK SIDE...' It must be a hell of an experience, and a bitter task for a serious writer, to feed your book into the meaning-grinder like this: to have it yanked, pulped and scattered into particles, into flakes and clusters of television. Our man dutifully grinds his barrel organ, getting long-faced over the death of Dad and reciting with doomy pomp his well-known difficulties as a young person in the shadow of the Bomb: 'In that climate it's very hard to LOVE. It's very hard to love if the loved one's flesh might at any moment be engulfed by FIRE...' (Or killer bees. Or a tidal wave.) The camera leans in worringly close, like a loony on the bus, and the scavenging lens does its business. The pockets of the author's face are cruelly rummaged, the beds of experience stripped: we see the upper lip lengthened ponderously, probingly, over the famous dental graveyard, a slubber of gravity-struck flesh around the nostrils, the eyes flashing dulled white. Trapped in static, the king of the prancing verb—what a fate. The segment ends thus: 'EXPIRRIENCE' by Martin Amis is published by Miramax Talk Books, which is owned by ABC's parent company Time-Warner.' To quote Bill Knott,
Finally the day dawned when a monopoly owned everything in the world
So it went looking for its stockholders to celebrate
But they were all owned by it they were dead they were someplace
Their photographs were in elevators which went up and down up and down carrying nobody
The week before we saw Amis read, we were in New York to see Primal Scream, me and the Mrs. and my brother the Pig. Now this is a band that's been through some changes—and not witty gadfly experiments either, or fits of Bowie-esque dilettanteism, but convulsive, lumpen mutations, ugly to behold. Right now they're playing at techno-radicalism, at being some sort of electrified Angry Brigade, dedicating one song to the Hezbollah and the next to Jack the Ripper (insurrection... evisceration... whassa difference?) A bank of strobes keeps us in seizure during 'Swastika Eyes', wherein Moroder-esque disco-pistons become flying revolutionary fists: A military industri-al... Pollution of democracy... The lights meanly spasm, throbbing with info-age urgency. It's what they're after: the world seen through helicopter blades. Then 'Civil Disobedience'—I first heard this in a lapdancing club in London and it was better there than it is here, capturing as it did the cold creep leer of the place, flesh under surveillance, tech-lust itching the bassline, the blue-lit electro-squelch of commodified desire. Everyone's a prostitute... everyone's a prostitute... no civil disobedience...
Primal Scream's first single 'It Happens'—I've still got a copy somewhere—was your classic late '80s British runt-pop (or 'indie'): innocence fetishized in pageboy haircuts and fey, pre-testicular vocals, in the ruffled, embarrassed drumming, the reluctance to hit anything very hard, and in Bobby Gillespie's dippy little voice, almost a pastiche of singing, plump crotchets and quavers burped cleanly up from a pair of tiny salmon-pink lungs. A couple of years later I saw them supporting the Butthole Surfers and they were playing awful impotent psych-rock, all leer and dangle, a feeble leakage of posture. Then suddenly it was 1990, the nation was raving, and the Scream reappeared with horn section, DJ, sexy backing singers, and all the powers of the new consciousness rearing and wobbling over their heads like antlers reaching into Heaven. Gillespie, high as blazes on house music, had become one of Rock's momentary saints of perception, evolution's Halloween lantern, hot-eyed and hollowed out by transforming fires. The soundscape of 'Higher Than The Sun' had the dimensions of a Blakean drama—in the prelude you could hear mooings and summonings across impossible spaces, far-off detonations, crumbling bass-beasts, sighs of wonder—you could hear, in the words of Northrop Frye, 'the prophet calling to the earth to redeem herself and earth answering with a groan to be delivered'. Then the first lines, and Gillespie gasping in pleasure as something too huge and vacant for tenderness plucked the petals of his mind:
My brightest star's my inner light, let it guide me
Experience and innocence bleed inside me...
Ten years old but still fiery in memory is the vision of me and Rob Dukes crouched in a cellar in Mile End, listening to that over and over again. Lots of pills: I believe we may actually have been holding hands—these stranded, cooing and quivering, almost-wretched little creatures, blissfully frail at the dawn's edge. Those were the days, eh? And that was the drug: Ecstasy. We were all at it, or rather on it. The club doors swung wide, the warehouse doors swung wide, the gate to the field swung wide and you got a faceful of sweat, smoke, and frying serotonin. Green-faced kids embraced you, panicked by their own innocence. And then we all had nervous breakdowns.
Primal Scream, as if flinching from the brink, did a terrible faux-Stones thing for a while, a retreat into classicism: Get your rocks off! Get your rocks off honey! Shake it down now! In psychiatric terms it was a manic defense, and it failed, as such stratagems will: depression caught them, and dragged them deep into the illusionless dub caverns of 'Vanishing Point'. I can't sleep... I'm cancer... and so on. The drug-arc of destruction and renewal—young person ingests substance, flies through Heaven, burns brain, lives in Hell with criminals, survives thanks to God/Buddha/Paxil/the irresistible percolations of Normality, lives on a sadder and a wiser young person—is pop culture's transformation myth, constantly replayed not just because celebs take a lot of drugs, but because we NEED it. We need the tales of beauty grasped, lost—the horror—the cost—the return. I was not at my sharpest (drunk on a plane) when I saw The Beach but it seemed to me—in its pristine vision of paradise briefly gained and violently lost—to have a deep, deep tribal resonance. (Come to think of it, that was the flight I was sitting next to the Future, manifested that airless night in the person of a teenage girl with long black skirt and curtains of dank russet hair. I could barely see her face but she was a presence alright, a cloud of Goth at my right shoulder: her upper body twanged sniggerously when I crossed myself at take-off, and she reached across me with pale greedy arms when the food-trays came. Finally we got to talking: where was she going? Oh, to Johannesburg. Really? Johannesburg? What for? To meet, for the first time, a boy whose acquaintance she had made—wait for it—on a Korn Web site. She didn't even know what he looked like. I said WOW, dropped jaw, shook head, was a slob of amazement, and then I became big-brotherly: Don't be surprised, I warned her, if it's very strange at first. That won't be a problem, she replied. I'm a very strange person.)
In New York they play 'Higher Than The Sun' and I go still as lard in my seat—I'm unhappy to hear it performed, pissed off even, because that song partook fully and recklessly of a glorious moment, and the moment passed. And the moment HAS passed, believe me: listen to the music of Fatboy Slim, to its vain ceaseless lunging for climax, to hear just how thoroughly burned out is that once-lush circuitry of thrills. The desperate blare of sirens, funky basslines, catchphrases, rattling snares, fanfares, the grimaced hooks and revivalist hollerings, the oafish pumping of the pleasure centres—it's Viagra music, on its knees before a numb-but-turgid phallus, a machine penis. And since all states of fake arousal are beloved of the advertising industry you can hear this crap, and more crap like it, clicking and banging away in a hundred car ads—the drug rush commercially encoded at last. Yes, the moment has passed, but you can still experience it, you can still make yourself a lab-rat to this particular chemical/musical interface. A couple of weeks ago a friend of mine's up at an after-hours dance club in New Hampshire: he's not feeling well, so he finds himself some little carpeted box or club-ledge to sit on. A girl sits down next to him, all bones and angles, and asks You rolling?. Clutching his temples he concedes that yes, he has done some Ecstasy. She pats him absently on the knee—You'll be okay honey—and scans her environment with little bird-jerks of the head, one patch at a time. A big cartoon jock waddles by, thighs rasping, and she goes Hey Ronny? Show me your ass? whereupon with no hint of coyness he drops his trousers, flashes the goods (the mute hams prayerfully clasped over the sweating cleft) and carries on... My friend's mental state may be imagined.
What do you do about growing up, about letting go, about getting scorched? The last track on the new Primal Scream album is called 'Shoot Speed Kill Light'. It starts up with a quite starchy pounding of guitar and drums—boom-boom-BAH boom-boom-boom-BAH—then a gnarled guitar-whine, not too special, until the music is suddenly and profoundly penetrated by a magnificent autumnal bassline. Nothing subtle or complicated—a distant cousin in fact to the best and easiest bassline of them all, Jah Wobble's in 'Public Image'—but it brings such a heft of knowledge to the song, such a swooping-in of Saturnine weight, you can feel the earth drawing at your heart. Age, age, age—see the thrust of it in bare winter branches, forked against the sky like cracks in a windshield, sheer jagged anguish. You can cry, you MUST cry, because the alchemist tells us that he who works without salt will never raise dead bodies. Weep it out and burn it off. And what's left: is you.
