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Introduction





It happened every year. The first year it was not too bad; just a scream that died in my throat upon waking. The details of the dream were already cloudy in my mind; all I knew for certain was that it had been very, very bad. This was when I still had nightmares. I had a lot of nightmares, but this one was particularly unpleasant.


Everyone has bad dreams; some more than others, some dreams worse than usual. What bothered me was that each year I had the same nightmare, but each time the dream contained the next part, the next … chapter. The events of this dream refreshed my memory of the previous one, and there was no doubt about it: it was a continuation. I became a little worried and I sought out books about dreams to salve my thoughts. I hadn’t paid much attention to books about dreams, but now I found out that there were many. A number of them dealt with the interpretation of dreams, but I wasn’t very convinced by them. I didn’t think that my dreams needed interpretation; they just needed stopping.


I read Freud on dreams and Jung on dreams; I read R. D. Laing and I read a very odd and disturbing book called Lucid Dreams by Celia Green.* Lucid dreams are dreams in which you know you are dreaming. This alarmed me, as it indicated a fraying of the fabric between wakefulness and dreaming, and the dreams I was having were starting to suggest to me that any sort of fraying of this kind would be extremely dangerous. There were demons in my dreams and I had absolutely no desire to let them out.


I was perhaps a little crazy. I thought that the nightmares were real, that what happened in them was as important as, or equal to, what happened to me during the day. The fear of the next chapter of one dream in particular – the one that was, I realised, due any time now – bothered me a great deal.


And naturally it came. It was indescribably terrifying, a horrific, ghastly, full-colour epic featuring baskets full of severed heads, interminable periods of supermarket shopping, an electrifyingly fearsome man who continued to live and speak after I had smashed his brains out in a fireplace, and extremely beautiful rural scenery.


I woke up, wrenched out of the nightmare as if dropped from a helicopter, pouring with cold sweat, wild-eyed and panicking. I knew now that the ‘man’ I had killed (but not killed) was a demon, or a devil, and that he/it was a particular demon; he was my demon. I felt hopelessly awful; this had, indeed, been the next part of the particular dream I had feared the most, and it was definitely getting ‘worse’.


I wasn’t even sure if it had been a year since the previous chapter … Surely it hadn’t been? The details of the dream, now, showed no signs of clouding, no amelioration by the daylight. The dream was at least as real as the attic room I slept in, probably more real. It had certainly been convincing. As far as I knew all earthly laws of physics had been adhered to within the dream; perspective worked normally, birds sang in trees, rabbits scurried away at my approach. Even the details were right: the top bar of a gate had been worn by use, patinated with human touch; species of tree were clearly identifiable; the baskets full of severed heads were real baskets, woven from willow, smeared with blood. Dreams were not supposed to contain supermarkets, certainly not supermarkets with special offers and litter blowing in the breeze outside. The only thing that had not been real was that fucking demon.


I was absolutely terrified. The border where waking life met dreaming life seemed to be in the process of fracturing, and if that happened there was no predicting what might happen next. I couldn’t sleep. That was completely out of the question, utterly unthinkable, if I were going to stay normal and not get any crazier than I already felt. Staying awake, however, brought with it several consequences.


One of these consequences, with horrible irony, was that my ability to determine whether I was asleep or awake became compromised. It got harder to know which was which, because fighting sleep is exhausting, and an exhausted body craves sleep intensely, no matter what the brain attached to that body may wish for. The body and mind become disassociated, and I became clumsy, forgetful and vague. This was not working.


Sleep returned to my life and with it came a blizzard of nightmares, but these were merely awful tremors. I lived in fear of ‘the big one’. What I was most concerned about was the fact that ‘the big one’ carried harbingers of my death: not my death in life, but my death in the nightmare. That demon wanted me with a coldly implacable desire, and when he got me I would die in that nightmare and that’s where I would stay, in some unspeakably nasty eternity, everything repeating itself, round and round, unbearably. I knew that there were only a finite number of chapters in that nightmare, and with each chapter the end came irrevocably closer. The end of the dream was the end of me.


I began to take steps to protect myself. My housemates found me chalking the letters LIVED on the soot in our fireplace, as I was convinced that the hearth was a possible entry point for the demon. Somewhere I had read that this was an effective strategy, the theory being that if the demon sees the word DEVIL written backwards he will return to where he came from, tricked into thinking that he’s in a mirror-world.


I also began to write my nightmares down. This started as a way to keep track of them, to make absolutely sure of the sequential nightmare, to record and identify any possible channels of resistance. Themes began to emerge: supermarkets, the early hours of the morning (just before sunrise), medieval and Tudor architecture, aliens, demons (obviously), transmogrification, hauntings, enormous evergreen hedges and landscapes that were eerily reminiscent of golf courses, with trees spaced at equal intervals and closely-mown grass.


I edited the written versions ruthlessly, cutting out swathes of text. There was no sense in trying to contextualise these night-time journeys, no point in attempting to fit them with a beginning or an end. As far as I could tell these frightening excursions were all middle. I wrote in the first person, naturally, and in the present tense.


I decided to dilute my dreams by sending these written versions to a disparate group that I had been corresponding with for several years, in a kind of one-way mail-art. If enough people read the dreams they would dissipate, their power dispersed into the ether like some sort of noxious vapour. I made small booklets and placed them in envelopes, posting them with a sense of slight relief. This was a cathartic offloading of internalised menace that I hoped would help calm the night. I called these booklets Small Thoughts.


At this time I had been working with Radiohead on the record that was to become OK Computer, in a large mansion house not too far from where I lived. I came across a book about the art of Jean-Michel Basquiat, and I ordered the book of symbols† that he had used as a reference while making such paintings as Untitled (Pecho/Oreja) and Untitled (Per Capita).


The symbols were a revelation. As well as many that found their partially erased way into the artwork for OK Computer, there was exactly the mark I was looking for. It was a hex, a magic symbol that would bring bad luck and misfortune to demons. Hexes are normally very bad; certainly not the sort of thing you’d like to find scratched onto your front door. This one, however, was extremely useful. I started using it immediately, chalking it on walls (and also, of course, on the soot of our fireplace) and reproducing it in various pieces of artwork, some of them used in the OK Computer artwork, others on t-shirts and posters. The more places where the symbol was inscribed the better; I was very pleased to engineer the pasting of Barcelona’s streets with enormous posters bearing not only the symbol – large, black on white – but also, unmistakeably, the words AGAINST DEMONS.


Meanwhile I was writing more and more of the nightmares down, pinning them to the page like speaking moths. The internet was another canvas on which to pour these expulsions, and at the same time as building the first version of radiohead.com I started compiling slowlydownward.com. This eventually led to the first publication of the written dreams in book form, as the first edition of Slowly Downward was published a few years later, using texts the publisher Ambrose Blimfield took directly from the website.


Over the course of a few years the dreams were read by many people, either from the booklets, from a circular tin of dreams, from a bag of dreams, from the website, from the Radiohead artwork I inserted them into, or from the book. The ‘Against Demons’ symbol had travelled all over the world, thanks to Radiohead’s punishing tour schedules, and I had seen photographs of it turned into a tattoo.


It is impossible for actions not to have a consequence, and so it was that my nightmares ceased utterly. In one dream I learned the name of my tormentor, which helped a lot, but overall I believe it was the concerted attack that stopped it all. The chapters never advanced any further, and eventually even the mild nightmares passed.


However I do slightly regret their disappearance, as now, of course, I have nothing to write about. Although I remember enough to be extremely careful what I wish for.




 





Stanley Donwood, 2014




* Published by the Institute of Psychophysical Research, Oxford, 1968.


† Symbol Sourcebook: An Authoritative Guide to International Graphic Symbols, by Henry Dreyfuss, published by McGraw-Hill (1967). This is the book in which I first came across the medical notation sign meaning ‘NO DATA’, which I consequently used as the title for two separate exhibitions.
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Happiness: A Guide





No one is happy and if they say they are they’re fucking lying. And I should know; I’ve tried it. I’ve collected all the ingredients of happiness and rubbed the resulting mixture all over myself.


Not many people have done it. It’s extremely difficult to get any of the ingredients in the first place, let alone all of them. Mixing them properly is also very challenging; a lot of people get it totally wrong by concentrating on one ingredient at the expense of another; an easy mistake to make. What you have to do is lie in wait for each, be patient while they congregate (which doesn’t often happen) and then saunter over, introduce yourself, and invite them back to your place. Metaphorically speaking, of course.


But it doesn’t end there. It’s not simply a matter of assembly; you’ve got to add various sorts of seasoning if the whole thing isn’t going to end up like some nauseating religious marzipan. What you want is an easily absorbed lotion that won’t bring you out in a rash or make you smell.


Beware of commercial preparations, expensive luxuries, evangelical tautologies, meretricious platitudes and printed hyperbole. Anything that promises fast results or pain-free acquisition should be avoided. Real happiness is, as I’ve said, incredibly hard to attain, requiring years of struggle, hurt, anguish, self-doubt, paranoia, and lengthy periods of agonising melancholy. Anyone who tells you different is either fooling you or themselves.


Personally speaking, I have overcome these many obstacles. And you can too, if you’re willing to work at it; but, to be brutally honest, it’s not worth it.



















Scent





I got into a fight in the perfume department of a large store. It wasn’t my fault; I had been trying to choose a nice scent for my new girlfriend and there was a scuffle to my left. The perfume ladies backed away. I was filled, at the time, with a sense of invulnerability that came with having recently fallen in love, and I stepped forward to quell the incipient violence.


Naturally I was punched, knocked over and kicked in the face, but the broken bottles of perfume released such an incredible bouquet that I afterwards remembered the encounter with a degree of fondness.






















My Week





SUNDAY


Turned on the telly. On BBC1 was I’m So Lonely. On ITV was You’ll Never Be Famous. Thought of cranes, pylons, dams, volcanoes, locusts, lightning, helicopters, Hiroshima, show homes and ring roads.


MONDAY


Read that for men under thirty-four the biggest killer is car accidents. Second is suicides. Spent a while wondering what third was. Hit my head against the wall a few times.


TUESDAY


Something without a name has been eating at my thoughts for a while. Standing in the checkout queue at the supermarket I feel violent, or bored, or hopeless, or depressed, or pointless, or just sick inside. Need only to see a headline of someone else’s newspaper to feel frightened, or frustrated, or alienated, or helpless, or doomed, or just suicidal. Waking up was a battle with my limbs; stodgy, unreliable, wayward, hurting.
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