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         Dip him in the river who loves water.

         william blake

         This is a book about connection. About how immersion in creativity can bring us closer to each other and help us cultivate greater self-awareness. About how fine-tuning the ability to feel a creative connection can help us develop our empathy and establish a deeper relationship between ourselves and the world.

         I understand that even calling for connection and universality is problematic in a time of such division. Whether it’s Black Lives Matter or All Lives Matter, trans rights or terf rights, anti-vax or vaccinate, this is a time to take sides. And the stakes are high. Calling for togetherness risks minimising the necessity of people fighting for basic rights and freedoms. There are good reasons for the canyons that have opened up between us.

         I do not believe that ‘our differences don’t matter’ or that we are all the same. I acknowledge the social, 4historical, economic and political context of our differences and how they impact upon our lives. I also think that beneath our direct lived experiences and our inherited or ancestral experiences – beneath our unique cultures and identities – there is commonality, and I believe that this is something we can all access through creativity.

         Creativity encourages connection. And connection to true, uncomfortable self allows us to take responsibility for our impact on other people, rather than going blindly through life in a disconnected buzz of one day into the next, taking what we can from every encounter with no further thought possible than my survival, my kids’ survival, my survival, my kids’ survival.

         
            /

         

         Over the course of the following chapters, I will write in praise of creativity, in praise of music and theatre, and in praise of gathering to feel together. I understand that what humans need, more than the opportunity to attend a concert or act in a play, is access to secure affordable housing, safe and fair working conditions, healthcare, readily available 5fresh, non-toxic food and water, and an environment for their families to grow up in that is not violent, dangerous or traumatic. But it is also my understanding that, right beside these basic requirements, humans have always needed – and will always need – to play, to create, to reflect and release.

         I will use these terms to explore my ideas: creativity, connection and creative connection.

         Creativity is the ability to feel wonder and the desire to respond to what we find startling. Or, more simply, creativity is any act of love. Any act of making. It is usually applied to art-making, but it can also be applied to anything you do that requires your focus, skill and ingenuity. It takes creativity to dress well, for example. To parent. To paint a windowsill. To give someone you love your full attention.

         Connection is the feeling of landing in the present tense. Fully immersed in whatever occupies you, paying close attention to the details of experience. Characterised by an awareness of your minuteness in the scheme of things. A feeling of being absolutely located. Right here. Regardless of whether that ‘right here’ is agitated or calm, joyous or painful.

         Creative connection is the use of creativity to access and feel connection and get yourself and those 6with you in the moment into a more connected space.

         It could be that connection to another, deeper world is most easily experienced by artists. But really, anyone who’s ever meditated, prayed, studied the stars, cooked an important meal for people they love, thrown a punch, received one, built something with their hands, learned a skill because they had no choice, been in service to others, volunteered their time, found themselves at the edge of their sanity or at the edge of their experience, accepted a difficult truth, put themselves second, genuinely gone out of their way for somebody else, has felt it. Connection is not the sole domain of artists, but art is a good way of understanding the fruit of that other place where commonality begins.

         When I refer to ‘the reader’, I may be referring to the person who engages with text, music or artworks, but I am also referring to the person engaging with friends, strangers, lovers and the world around them. The reader is the gate that has to open to let the meaning through.

         When I refer to ‘the writer’, I may be referring to a writer of text or music, but also to the author of experience. The part of you that creates the narrative of your existence and that is constantly trying 7to find any thread strong enough to pull you through the blank pages of one day into the next.

         
            /

         

         James Joyce told me once: ‘In the particular is contained the universal.’ I appreciated the advice. It taught me that the closer attention I pay to my ‘particular’, the better chance I have of reaching you in yours.

         I’ve been getting on the mic for twenty years now, desperate for every opportunity to speak and be heard. Along the way, I’ve walked into a lot of rooms and thought to myself, Man, I don’t know how it’s going to happen tonight. I’ve felt myself judged. Felt myself the wrong person for the occasion. I’ve looked out at crowds and judged them. Been faced with people who I know are not ‘my people’, and thought, There’s no way you and I are going to get there together. And time and time again I’ve been proven wrong.

         I have spent twenty years with a pen in my hand. Twenty years studying the art of words spoken in places to people. Everything I have seen, I have seen through the lens of my creativity; it has been the primary function of my life. 8

         I will discuss writing, reading and performance here because it’s what I know to be true. I will be referring to these things specifically, but by referring to them, I will also be referring to the bigger themes of who we are, how we live, and how we might open ourselves to others.

         Empathy is remembering that everybody has a story. Multiple stories. And remembering to make space to hear someone else’s story before immediately telling your own.

         I love people so much. Every time I’m close to the edge, I am brought back into focus by paying deliberate attention to the people I encounter every day.

         Yes, I write for others like me. Others who don’t fit, have never fitted. Dykes like me. Who realise there’s nothing to be gained from even trying to fit, and eventually have just had to find their own way through.

         Others who give a shit about the world.

         Others who see the beauty first and are driven to witness the carnage.

         Others who see the carnage first and are driven to witness the beauty.

         But also, for those who have always fitted.

         For those who don’t give a shit about anything.9

         For those who’ve never seen the beauty anywhere. And even less, the carnage. Just outline things and passing time.

         People who share my beliefs and people who find them fucking ridiculous.

         Everyone. All the time. No matter what.10
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         The fox condemns the trap, not himself.

         william blake

         The problem with reflection is that before looking in the mirror, we compose ourselves. So what we see is what we hope to see. Before the furtive glance into the dark glass of a parked car or shop window, we have already made the face or taken the posture that we like to see. We adapt for the shock of observation. To really see ourselves requires a different approach.

         To locate ourselves fully in the present is difficult. What do we stand for? How do we square our beliefs with the realities of our lives as consumers? You may feel like the good guy, sure. But how can you be certain? When was the last time you noticed yourself behaving in a way that conflicted with your beliefs? Does it not happen daily that you transgress your own codes? You may be sure that you stand for honesty and integrity, but you still lied to your partner and deleted the texts. You still lost your temper in the car and screamed at your son.14

         If we are to come to a better understanding of our behaviour, we need to know ourselves not only as we’d like to be, but in how we actually operate. Who do you perform as when you are with different groups of people? Would you let a racist or homophobic remark slide from an acquaintance because it would break your personal social code to interject and pull them up on it? If so, are you prepared to accept that you lack integrity? That social conformity means you hold your desire to please people or avoid confrontation in higher regard than your morals?

         The twin existences of who we hope to be and who we actually are have been a longstanding literary obsession. We tell endless stories about the forces that compete for our souls, whether it’s Faust and his devils, Kendrick Lamar’s K. Dot trying to find his way through in good kid, m.A.A.d city, or Odysseus blessed by Pallas Athena and punished by Poseidon. These works encourage close examination of motives and morals. But it’s much easier to surrender responsibility to gods or circumstance than take matters into our own hands and say, Perhaps I am not who I consider myself to be. Perhaps, in truth, I have never really considered myself at all.15

         We have grown far from ourselves. The charades we are expected to perform have become real and swallowed us into the act. How else could we cope with the parameters of our lives? If not by virtue of the chips we stack to prove ourselves worthwhile. If not by believing in the farce.

         And we have grown far from each other.

         
            /

         

         Numbness, or disconnection, is a lack of true feeling. Maintaining a surface engagement with whatever is going on while at the same time being entirely elsewhere. So consumed with the concerns of the day, the actual events of the day pass unnoticed or are so unbearably precise they are experienced in the hyper-real close-up of a perceived threat to your life.

         Feel that heaviness mounting behind every action? The depravity of the desire to remain calm and not give in? Are you the type to hold yourself to irrational account? Listen without listening? Taste without tasting? Do you suppress rather than face conflict? Feel that everything is somehow a pretence? Are you going through the motions without 16truly landing on anything? Unable to notice your own preferences or feelings, let alone make them priorities? Are you uninterested in anything that taxes the inner reserves?

         What inner reserves?

         Who is the offstage self? The non-public you? The you that you are when your partner, parent, children, friends are not around? The you that doesn’t go to work or pay the bills? The you that hasn’t dropped out, isn’t smoking crack, hasn’t found themselves without a place to live? The you that isn’t proud of doing well at work? The you that isn’t soothed by a new relationship, a new haircut, a new pair of shoes or a new storage solution? The you whose morality is not informed by the newspapers you read or the politics you ascribe to? The you that you encounter in the middle of the night, waking from a dream, sure you heard a noise outside the door?

         The same ‘you’ that’s in everyone else.

         
            /

         

         Numbness is a logical response to the onslaught of the age. In order to be able to survive it with any semblance of sanity, in order to be able to function 17or even to flourish, numbness is required. A numbness that is evident when commuting in rush hour, or walking through a busy shopping district or a recently gentrified neighbourhood, or kissing your partner while thinking of something else. Doing the numbing chores of a life at the end of a numbing day of doing whatever it is that you do to sustain your existence. The precarious numbness of drunkenness, of unfeeling sexual encounters, of cheap drugs or expensive drugs. A numbness that is permissive, distractive, that rewards itself with deeper and deeper numbness. The numbness of leaving the body and leaving the mind and leaving the room saying, ‘Life goes on.’ ‘It is what it is.’ ‘Get over yourself.’ ‘Got to keep moving.’ ‘Got to get it done.’ Getting things done, always getting things done, in a permanent state of mild or severe disassociation. Binge watch. Binge drink. Binge eat. Oblivion.

         I know this numbness because it is my life.

         I have sought numbness. Over many years I have thrown myself fully into the pursuit of getting numb. Losing feeling. Avoiding instead of arriving in my experiences. I have needed something all-consuming to snap me out of reality. I have chosen to use drugs and alcohol to get me away from the pressures 18of my brain and the world. This has been both positive and negative. Numbness can be beautiful. It can be necessary. We need balance. When a life slips too far into disconnection or too far into connection, it is an exhausting process, trying to reanimate the avatar or re-root the uprooted.

         I find myself looking for the antidote to numbness. But there is no need to vaccinate against it or to banish it from the palette of experience. Numbness is part of experience.

         This, as ever, is my privilege talking. To be in a position of being able to ignore the reality of what this system does and continues to do is to be wholly complicit in it. Is to benefit hugely from it. To be able to not think about how the winners in this game came by their vast stores of mineral wealth is to profit from that wealth. The long list of ransacked nations, installed dictators, insurgencies financed by corporate interests, jailed bodies, ruined land. Death, disease and pipelines. To be able to ignore the inequality in your own city is to prosper from that inequality. The criminalisation of black bodies by an institutionally racist state. The rising use of food banks. The families still living in temporary accommodation years after the horror of Grenfell. 19

         
             

         

         Don’t think, I don’t want to think. I’m stuck in my habits and nothing is real but the utter expanse and I can’t move and I can’t stop moving. They’ve pulled all my shifts now I can’t make the rent and I’m still waiting for the council to get back to my enquiries and I’m getting by on help from my friends but it won’t last for ever. I can’t feel anything. I’m a good person. I spend time talking to heartbroken friends, I offer them all my best careful advice. I do what I can for my family, I’m always visiting. I don’t make inappropriate jokes, the children all like me. I get on with animals. I remember to flirt with my husband. I buy my wife jewellery for Christmas. I can’t feel anything.

         
             

         

         James Baldwin captures the immersion of obsessive love in Giovanni’s Room: ‘Life in that room seemed to be occurring beneath the sea, time flowed past indifferently above us, hours and days had no meaning’ We have found ourselves in a similar swamp of unreachability, of timelessness and delay. It is like being lost in a toxic pairing. I know I don’t want it. But I don’t know how to get out.

         This system needs your numbness. You are an agent of consumption. You have no other purpose 20in the eyes of your government. You are nothing. Grease for a machine that relies on your complicity and your passionate malleability. You have been led to believe you are the kernel of a bright, bright future, and that all you have to do to live your best life is compete. Win. Consume. You are a consumer and your parents were consumers and your grandparents were consumers and your children are consumers. This is your legacy. Since the Enlightenment, that hallowed age of European bloodlust, which has peddled its own importance and propagated its own mythology in our schools and textbooks and on our television screens as the age of unmatched artistic and philosophical excellence, the age of fraternity and libertarianism when in truth it was an age of violence, civil and global war, inequality, repression and savage cruelty. Running on blood. The blood of the working classes. The blood of the black and brown bodies exploited and sold and killed for its progress. Bloodied and shameful and standing on columns in all of our terrible cities, proud stone temples to an age of evil that sold itself as the Age of Light. We live in that time still. Its chaos, ongoing. The industrialisation of inequality continues. Your numbness is necessary. My numbness is necessary.21

         And yet.

         
             

         

         Telling poems levels the room.

         
             

         

         I’ve seen it happen, so many times, in so many different environments. Because there’s no music, no set, no backdrop, no need for anything other than a person speaking and a person listening, a ‘spoken-word’ performance can happen anywhere, and as poets, when we get booked, we turn up, no matter how random it seems. I’ve told poems in art galleries in Central London, at queer parties in DIY spaces, to a group of young people in a homeless shelter, to the CEO of a global bank on a private mountain range, to an outlaw motorcycle gang at a shrimp shack on the Pacific Coast Highway. All with the same shaking hands, the same urgent desire to connect, and the same feeling that something drastic was about to change. I’ve gone on between punk bands at squat gigs, over jungle DJs in free parties, after awkward introductions in school classrooms and pupil referral units, in an opera house in an Italian village, in street-corner ciphers and at fundraising buffet functions for arts institutions. I got booked once for a poetry set in a mainstream comedy tent; the whole 22crowd waiting for a famous comedian and I shuffled out to talk about Icarus. I’ve told poems in libraries, in between circus acts in apocalyptic sci-fi festival zones, at cabaret side-show cocktail clubs, at rap battles, in people’s living rooms, at a pub when the football was on, in the street outside someone else’s gig, in the car park of the Albert Hall. Once I got booked to stand on the bar of a busy pub and just shout my poems and it seemed all right at the time. I’ve told poems in a sports shop for a fleet of runners back from a sprint; I was still in the clothes from the night before, with burst blood vessels in my face from all the drink I was putting away, telling poems with vaguely motivational themes while they cooled down in Lycra. I’ve told loads of poems in the foyers of venues. It seemed we were always going on in the foyer, giving everything we could to the passing crowd as they left the main gig in the auditorium and went to find the toilets or join the queue for rosé.

         Naked language has a humanising effect; listening to someone tell their story, people noticeably opened up, became more vulnerable, and let their defences down; the rooms got less frosty, less confrontational. Once I told poems for the inmates at 23HMP Holloway, and my words took on resonances they had never had before. Suddenly every single line was about the very moment of that performance and it was a powerful experience for me. Around the same time, I told poems at the opening of the Louis Vuitton Maison in Bond Street, and the same thing happened. The words took on a sharpness and resonance they had never had before. I was there, in my tracksuit bottoms, treading on the toes of supermodels, feeling completely exposed and judged, but I started to tell the poems, and the energy transformed, mine included; everybody opened up. Each time I have walked into strange rooms with poems to tell, I have had to confront my own insecurities and judgements about who I was talking to and why, and each time I was taught something about what connects us being more powerful than what divides.24

      

   

OEBPS/images/new_logo_online.png
faber





OEBPS/images/faber_colophon_black_rgb_online.png





OEBPS/images/9780571354047_cover_epub.jpg





