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To the past


Pete and Alice Muckley


And the future


Noor and Tara Kubba Hyde and Sam Nathan Saffron


I don’t know how generations to come are going to manage surnames.









He who is without sin among you, let him throw the first stone…


John 8:7


Someday a real rain will come and wash all this scum off the streets.


Taxi Driver


All the Seven Deadly Sins are man’s true nature. To be greedy. To be hateful. To have lust. Of course, you have to control them, but if you’re made to feel guilty for being human, then you’re going to be trapped in a never-ending sin-and-repent cycle that you can’t escape from.


Marilyn Manson


I shot a man in Reno, just to watch him die.


Johnny Cash









Sin


sɪn/


Noun.


An immoral act considered to be a transgression against divine law.


‘A sin in the eyes of God.’


Synonyms: Immoral act, wrong, wrongdoing, act of evil/wickedness, transgression, crime, offence, misdeed, misdemeanour, error, lapse, fall from grace.


Verb.


Commit a sin.


‘I sinned and brought shame down on us.’


Synonyms: Commit a sin, offend against God, commit an offence, transgress, do wrong, commit a crime, break the law, misbehave, go astray, stray from the straight and narrow, go wrong, fall from grace.








Foreword




22 December 2015


South-East France 





Dear Hyde,


What ARE ‘The Seven Deadly Sins’? I’ve forgotten, even though I had to memorise them when I was a kid in Catholic school. Lust, Greed, Anger, Gluttony… What else? Oh yeah, SLOTH… That’s a good one. ENVY… That was one, I believe. Well, that’s six. What about gullibility, credulousness, wilful ignorance? There’s a deadly sin if ever there was one.


Didn’t Bosch do a nice painting of the Seven Deadly Sins? I think so. I’ll have to go and look for that in a book of his works that I possess.


Five minutes later: Yes, I found it. A crazy circular painting, a sort of dial of the Seven Deadly Sins. The seventh one is PRIDE.


What about DISHONESTY, deceiving the ignorant and the innocent? What about CRUELTY, harming other humans or animals unnecessarily, excessively or simply because you ENJOY it?


Obviously, there are MORE than seven deadly sins. Excessive INTOXICATION—there’s a big one. REVENGE—a deadly sin. Humans have trouble distinguishing between revenge and justice. Two different things. Maybe revenge falls under the heading of anger—a subcategory.


The whole exercise is an oversimplification. That’s what it comes down to. The terms are too broad, but you know people in the old days loved those kinds of simplifications. The seven virtues, the seven keys to power; seven—an archetypal number. I’ve sailed the seven seas, been to see the Seven Sisters, the seven wonders of the world, the seven sacraments.


All those ‘Deadly Sins’ are part of our nature: Lust, Anger, Greed, etc. I know I’m ‘guilty’ of all of them, committed them all. Most of them repeatedly. We can’t help it. But it’s only in excess that they become ‘deadly’.


Take LUST. ‘Lust’ is just a judgement put on a hormone-driven animal urge. Without ‘Lust’ there would be no reproduction. But most of us learn through experience that excessive Lust, just as with excessive Gluttony, can indeed be ‘deadly.’ So, we try to control these drives: the pursuit of pleasure, the pursuit of wealth, power, glory (‘Pride’). Most people I know, myself included, behaved excessively in their youth and then gradually toned it down after many painful consequences. We all can wince at the memory of the stupid things we did. We can all feel remorse for our excesses.


So, there’s my two cents about the Seven Deadly Sins.


Robert Crumb





Prologue




We were somewhere around Barstow on the edge of the desert when the drugs began to take hold. I remember saying something like, ‘I feel a bit lightheaded; maybe you should drive…’ And suddenly there was a terrible roar all around us and the sky was full of what looked like huge bats, all swooping and screeching and diving around the car, which was going about a hundred miles an hour with the top down to Las Vegas…


Hunter S. Thompson, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas





New Year’s Day 2016.


I have, of late, been microdosing psychedelic mushrooms each and every morning, to the great enhancement of my spirit and the benefit of my constitution, but I have, as yet, seen no giant bats in the skies over Tottenham.


Clouds the colour of gunmetal grey, oh yes; crows the colour of the abyss, aplenty; carrier bags, orange-and-white of hue by the baker’s dozen born high on a clammy wind supernatural in its mildness and sinister in its balminess given that this is a January day, indeed the very first January day of this new year of our Lord 2016; but, as yet…


No bats.


The darkness presses its haunted face against my dirty windows pleading to come in, the city tossing uncomfortably in a fitful slumber made barren by pills, weed and cheap alcohol, and all the while a post-apocalyptic quiet hangs over the streets, slick with last night’s vomit and the ghosts of already discarded resolutions.


I sit at my old oak desk and reflect on the task ahead. It’s late. Outside a storm rages. The single bulb of a 1940s Herbert Terry angle-poise lamp struggles to penetrate the smoky gloom; cigarette butts are piled high in a Bates Motel china ashtray. My emphysemic MacBook, with its cataract-clouded screen, returns my gaze with blank disinterest; dull eyes staring back at me through a dirty patina of grime, compacted dust and coffee stains.


This isn’t working.


I need more than stale incense and the cold, creeping draft that sneaks invisibly down the back of my neck. I need plantation shutters, an overhead fan, blood-stained sheets and discarded bourbon bottles.


I need atmosphere, goddammit, I’m an artist.


Something must be done. And so come, come with me now; for it is this very day I have pledged to embark on a journey, a long, mysterious and arduous journey lasting all of 366 days (this being a leap year), during which time I will meditate often and attend the gym three times a week and write each and every day, curtail my overspending on unnecessary shit on eBay and indeed buy no more guitars, because surely eleven is enough for any man, and avoid excessive masturbation, tobacco, dairy produce and refined sugar wherever possible, and behave with love and compassion towards my fellow man at all times, and I will not rest…


Until we have saved the world.


To do this, we will venture through all nine layers of hell, supping from the cracked chalice of Sin, and leave no stone unturned until we have a complete and total understanding of that which has led us astray, corrupting and poisoning our biosphere through war, greed, lust for power, dominance and control, that has brought this once beautiful paradise that we call Earth to the very edges of extinction.


This place that we call home.


Throughout this trial, given that the greatest Sin of them all is considered to be Pride and Vanity, I will neither shave my beard nor cut my hair, and thus resolved I shall—with no thought for my own personal safety and for the good of all mankind—explore, experience, investigate, touch, taste and smell…


Sin.


In all its dark glory.


And it’s not until we have savoured all that is twisted, abhorrent and evil that we will emerge afresh into a new world, a world of hope, a world of possibility…


A world of our own dreaming.


What’s more, it is my suggestion that the very notion of Sin that we all live with is out-dated, ladies and gentlemen; that the old codes of guidance and morality no longer serve us; and I contest that if we are indeed to save the world, we need a new operating system, a new way. And that is the express purpose of this adventure: a call to arms, a clarion cry to your deeper spirit, a demand to throw out the musty rule book and to come up with your own so that by the end of this book you will have explored, as will I, your own dark corners, your own ethics, your own morality, to find your own code.


And then go out and live it.


You see, this isn’t a self-help book.


This is a do-it-yourself-help book.


It’s not my job to tell you to rebel against society and I’m not going to tell you how to live or what to do or how to do it or even what’s right or wrong for you. But stick with the journey (and I gotta tell you right now, I haven’t got a clue where it’s going to take us), and by the end of the ride you should have a better understanding of how to live your life, and how to make the world a better, safer, richer and more peaceful place.


As Osho said, where there is certainty there is no learning. And while I have absolutely no idea how we might save the world, I had thought that I knew a thing or two about Sin, but as I begin to explore, even at this early stage, I realise that the whole area… is vast.


But that’s exciting, right?


To get on a plane and not know its destination? A magical mystery tour. Let’s just hope we end up in the Seychelles rather than Southend. All I know is that we won’t rest until we have rescued mankind and found the answer… to what is Sin.





January




In the beginning, God created the heaven and the earth. And the earth was without form, and void; and darkness was upon the face of the deep. And the Spirit of God moved upon the face of the waters.


The Book of Genesis





And so, before we set forth, let’s talk some more about you.


Yeah…


You.


Despite my gossamer-thin promise that if you read this you’ll know how to live life by your own rulebook, and indeed save the planet, why would you accompany me on this trek? Why would you choose to leave the comfort of the fireside and venture out into the wasteland in the full knowledge that this journey is at best unpredictable and at worst liable to drive us to the edge of madness or beyond?


Two reasons:


First, the world we live in is fucked. Our terrorist governments and corrupt, self-serving politicians have propagated a vast disparity in the division of wealth; a semi-visible and perpetual World War III rages above and below ground, and we need to find a whole new value system if we are to survive as a species.


Then there’s the second reason and that is all about you.


Because, like it or not, you are a Sinner.


And look, I know you try your best, OK? I know you’re one of the good guys. I know you subscribe to Avaaz and you’ve got a standing order to the World Wildlife Fund. I applaud you for that, I really do.


But way, way back, when you were born, when you were fresh and pure and new, you had no notion of mortal Sin, or even morality; and unless your mother had experienced some kind of trauma when you were in the womb, the chances are you were largely a blank canvas, secure in the innate knowledge that you were loveable.


And you had no concept of Sin.


My belief, after working as some kind of therapist for over two decades now, is that there is essentially only one core wound that any of us have and that all presenting issues are but symptoms of that wound:




Do I belong?


Am I accepted?


And most of all…


Am I loveable?





As soon as you are admonished, bullied or shamed, you run naked in your humiliation from the Garden and do whatever you possibly can to cover your arse.


And so it goes on. You develop an inner radar like a soldier on sentry duty, peering into the darkness, eyes on stalks in a fixed 1000-yard stare; hyper-vigilant to any perceived attack, your armour becomes thicker and thicker. But still the messages penetrate, at first from your family: ‘big boys don’t cry, little girls should never get angry, children should be seen and not heard, you wait until your father gets home, don’t be naughty or the sandman will get you, mummy won’t love you if you do that, you’ll never go to heaven if you do that…’


Then comes school: ‘you’re too short, too tall, too fat, too thin, you wear glasses, you smell, you have greasy hair, you’re stupid, you don’t have the right clothes to be in the gang, you’re shit at maths…’


As you grow older, maybe you realise that all of this was nonsense. Maybe you get over it or maybe you get some therapy, but inside you’re wounded and deep down uncertain as to whether anyone will ever really love you.


And still the messages come: ‘you’re too slow, too fast, too short, too tall, too bald, too hairy, not sexy enough, too sexual, you’re arrogant, you’re a failure, you’re brash, you’re under-confident, too bullish, too weak….’


And by the time you’re fully-grown, you’re going to have ingested a whole library of data that says, in essence…


You’re just no good.


And from that position you are very susceptible to the idea that you are a Sinner, not because of what you do or what you don’t do, but because you inhabit this world; and part of the core of this world’s very structure is that you, by default, are born morally depraved and therefore must plead for salvation.


How else would you be controllable? By your parents, your state, your church?


Now hold on. Before you throw this book away, this isn’t just another conspiracy theory rant. Not yet, anyway.


Wikipedia defines Sin as:




The act of violating God’s will. Sin can also be viewed as anything that violates the ideal relationship between an individual and God; or as any diversion from the perceived ideal order for human living.





However, rather than committing a wrongdoing, the original Hebrew word Sin meant ‘to miss’, to not be present, to be unconscious.


I apologise now if you don’t like Osho because there’s going to be a fair amount of his twisted genius in this book. He said:




The word ‘Sin’ is very significant; not in the way Christians interpret it, not according to the dictionaries, because they have been influenced by the religions, but according to its original roots: the word ‘Sin’ simply means forgetfulness. And that gives a totally new dimension to the word—a beauty. It is nothing for which you can be thrown into hell. It is something that you can manage. It is not concerned with any action in particular; it is concerned with your awareness.


To be aware is to be virtuous. And to remain in unawareness is the only Sin. You may be doing good things without awareness. But those good things are no longer good, because they come out of darkness, unconsciousness, blindness. And as far as awareness is concerned, a man who is full of awareness, alert, cannot do anything wrong. It is intrinsically impossible.


Awareness brings so much clarity, so much perception, so much understanding that it is impossible to do anything that can be harmful to anyone. It is impossible to interfere with somebody’s freedom or somebody’s life. You can only be a blessing to existence, nothing else. So, to forget that you are a seeker is dangerous. It is falling into Sin. This is the only Sin I accept as Sin.





Did you get that?


Spoiler alert.




The only true Sin…


Is that of unconsciousness.


Boom!





There we have it and I’ll tell you right now, that may well be the most important point raised in this book, so if you’re just skim-reading you can quit here and still have got something profound.


But should you wish to persevere…


We are born pure, we are told we are Sinners, we desperately adapt in order to be loveable and thus lose touch with ourselves, which makes us unconscious, and in so doing…


We become Sinners.


What a rip-off.


Of course, the notion of Sin and its hellish consequences have been used as a vehicle for the last 2000 years to control the masses, as well as, I grant you, providing some kind of social guideline in the form of morality. But, as Osho said, ‘morality is so that people don’t have to think for themselves.’


If you want to control people—whether it is to keep them in ‘order’, to exploit or to manipulate them—the best way is to instil in them a deep sense of guilt, or better still scare the b’Jesus out of them.


Keep them fearful.


The war against terror is a contemporary example. By manufacturing or manipulating a scary situation with a semi-visible or questionably real enemy we feel beholden to our governments to protect us.


Even better than terrorism, how about a list of things that you will almost certainly want to indulge in at some time because you’re human, but—and here’s the clever part—if you do you will fry for all eternity. That’s all eternity mind, not just a quick, ‘ouch! oh fuck I just burned my forearm on the edge of the oven’ kind of moment. No, we’re talking about that kind of pain times a thousand for all eternity. Forever. And ever. Unless…


You do as your told.


Convince people of that bullshit from as early an age as possible, preferably while they’re young and untarnished like perfect little sponges, and man, you’ve really got control of them.


That’s real power.


Christianity in particular is a religion that blossomed among the slaves of the Roman Empire, people of a servile nature who were sold an ideology of a saviour who died for their Sins.


The Pagan religions of the Romans and Greeks were much more level. I mean, you could even shag a god if you got lucky—there wasn’t quite the same hierarchy as there is in Christianity.


There wasn’t so much bowing down before a vengeful god.


[image: ]


A while back it seemed that everyone who came to see me suddenly wanted to talk about sex, and my friends and clients encouraged me to write a book about the sticky subject.


I think it’s a good idea. I think it needs to be done. There are so many lies around sex, so many myths. The truth needs to be told.


I have so much experience of working with sex, and so many people who trust me enough to talk to me in great and explicit detail about their own personal experiences, and…


Sex sells.


And so yeah, I could write a whole book on sex, and maybe I will, and maybe I should, but right now it’s just not calling me. I simply don’t feel evolved enough in that area to do it. But in thinking about it I went to Lust and from there to the other Sins. And so…


Here we are.


Lust




Noun.


1. Strong sexual desire.


‘He knew that his lust for her had returned.’


Synonyms: Sexual desire, sexual appetite, sexual longing, sexual passion, lustfulness, ardour, desire, passion.


Verb.


1. Have strong sexual desire for someone.


‘He really lusted after me in those days.’


Synonyms: Desire, be consumed with desire for, find sexually attractive, find sexy, crave, covet, want, wish for, long for, yearn for, hunger for, thirst for, ache for, burn for, pant for; informal—have the hots for, letch after/over, fancy, have a thing about/for, drool over, have the horn for.





According to Wikipedia:




Lust is an emotion or feeling of intense desire in the body. Lust can take any form such as the lust for knowledge, the lust for sex or the lust for power. It can take such mundane forms as the lust for food as distinct from the need for food. Lust is a psychological force producing intense wanting for an object, or circumstance fulfilling the emotion.





OK, that helps a bit. Maybe it’s what religion does with Lust that makes it problematic.


In Buddhism, while technically not a religion, it still seems they believe that ‘suffering is caused by lust.’


In Hinduism, Lust is considered the greatest enemy to mankind and the gateway to hell.


In Islam, it is frowned upon and seen as the first step towards adultery, rape and other antisocial behaviours.


In Sikhism, Lust is counted among the five cardinal Sins or Sinful propensities, the others being anger, ego, greed and attachment. The uncontrollable expression of sexual Lust is considered evil.


However, none of the Pagan religions considered Lust a vice at all, especially the Ancient Roman Bacchantes and the Dionysians; and all things Tantric—art, writings and religious rituals—glorify sex as a route to the divine.


The Christians believe that Lust devalues the eternal attraction of male and female, reducing personal riches of the opposite sex to an object for gratification of sexuality; and the Catholic church considers it to be a disordered desire for sexual pleasure, where sexual pleasure is ‘sought for itself, isolated from its procreative and unitive purposes’.


To me, the best interpretation I’ve come across so far is from Russell Brand, who described his sexual addiction as ‘Like being chained to a maniac.’


And yeah, out of control or taken to the point of obsession, Lust can be a problem.


But then, so can anything.
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Gluttony




Noun.


Habitual greed or excess in eating.


‘She said plumpness was a sign of gluttony in most cases.’ Synonyms: Greed, greediness, overeating, overconsumption, binge eating, gourmandism, gourmandising, gluttonousness, voraciousness, voracity, wolfishness, insatiability; informal—piggishness, hoggishness, gutsiness; technical polyphagia, hyperphagia; edacity, gulosity, esurience.





The order of the Sins—those considered worst listed last—comes from Dante’s Divine Comedy and next in line, Gluttony, is defined as the ‘wasting of food, either through eating too much food, drink or drugs, misplaced desire for food for its taste, or not giving food to the needy.’ Or as Dante saw it, ‘excessive love of pleasure.’


Gluttony is clearly a serious issue in today’s Western culture. As I understand it, human beings aren’t designed to deal with abundance. We’ve come from millennia of feast or famine. In times of abundance—after a harvest or a successful hunt—people would gather for a ritual feast and once it was done, hunker down and live off the dried and preserved leftovers, sometimes for months at a time.


Nowadays, we live in a time of perpetual feast. Every high street has a multitude of food outlets, supermarkets, convenience stores, cafés and restaurants. Despite the increasing prevalence of food banks, it’s hard to actually starve in our culture. My corner shop doesn’t even have doors. It’s open all day and night, every day of the year.


But our bodies don’t know how to deal with this perpetual feast. So we keep eating. And eating. Three meals a day on average, plus God knows how many snacks.


I’ve done a lot of fasting in my time, either through poverty or spiritual practice, and the thing I’ve noticed is that we just don’t need that much food. The trouble is mealtimes have become part of our social regime and so we eat because it’s ‘lunch time’, not necessarily because we’re hungry. It’s one of the many ways we’ve become detuned from ourselves, out of sync, asleep. If you break with traditional mealtimes and only eat when you are genuinely hungry, not only will you almost certainly eat less, but also you’ll find that you are much more sensitised to your whole being.
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Greed




Noun.


Intense and selfish desire for something, especially wealth, power or food.


‘I don’t know why I’m eating more—it’s not hunger, it’s just greed.’


Synonyms: Avarice, acquisitiveness, covetousness, rapacity, graspingness, cupidity, avidity, possessiveness, materialism; mercenariness, predatoriness; informal money-grubbing, money-grabbing; informal grabbiness; rare Mammonism, pleonexia, gluttony, hunger, ravenousness, voraciousness, voracity, insatiability; gourmandising, gourmandism; intemperance, overeating, overconsumption, self-indulgence; informal swinishness, piggishness, hoggishness, gutsiness; rare edacity, esurience, desire, urge, need, appetite, hunger, craving, longing, yearning, hankering, hungering, thirst, pining; avidity, eagerness, enthusiasm, impatience; itch.





That’s a lot of synonyms…


OK, we all get what Greed is. It’s when somebody wants more things than the person needs or can use. That’ll be guitars for me, then. And denim. I’ve got me a bad case of Greed for 24 ounce unsanforised, raw Japanese denim.


The problem already facing me with this book is that I wanted to reclaim some of these Sins, I wanted to find the good side. Lust isn’t too hard a sell, but Gluttony and Greed?


I fear I’m facing defeat in the opening chapter.
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But with Sloth I might be back in the game.


Sloth




Noun.


1. Reluctance to work or make an effort; laziness.


‘He should overcome his natural sloth and complacency.’


Synonyms: Laziness, idleness, indolence, slothfulness, inactivity, inertia, sluggishness, apathy, accidie, listlessness, lassitude, passivity, lethargy, languor, torpidity, slowness, heaviness, dullness, shiftlessness; archaic fainéance; rare hebetude.


2. A slow-moving tropical American mammal that hangs upside down from the branches of trees using its long limbs and hooked claws.





It’s while lazing around that I have most of my best ideas. The bath is a fertile tub where the muse often visits me, as is the couch that my grandfather made in the 1930s that my family and I have lounged around on ever since.


I’m not saying that I’m not lazy. I am. When it comes to housework, accounts and washing my car, I’d much rather pay someone else to do them. My concern is not that we waste that much time, but that we don’t spend enough in peaceful contemplation. We don’t sit and wait, we don’t tune in, we don’t cultivate our intuition, and we’re too busy emphasising the value of productivity to the degree that we often sacrifice the kind of inspiration that comes with stillness.


What’s more, everything has to be fast these days—high-speed broadband, 4G phones, drones delivering shit from Amazon. We seem to be in a terrible hurry.


But when it comes to productivity I’m a big advocate of doing nothing.


Nothing at all.


Because, to my mind, the best way to hit a creative dead end is to try—try really hard to come up with a great idea, bang your head against the wall as you attempt to think outside the box, to be brilliant, to be great, to shine, to prove to the world that you are of value, worth having on board…


To prove that you are not lazy.


I remember my mum sometimes used to say to me at the end of the day during the holidays, ‘So, what have you done to justify your existence today?’


I always found that a tricky one to answer and even now, aged 51, I find it hard to lie in bed in the mornings when I don’t have to get up. That programming goes deep and who among us can claim to have been raised to do nothing? I was raised to worship the great gods of Do and Think. To do nothing, to be still, to wait or to contemplate… they were false gods, forbidden gods, pagan gods, gods worshiped by losers and wasters.


I remember when I left school the careers advisor shrugging his shoulders and saying, ‘I expect you to be in prison within a year.’


Imagine if, instead, he’d said, ‘Right, we’ve identified you as someone who displays strong dropout capabilities and therefore we figure you’re qualified to take stressed-out people, sick of their corporate treadmill lives, into the woods to do nothing for several days until they have a direct experience of the divine, which blesses them with the absolute certainty of what their life’s purpose should be.’


Things might have turned out…


Just like this.


So Sloth. Not all bad.
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What’s next? Oh yeah:


Wrath




Noun.


Extreme anger.


‘He hid his pipe for fear of incurring his father’s wrath.’


Synonyms: Anger, rage, fury, annoyance, indignation, outrage, pique, spleen, chagrin, vexation, exasperation, dudgeon, high dudgeon, hot temper, bad temper, bad mood, ill humour, irritation, irritability, crossness, displeasure, discontentment, disgruntlement, irascibility, cantankerousness, peevishness, querulousness, crabbiness, testiness, tetchiness, snappishness.





OK, I know Wrath has a bad rap, but let’s divide it into two categories—clean anger and dirty anger.


A weird example of clean anger occurred for me in the elevator at Covent Garden tube a few years ago. It was a Friday evening and I’d popped into Marks & Spencer opposite the station on my way home, where I availed myself of a two-course meal (plus a bottle of wine) for sad, lonely people for a tenner.


The elevator was packed, but I managed to squeeze into a small gap. As the doors were closing, a group of about five wide boys in town on the piss muscled their way in, pushing aggressively into the crowd to a typical flurry of muted English tuts.


Beside me stood a young black guy, a typical London office worker on his way home at the end of a long week, minding his own business, doing no harm. I don’t remember him making any noticeable response to being barged into; he just looked at the ground.


The wide boys decided they were going to have some fun. They started poking him and sneering, ‘You gonna cry, are you? You gonna cry?’


I felt an immediate volcanic heat rising from my chest and, grasping my bottle of rosé like a club, through Dirty Harry teeth, I hissed, ‘Leave. Him. Alone.’


They looked at me. I looked at them. Everyone else looked at the floor with sudden and immediate fascination.


‘You fucking heard me.’


The elevator reached the bottom and the crowd bolted from the claustrophobic warzone, but I stood my ground, rosé held high, burning down the wankers with death-stare eyes, as if to say, ‘We like black people in this town, right. So, fuck off back to whatever provincial shithole you come from before I wrap this bottle of delightfully elegant and fruity wine with its enticing aroma of strawberries and cream, and a crisp finish, around your thick, shiny, shaven skulls, you inbred, racist twats.’


While all the time, a tiny voice inside my head was going, ‘Please, Jerry, please don’t do this. Please just walk away.’ Much the same as the time I told a couple of corrupt Moroccan cops to go fuck themselves and the voice was going, ‘Please, Jerry, please don’t do this. You’re gonna get raped in some Marrakech hellhole. Just give them the money and walk.’


But, interestingly, on both occasions, they just went, ‘Alright, mate, alright,’ and backed off.


Leaving me feeling like the boss.


But then we have dirty anger.


A few days after the rosé incident, I was driving my kids to school through Muswell Hill. They were thirsty and pleading for water, so I slammed the car into the curb without indicating and jumped out, while the driver behind me leaned on his horn. Unperturbed in the knowledge that I could take on anyone, I gave him the finger and, next thing you know, this beast of a man is out of his vehicle and bounding down the road towards me like an enraged silverback.


I reached for my rosé. It wasn’t there.


And so I did what any sensible coward would do and ran for the safety of my car and locked all the doors. Silverback wasn’t deterred; he pounded on the window, his spit smearing down the glass as I drove away, my little girls asking, ‘What does “cunt” mean, Daddy?’


Looking back on it, I realise the difference. In Covent Garden, The Force was strong within me. I felt clear and true to my beliefs, and that translated into a pure energy that created an impregnable boundary around me.


In Muswell Hill, I was all over the place, stressed and driving badly. And when the shit hit the fan, I abandoned all sense of hardness and self-composure and ran for the hills. Giving him the finger was my version of dirty anger and I got the impression that the man who came bounding down the road after me hadn’t spent too much time reflecting on the many possible ways of expressing his, either.


Wrath. It’s a mixed bag.
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Envy




Noun.


1. A feeling of discontented or resentful longing aroused by someone else’s possessions, qualities, or luck.


‘She felt a twinge of envy for the people on board.’


Synonyms: Jealousy, enviousness, covetousness, desire.


Verb.


1. Desire to have a quality, possession, or other desirable thing belonging to (someone else).


‘He envied people who did not have to work at the weekends.’


Synonyms: Be envious of, be jealous of.





Bertrand Russell said that envy was one of the most potent causes of unhappiness. I feel that envy has its uses, however. It’s like a signpost to what we truly want for ourselves. I envy that person’s job, family, car, status… it shows us what we most desire.


I’d tweak what Bertrand says to be more in line with Osho and suggest that comparison is what causes envy and jealousy, and is therefore the root of the most potent cause of unhappiness. When we compare—which we are all conditioned to do from an early age—it’s very much an integral part of our educative ethos; we come out better or worse than the other and therefore separate. At best, it’s a shallow victory; at worst, a total defeat. Osho said:




From the very beginning you are being told to compare yourself with others. This is the greatest disease; it is like a cancer that goes on destroying your very soul.


Jealousy is comparison.


Comparison is a very foolish attitude, because each person is unique and incomparable. I am just myself and you are just yourself. There is nobody else in the world to be compared with. There has never been any individual like you before and there will never be again. Once this understanding settles in you, jealousy disappears. You are just yourself, and you need not be like anybody else, either.


Everybody is jealous of everybody else. And out of jealousy we create such hell, and out of jealousy we become very mean.





Or more simply perhaps, in the words of Keith Moon, ‘I am the greatest Keith Moon-type drummer in the world.’


And therein lies the answer to true happiness.
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Pride




Noun.


1. Be especially proud of (a particular quality or skill).


2. Excessive pride in one’s appearance, qualities, abilities, achievements, etc.; character or quality of being vain; conceit.


3. Something about which one is vain or excessively proud.


4. Lack of real value; hollowness; worthlessness: the vanity of a selfish life.


‘The faces of the children’s parents glowed with pride.’





Really? That’s the worst Sin?


OK, so one of the main concerns here seems to be this idea of excess. To be excessively proud. I’m guessing that this is an English notion, the idea that we might be too much. Too much pride, self-love, even confidence is definitely seen as a terribly poor show in the UK. I’ve written about this before. Despite some serious reservations about some aspects of US culture—or perhaps more specifically, US politics and foreign policy—the one thing I really admire about the US is the fact that they aren’t phobic about ‘boasting’. Sure, to our eyes they can be brash; but they have a dream—that you can better yourself. We don’t have that in the UK.


It’s considered to be bad taste.


I woke early this morning to the startling news that David Bowie had died in the night. It’s hard to imagine a world without Bowie—he’s always been here. But had he adhered to the moral code stating that pride is the worst sin of all, that’s the world we’d have lived in. Bowie free. Watching his iconic performance of Ziggy Stardust at Hammersmith on YouTube, I’m guessing he wasn’t too encumbered with a fear of showing off or using his beauty to promote his art.


Like a lot of great wisdom, I found this among the photos of kittens and selfies on Facebook:




When in doubt, listen to David Bowie. In 1968, Bowie was a gay, ginger, bonk-eyed, snaggle-toothed FREAK walking around South London in a dress, being shouted at by thugs. Four years later, he was still exactly that, but everyone else wanted to be like him too. If David Bowie can make being David Bowie cool, you can make being you cool. PLUS, unlike David Bowie, you get to listen to David Bowie for inspiration. So, you’re one up on him really. YOU’RE ALREADY ONE AHEAD OF DAVID BOWIE.





Was David Bowie guilty of ‘the vanity of having led a selfish life’? Who gives a shit? He left the world a better place for his existence and that, to me, is a job well done.
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So, there you have them. The Seven Deadly Sins.


But why seven? Why not six? Or eight?


As Robert Crumb pointed out:


The seven virtues, the seven keys to power; seven—an archetypal number. I’ve sailed the seven seas, been to see the Seven Sisters, the seven wonders of the world, the seven sacraments.


Seven, it seems, is a fairly hefty number. Cosmically speaking.


Used 735 times in the Bible, seven is the foundation of God’s word.


It’s considered the number of completeness and perfection.


There are seven days in a week and God’s Sabbath is on the seventh.


The Bible was originally divided into seven major parts.


There are seven men in the Old Testament who are specifically mentioned as men of God.


Jesus is quoted as giving seven parables.


In The Book of Revelation, there are seven churches, seven seals, seven trumpet plagues, seven thunders and the seven last plagues.


There are seven annual Holy Days.


Jesus performed seven miracles on the Sabbath.


There are seven colours in the rainbow.


Seven continents.


There are seven hills of Rome.


Seven was considered the number of gods in Ancient Egypt.


There are seven pure notes in the diatonic scale; seven inches is the diameter of a 45rpm record; there are seven musicians in a septet and seven basic swaras in Indian Carnatic music.


7-Eleven is a chain of convenience stores.


In Hinduism, there are seven worlds in the universe, seven seas in the world and seven gurus called Sapta Rishis.


In Islam, the ritual pilgrimages of Hajj and Umrah require seven walks between the Al-Safa and Al-Marwah mountains, and Muslims on a pilgrimage to Mecca walk seven times around the cuboid building at the centre of Islam’s most sacred mosque.


There are seven levels to heaven and seven doors to hell, and the number of big Sins or vices is…


Yup.


Seven.


In Judaism, Shiva is another pronunciation of the Hebrew word for seven and is the number of days of mourning; hence, one sits shiva.


Seven blessings are recited during a Jewish wedding ceremony and the bride and groom are feted with seven days of festive meals after their wedding.


Japanese mythology has the seven lucky gods of good fortune.


The Buddha walked seven steps at his birth and his mother died seven days later.


The number of dwarfs was seven.


In the Vedic system, there are seven chakras.


The Irish hero, Cúchulainn, has seven fingers on each hand, seven toes on each foot and seven pupils in each eye.


The seventh son of a seventh son is a vampire. Fact.


The ancient world had seven wonders.


Yul Brynner, Steve McQueen, Horst Buchholz, Charles Bronson, Robert Vaughn, James Coburn and Brad Dexter were magnificent, and there were seven of them, as were there samurai.


In numerology seven is the seeker, the thinker and the searcher of truth.


In Chinese culture, seven represents the combination of Yin, Yang and Five Elements (Metal, Wood, Water, Fire and Earth). This combination is considered as harmony.


I live in Seven Sisters and the street number of my building is 28, which is not only divisible by seven but which, if you add the two and the eight together, you get ten; take away three and you get seven, and seven is the number of espressos I used to drink in a day before it nearly killed me.


None of which really, really explains why there are seven Sins, but that’s what we’ve got so that’s what we’ll work with.
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Concerned that having looked at the Big Seven I may already have run out of Sinful ground to cover, and the next 11 chapters might be woefully short and thin on content, I decided to go and pick the brains of old friend and caustic Essex artist, Grayson Perry.


If you don’t know Grayson, he’s famous for being mentioned in The Ladybird Book of the Hipster, but he also won the Turner Prize for his pots and he’s exhibited at a few places like the Tate, the Stedelijk, the Australian Museum of Contemporary Art, the Saatchi Gallery, the National Portrait Gallery, the British Museum, and he’s done some telly and stuff.


He greets me at the door of his Islington studio with a warm hug. We sit in the middle of what strikes me as quite a modest space for the UK’s most loved artist. Somehow, I was expecting something more cavernous, perhaps with a legion of gorgeous young hermaphrodites and eunuchs doing the boring bits on his latest masterpieces.


We spend over an hour discussing masculinity, the subject of his next TV show, book and live tour. I feel comfortable and at ease with the topic. It is, after all, the area where I have the most experience. He is well prepared and knowledgeable, and yet still humble and curious, and seems softer than when I knew him in the past.


Eventually, we exhaust his list of carefully thought-out questions and I fumble my way into Sin with far less focus.


Grayson takes the lead…


‘The word Sin immediately sets up a kind of idea that it comes from a biblical idea, and therefore it’s associated with religiousness and the Bible; and then it’s got overtones of a sort of burlesque naughtiness, y’know what I mean? ‘Sin, oooh I’m sinful!’ It’s like, ‘Ummm… oooh Sinful chocolates,’ y’know? Like girls go, ‘Oooh, these are Sinful chocolates,’ y’know? ‘Oooh, that’s a bit naughty!’


‘So, Sin for me is kind of domesticated bad behaviour.


‘It’s not a dark, terrible thing. It’s not what ISIS is up to. It’s something now that is quite like a pet that’s a little bit naughty. It’s a middle-class sex shop like Coco de Mer. It’s a bullock-tickling stick.’


He grins and finishes with a flourish. ‘Sin has lost its teeth.’


And I think, oh fuck, he’s right, it’s as I’ve already wondered. I’ve picked a musty, old, out-dated and irrelevant subject to write a book about, but I’m not ready to pack up and go home yet, so I try to get him back on board.


‘I came at it with the attitude, “right, Seven Deadly Sins. I’m gonna debunk all that. I’m gonna take ’em back. I’m gonna write about what’s so terrible about Lust and this and that.” But the more I get into it, I think, actually no. Some of these things are really dreadful. Maybe I’m less of a rebel than I thought I was. Maybe I’m much more of a…’ I hesitate as the word takes shape in my mouth. ‘Conformist?’


Grayson’s voice goes up an octave. ‘But you’re a therapist. You’re a moral person.’


And I think, ‘Whoa… I’ve never been called that before.’


‘I think we all have little Sins,’ Grayson says, smiling, ‘that we do on a day-to-day basis, like bad manners and little deceptions and hypocrisies that we all go through, and maybe eating a bit too much and drinking a bit too much. Whereas there’s a whole other level of misdemeanour that I don’t think Sin covers any more because, as I said, Sin’s had its teeth pulled.


‘Sin feels like a leisure conversation rather than a world political dilemma.’


‘I think that’s part of the question,’ I reply. ‘I mean, it’s changing shape every day for me as I look at it more and more, but do we still have a moral code?’


‘I think we’ve got a moral code and it’s developing. And, of course, we’ve got the luxury of talking about it from the rich, politically developed West, where we’ve probably ironed out most of our really hideous traditions. But there are other places where they still believe in witchcraft or whatever and stuff that’s distorted, but we’ve still got criminals. I think the biggest Sin is probably masculinity!’


His cutthroat Sid James laugh ricochets around the high roof of the studio.


‘95 per cent of our prisoners are men. I actually talked to several young guys in police cells and I said, “Why do you think you’re here?” And they go, “Well, y’know, my parents were bad, y’know, and I just didn’t get on very well at school and there’s no jobs round here and I’m bored, y’know…” I said, “That’s interesting, but didn’t the girls grow up on the same estate? Didn’t the girls go to the same school? Didn’t the girls have the same parents?”’


He lowers his voice to a near whisper.


‘They’re not in here.’


He lets that sink in, more for himself than for me, it seems.


‘There’s a different structure to bad behaviour than Sin. Sin sounds like a… it’s almost like a…’


‘Well, it’s an archaic word,’ I interject. Fuck knows why, I thought I was on my side…


‘Yeah, it’s an archaic system. Nowadays, we look at the problems of the world in a much more sophisticated way. And so it’s all interconnected. Gluttony, Greed and Lust… they’re all part of a recipe that’s in different proportions in all things.’


‘Maybe that’s it, then?’ I suggest. ‘I’m thinking maybe it was easier when people had that structure of the Seven Deadly Sins or the Ten Commandments.’


‘I think Sin brings up the notion of self-control,’ he proffers. ‘Like not having that next beer, that next chocolate, that next wank. But I don’t have it off with other women, not because I’m restraining Lust but because I want to be in a relationship with my wife, Philippa.’


‘So, if the good side of Sin is exercising self-control,’ I suggest, ‘I’m also interested in what the downside is. Are there things that you don’t allow yourself to do because of some kind of programming? I think it’s interesting that we both acknowledge that Sin is an outdated word, but it’s not an outdated thing in terms of our programming.’


‘Well, you could probably write a modern set of Sins, couldn’t you?’


‘That’s ultimately where I’d like to get to.’


‘Yeah, you might say that emotional repression is a Sin, or shyness is a Sin. And things that we think of that are mentally unhealthy are Sins, because you’re gonna act them out in other ways, so you look at the root of the things that might turn into Sins.


‘I’m working on a book called The Descent of Man, which has made me really think about the shadow side of my own masculinity. Y’know, I used to be the world’s worst road rager. I used to spit, hurl and kick cars on my motorbike, and then one day I had Philippa on the back. We were coming through Hackney and on the Harley I had at the time the light on the speedo was always on, even when the headlights weren’t on, so I thought the lights were on. This guy pulled out on me and he was a big black guy.’


His voice drops to a whisper.


‘Really big. I was fucking incandescent. Shouting at him, pointing at him, I might have even spat at him, and he just got out of that car, got a big spanner and said, “Your fucking headlights weren’t on.” And he just pushed me and Phil and the bike over. I have never road raged since, because it was like, “Whoa, OK, I’ve got you.”


‘But, yeah, I used to be really, really bad… off-the-hook bad.


‘And growing up with the family I did, the angry man was the real demon and so to have it in myself wasn’t comfortable.’


‘That was the most painful thing for me,’ I nod. ‘Amid all the delights of becoming a parent was opening my mouth and my parents coming out, and realising how much of them I had in me. That’s what I’d attribute as being one of the main causes of my adultery. I just never thought I’d do it, cos I was so adamant that I’d never be like my dad, so when I did it I think I was probably more shocked than anyone.’


‘I think that embracing the dark side is best done at leisure,’ he cackles. ‘You don’t want to find out about it in the heat of the moment. Most people do and that’s the problem.’


‘Yeah, when you’re lying on the ground and there’s a guy with a spanner in his hand.’


Three hours passed. Outside it was dark and quiet. He showed me out with a hug and a sneak preview of a piece that’s half-finished in one of the giant kilns: a 5-foot-high penis-shaped pot, and it’s clear that, as for me with Sin, this middle-aged transvestite genius is still trying to work a thing or two out about his own masculinity.


The conversation continues even to the door.


‘My dad’s still alive out there somewhere,’ I turned to him.


‘Yeah.’ It was hard to see in the street light what his expression was, but it’s almost as if he slumped. ‘So’s mine.’
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Grayson raised an important point: Sin really has lost its teeth and if we’re going to learn anything new on this escapade, we’re going to have to come at it from a different angle and dig much deeper.


But before we abandon all the old-fashioned notions of Sin (not that the Seven Deadly Sins are that old—they’re not even in the Bible; they weren’t cobbled together until as late as AD 590 by Pope Gregory)—we had better take a look at that other hideous list: the Ten Commandments.


What the Hell… I never much liked February, anyway.
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February




Abandon all hope ye who enter here is scrawled in blood red lettering on the side of the Chemical Bank near the corner of Eleventh and First and is in print large enough to be seen from the backseat of the cab as it lurches forward in the traffic leaving Wall Street and just as Timothy Price notices the words a bus pulls up, the advertisement for Les Miserables on its side blocking his view, but Price who is with Pierce & Pierce and twenty-six doesn’t seem to care because he tells the driver he will give him five dollars to turn up the radio, ‘Be My Baby’ on WYNN, and the driver, black, not American, does so.


Brett Easton Ellis, American Psycho





An enviably brilliant opening to an enviably brilliant book, written by perhaps the bravest living man in literature.


If you haven’t read it…


Don’t.


It’s one of my all-time favourite books: utter genius, blacker than black, beyond black, darker than black… it’s really black. I mean depraved black, sick and twisted black, nauseatingly black, dropped by its first publisher because of public outcry kind of black.


It’s a terribly dark novel.


I laughed my arse off most of the way through it, the kind of laugh like when you have to stifle a grin when someone tells you their mum just died. You know that one? (You do that, right? It’s not just me?)


The lead character, Patrick Bateman, is the ultimate superficial, sociopathic monster of consumer culture, driven by nothing other than greed and hate: a shallow, vicious and loathsome predator dredged from the deepest, darkest corners of Ellis’ hideously fucked-up psyche.


Which is what makes him a literary hero.


I mean, I’m pretty frank, OK. I’ll tell you about some shadowy shit in my inner workings, but American Psycho… It’s the sickest thing I’ve ever read. It’s like Ellis just plumbed his own inner sewer of horror, and then went out and shared it with the world.


It’s the ultimate shadow piece.


Just last year in 2016, we had the terrorist attacks on Paris. I remember when it happened, part of me thought, one hundred and thirty dead? Pussies.


Which is not me being insensitive to just how awful the events of that night truly were. It’s just…


I could have done worse.


For years, I felt horribly ashamed for having fantasies of opening up with a Bren gun and some hand grenades on Oxford Street during rush hour, but then I started to take the risk to share my fantasy with other people and discovered that I wasn’t alone.


Now, either a) I happen to attract a certain kind of ‘sleeper’ serial killer and it’s all about to go off, or b) it’s not that uncommon to have dark fantasies.


I lay in the bath reading the reports on the Paris attacks the morning after and found myself thumbing the following Facebook post, wondering how much hate I’d get in response:




Don’t be shocked about Paris.


Don’t post messages asking how this could have happened. Ask yourself which part of YOU could have pulled the trigger, could have detonated the explosive vest, could have planned to perpetrate the massacre and justified your actions in your own head.


I dare you.


This is nothing new.


Massacre, mass murder, genocide… It’s part of our human history. It’s what we do to each other. And when we do what we do (more often in countries far away so that it gets little media attention), we go, ‘Oh yeah, I heard about that.’ And then go about our day.
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