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			Disclaimer: Some of the essays in this book are prolix, self-indulgent and meandering. These are essays about Prog Rock. This is as it should be.
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			Yes Is The Answer: An Introduction

		

	
		
			The haters weren’t all wrong, of course. Prog was ridiculous. But never underestimate a young boy’s finely honed sense of irony. We loved some of this stuff precisely because it was overblown. It’s kind of like when Evel Knievel jumped over thirty cars—you mean, he did that? We would laugh at some passages, marvel at others—it was all part of the ongoing conversation about Prog.

			And yes, it was pretentious. That’s why we liked Prog Rock; it strived for something beyond what we were hearing on AM radio. We didn’t give a damn about rock’s first principles, all that three chords and the truth business; give us Prog Rock’s grandeur, its mushy mysticism, its blissed-out mystery. When you’re a certain kind of cloistered fifteen year old male, you’re looking for music to lay out an alternative universe much the same way that Tolkien, weed, and comic books did. Prog delivered the goods like nothing else. At least for me.

			I didn’t care much for comics. I had Prog musicians with their codpieces, their Mylar capes, and white leather boots. They were superheroes, and their talent infused them with special powers. When you’re a young boy looking up at a man with flowing blond hair negotiating a groaning bank of very complicated circuitry, it’s like you’ve come face to face with some kind of earthly God. Or Thor with a Moog.

			Prog was most certainly not monolithic. Yes’s cosmic Technicolor Dream was not even in the same area code as King Crimson’s dark, distorted vision. And don’t even get me started on Genesis, a band whose eccentricity and Ambrose Bierce-ian worldview made them every bit as weird as Captain Beefheart.

			Prog was indulgent, sure, but it wasn’t aimless noodling. That was Jazz Fusion, which ditched good songwriting for chops, man. Jazz Fusion fans were douchebags, anyway, the kind of kids that grokked on instrumental gear and got hard-ons during their long Saturday afternoons in guitar shops, ogling over Ovation doublenecks. We were deep into the music, the gestalt of it. Who cares if the lyrics were terrible? I was more of a formalist in those days. It was about the way Prog washed over you, opened an aperture to a new headspace you had never inhabited before. 

			Prog Rock fans were a select tribe of fellow travelers, and we were defensive about cultural Jihadists who had besmirched our beloved music with that Fusion tar brush. Besides, most enemies of Prog didn’t really listen to it. We were protective of our music, because it was ours. The uninitiated didn’t get Prog, so we clung ever tighter to it.

			Reading the essays in this book, you will be prone to believe that Prog Rock was exclusively for the young, and fixed in a specific cultural moment: the post-Sgt. Pepper, pre-Punk seventies. Which is true. And for many of our contributors, Prog was a passing fancy. Even some of its greatest practitioners have given it up, as evidenced by the fact that King Crimson’s Robert Fripp and Bill Bruford have both retired from public performance. But no one among us here has forsaken the thrills that Prog Rock has given us and continues to give us: that transportive frisson as we stared intently at Roger Dean’s sci-fi landscapes while grooving to “Astral Traveler.”

			If you have this book in your hands, surely you’ve been there, too.

			

			—Marc Weingarten, March 2013

		

	
		
			Here Comes The Knife 

			by Seth Greenland

		

		
			This will be our reply to violence: to make music more intensely, more beautifully, more devotedly than ever before.

			—Leonard Bernstein

		

	
		
			The dagger flashed in a streak of white light before plunging toward its target. Silver rings on the assailant’s tapered fingers. A thin wrist extruding through a frilly cuff. Two thousand rapt witnesses. The point of the blade thrust between the E and the F keys and the notes continued to drone through the old theater. My friends and I were seated in the fourth row of the Fillmore East in New York and Keith Emerson had just stabbed his Hammond organ like some kind of rock and roll Jack the Ripper. My twelve year old eyes shot out of my head like they were on springs. Because we were kids and not old enough to attend a satanic rite like this on our own, my parents had brought us, and now their mouths were agape in scandalized suburban astonishment. Keith Emerson of the mod clothes, Prince Valiant haircut, and unthreatening leading man looks was a murderous dandy! What kind of lunacy were my parents exposing their charges to? We were witnessing the wild birth pangs of a genre.

			Emerson, Lake & Palmer were still in the future. This was The Nice, a virtuoso English Prog trio—not that we had heard the word Prog—and they were my favorite band in the world. Consisting of Emerson, bassist Lee Jackson, and drummer Brian Davison, they had just sacked their guitarist Davy O’List and were touring as a trio to support their first album, Thoughts of Emerlist Davjack. They were opening for Ten Years After, a band led by the manic-fingered British guitarist Alvin Lee that played a steroidal version of Chicago blues. Ten Years After sounded like Muddy Waters on a three-day meth binge. The Nice didn’t sound like anything we had ever heard. They were our kind of band.

			First, some context: This was before Prog grew bloviated and pretentious, before the elves and “faeries” (Faeries? Are you locked in an Andrew Marvell poem? It’s f-a-i-r-i-e-s!) took over. Before it became what Spın¨al Tap so nimbly skewered. This is back when Prog first arrived and hit rock fans—few of whom were familiar with composers like Stockhausen or John Cage—the way Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps gobsmacked that classical audience in 1913. The early Prog practitioners cast a spell similar to that of the Romantic poets a century before Stravinsky’s provocation. Like Keats and Shelley, they were young artists who wanted to upend bourgeois expectations by reimagining classical forms. This was not something our seventh grade brains were capable of articulating, but we were fascinated by the new sounds, the lyrics that accompanied them, and the wholly original sonic world Prog rockers were creating, a reimagining of Beethoven and his ilk in a way that made those bewigged worthies somehow relevant in a post-Beatles world.

			Most of the Pop music we knew consisted of love songs and our young palates had become jaded. Prog opened a Huxleyan door. Songs about space travel, other realms of reality, and madness; those were things to argue about and extol over our fifty-cent lunches in the school cafeteria, to engage with alone as you lay awake at night dreaming of a girl who probably had pictures of the Bee Gees on her bedroom wall. 

			What kind of twelve year old goes to a Nice show? The story starts, as so many do, with piano lessons. Mr. Gould came to my house every Tuesday. He was in his fifties and always wore a gray suit and a dark tie. He had a receding hairline and saggy jowls and when he demonstrated anything on the keyboard his fingers bounced like ten tiny ballerinas. Once, he showed me a picture of a pet capuchin monkey perched on his head. It was the only non-pianistic insight into the man I ever received. He was teaching me to play the light Pop music of the time, songs like “Windy” by The Association and Paul Mauriat’s “Love Is Blue.” If I was not going to wrestle with classical music—and that was about as likely as being kidnapped by aliens—these were the numbers that Mr. Gould was willing to teach. 

			While I was practicing scales and “Judy In Disguise” by John Fred and his Playboy Band, something else was afoot. I played organ in a garage band with a group of guys and our artistic avatar, our tastemaker, the musical mind from which all things flowed, was our drummer, a kid named Bones: tight chinos, an untucked button-front shirt and a drum attack like his idol, Keith Moon. Bones was a wisp of a person who possessed the certainty of a mountain. Along with being the most talented musician in our friend group, at twelve he was a music snob and serious anglophile with a preternatural connection to what was going on in England. He turned us on to bands like the Small Faces, the Move, and the superbly named Dave Dee, Dozy, Beaky, Mick & Tich. It was in his second floor bedroom on a leafy street one gray autumn day that he fixed me with a portentous stare and said: “You have to hear this.” Then he dropped the needle on The Piper At The Gates Of Dawn. People were listening to Jefferson Airplane then, to The Young Rascals, to Motown. It wasn’t like there was no good music around, but Pink Floyd was a sonic message beamed from another planet, a declaration of insanity (little did we know the fate awaiting their founding member Syd Barrett) that shook our insular TV dinner, homework, and bedtime world. They were an uncontrolled slide down to a Stygian realm we could not have imagined. Their instruments were familiar, what you usually heard in a rock band back then: guitar, drums, and organ. But this was an organ that didn’t sound like the tinny—although admittedly cool-looking—Vox we heard on Dave Clark Five records or the Farfisa Sam the Sham and The Pharaohs used on “Woolly Bully.” The organ that Rick Wright was playing on songs like “Interstellar Overdrive” had a darker, more threatening tone, an altogether more powerful one that rumbled from the deepest bowels of the earth so when the song ended it made you nervously glance around the room to make sure everything was still the same. Its effect was one of awe and disturbance, its implications nothing less than religious. To Mr. Gould’s piano student, this was even more appealing than his monkey. 

			Impressed and slightly unnerved, I asked Bones what else he had that sounded like Pink Floyd and from his voluminous shelf of vinyl came The Nice. I held The Thoughts of Emerlist Davjack in my hand and looked at the photograph of the band on the cover. There were four of them and they were cool and English, a tautology for me in those days. Bones announced that their guitar player had gotten the heave-ho and they were now an organ-dominated trio. An organ trio? I was dubious. Isn’t that the kind of act that plays Doris Day songs in the lounge of the Holiday Inn you stayed at with your mom and dad on the family trip to Amish country? “No,” Bones said. “They’re not that kind of organ trio.”

			Then he handed me Ars Longa Vita Brevis—of course, he had both their albums. How Bones had come by this band was a mystery, but with music he was remarkably omniscient for someone yet to experience puberty—and we put it on and sat back to listen. There was no shortage of organists back in the late sixties. The list of bands that had an organ player would fill the rest of this page. And they all stood around in the background and played as if they were studying with Mr. Gould. Their parts were usually simple harmonies, the keyboard equivalent of the sha-la-las heard on so many doo-wop recordings. Sure, Matthew Fisher played the evocative organ melody that kicked off Procol Harum’s “A Whiter Shade Of Pale,” but they were a quintet and you had the sense that he was being let out of his cage to play that bit, only to be shoved back in when it was over. The Zombies’ Rod Argent played some jazzy organ parts, but he stepped out in front on rare occasions. 

			There was a song on Ars Longa Vita Brevis called “Rondo,” an organ showpiece where Emerson’s keyboard pyrotechnics easily equal those of Ray Manzarek on the roughly contemporaneous “Light My Fire.” The song is a rock reimagining of jazz pianist Dave Brubeck’s “Blue Rondo A La Turk,” and Emerson’s whirling dervish version claims it for the rock canon. As I listened my pulse accelerated. You could do this with an organ?  Why had no one told me this before? Immediately upon hearing it I had to play the song again. Then I went home, sat down at the piano, and—sausage-fingered—tried to master it.

			When you are in junior high and want to be a rock star, you imagine yourself enacting the roles of your heroes. As Mick Jagger, you caper around the stage making love to the microphone, impregnating the audience with your eyes. As Jimi Hendrix, you rip sonic worlds from the strings of your Stratocaster, then spray it with lighter fluid, toss a match, and bask in the heat of your brilliance. But an organist was out of luck because there were no heroes, no role models. Yes, there were Jimmy McGriff and the great Booker T. Jones, but these were not players who connected with suburban adolescents. So it was impossible to fantasize about being an organist. It would have been like fantasizing about being a librarian. While it was an entirely respectable endeavor, the imaginary life of the young organist who quietly yearned for the spotlight was dominated by visions of learning how to play the guitar. 

			The Nice changed the equation. Emerson had studied classical music growing up, and Bach and Bartok infused his playing. Add to that what he was stealing from the jazz world, and he was combining it all into something wholly original and, to me, awe-inspiring. Cascades of notes, great washes of tones, total command of the sound and the stage. In Keith Emerson, the organ had its Eric Clapton, Jimmy Page, and Jeff Beck all rolled into one. 

			For me, it was never again as exciting as that first moment in the world of Progressive Rock. There were some good bands and some great songs, but when Punk came along and beat Prog to death with a club, I was not among the mourners. It had descended into a Mannerist phase and gotten silly. I had stopped listening to it. While the importance of King Crimson and their contemporaries in rock history is generally acknowledged, after The Clash and Elvis Costello arrived, it was hard to hear In The Court of the Crimson King without an indulgent smile at the vagaries of youthful taste. 

			And then one day more than forty years later, in a resonant echo of my parents at the Fillmore, I am with my teenage son at the Hollywood Bowl where we are waiting for his favorite band to take the stage. It’s a warm summer night and the Bowl is full to bursting. The stage is dark. The unusually attentive audience is thrumming in anticipation. My son, a far more talented musician than I, has been anticipating this evening for months. He leans forward and stares straight ahead, willing his heroes to appear. Then the lights burst on blasting a hole in the darkness and Radiohead begins to play. Their pulsing, hypnotic sound fills the Bowl and my head and it is transporting and wholly original—it can’t be anything but Radiohead—and yet deeply indebted to what came before. This melding of classical and jazz and electronica, charged with a relentless forward thrust is the legacy of bands like The Nice. 

			Radiohead ranged through their catalogue and delivered an inspired set, and the Hollywood Bowl was the perfect place to see them, but I wish Johnny Greenwood had stabbed his keyboard.

			Seth Greenland is the author of three novels, most recently The Angry Buddhist. His play Jungle Rot won the Kennedy Center/American Express Fund For New American Plays Award and the American Theater Critics Association Award. He was a writer/producer on the HBO drama series Big Love.

			

		

	
		
			Out, Angels Out 

			by Tom Junod

			Is Peter Gabriel the God that is referred to in Genesis?

			—Old-Fashioned Mort Goldman

		

	
		
			I have a confession to make: I don’t know the meaning of the cover art from Peter Gabriel’s first solo album. More to the point, I never did.

			I say this—admit this—because in college, I made myself something of a reputation as the One Who Knew. People used to come to my dorm room to get high and ask me, as though I were some kind of seer. They’d hang out for a while, then find the record in a pile and pull out the sleeve, the one with the spooky picture of Gabriel peering out the lowered window of a dark car, his eyes aglow, as silvered and inhuman as the stars in the sky. “Okay, you know what this means?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Well…?”

			I’d just smile, swami-style, and burn another bowl. I never told them. I succeeded in not telling them, succeeded in conveying the impression that they somehow weren’t worthy of the knowledge I possessed. I even got away with quoting Peter himself, from the great and holy The Lamb Lies Down On Broadway, which happened to be the double album I always used for cleaning pot. “I’d rather trust a man who doesn’t shout what he’s found,” I’d say. “There’s no need to sound if you’re homeward bound.” Of course, I wasn’t shouting what I’d found, only that I’d found it, so I was hardly in position to lord my enlightenment over anyone, much less suggest that they didn’t deserve to be privy to knowledge they hadn’t yet earned. But that’s why I pulled off my pose to the extent I did.

			I never really had to convince anyone that I had a secret store of knowledge about Peter Gabriel.

			I just had to convince them that I’d endured some kind of trial to get it.

			I grew up Prog, which is to say that I grew up on Long Island, stoned and semi-smart, sensitive and without any real prospects for getting laid. I listened to music in vehement reaction against the disco that came from the city, the Southern Rock that made my classmates talk and dress like they came from the country, and the proto-Punk Rock that violated my suburban notions of class and quality. We lived nice, in a house with French provincial furniture covered in plastic, and the music that I chose to listen to was as elaborate and artificial as one of my mom’s divans. I realize now that I wasn’t rebelling by holing up inside my room and blasting music that must have sounded, to my parents, like Gregorian chants; I was showing off, to them and everyone else. I was trying to prove that I could appreciate what they couldn’t—concept albums and songs that took up an entire album side. Prog was the intellectual protest music of a kid who had never read a proper book, the “religious experience” favored by a Catholic schoolboy who’d stopped going to church, the romantic aria of a kid who had not only never heard an opera but who had also never been kissed. It was masturbatory, literally. American culture had already pigeonholed rock music as a teenaged way of saying, you don’t understand me; Prog Rock announced a different kind of alienation, a way of saying, you don’t even understand my music. I wanted my parents to like Prog; to recognize that Rick Wakeman was a better keyboard player than Roger Whitaker; to know that the music their son listened to behind his closed door contained literary references and “classical motifs.” But all my parents knew, when they saw the Roger Dean posters on my wall and heard the sonic overkill of Relayer, was that I was on drugs.

			And I was. I was on drugs, and the music on my stereo corresponded to the drugs I was on. Led Zeppelin: booze skimmed from the bottles in my father’s bar. Yes: weed. Genesis: better weed. Indeed, I started listening to Genesis when I went from hanging around with Catholic-school kids to hanging around with public-schoolers—when my allegiances migrated from the kids who bought pot to the kids who sold it. These were the burnouts who gave each other nicknames about how burnt out they were. A guy named Chris had become “Crisp”; a guy named Walburton, “What’s Burnin’?” There was Bernie Spacey, whose real name I never knew. Then there was a kid, half-Irish, half-Italian, with a haircut like a Roman emperor—O’Rippio. He was the Genesis freak. He had seen them in New York City, for the historic Lamb tour, and now possessed the bristling zeal of a convert. He would go along with us when we went to the movie theater in Amityville that showed Yessongs on Friday nights—smoking pot in front of the Amityville Horror house along the way—but he wore an almost parental air, as though we were children whose unformed tastes he tolerated, until he had the chance to talk about Genesis. Then his voice would change. It would deepen, and gain an oracular authority. He would sometimes hold up a professorial index finger as he talked. He’d grow expansive and cagey at the same time—he’d make you ask about what he was determined to say. “What’s so great about Genesis?” you’d ask, and he’d first give you a closed-lipped and almost pitying smile, and then intone a single word, the name of an angel:

			“Gabriel.”

			What can I say? I bought it. I wanted what O’Rippio had, not just knowledge but a style informed by knowledge, and so I bought his bullshit, and then I took my bike to Sam Goody and bought Selling England By The Pound. I played it for the first time that night, on headphones, afraid of what I—what my parents—might hear. What kind of secrets did this “Gabriel” possess, and what could I learn from him? Sure enough, with the opening line he sent me to the dictionary. “Can you tell me where my country lies? / cried the unifaun to his true love’s eyes”—well, what the fuck was a unifaun? And, on the second side, who was Father Tiresias? I had no clue. I was used to Prog bands spouting a lot of highfalutin nonsense about Topographic Oceans and “Karn Evil 9,” but the nonstop grandeur of Yes and ELP told me what to think about the stuff that didn’t make sense—told me, indeed, that it was grand. Genesis offered no shortage of either grandeur or nonsense, but its music was harder to locate emotionally. Selling England was an album that took as its subject the concept of “Englishness,” about which I knew nothing, and cared even less. For God’s sake, it even ended, in “Aisle of Plenty,” with a dirge-like litany of English grocery store prices. It was eccentric and obscure, with its one trifling afterthought of a love song sung by, of all people, the drummer. And yet Selling England By The Pound did what no Prog record had ever done: it made me sad. “Aisle of Plenty” might have been about an old English lady wandering around a supermarket, but to this day when I hear its trickling minor-key opening—and the words, “Still alone in o-hell-o, see the deadly nightshade grow,” sung in a high broken whisper—I think, yes, that’s what my adolescence sounded like, out there on Long Island, if only in the deserted cathedral of my headphoned brain.

			See, we don’t get to choose our blues, especially when we’re young. Our blues choose us, and Genesis chose me. Hell, Gabriel chose me. True, like all good Prog bands, Genesis never deigned to play so much as a blues lick in any of its extended instrumental workouts; but Peter Gabriel had the distinction of being the only Prog frontman with any blues in his voice, or, for that matter, any rock and roll. It was just a special kind of blues and a special kind of rock and roll. Why did I instantly identify with Peter Gabriel more than I’d ever identified with Greg Lake or the Andersons, Jon and Ian? Easy—Gabriel was more fucked up. He wasn’t a hero, romantic, or otherwise. He shaved his hair down the middle of his head in a kind of obverse Mohawk. He wore costumes. He was theatrical, but he wasn’t, like, Glam or anything. He was equally funny and dour—“mordant” is the word I’d use now. He sang elaborate fairy tales about sexual frustration. He trafficked in rage and a creepiness that passed for menace. He did me the great favor of making me feel uncomfortable. The rest of the English Prog singers sounded, well, English, like choirboys channeling Merlin the Magician. Gabriel didn’t even sound exactly like himself. He didn’t have a voice; he had voices—“it’s all octaves,” quoth O’Rippio—and they all had the advantage of being instantly recognizable. Oh, he was English, all right, and so one of his voices was pretty enough for the acoustic interludes that Genesis loved to play before Tony Banks broke out the Mellotron. But Gabriel also had a talent for antic mimicry, and he had a falsetto, and he had, whenever he needed it, maybe the best rasp in all of rock music, not just Prog. It wasn’t even a rasp—Rod Stewart had a rasp. Gabriel had a voice that emerged from way down deep in his throat, and could go from barking violence to willful ugliness to something that went beyond beauty because beauty wasn’t what it was gunning for. No rock singer since Jim Morrison had soared higher with a lower voice, and there was always, in Genesis, a conflict between the gorgeous swelling fussiness of a lot of the music and the pre-ravaged voice that pitched every song towards darkness. It wasn’t that Peter Gabriel sounded like a guy who ran around on stage dressed like a flower; it was that even when he was riding some impossible crescendo—and even when he was running around on stage dressed like a flower—he sounded the way blues singers sounded, like he might have been a hundred years old.

			I wanted to sound like that, but not as a singer: I didn’t sing. I wanted to look like that, but not in costume: I spent every day in Earth Shoes and Levi’s corduroys. I wanted to be able to communicate what Gabriel communicated, that innate understanding of darkness. But first I had to understand. I wanted to be Gabriel, but first I had to figure out what he was singing about—to unravel the meaning of his songs. Amazingly, I wasn’t alone in this. We used to go to that pagan place—the woods—to smoke pot, but also to decipher Genesis songs, particularly their religious content. We were all ruined Catholics, but our exposure to the stew of numerological obsession, English anti-clericalism, and references to the apocryphal books of the Bible contained in Selling England, Foxtrot, and The Lamb turned us into something else—yes, I was a Teenaged Gnostic. I had never heard the word “apocalypse” until Genesis rendered it in 9/8 on “Supper’s Ready,” but now that I had I couldn’t get enough of it. I wanted to find out why “666 is no longer alone” and who Gog and Magog were and where I might find the New Jerusalem. Alas, the one guy who knew wasn’t telling: O’Rippio. He had seen Genesis perform “Supper’s Ready” as an encore after they did the The Lamb Lies Down On Broadway in its entirety. He had seen Gabriel don a crown of thorns at the beginning of the song and emerge in white raiment at the end. A crown of thorns! White raiment! O’Rippio not only knew; he said he knew. He told us he knew. “Supper’s Ready” occupied a central place in the oeuvre of Gabriel-era Genesis because it occupied the whole second side of Foxtrot and because it starts out sounding like a proper love song and ends up describing the marriage of Good and Evil. I got that—but was there more? Was there something I was missing, a meaning only O’Rippio knew? He wouldn’t say. He’d get that thin smile on his face and start using that imperious oracular voice he’d copied from Gabriel himself. When people yelled out requests at Genesis concerts, Gabriel would pretend to listen, then drop his voice and say: Wrong. And that’s what O’Rippio said now, in the same dismissive voice. He knew the meaning of “Supper’s Ready,” and I didn’t. He possessed the meaning of “Supper’s Ready,” and I never would, unless I agreed to fight him for it.

			Well, not fight. Box. O’Rippio wanted to box me. He wanted to box me as a condition of disclosure. I was sort of the jock of the burnouts, the high school football player, the quarterback; I lifted weights, and I went to town on the heavy bag hanging in my garage when I was really wasted. But O’Rippio boxed. He learned to box in a boy’s club, he competed in the Golden Gloves, and he knew how to feint and how to slip punches. He had the same kind of knowledge about boxing that he had about “Supper’s Ready.” But in this case, I had knowledge, too. O’Rippio said that he only wanted to spar—you know…put on the gloves…mess around a little bit. But I knew that he wanted to beat the shit out of me. I knew he was going to beat the shit out of me if I took him up on his offer. So I took a shortcut to the Gabrielesque knowledge I was looking for. I chickened out, and instead of boxing O’Rippio I dropped acid with my friend Rael.

			I’d heard of Rael before I became his friend. Everybody in town had. He was a legendary wiseass who’d become a legendary head. He had a rep—as a guy who got busted in, like, third grade for calling a cop “the fuzz,” and now as a guy who could get you wacky weed. He was the last person I expected to see among the burnouts in the woods, but there he was, searching for meaning like everyone else by searching for the meanings of Genesis songs.

			His name wasn’t really Rael. Rael, of course, was the hero of The Lamb Lies Down On Broadway. But I’ll call him Rael because he had some of the same characteristics—he was a little bit wilder than the rest of us, a little crazier, a little funnier, a little more violent. He drove faster and got into more fights. He actually chased girls. He was the only one who dressed disco, in tight shirts and pressed pants and shoes with chunk heels, and he was definitely the only one who liked to dance. Thing was, he danced to Prog. All alone, he danced to “Cinema Show,” to “Back in N.Y.C.,” to “Apocalypse in 9/8,” even to King Crimson’s “Red.” He had a big reel-to-reel tape player in his room, and once when I went to visit him he was dancing, with his big Mouseketeer headphones clapped on his ears, to a live version of Yes’s “Gates of Delirium.” How could anyone dance to “Gates of Delirium”? But he wasn’t just dancing, he was in a state of ecstasy, and he rewound the tape and squeezed the headphones over my ears to show me why. “Listen to that!”

			“Listen to what?”

			“The bass!”

			“Okay…”

			“He made a mistake! Chris Squire made a mistake! You can’t hear that? Listen again! That’s a fucking mistake!”

			No, I didn’t notice the bright beam of mania shining forth from his eyes like an image from a Prog album cover. To me, Rael was just, you know, excitable, and his excitability is what made us friends—he pushed me where I wouldn’t normally go. He got me into fights and he got me into acid. He had a theory about The Lamb, that it was about acid, that Gabriel’s Rael was tripping as he went out into early morning Manhattan, ocean winds blowing on the land. He’d subjected the whole double album to an elaborate textual exegesis, and he could prove that all its imagery corresponded to the features of daily life in New York City, lysergically transformed. He could even prove that Rael took a shit, on the third side, in “The Lamia” (“‘the Lamia of the pool’? That’s shit!”). I’d been preparing to drop acid by reading Carlos Castaneda and Baba Ram Dass, and had been looking for an equivalent of Castaneda’s “Don Juan,” my own spirit guide. Now, through my friend Rael’s tutelage, I’d found him. I’d drop acid, and my spirit guide would be Peter Gabriel.

			We did it at the summer house my parents owned, in the deserted days after I graduated high school and waited to start my summer job as a dishwasher. Mom and Dad let me use the house for a weekend, and I packed the steaks, the Heinekens, the weed, and the windowpane. I went with Rael and some other burnouts, along with a cassette player and a tape of Genesis recorded from King Biscuit Flower Hour. We put the windowpane on our tongues in the late afternoon, with Rael quoting from The Lamb: “Something inside me has just begun, Lord knows what I have done…” Then we smoked a bowl, and went to the dock of the bay to watch the sunset.

			It never ended. The sunset never ended, man, and it wasn’t orange or red, it was purple, and it turned the water the color and viscosity of purple Jell-O, right before it sets and it’s halfway between warm and cold. It offered a spectacle, but more than that, it offered an inkling, a presentiment that my life might actually turn out all right, if only because I had no power over it, if only because all the power was out there, in the purple Jell-O magnitude of a sunset that never went away, and to this day lingers in my mind—no, my being—like the retinal stain of a flashbulb. I felt peaceful, facing, for probably the first time since puberty, the possibility of peace. But Rael was ecstatic, exultant, as twisty and alive as a downed wire, bopping around the dock in 9/8 while quoting from “Supper’s Ready”: “That’s it, Tommy, that’s it! That’s what he means! ‘Shedding ever changing colors! In the darkness of the fading light!’” He pointed to the sun. “That’s the ‘Supper of the mighty one’!”

			O’Rippio wouldn’t tell me the meaning of “Supper’s Ready” because he didn’t think I was “ready for it,” and because he wanted to kick my ass. Well, fuck O’Rippio, and the intercessory role he fancied for himself. I didn’t need a priest. I didn’t even need to know the meaning of “Supper’s Ready” because I had experienced the meaning of “Supper’s Ready,” and it, like the rest of my life, had been right there in front of me all along.

			I went to college in upstate New York after the summer. I followed a girl I was in love with but who wasn’t in love with me—my high school dream girl; the measure of my ardor; the fruitless search I believed would offer the resolution to all my fruitless searches. She remained uninterested in anything but friendship but perhaps she was no longer my ideal audience, for what interested me now was a new audience, and the possibility of transformation. From the stoner second-stringer of my Catholic high school emerged the state college Seeker, the haunted philosopher with the stereo loud enough to promulgate The Lamb and “Supper’s Ready” and, God help me, Crimson’s Larks’ Tongues In Aspic to the entire campus. I specialized in the late night rap session, the protracted paean to the oneness of being, the post-bong espousal of the principles of Eastern mysticism—and to my amazement, nobody called me on it. I’d wanted to turn myself into a Gabrielesque figure, and here, though I still wore Levi corduroys and Earth Shoes and didn’t have a girlfriend, I had the opportunity to do so.

			I even had a plan for completing the transformation. Since my new life had begun when I took acid with my friend Rael, I now had to take more acid with my friend Rael. Since my rebirth had followed the blueprint found in the lyrics that Gabriel had written for Genesis, I now had to see what he had to say in the lyrics he was writing for himself, because by the time I’d gone to college, Gabriel, of course, had “gone solo.” A loaded phrase, that—sort of the opposite of the dreaded “gone disco.” But Gabriel had earned it. He’d left Genesis just as I’d come to love Genesis, and published his reasons in a letter to Melody Maker. I had a clipping of the letter. I studied my clipping of the letter. A rock star’s renunciation of rock stardom, it bore the title of a perfect Prog record: “Out, Angels Out—an investigation.” As a piece of writing, it managed to be both direct and playful, personal and philosophical, foregoing score settling for apocalyptic intimations: “I believe the world has soon to go through a difficult period of changes,” Gabriel had written. “I’m excited by some of the areas coming through to the surface which seem to have been hidden away in people’s minds. I want to explore and be prepared to be open and flexible enough to respond, not tied into the old hierarchy…”

			You see? Gabriel was experiencing what I was experiencing! He was transforming himself as I was transforming myself! He was getting out, in order to open himself up—in order to ready himself for the birth of the world he helped bring into being. Oh, it’s hard now to appreciate the extent of the powers I ascribed to him, or of the belief I burdened him with. To me, “Out, Angels Out” counted not as a press release or letter but as a document, nothing less than the beginning of the future. Genesis had survived his departure—I had seen them in New York, with Phil Collins at the microphone and Bill Bruford on the drums—but there was nothing they could teach me anymore. What did I expect Gabriel to teach me, in his incarnation as a solo artist? I didn’t know. All I knew was my plan: I would come home for Christmas. I would spend Christmas with my parents and then take their car to Florida with Rael and a couple of other friends. I would trip again, and then when I came home I would get tickets to Peter Gabriel’s first solo show, rumored to be imminent. I would go to the show, listen to what Gabriel had to say, and emerge as nothing less than a completely new human being.

			And strangely enough, despite the absurdity of my expectations, that’s how it all worked out. We took my parents’ Buick to Florida and stayed for a few days just north of Miami, in the condominium where my father kept his mistress. Then we drove down to Key West and at a bar called the Green Parrot bought some acid from a guy who looked like a pirate. We dropped the acid with The Lamb playing on a cassette recorder, and the “enossification”—Brian Eno’s playful synthesizer treatment of Gabriel’s vocals—shading places on the record it had never shaded before…shading, indeed, everything. It was January 1977. We were staying in a cabin at a motor court in Key West, Florida, and it was night, and it was cold. “Something inside me has just begun, Lord knows what I have done,” Rael said, once again, but this time the sunset had already ended, and what didn’t stop, what never stopped, were the guttural groans and skirling shrieks emanating from the cassette player. The whole world had been enossified and sounded like a chewing maw, and we put on our thin coats against the cold and went out in it.

			Rael had been right all along. The Lamb was about a trip of some kind—a really bad one. “Fly On A Windshield”? That was us. “The Grand Parade Of Lifeless Packaging”? That was, um, them.  And where were we? “In The Cage.” In a panic, we went down to the dock where tourists gathered to watch the sunset. A woman stood in the dark, staring at a docked pleasure boat. Older than us, much older, indeed what my father would call “a pro,” she had straggly brown hair, and wore a thin raincoat. “Big boat, eh, boys?” she said, then turned around…to reveal a face split down the middle, half smooth and shining, half lost to pockmarks and a living, molting port wine stain. “Yeah, big boat!” Rael said, pulling me away. “Big fucking boat! Wonder women, you can draw your blinds! Don’t look at me, I’m not your kind…”

			We stumbled down the street, wondering what had hit us. I had expected the trip to be something out of Be Here Now or A Separate Reality or The Impersonal Life—all the chestnuts of chemically enhanced cosmic devotion that I read in high school and still read when stoned in college. Instead, it felt like a story I’d read for freshman English, “Young Goodman Brown.” Where was the oneness of the universe? Where was the beneficence? Then I stopped at an enormous cactus, studded with an infinity of thorns, its crooked arms enveloping the world. I fell down in front of it. I kneeled. God had created that cactus as surely as he had created that melting purple Jell-O sunset…which meant that he had created ugliness just as sure as he had created beauty…which meant that he had created evil just as surely as he created good…which meant that he had created his own crown of thorns. I might have been a teenaged Gnostic but I was also the product of twelve years of Catholic education, and my supper, at last, was ready, in the realization that the fallen world could not be redeemed because the fallen world could not be transcended—because the fallen world was all there was. The cactus, along with every other living thing, had its own sound, an alternating threnody of hunger and digestion, and Rael had to restrain me from impaling myself upon it. A police cruiser pulled up with its own brutish Enossification, its own metal machine music, and a cop rolled down the window.

			“He okay?”

			“Yeah,” Rael said. “He’s okay. Everything’s okay. The whole world’s okay…”

			We wound up going to the concrete pier that marked the southernmost point of the continental United States. We sat there all night, the slapping sea the color of milk, an endless expanse of divine indifference. Before dawn a ravaged homeless man with a pointy beard walked out on the pier to ask us what we were doing and when he left we agreed he was the devil and threw all our money and pot into the water. Then we went back to the motor court where our other friends had slept. They were hungry. We went out to the Perkins’ Pancake House where we watched people “eat without a sound,” as Gabriel put it on Selling England. We began the drive back to New York, and that night, in the dark of I-95, I wrote my first poems: one an apology to my mother; another a long reflection about Key West, both of them in doggerel. Rael wrote out the lyrics of “Supper’s Ready” again and again on the back of a brown paper bag.

			I got the Gabriel tickets in February, as soon as they went on sale, and possessing them was like possessing a hoard of gold in a country with a worthless currency, or perhaps more properly a check from a dead father. The second semester of my freshman year in college had begun, and I had gone from being intriguingly dark to seriously weird. After dinner, I’d kick my roommate out of my room, close the door, sit on my bed and croon the bovine omni-syllable of the spiritually desperate: om. I’d be om-ing, a verb coined by my baffled suitemates who’d gather on the other side of the door and listen. An example of its proper usage:

			“Let’s get stoned.”

			“Can’t. My dope’s in the room and Tom kicked me out.”

			“What’s he doing in there?”

			“He’s om-ing.”

			“Shit. Again?”

			I was waiting for Gabriel to tell me what to do next. I was also waiting to see Rael again, since he alone knew what had happened in Key West, and so on the afternoon I got the tickets, I called him. His mother answered. Her voice quaked.

			“Tommy, what is Punge?”

			“What?”

			“What is Punge?” She sounded desperate now.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about…”

			In fact, I knew exactly what she was talking about. This is how Prog I was: during high school, my friends and I spoke in a different language, a highly inflected variant of English derived, in part, from The Hobbit, and called, of course, The Lang. I didn’t invent it; they did. But with an improvisatory genius inspired by the necessity of hiding adolescent activities from their parents—fighting, drinking, shoplifting, having sex, smoking cigarettes, smoking pot. The Lang had words for all those categories. It sounded like a winsome Scottish brogue, and not everybody could speak it, but I was fluent enough to have acquired a Lang name I could have used as my Prog name: Totus. Rael didn’t speak The Lang, but he’d picked up some basics, and now his mother began to weep as she demanded to know the meaning of one of its core words.

			“Tommy, please. You have to tell me. What is Punge?’”

			“It’s pot,” I said. And it was: Punge, derived from the textbook descriptions of marijuana’s “pungent aroma.”

			“That’s all?” she asked.

			“That’s all.”

			“Then what did you two do when you went to Florida? What did you take?”

			“We took LSD.”

			“Oh, God.”

			“What’s happened?”

			She inhaled, and made a sound like an involuntary scream. “My boy,” she said. “Today, my boy tried to do away with his father. And then two policemen.”

			A certain part of my life ended at that moment. Do away with: the formal diction and almost euphemistic quality of that phrase made the awful fact of what she was trying to describe specific and inescapable. I woke up, maybe even grew up.

			“Is…?”

			“He’s alive,” she said. “Everybody is, thank God. But Tommy”—she exhaled now—“you have to come down here. You have to tell everyone what happened. You have to tell everybody it wasn’t him, it was the drugs that you boys took…”

			And I did. A few weeks later, I took a bus to Long Island, and gave an affidavit to Rael’s lawyer about dropping acid and waking up to a world red in tooth and claw. I found out then that the trip had never stopped for Rael—that he had never come down. The auditory hallucinations, in particular, had continued, the terrible groans and growls of a world comprised of creatures either eating or being eaten. They haunted him, they tortured him, and they lent credence to his conviction that the devil not only walked the earth but took the shape of many men, including his father. Rael tried to drown them out by singing the lyrics of Genesis songs but one day when his father yelled at him to pipe down he chased his father around the house with a shotgun and when his father hid behind a locked door he pressed the shotgun up against the door and pulled the trigger. The door exploded, but his father had ducked in anticipation, and saved his own life. His mother called the police, but when Rael heard the sirens he got into his car and rammed the approaching cruiser in an ecstasy of acceleration, all the while singing the lyrics of “Supper’s Ready” at the top of his lungs. He smashed his face and went to the hospital in an ambulance and now faced three counts of attempted murder, one for his father and two for the cops. I gave the lawyer a statement, along with the paper bag upon which Rael had written lyrics and reflections on the way home from Florida.

			Then I went to see Peter Gabriel’s first concert as a solo artist, knowing that in some way he had driven one of my best friends stark raving mad.

			The concert was on March 5, 1977, at the Capitol Theater in Passaic, New Jersey, a famous dump right outside New York City. I went with a friend from high school, The Lang speaker who’d dubbed me Totus and whose own Lang name was—and still is!—Wy. The band Television opened. We’d never heard of them, and their reception from the crowd indicated what kind of crowd it was. For all its decrepitude, the Capitol Theater pioneered an unfamiliar technology; two huge screens flanked the stage and showed a live video of the concert in black and white. Even people in the back of the house could see the faces of the performers, and so we had a chance to see Television’s Tom Verlaine, the band’s skinny, pale, and almost cadaverous frontman as he played his measly little Telecaster and sang in a quivery voice that sounded like Patti Smith. What the fuck was this? Punk Rock? Was this fucking Punk Rock? Never mind that Verlaine’s tunings and harmonics really were “progressive”—where were the keyboards? The Mellotron? The multiple guitars and the big ass drum kit? Where was Gabriel? A certain kind of anxiety had settled in because we had come to see something old and something new at the same time…and because we all expected and feared change. Gabriel had just released the first solo album, but the few people who’d heard it didn’t know what to make of it, with its hodgepodge of songs and styles. We didn’t think he’d give us something that sounded like Genesis. But he better not give us something like this—he better not be giving us fucking Punk Rock. The crowd gathered at the Capitol was a Prog crowd, not to mention a foretaste of the ossified “Classic Rock” audience of the near future. We wanted big. We sneered at small. The huge black-and-white images of Television dwarfed the actual members of the band, with their Garage Rock equipment and their bare bones sound and their keening unschooled lead singer. They did their first song, eliciting a little stutter of silence. Then—

			“Fuck you!”

			“You suck!”

			“Get the fuck off the stage!”

			“Faggots!”

			I had never seen or heard anything like it. They were getting booed off the stage—literally—and the video screens only magnified their terror. Verlaine’s face looked like an elongated painting of a face, like something out of Munch but with the screaming mouth replaced by huge eyes filling with tears. I couldn’t take it, and went with Wy to the lobby. There we waited until Television finally fled and the lights went up. Now I was more nervous than ever. What could Peter Gabriel do to satisfy this crowd? What could he do to satisfy me? It didn’t matter if he wore a costume, it didn’t matter if he freaking levitated—I had a friend in jail, and I wanted him to say something about it. Hell, I wanted him to tell me what to do…and then the lights went down and we ran inside.

			He wasn’t wearing a costume, and he wasn’t levitating. He was sitting at a piano, under a spotlight. He wore street clothes, and a haircut that betrayed the hand of a “stylist” just over his ears. He might as well have been a civilian, until he began to sing “Here Comes The Flood.” In “Out, Angels,” he had alluded to his belief that the world must undergo some kind of apocalyptic trial; now, in a tender voice, he delivered an ode to end times:

			Don’t be afraid to cry at what you see
The act is gone, there’s only you and me
And if we break before the dawn
We’ll use up what we used to be…

			So…he knew. He knew what had happened in Key West, and then what happened on Long Island, with Rael. Except that I knew he didn’t. In his solo incarnation, Peter Gabriel had refused something—the temptation to be more than who you are that forms the vital heart of Prog Rock. Sure, there is plenty of Prog on Gabriel’s first solo album, with its programmed synthesizers and its treated vocals, and there was plenty of Prog at the Capitol Theater, with guitar high priest Robert Fripp playing behind a black curtain as “Dusty Rhodes,” and Gabriel himself marching around like a Monty Python character on “Moribund the Burgemeister.” But he had borrowed some of his band members from Lou Reed’s Rock and Roll Animal lineup; he covered a soul song, in Marvin Gaye’s “Ain’t That Peculiar” and a rock and roll song, in The Kinks’ “All Day and All of the Night”; he sang about lust in “Modern Love” in a way that Ian Hunter might have understood; he sang a blues song; and he sang, in “Solsbury Hill,” the acoustic song shaping up as a radio hit; and even when he sang The Lamb’s “Back in N.Y.C.” for an encore—sang it in costume, in a black leather jacket—he sang it as if to reclaim it for the rock and roll gods. But he wasn’t quite a rock and roll god himself; indeed, there was something slightly diminished about him, something almost fallen, in the way of angels. But he did nothing less than save my life that night, because he did have something to say to me, after all. He might have fallen; he might no longer be the “angel standing in the sun” heralding the reconciliation of good and evil at the end of “Supper’s Ready.” But it was because he was fallen that he was finally free.

			I never om-ed again. I went back up to school, and went back to hanging out with my friends. We partied, and Peter Gabriel—supposedly called “Car,” though I’ve never met anyone who uses that title—became our party album. I played it every night, on my big Cerwin-Vega speakers, and even sang along with “Solsbury Hill,” banging my heart, boom boom boom, on cue. It’s an overplayed punchline now, but “Solsbury Hill” was my song in the second semester of my freshman year in college, the anthem of someone who’d given up trying to reduce the universe to a single vibrating syllable and set out to make himself a writer. “To keep in silence I resigned / My friends would think I was a nut / Turning water into wine / Open doors would soon be shut…”

			Not only was my door now open; one day, a girl from down the hall walked through it. I knew her from the study lounge. She was an English major. I used to ask her what she was reading. One book featured a guy holding a basketball on the cover; I asked, “Uh, is that, like, a book about sports or something?” She answered, “Well, sort of,” and told me about John Updike and Rabbit Angstrom. Now she liked “Solsbury Hill,” and would come down to my room to listen to it. She was almost as tall as me; she had blonde hair; she wore no makeup and yet had bright color in her cheeks and suggestive color in her lips; she wore t-shirts advertising her Finnish descent; she had a northern and almost Tartar cast to her eyes, with folds of skin pulled down ever so slightly over the outside corners; her eyes changed color according to mood, alternating between a streaky blue-green and an encompassing winter-sea gray; she had a small pointy nose, and she smelled better than any human being I’d ever known. Most of all, she didn’t leave the room when I started talking about philosophy, and on March 17, 1977, I ran into her downtown, at a bar celebrating St. Patty’s Day. When her friends got up to leave, she stayed behind, and we started talking, oh, about her own nagging philosophical concern: where the universe ended. We went to bar after bar, managing somehow to keep the conversation going; then we decided to walk together back to campus, and it took us six hours. Twelve days after seeing the first show of Peter Gabriel’s solo career, I was in love. The next day, she came to my room and we listened to “Solsbury Hill” again, but the anthem that had belonged to me now belonged to us, a song of escape claimed as a song of return. We tried keeping our relationship secret for no reason I can remember, but one night one of her roommates saw us sitting on my bed listening again to “Solsbury Hill”—yes, “my heart going boom boom boom”—and asked, “Oh, is that your song? How cute.”
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