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To Britt, who invented Lou Reed for me





Foreword
Chuck Klosterman



This is what happened: It was 2003, and I was working at Spin magazine in New York. It was the best time of my life, mostly because (a) I was working with a lot of interesting people and (b) most of the time, there was very little actual work to do. Every day, I would sit in somebody’s office and have a seventy-five-minute conversation about nothing, although certain topics consistently and mysteriously emerged (Steve Albini, Mike Davis’s City of Quartz, George Washington, the presence of Cat Power’s pubic hair in The New Yorker, Felipe Lopez, the drumming on Bob Seger’s “Hollywood Nights,” someone named Dave living on the grift in Berlin, and the Chapel Hill Police Department). One afternoon, I entered the room while two coworkers were having a (possibly fake) argument I could not comprehend. The debate—as far as I could deduce—mostly involved repeating the words “Advanced” and “Overt” in every single sentence they uttered. This was my introductory lesson in the Ways of Advancement: You simply cannot repeat the words “Advanced” and “Overt” too much. If you’ve been talking for sixty seconds and no one has said the word “Advanced” at least once, you are probably not talking about Advancement.


Like everyone else who has ever been introduced to Advancement, I did not understand it for a very long time. Was “being Advanced” just another way of describing something as good because it was bad? “No,” they told me. “Absolutely not.” Was Advancement somehow tied to irony or emotional detachment? “No,” my coworkers decreed. “That’s even more wrong.” Every hypothesis I posed was promptly debunked. But these two men could never directly explain what Advancement was, either; it was an inside joke they were not totally inside of. I would ask questions like “Is Tori Amos Advanced?” and they would say things like “Well, maybe. Her music appeals to Wiccans and she has an album title that references a Brazilian sports legend, so that’s Advanced. But her cover of ‘Smells like Teen Spirit’ was Overt.” Over time, they would forward my questions to the resident Spin Advancement expert, Andrew Beaujon (a former Teenbeat recording star who was now working as a magazine copyeditor). Beaujon would respond to every query by saying “Not Advanced” in a highly menacing fashion. He was an Advancement hard-liner, so almost nothing qualified. These hopeless conversations went on intermittently for several months. The only thing I learned was that Lou Reed was unassailable and that the rapper C-Murder was Advanced because he had literally murdered someone, but Beaujon eventually told me I was wrong about that, too.


A year later, I had lunch with my editor from Esquire (where I was writing a monthly column and selling $2,000 watches). We were at the kind of restaurant where they play Sting songs over the sound system, so something off Soul Cages started to occupy the gaps in our conversation. “Hey, they’re playing Sting,” I said. “He’s Advanced.” My editor asked what this meant. I tried to explain, which (of course) prompted him to ask all the same questions I had asked my two coworkers twelve months before. I could tell he was intrigued; every time our dialogue stalled, he would immediately return to asking me if Liz Phair was Advanced or if Jethro Tull was Overt. He instructed me to write a column about Advancement, which I assumed was impossible. “I don’t even know if this Theory is real,” I said. “I think two dudes just made it up in a Pizza Hut.” This, paradoxically, made him all the more excited. I agreed to try, mostly because writing about Advancement in Esquire seemed Advanced.


It was at this point that I contacted Jason Hartley, the cofounder of Advancement Theory and the author of the book you are now holding (I’ve still never talked to the guy he ate pizza with). I’d never encountered Hartley before, but my Spin cohorts told me he was inscrutable—supposedly he was once a member of a Brooklyn-based rock band called Vintage Veal that was fronted by a top hat sitting on a wooden stool (supposedly the band members would place the hat in front of the microphone and perform instrumentally, except when they needed to sing the choruses). He was a former dancer working at a clothing store for teenage girls, yet he was still attracted to women. People told me he often wore a tie to nonformal events. He was, as far as I could tell, completely unfamous in every possible way. This being the case, I assumed he would be shocked when a person he’d never met called him on the telephone and wanted to interview him about a philosophy he had made up during college. He was not. That was the weirdest part: Hartley seemed to think it was a completely predictable request. He was not flattered, confused, or excited. “I’m glad you asked,” he said. Then he began teaching me the ancient art of realizing I might be wrong about everything I ever thought I knew.


Part of what makes Advancement Theory so entertaining (at least to me) is the way it outrages so many uncreative music critics, almost all of whom (a) begin by dismissing it completely before (b) spending the next twenty minutes manically fixating on why no one should ever talk about it, even in jest. In many ways, Advancement is a criticism of criticism; it’s almost always proartist and eviscerates the very notion of “good taste.” The Advancement scholar is kind of like a devout creationist with a master’s degree in paleontology: he starts with what he believes in his heart and uses his mind to work backward.


For example, here’s the conventional critical take on the Rolling Stones: “The Rolling Stones are brilliant. They made some of the most important albums of all time in the 1960s, although much of their work came in the immediate wake of what the Beatles had already accomplished. They produced the greatest music of the rock genre when Mick Taylor temporarily joined the band, but then they became druggy derivatives of themselves. They had another fleeting period of creative quality around 1978, but they became bloated and bored for all of the ’80s. Though still a viable live act, they don’t make good albums anymore and are only concerned with money.” This, in a nutshell, is how most rock writers would describe the group. But here is how Hartley would do it: “The Rolling Stones are brilliant.” That’s the only thing we all know to be true. And if we all agree that this is true—if we agree that the Stones are geniuses and that genius is extremely rare and that geniuses evolve in a way that’s unlike the rest of us—then the responsibility falls on us to excavate the murky value of “The Harlem Shuffle.” That’s the real labor. Advancement is a profoundly optimistic way to experience art, and that’s what makes it difficult to accept; it requires a flexible mind, a certain kind of intellectual humility, and a willingness to disregard what initially seems obvious. But once you let your mind slide in the Advanced direction, it can never slide back. Not totally. Things will always sound a little different… and a little better.


Now, do I believe everything Hartley says? Not exactly. In fact, I may have agreed with the principles of Advancement more before I read this book (a few of Hartley’s arguments strike me as a little Overt). But that’s exactly what I anticipated. I assumed that parts of this book would befuddle me. I mean, it kind of had to. Because if reading The Advanced Genius Theory completely made sense to someone like me, how good could it really be?




The
Advanced
Genius Theory





Introduction



From Baby Einstein to the Apple Store, the label “genius” has been used so liberally recently that it has virtually lost its meaning. And with so many “geniuses” toddling around the nation’s preschools and fixing our MacBooks, it is difficult to recognize actual geniuses in our midst. Further confusing matters are the geniuses themselves, who often use their brilliance in bewildering or disappointing ways, especially when they are older. This Late period is what the Advanced Genius Theory seeks to explain.


Like most of the extraordinary discoveries in human history, the Advanced Genius Theory had its eureka moment in an ordinary place. As gravity had its apple orchard and relativity its patent office, the Advanced Genius Theory had the Pizza Hut in Columbia, South Carolina. Advancement, as the theory came to be known in the halls of Spin magazine and later in Chuck Klosterman’s seminal Esquire article “Real Genius: An Introduction to the Highly Advanced Theory of Advancement,” challenged everything we know about the nature of genius. It was a theory so revolutionary that it is barely understood to this day, even by its creators. The basic contention of Advancement, however, is simple: there is a special class of geniuses who were so great when they were young that it is impossible that they could ever become bad, no matter how questionable their judgment might appear to be. Or, as Klosterman put it, “When a genius does something that appears idiotic, it does not necessarily mean he suddenly sucks. What it might mean is that he’s doing something you cannot understand, because he has Advanced beyond you.”


Though it is difficult to pin down an exact date, the theory came to life sometime around 1992, when Britt Bergman and I got together for that fateful meeting at the Pizza Hut near the University of South Carolina. Somehow we got onto the subject of the decline of Lou Reed, whose music Britt introduced me to in high school. The Velvet Underground was unquestionably one of the greatest bands ever, but we wondered why Reed had made those Honda scooter commercials and why he had such a terrible haircut and why he always played “Walk on the Wild Side” on Late Night and, finally, why his music had gotten so embarrassingly bad. And then it hit us: the Velvet Underground was ahead of its time in the ’60s, so maybe Reed was ahead of our time in the ’80s and ’90s. Maybe he was just as much of a genius in the days of “The Original Wrapper” as he was when he wrote “Venus in Furs.” Maybe he was expressing his genius in a way we didn’t yet understand. And if this was true, could it also be true of other geniuses throughout history? We knew that we were onto something bigger than just explaining Lou Reed’s haircut, and consequently, for the last fifteen years, I have devoted my life to understanding Advancement.


What Is Genius?


Harold Bloom starts out his book Genius: A Mosaic of One Hundred Exemplary Creative Minds with this very question, and thank goodness he starts out with it because otherwise I would have had to read the entire book to find out the answer. (My research budget affords me just enough to pay for the cup of coffee that allows me to loiter in a bookstore and skim through books.) Bloom says that “fierce originality” is a crucial element of genius but that originality is “always canonical, in that it recognizes and comes to terms with precursors.” He adds that the great geniuses are “clearly both of and above the age.” Finally, he agrees with Ralph Waldo Emerson that genius is “God within, the self in ‘Self-Reliance.’” In other words, a genius is someone who is completely original yet derivative, dated yet timeless, divine yet human, particle yet wave, yin yet yang, Beavis yet Butt-Head.


Bloom actually never gives a straightforward definition of a genius, and this is someone audacious enough to claim that William Shakespeare “invented the human.” If he won’t do it, then I shouldn’t have to either. But it seems to me that a genius is simply someone whose instincts—artistic, intellectual, physical—happen to be valued more than most other people’s. In a way, this is pure luck. If you think of it in terms of natural selection, a genius is like a bug that, through a genetic mutation, is born looking like a stick in a stick-rich environment, making its survival more likely. If it looked like a stick in an environment where sticks were the most delicious thing that a bird could ever dream of finding, the bug wouldn’t make it. But because it was born the right way in the right place, it thrives, and its fellow bugs would probably say he was pretty amazing. The delicious-stick bug, however, would look pretty stupid.


For humans, being born looking like a stick is only part of the equation. There are plenty of people who are born brilliant and talented but don’t rise to the level of genius: Styx, not sticks. What separates the geniuses from the merely above average is a combination of self-confidence, hard work, and individuality. However, the full answer is probably unknowable, which is part of the allure of the genius. So for the purposes of this book, geniuses are people I think are so much greater than their peers that they make up a different species.


So what is an Advanced Genius?


This I am obligated to answer. The thought behind the Advanced Genius Theory is basically the opposite of the idea expressed by Sick Boy in the movie Trainspotting: “Well, at one time, you’ve got it, and then you lose it, and it’s gone forever. All walks of life: George Best, for example. Had it, lost it. Or David Bowie, or Lou Reed.” (Ironically, he told this to Renton, who Advances in the movie by giving up drugs and “choosing life.”) The Advanced Theory says that Sick Boy had it all wrong, that Bowie and Reed hadn’t mysteriously lost “it,” they just changed “it” to something that is harder to appreciate. And since change is scary to most of us, we declare that the problem is with the genius and not us.


Of course it is difficult for anyone to accept that Reed’s later work represents artistic progress from Transformer or that “All for Love,” Sting’s collaboration with Bryan Adams and Rod Stewart, could be more Advanced than “Roxanne.” (It’s difficult for me too. Much more about this later.) But a great artist is great because he challenges himself and his audience rather than doing what is comfortable. Artistically, working on “All for Love” was more exciting for Sting than writing another “Roxanne.” And what could be more challenging than doing a song you know your fans will hate just on principle?


Finding those kinds of challenges is essential to Advanced musicians because it is relatively easy for them to write great songs (in the traditional, non-Advanced sense of “great”) because it comes naturally to them. But this is not exclusive to musicians; late in his life Leo Tolstoy took to making his own shoes, though he never quite got the hang of it. Still, shoe making gave him more satisfaction at that stage in his life than writing the greatest novel of all time. After all, he did the latter twice. Which leads us to another question:


Are musicians the only ones who can qualify for Advancement?


No, there are Advanced actors, directors, painters, and writers, not to mention boxers, politicians, businessmen, and scientists. While Advancement manifests itself in different ways across media and professions, the general pattern is the same: early innovation that is not immediately appreciated, a lengthy fertile period leading to widespread acceptance, and a long (seemingly) fallow period that eventually sullies their reputations and angers their admirers.


Take George Lucas, for example. Few people in the movie industry gave Star Wars much of a chance to succeed, but it and its sequels ended up being among the most successful and beloved movies of all time. However, when Lucas made some computer-generated imagery updates to the original trilogy for theatrical rerelease, the backlash began. And the moment Jar Jar Binks opened his mouth, it was clear that Lucas had lost it. What happened to him? Well, nothing. Both Star Wars and The Phantom Menace are essentially children’s movies, so what you think of them depends on whether you were a kid when you saw them. The fact is, Jar Jar Binks is no better or worse than Chewbacca. Just ask your dad.


The only thing bigger than Star Wars in my house was Steve Martin, who is so Advanced that his hair started turning gray when he was in his twenties. Martin combined the wildness he developed at Knott’s Berry Farm with the craziness he learned in the California State Long Beach philosophy department to create the most successful comedic persona of all time. Then he just walked away from stand-up to make mainstream Hollywood movies, each one less wild and crazy than the last. It’s tempting to explain his change from the jerk to father of the bride as merely a money grab to fund his art collection, and there may be some truth to that. After all, he is paid a lot of money and he does have an incredible art collection. But this misses something fundamental: it’s very, very hard to make successful movies, and he has done it consistently for thirty years. The reason he gets those big paychecks is because he is still very good at what he does. Whether he is doing what you want him to is immaterial. And even if you don’t agree with that, doesn’t it seem a little strange to accuse someone of abandoning his art for art’s sake?


While every kind of genius can Advance, not every genius can, even if he was once great and then seemingly “lost it.” There are prerequisites even to be considered for Advanced status:


1. You must have done great work for more than fifteen years.


The whole premise behind the Theory is that the Advanced are so good, for so long, that they have proven that their judgment is consistently superior to everyone else’s and therefore should not be questioned. You can’t give that kind of power to an artist with just a few years’ worth of greatness, no matter how great that greatness was. For example, John Lennon would not have qualified had he stopped making music after the Beatles broke up because they weren’t together long enough. Without his solo work it would still have been tempting to call him Advanced just for marrying Yoko Ono, but that would have been wrong.


A pillar of the Advanced Theory is the idea that genius is not something that is visited upon an artist and suddenly disappears after a few years. If it disappears in a few years, it wasn’t genius. I think the key is to separate genius from inspiration. Inspiration can raise the level of someone’s art for a while and make it seem as though he is a genius, but the inspiration is external, so if things change—the artist falls in love, leaves his band, gets rich—the “genius” goes away too. I remember reading something to the effect that John Lennon wrote on inspiration while Paul McCartney was more of a craftsman. I don’t really believe that (they both relied on both inspiration and craft), but I do think that is the difference between the pretenders and the real-deal Advanced: the former rely on something magical, whereas the latter rely on their talent. It’s like Charles Schulz said: writer’s block is for amateurs.


The fifteen-year period before the genius becomes Advanced is called the “Overt” stage, because during this period the genius is trying to be innovative (or “weird,” in Advanced parlance) in an obvious way. Thought of another way, the Overt are normal weird, whereas the Advanced are weird weird. Over the years, “Overt” has expanded to include people who are not geniuses and has become a sort of catch-all term for closed-mindedness and the voluntary rejection of happiness that is surprisingly common among people who want desperately for you to think they are interesting. There’s much more to say about Overtness in the coming chapters.


2. You must have alienated your original fans.


There are plenty of artists out there who do superior work their whole careers, which is admirable, if conventional. To be considered Advanced, though, it’s not enough to be great for a long time; you have to be great in a way that alienates people. Unlike the Merely Great—Paul Newman, Bob Newhart, Stephen Hawking—who meet with everyone’s approval all the time, the Advanced appear to seek actively the disapproval of their fans, especially the ones who loved them first. They aren’t really seeking disapproval, of course, they’re just Advancing. The original fans are left the farthest behind because they go back with the artist the longest, so their alienation is the most pronounced. Just as those fans were the first to embrace the artist, so will they be the first to proclaim that the artist has “lost it.” The Merely Great never lose it, but they also never Advance.


3. You must be completely unironic.


Those who want to be Advanced but can’t quite stomach what it takes to make it there often try irony to protect themselves from the perception that they’ve lost it. But to Advance, an artist has to truly embrace something that will be perceived as awful. Steve Martin doesn’t make family comedies as a way to pull one over on the rubes; he likes making family comedies and does what he can to make them as good as possible. However, with an artist like David Johansen, it seems like there is always just a bit of a wink to his work, and there is no winking in Advancement.


4. You must be unpredictable.


The Advanced are unpredictable because they make decisions that are truly unexpected rather than simply the opposite of what is expected. For instance, if Bob Dylan says that he would never feature a sax solo in a song of his, it wouldn’t be Advanced for him to change his mind and get David Sanborn to sit in on a session (though the Advanced do like David Sanborn). His doing a Victoria’s Secret commercial, however, was Advanced. Extremely Advanced. This is true because in the first example, Dylan fans would be able to explain away the sax solo as just another example of his rebelliousness. But the commercial, as Dylan could have easily predicted, saddened his fans and gave his critics another excuse to mourn the further decline of the Voice of a Generation. In reality, this was not some sort of Galilean recanting but another step in Dylan’s own Advanced continuum. Of course, being Advanced, Dylan was going to do the commercial regardless of how it would be perceived.


5. You must “lose it.” Spectacularly.


This is similar to point number two, but you can alienate your original fans without losing it (sometimes the original fans move on but are not so disgusted with the artist that they would say the artist has “lost it”). Just as artists who never really had “it” can’t qualify for Advancement, neither can artists who start out successful and stay that way. Elton John, for example, has succeeded at just about everything he has done, including having a hit twice with “Candle in the Wind,” a distinction he shares with Chubby Checker (though nobody had to die for “The Twist”). He keeps making hit records, Broadway musicals, and film scores, much to the delight of his fans. He’s not as successful as he was at his height in the 1970s, of course, but that kind of popularity is unsustainable, and in some ways he is more popular than ever. So though I’ve always admired that he was capable of being taken seriously while wearing a Donald Duck suit, he’s just not Advanced.


These original guidelines were established to define the Advanced Genius, but as the Theory has evolved, it has been necessary to recognize other forms of Advancement. For instance, there are some artists who don’t follow the pattern of early struggles followed by success followed by irrelevance. Tom Waits started out writing fairly standard (if great) singer-songwriter tunes but then abandoned that and became some kind of Brechtian jazz weirdo balladeer. It was as if he started out Advanced and then became Overt. It was clear to Britt and me that Waits had to be accommodated by the Theory. We decided that he must have been Overt before anyone had ever heard of him and that his early work was Advanced and the post–Rain Dogs era was a stage of Advancement that looked like Overtness.


Another strain of Advancement is the Advanced Overt, including artists like Andy Kaufman, who was so committed to the far reaches of Overtness that he nearly met Advancement from the other side. There is also the Advanced Irritant, or someone who elevates making people mad into an art form. Typically you can’t achieve Advanced Irritant status without being truly Advanced—Lenny Bruce was an Advanced Irritant—but I am also tempted to assign the label to someone like Gene Simmons, who is so aggressively irritating that it’s awe-inspiring. But Simmons fits more neatly in the Quasi-Advanced category, along with Sylvester Stallone, Alice Cooper, and Dennis Rodman (honorable mention Advanced Irritant). The Quasi class is made up of people who don’t quite reach the level of Advanced Genius in their work but are still too uniquely strange not to be included in a discussion of Advancement. However, just because they belong in the conversation does not mean they are truly Advanced. It is important never to lose sight of the fact that Advanced Geniuses are exceptionally rare and the title should not be given without a great deal of circumspection.


Since Chuck’s article, I’ve heard from people all over the globe—Ecuador, Canada, Russia, England, Norway, Japan—who were persuaded that Advancement was the worldview they were looking for or were just curious to learn a little more about the Theory. What I’ve found is that people are very confused about who is and who isn’t Advanced, which I completely understand. As I said before, even I don’t understand the Theory sometimes. Like Albert Einstein, who created a constant to explain why the universe doesn’t collapse, I’ve had to put in some placeholders as I grope for completion. Of course Einstein considered the constant a blunder, and I too have made some mistakes. For instance, I declared that it was the other members of the Police who made Sting look so brilliant when he was first starting out. Now I know that Sting is just so Advanced that he makes himself seem awful retrospectively, as if he had passed through some kind of Advanced wormhole. I should add, however, that Einstein’s constant never really went away and has experienced something of a renaissance in the last few years.


If it sounds as though the Theory is just about being contrary for the sake of being contrary, it’s not. I admit that it did start out that way, at least somewhat. But the more I’ve studied the Advanced, the more valid the Theory seems to be. Advancement has become a set of deeply held beliefs that happens to go against what almost everyone accepts as true. Which leads us to a problem for critics of the Theory: If you say that Lou Reed’s Mistrial is a bad album because so many people believe that, you must agree that Celine Dion’s “My Heart Will Go On” is a great song because so many people love it. If you say that Mistrial is a bad album because you personally don’t like it, then that’s a subjective judgment that by definition can be neither right nor wrong. So if one has to choose between everyone, a rock critic, or Lou Reed, isn’t it kind of stupid not to go with the guy who wrote “Walk on the Wild Side”?


I can’t promise you that I’m always right or that I won’t sometimes contradict myself. Advancement, in the end, is a personal thing. What is Advanced for you may not be Advanced for me. I’ve tried to lay down some guidelines to narrow the definition of Advancement to keep out the flash in the pan, the reactionary, the conventionally great, and the actually awful. Beyond that you have to have faith in your judgment, which is why sometimes the Theory seems to break down: reason can’t explain matters of faith. But faith without knowledge prevents complete understanding, so you must immerse yourself in the essentials of the Theory, learn about what made the undisputed giants of Advancement—Bob Dylan, Leo Tolstoy, Orson Welles—Advanced, and then you can move on to the Thom Yorkes, Johnny Depps, and Don DeLillos and decide for yourself if they are indeed Advanced. You’ll be wrong more often than you are right, but the journey will be among the most liberating experiences of your life.





A Few Words About the Structure of the Book



The book is split into two sections: (1) What is the Advanced Genius Theory? and (2) Who Is, Isn’t, Would Have Been, and Might Be an Advanced Genius. The beginning of the first section will provide some alternatives to the “old people suck” theory used to explain why we fall out of love with the people we admire most. Next I will review the stages of Advancement, starting with Overtness, then on to Early, Middle, and Final Advancement.


The second section will explain types of Advancement starting with Musical, or Traditional, Advancement. Then we will explore Advanced actors and directors, other artists, and nonartists (athletes, politicians, businessmen, scientists). We’ll also look back on the artists who died too young to Advance and look ahead to who may one day Advance. Finally, I’ll show you what you can do for Advancement and, more important, what Advancement can do for you.





Chapter One
Falling Out of Love



Bertrand Russell wrote in A History of Western Philosophy that when studying philosophers, particularly the Greeks, “the right attitude is neither reverence nor contempt, but first a kind of hypothetical sympathy, until it is possible to know what it feels like to believe in his theories.” He felt that only by abandoning one’s opinions could someone truly assess the value of a philosopher. He went on to add, “When an intelligent man expresses a view which seems to us obviously absurd, we should not attempt to prove that it is somehow true, but we should try to understand how it ever came to seem true.” Advancement combines these two thoughts, rejecting preconceived notions about the life of an artist and embracing the absurdities of geniuses as a means of expanding our thinking about what is good or valuable.


One of the great prejudices one must overcome to appreciate the work of an Advanced Genius is the idea that artists almost always outlive their genius. No matter how great the genius is, the story goes, he’s going to lose it eventually. To see why that is completely wrong, it’s important to understand why people believe that sucking is the inevitable conclusion to years of brilliance. You have to know what it is that makes us misunderstand genius so badly and furthermore to confuse this misunderstanding with dislike for genuinely inferior work. If you don’t believe in Advancement, there is no mystery: artists are good when they are young and then they get bad, so we don’t like them anymore. But I believe that the answer is not that the Advanced outlive their genius but that their genius outlives our ability to appreciate it because we reach a sort of saturation point where we’ve just had enough. It’s like your grandmother trying to stuff a third piece of chocolate cake down your throat: the cake is still awesome, but you’ll be sick if you have even another bite. The reality is that genius is stronger—and much less fickle—than love.


Before we get into why we end up hating the Advanced, let’s take a look at why we love them in the first place:


1. They’re great.


This is the fundamental reason we embrace Advanced Artists, so fundamental that it seems almost too obvious to mention. But greatness is hard to quantify, and it has as many definitions as there are people. The Theory takes this into account, allowing each practitioner to use his own criteria for judging an artist. So if you truly believe an artist is great, then he or she is, no matter what anyone else says. Not necessarily Advanced, but great.


2. They’re innovative.


Whether an artist is innovative is not quite as slippery, though it is still open to interpretation. Though it seems as if some artists just suddenly appear fully formed and totally unique, the truth is that even the most original artists—including writers, painters, and musicians—are the product of their influences. Let’s take Elvis Presley as an example: Before he found his way into a Memphis recording studio he had been exposed to musicians that most people, especially white people, had never seen or heard before. Much of what made Elvis seem so new was lifted from performers like Arthur Crudup and James “Big Chief” Wetherington. But even knowing this, I think he was innovative because he did invent something that no one had ever seen before: Elvis Presley. If you read interviews with people who knew Elvis as a kid, most say that he was not only different from everyone else but differently different because he did not try to hide the parts of his core being that were not like everyone else’s. We all have parts of us that are not like anyone else, but few of us—even artists—have the courage to show them to the world. The artists who, like Elvis, have that courage are the only ones capable of true innovation. Though Chuck D. might disagree with me.


3. They’re a part of the past.


Lorne Michaels has said that Saturday Night Live is never as bad as people say it is or as great as people say it was. If you actually watch entire episodes from the first season, you can certainly understand what he means. Interspersed among the classic sketches that everyone remembers are painfully unfunny sketches that have thin premises and no ending. In other words, exactly as the show has been in all of its iterations. But that’s what happens when you try to put on a live ninety-minute show that depends on current events and whether the guest host can actually do the job. When you think of it that way, it’s amazing that the show is as funny as it is. I should be clear that I’m not saying that the show wasn’t great in its first season, just that it’s been consistently great since then.


Thanks to nostalgia, we remember only the funny bits of the show we watched thirty years ago, whereas we remember only the unfunny parts of the show we watched last night. Naturally, the best twenty minutes of the Steve Martin show from the first season seems better than the whole ninety minutes of the Shia LaBeouf episode in 2008. Of course, nostalgia is not limited to those who actually experienced what everyone is so nostalgic about in the first place. In fact, we are probably more susceptible to nostalgia for eras we never experienced because we see nothing but the good parts. So when it comes to the Advanced, whether you were actually there or just wished you had been, that earlier version will always seem cooler and more vital than the version you see today. Consequently, if an artist makes two works of equal value thirty years apart, the older work will naturally seem better. And because, like SNL, the Advanced were so extraordinary when they were new, the esteem for the remembered good parts grows exponentially over the years, widening the gulf between perceived and actual value.


4. You don’t understand them.


You only think you do.


There are myriad other factors why we like the Advanced—you saw 2001: A Space Odyssey on your first date with your wife, your older brother liked Andy Warhol, you’re from Minnesota—but why we like them is far less fertile land than why we end up hating them. So let’s start digging.


Man in the Mirror


Before Advancement came into my life, I thought nothing of saying that Bob Dylan had not only lost the ability to make good records somewhere around 1978 but that he had lost the ability to judge whether his own records were good. (Advanced Artists always believe that their most recent work is their best. They are right, of course.) Yet like most people I never thought to turn inward and question my ability to judge him. Advanced thinking has led me to realize that if it’s possible for Bob Dylan to lose his way, it’s also possible that I could lose mine. When you stack our accomplishments side by side, it seems likely that I’m the one who doesn’t know what he’s talking about.


Really, if you compare what he’s done with people who are much more accomplished than I, he still seems like the one to bet on when it comes to being able to judge what’s good and what’s not. That includes music critics, especially those who have never written a song or even played an instrument. It doesn’t surprise me that a nonmusician can pass himself off as more of an authority on music than Bob Dylan, but it’s somewhat surprising how readily people believe him. You don’t have to play an instrument to have an opinion about music, but Bob Dylan has an opinion and happens to be one of the greatest songwriters of the last two hundred years. He’s got a bit of an edge there.


I don’t mean to pick on rock critics, because without them we’d have to decide whether to buy a record without knowing how many stars it deserves. There’s nothing worse than thinking that you’re listening to a three-and-a-half-star album when it actually merits just three stars. But music critics play a big part in the perceived decline of Advanced musicians because we accept them as authorities, so it’s vital to understand that many of them don’t really know what they’re talking about. This is less true of other types of critics (reviewers of nonfiction, for instance, know what they’re talking about because reviews are a form of nonfiction), but they’re wrong about the Advanced for other reasons.


The reality is that the Advanced have proven over many years that they are right even when everyone else says they’re wrong, and I have no reason to believe that this dynamic should change just because they aren’t as good-looking anymore.


Separate Ways


I was part of a tight-knit group of friends at Irmo High School in Columbia, South Carolina. Our bond was made even tighter by our being unpopular, hated even, because of the music we listened to, the clothes we wore, and especially our haircuts. People were so angered by our long bangs that we were called “slingheads” (actually “fucking slingheads” was the full name) because we had to sling our heads to get the hair out of our eyes. You didn’t have to have the haircut to be a slinghead, you just had to be generally gay according to the criteria developed in secret by jocks during halftime of the first football game of the year. The nickname turned out to be the best thing that ever happened to us, as it bound a loose confederation of punk rockers, theater geeks, and quiz-team nerds together into a single, powerful entity that ended up being as well known as the jocks. We were even the focus of a segment on the local news, in which I had some unkind words for people who wore stonewashed jeans. I come out looking prescient on that one, you have to admit.


This newfound fame, in addition to getting me punched in the face by a guy who liked stonewashed jeans and was watching TV that night, strengthened our sense that we were a unique group of people and should remain friends forever. But then we went to colleges in other states, met new people, got interested in different things, and started to see one another less and less. When we did get together, it wasn’t like it used to be, though it took us a long time to admit it. And while I’m still close with a few of the original slingheads, it’s hard to remember what was so remarkable about the rest of them. Of course, just because I don’t remember doesn’t mean that they weren’t remarkable. It’s just that we’ve made thousands of little decisions since then, each one taking us further away from one another.


I know now that this is something that happens to just about every close-knit group of young friends (as a fan of The Big Chill, I guess I should have known all along), and I think something similar happens in our relationship to the Advanced, the difference being that they are taking leaps away from us, not steps. Plus, if you can’t stay in sync with your closest friends, how likely is it that you would with someone older than you, from a different part of the world, whom you’ve never met?


Think of it this way: the early work of the Advanced is like the friend you used to get wasted with in college, while the later work is the same friend after he joined AA and got an engineering degree. To everyone else he is undeniably a better person than he was, but you think he’s a drag because you still want to get wasted with him. This works in reverse as well, as your friend probably thinks you’re a loser because you still like to get wasted so much. Had you not known each other when you were young, you might get along just fine, but you resent the changes in each other—or in your case, the lack of change. So now each friend is depressed by the state of the other and goes off to his new friends as soon as possible.


What I mean to say is that the Advanced are so revered for what they did when they were young, it is impossible for them to change or stay the same without seeming to betray the connection you’ve made with them. They can’t win, so they don’t even try to play. Meanwhile, you’re drinking alone.


The Thrill Is Gone


Of course, growing apart isn’t the only reason we stop loving our favorite artists. Growing together is perhaps an even more effective way to kill off the magic. No matter how much artists change their art, they can’t change who they are. And let’s face it, after a while you’re going to get sick of just about anybody, no matter how wonderful they are. In fact, it’s the things you like best about a person that end up irritating you the most. (I’ll go into more depth about this later.) Chris Rock has a joke about this: no matter how pretty a girl is, there is some guy out there who’s tired of fucking her. The fact that the guy is not attracted to her doesn’t make her suddenly ugly, just as our lack of interest in the later work of the Advanced doesn’t make them suddenly terrible. We just need a change of scenery.


But let’s not leave our forlorn beauty just yet, because we can learn a little bit more about Advancement from her. It’s a good bet that the guy who is tired of sex with her didn’t feel that way when they were first together. They probably did it two or three times a day the first few weeks they were together, staying up until all hours of the night no matter what they had to do the next day. But then he or she had an important meeting one morning, so they took the night off. The next night they had sex twice, subconsciously fighting off the inevitable return to real life, but the spell was still broken. After that things settled down and sex got less and less frequent, until it was an event saved for birthdays, anniversaries, and vacations.


From the outside, this appears to be a tragic story, but it doesn’t have to be. If you’ve ever been in a long-term relationship, you know that the physical stuff gets replaced by a much deeper connection that depends on how good a person your partner is, rather than how good-looking he or she is. That’s why Paul McCartney chose to marry a woman like Linda Eastman rather than a trophy bride (not that she wasn’t pretty): he could have had any woman he wanted, which made mere beauty meaningless. Instead of going the supermodel route, he chose a woman he could talk to and raise a family with.


When you first discover an Advanced Artist, it’s a lot like the early days of a relationship. You listen to the albums over and over, read all the books, or watch the DVDs so much that you can repeat every line. No matter how great a work of art is, it’s bound to get old eventually. Hannah and Her Sisters is just not as good the fifty-third time (unless you’re watching it with someone who has never seen it). Even new Woody Allen movies suffer because you’re just burned out on him. You could have a similarly comfortable and satisfying relationship with Allen as Paul McCartney had with Linda, but you don’t want to raise a family with Woody Allen, you want to fuck him.


What’s He Got That I Ain’t Got?


There is a famous exchange in The Wild One, so famous that I’m hesitant even to bring it up. But it’s instructive for our cause, so here goes: Johnny Strabler (played by Marlon Brando) is asked, “What are you rebelling against?” His response includes the coolest contraction in the history of cinema: “Whadd’ya got?” A big part of the appeal of this line is that we, the moviegoers, are made to feel that Brando is speaking for us and that we would be the exception to his universal rejection of everything. But if you take the line to its logical extension, you can see that if Strabler is rebelling against everything, he’ll eventually get around to rebelling against you. In fact, if The Wild One had been based on a story by H. G. Wells instead of Frank Rooney, Strabler from the future would rebel against Strabler of the present, the one who said the famous line in the first place.


I don’t want this to descend into an argument about the paradoxes of time travel, so I’ll get to the point: what we find so appealing about Advanced Artists when they are young—their rebelliousness—is also a major reason why we end up hating them when they are old. The Advanced are much more restless than the average fan, so they are continually working on improving themselves, usually by exploring new avenues of expression that are typically antithetical to what we as fans expect from the artist, like Sting’s Super Bowl performance with No Doubt. This goes back to the idea that we are actually to blame for the Advanced Artist’s perceived decline, but it’s important enough to bear some repetition. We can grow with an artist up to a point, but eventually our image of that artist becomes fixed and we bind ourselves to that image. Usually that image is of certain kind of rebel—a punk rocker, an indie director, a maverick politician—which means that this image will eventually become something for the artist to rebel against. So by rejecting their earlier selves, they’re also rejecting you.


Since rebellion is such an essential part of the Advanced Genius Theory, it is important to understand the difference between Overt and Advanced Rebellion. The Overt are purely reactionary, rejecting symbols of authority regardless of those symbols’ actual value (whadd’ya got?). The Advanced reject inferior ideas, or, to put it more positively, they put forth only superior ideas. If the H. G. Wells version of Strabler were to Advance, he would still reject the earlier version of himself, not because Future Johnny rebels against everything but because Past Johnny is inferior to the five-years-in-the-future Strabler.
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