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COnTrIBuTOrS’ NOTeS






—Jean Cocteau

“Un jeune homme ne doit pas acheter de valeurs sûres.”




—Marilyn Monroe in Gentlemen Prefer Blondes

“I learned an awful lot in Little Rock, and here’s some advice I’d like to share …”




Introduction



“You’ll take it and like it.”

—HUMPHREY BOGART, from The Maltese Falcon




“All artists are two-headed calves.”

—TRUMAN CAPOTE, from Conversations with Capote



Boy, did I ask for it.

It’s not easy being an anachronism. What kind of freak in this day and age would sit down and solicit letters of advice? Well, I’m that freak—and I’ve got a lot of explaining to do.

Take My Advice, the collection you are now holding, was intended to be published over a decade ago. I’m a lucky person, in that if I walk into a bookstore, my nose will lead me to the exact book I should read at the time. When I was twenty-one, that book was Rainer Maria Rilke’s Letters to a Young Poet. For those burgeoning young adults unfamiliar with it, the book is a collection of ten silver-tongued letters written between 1902 and 1908 from the poet Rilke to Franz Kappus, who, like me, was a young, struggling artist seeking a bit of guidance in his world. Rilke was a truly sagacious cat—and only twenty-seven at the time—and he touched upon all of the concerns that were swirling through my head: love, doubt, fear, sex, and, especially, art.

While his words of counsel are timeless and the book pretty much became my bible, I was living in a different time. Nowadays, being an ultra-sensitive creature is more of an embarrassing curse than a blessing. What would Rilke say, in those years leading up to the twenty-first century, to an angry, cynical, ironic, black-clad, café-dwelling, cigarette-puffing, wannabe-artist poseur like me? I wanted to find out. And perhaps a contemporary version of the book could be of help to those kindred spirits of mine—a book that would act as a direct line to those dilettantes hoping to segue into being serious artists, those outcasts, misfits, and black sheep.

To his successors I posed a genuinely sincere question: “If you could offer the young people of today one piece of advice, what would it be?” And while my query did open up a veritable can of worms—the pros and cons of simply asking for and taking advice—the response was overwhelmingly positive. I sold the idea in good faith to a publisher that it would be a fresh, illuminating collection of letters to the young artist just starting out. Then all hell broke loose.

I realized very early on the publisher and I did not share the same vision. I was sent list after list of so-called notables to include, and I couldn’t stomach it. We’re talking grade-B television stars, motivational speakers, phony politicians, cheesy talk-show hosts, and the like. You get the picture. I had to avoid Kathie Lee at all cost! And on the horizon, a toxic cloud of tepid-broth wisdom was mushrooming out of a certain series of books, blanketing chain stores the world over. In my small way, I wanted to combat this. What the publisher wanted was a warm, gooey book with the shelf life of a banana, the literary equivalent to “Up with People.” And while Take My Advice might never reach the soupy sales of those books, I was damn sure it was going to be different. Being a discerning and critical-minded creature by nature, I ignored what I was told (a bit contradictory when compiling a book on taking advice) and went ahead soliciting those I truly did admire, most of them controversial: outspoken provocateurs, funky philosophers, cunning cultural critics, social gadflies, cyberpunks, raconteurs, radical academics, literary outlaws, and obscure but wildly talented poets. I then encountered what to me was beyond belief: censorship on the part of my publisher. Eventually, I went through three frustrated editors before finally pulling the book in a fit of exasperation. Take My Advice was going to be published my way or not at all (I’m a stubborn Aquarius). I threw the letters into public storage and threw myself into my twenties and didn’t look back.

Yet the perspicacity of those missives had seared into my brain. Looking back, I took some of the advice to heart, ignored a lot of it, and learned a lot from the bitch goddess called “experience.” Anyone who survives their twenties—and I’m talking surviving well-meaning yet strung-out friends, menial and meaningless manual labor, roommates who are master thieves, unsolicited advice from parents on answering machines (skip), and lovers who repeatedly rip out your heart and stomp on it—will realize the insight in Sartre’s observation that “Hell is other people.” Growing up a child of the ’80s and ’90s, I’d been accused of being too sneeringly negative, even misanthropic. I’ve just been blessed with a sharp bullshit detector.

When I hit the big 3-0, I realized I’d never attack any of my other creative endeavors if I allowed these letters to remain unpublished. Hundreds upon hundreds of talented people had sat down to put thought to paper with the hope of lifting the spirits of one despondent youth—and perhaps others. I would be a complete ingrate not to share those thoughts.

I had the amazing luck of finding a new, progressive publisher with vision, one who understood exactly what I was going for. I also began writing people whom I felt might have something timely and original to say as we embarked on a new century. And this time I was more direct in my inquiry (just because you’re over thirty doesn’t mean you have all of the answers). As a young thirtynothing now, I wanted to pick the brains of those people I felt had truly seen it, done it, been there, and survived. These are people over thirty you can trust: Left over from my distracted twenties, my Dionysian traits were still outweighing the Apollonian (get Paglia!), my own feelings of shallowness (see Mark Simpson), my craving for the material (Lydia Lunch’s “Consumer Revolt”), the gravitational pull I feel toward beauty (“If You Have to Be Beautiful” by Joe Dallesandro), and being a total loser amorously, I wanted a really smart chick to write on the subject of love (check out Judith Butler’s “Doubting Love”).

I now realize that when I began writing these letters, what I really wanted was assurance that I wasn’t alone in the way I felt about the world and where we were headed. And, to be sure, this anthology would never have reached completion if not for the fact that I am a complete, hundred-percent freaky-boy obsessive. Chris Kraus’s marvelous letter gave me solace.

The final piece of advice herein comes from the first artist who answered my query, actress Katharine Hepburn. She’s nearing ninety-five. She mentions spirit. If you are young and starting out and are dreaming of becoming an artist of any sort, people will do their best to squelch, choke, and just plain break your spirit. Why people do this, I don’t know. Now that I’m old enough, I feel it’s appropriate to offer my own little bit of advice here: Believe in the gifts you’ve been given in this life and fight anyone to the death who attempts to douse that spirit.

And the only advice I take anymore? In the end, I still find myself going back to my dog-eared copy of Rilke: “Don’t search for the answers. The point is to live everything. Live your questions now. Perhaps, then, someday far in the future, you will gradually, without even noticing it, live your way into the answers.”



Bob Shacochis


Writer

Surviving Bad Advice

I can’t pretend otherwise—as an advice-taker, I’ve been as deaf as a fence post: I have a terrible record. Terrible. I mean, rotten! Don’t tell me how to swing a golf club, study for an exam, write a story, make a living; don’t advise me not to smoke cigarettes, and whatever you do, don’t suggest ways I can be a better person. I don’t want to hear it. I’m stubborn and mule-headed and independent to a fault, sure, but the truth is, I’ve never been able to stomach advice-givers. It’s not that I never wanted advice, not that I never sought guidance or yearned for some slice of illumination to help me out of a dark place—sometimes violently, sometimes as quiet as an infiltrator.

It’s just that advice, the readily available and eternally stale supply of it, always seemed to me to be so poorly packaged—wrapped in transparent dogma (as when it came from religious institutions), or fastidiously ribboned in the bias of the status quo (as when it came from the government), lumped in burlap sacks of authoritarianism or measured out into silk pouches of righteousness (from church or government again, or from parents, teachers, cops, bankers, older brothers, younger sisters, the people next door, athletes and coaches, movie stars, Ann Landers, anybody and everybody). Whenever I heard someone growl, I’m going to show the bastards, I understood that the bastards were likely to be advice-givers.

Advice has always been a seller’s market—you could get into the business without a license, and there were no rules and regulations to hold you back; if you wanted to, you could call shit orange sherbet and peddle it for five bucks a scoop. So … I confess to feeling, at the very least, a bit uneasy about whomever was buying. Were they fools, were they desperate, didn’t they have enough sense to figure things out for themselves? Well, too bad for them then. They’d listen to any voice, however fraudulent; their hopes would be seduced by any crackpot solution or capricious idea; they’d be soothed by any platitude. Because, too often, advisors grew rich in a monopoly of absolutes. For me, though, these absolutes were nothing more than a stockpile of poisons.

Blasphemy is owning God, owning reality, never being wrong.

I can tell you this: Growing up, I never heard one good, solid, honest, creative, stimulating, life-affirming piece of advice from the people who happened to be doling it out. What I heard instead was a chorus of voices singing Back Off, Back Off, don’t go near the edge, shorten thy horizons, be content with letting your heart grow fat and easy. For me, not taking advice became a matter of survival. Trying to survive my own willfulness until I could build a context of experience to support my own perspective.

Hey, it took a long time; as often as not I felt I was wrong, deluded, crazy to have dreams and cursed to have ambition. But the choice was always clear: to allow myself to be coerced by an authority based on power and money and orthodoxy, or to chase after an elusive authority that derived from excellence and high spirit and imagination, come what may. Come failure, come disaster, if that’s where it took me.

Along the way, someone told me something. A small thing, really, but it stuck, it became important, in a manner I wasn’t even aware of until recently, when I was living in Rome.

During college in the early ’70s, I would come home to the East Coast on summer breaks and work construction. The first summer I hired on as a laborer; the second summer I had learned enough to be a carpenter’s helper. I worked with a crew from Luray, Virginia, up in the mountains. They would leave Luray at 4:00 in the morning and caravan into the suburbs of Washington, D.C., where the job site was. They were a rough bunch, unrepentant half-literate cracker-balls, and I was a longhaired dope-smoking antiwar activist college student. Each Monday they would merrily recount their grand patriotic adventures of the weekend—ambushing unwary hippies up in the mountains, punching their lights out, shaving their heads. I thought these fellows were all tease and bluster, until one of them was arrested for assault on a pair of campers, a young man and a woman. Anyway, their worldview was, let’s say, limited, and the only thing I felt I shared with men of a caliber this low was the ice water from the Igloo cooler.

I was assigned to work with the leader of the crew, the head carpenter, a hugely muscled hillbilly with brilliantined hair and Elvis sideburns, who took gruff pleasure in tolerating a boy like me. He liked to brag about drinking moonshine until he was blind, wrestling black bears in the woods, and beating up queers. He worked me hard, he worked my backside off, without mercy but not without fairness, because he worked as if he were the devil on deadline. And he was, despite his raw unforgiving style as a man, a master of his craft, and in this way absolutely worthy of respect. He was stunningly fluent in the language of tools and materials, had a genius for the meticulous logic of structure and building, and, above all—and in spite of his distaste for my values—he was a natural-born teacher, couldn’t help himself and perhaps even knew this was the best thing in him, the best and most enduring part of his character, and he educated his helpers with grace and tenderness and intelligence—virtues in contradiction to the life he shaped for himself off the job.

One day, inspecting a wall I had framed, he set his square to it and, seeing that the lines and angles were not true, he unholstered his hammer and called me over.

“Honey,” he said (he called all the helpers Honey, that strange endearment between males in the blue-collar south), “it’s off, but it ain’t so off we couldn’t stand her up and nail it. But the little that’s wrong with it will just keep right on, growing through the house, unless someone takes care of it or unless it grows so big ain’t no one can fix it.”

This was a gentle-voiced lecture, but I had no appreciation for it. Yeah, yeah, I said to myself, can the crap. I did it wrong. I wasn’t going to get away with it. I’d have to do it over. Fine.

“No one would know, darlin’,” he said, wielding the hammer in his massive fist, “because the house still going to look like a house when we all through.” The hammer kissed first one joint, then another, then he really put all the power of his forearm and wrist into it on opposite corners. He laid his framing square back on the wall and it was perfect.

“Now looky there,” he said, winking, which he liked to do. “How many times I have to tell you college boys, when it comes to making mistakes, a bad carpenter and a good carpenter is the same. The only difference is, the good carpenter figures out how to correct his.”

It was harmless, commonsense, matter-of-fact truth he had delivered, hardly worth mentioning, requiring no thought, almost too obvious to swallow dry. I nodded my head, said “Okay, boss,” and went back to work. I learned what I could, the simple tricks of the trade, went back to school, returned the following summer to be hired on at another project as a full-fledged carpenter, but I knew I wasn’t all that good at it and so couldn’t be happy, and the summer after that I gave it all up and painted houses instead.

The reason I was no good at it wasn’t a mystery to me: I just couldn’t develop the belief or understand the principle that the mistakes I was making—cutting a board a quarter inch too short, standing up a wall that was a few degrees off plumb—were any big deal, so I never bothered to correct them. Everybody makes mistakes, right? The answer to that is, yes and no.

Eighteen years later, I found myself atop a tower of scaffolding at the Vatican, a privileged visitor to the restoration of the Sistine Chapel, running my fingers across the surface of Michelangelo’s masterwork. From the crowded floor of the chapel, looking up, the vault of the ceiling is a seamless universe of exquisite order, interlocking galaxies of exuberant Renaissance colors blocked into distant images and icons, a visual narrative of Creation staggering in its vast symmetry. Taking it all in, its arduous and superhuman enormity, anybody with any sense is humbled to the scale of a flea: The name of Michelangelo takes on the proportions of a giant, becomes as meaningful (or meaningless) as saying Exxon, or General Motors, or Sony.

Yes! But ride the rickety workmen’s elevator up three stories, watching The Last Judgment slide by, to the summit of the scaffolding where the restorers work with their computers and paint jars and ammonia-soaked cotton swabs, and the grandness of the Sistine Chapel becomes breathtakingly intimate—and a miracle of sorts happens: The work of the artist recedes and Michelangelo himself comes tantalizingly into view.

The platform at the top of the scaffolding was cantilevered, corresponding with the arch of the ceiling; its lowest levels were so snug you could lie on your back (as you-know-who did, for three years) and reach out to lightly touch (caress would be more accurate) individual panels of the paintings. And so this is what I did, marveling at the unexpected sensuality of each face, irresistible, the languid pleasure of the expressions, impossible to see from below. As I looked, I began to see the profiles of certain figures in transition. Some had been moved, changed. The scoring in the fresco where the artist had traced the original cartoon, or sketch, of his subject, providing the bold outline of a character—in some places it had been corrected, so that the scoring and the final image were mismatched. Here was a phantom arm, outstretched; there, the realized arm, the arm visitors see from below, had been tucked against the body. Here, the specter of a head turned away from its companion; there, it did not shy from the companion’s gaze.

Why was I stunned, why so profoundly impressed? I was looking at Michelangelo’s mistakes. Once the wet fresco had hardened, almost five centuries ago, it had preserved its own scrupulous history of the artist’s errors and lapses and rethinkings. Michelangelo’s mistakes! They were a door into impenetrable genius, and beyond that threshold I was dumbfounded to encounter, after so long a time, the carpenter from Luray. How ridiculous, I thought. What sort of false knowledge could bind an ignorant redneck and a sensibility on the scale of Michelangelo’s? But there it was, and the axioms I had assumed were implied by the carpenter’s somewhat banal words of wisdom to me were undermined.

Aren’t these fallacies: Everybody makes mistakes and People learn from their mistakes? Isn’t it more true that very few people make mistakes, if we define mistakes as that which must be corrected? And where is the conclusive body of evidence that people learn from their mistakes? In fact, I don’t even think learning from mistakes is the right focus to begin with, since it infers there is such a thing as a path to infallibility, which is both a simple-minded and dangerous notion.

Michelangelo’s mistakes, frozen within testimony of concrete—what they suggest is that mistakes are, first and foremost, a by-product of the pursuit of excellence. (I’m not talking about criminal acts here—that’s another realm that can’t be addressed by the euphemism “mistake.”) The arena of no-mistakes is not perfectionism, though every pious figure of authority on earth would have you believe this, but mediocrity, complacency—the attitude that I permitted myself as a carpenter, knowing full well what it took to get it right.

Correcting the mistakes, however—that’s a different story. It means that, from the floor of the Sistine Chapel, man is divine, but up on the scaffolding, all is the glorious, earnest mess you should expect it to be.

It’s the only way to have a soul, isn’t it, this patching up, this painting over, this trimming out, this loyalty to compensation?



Dr. John Money


Sexologist

Virtuoso Hand Practice

Today I offer my advice while wearing my academic gown as a doctor of Sexology. Sexology, the science of sex, is a little more than a century old. Its philosophical parent, sexosophy, counts its years not in centuries, but millennia, for sexosophy is as old as religion. Sexosophy is the set of sexual values, beliefs, and principles that, in most societies, is part of its religion.

One of the most ancient of all sexosophical principles is the principle of semen conservation. According to this principle, semen is the most precious of the vital fluids, and its depletion induces degeneracy, disease, and death. Since only males have semen, a derivative of semen-conservation theory is the theory of the innate inferiority and weakness of females. Both theories are incontrovertibly wrong.

In European and American medicine after the 1750s, semenconservation theory underwent a great revival, replacing demonpossession theory. Males were advised that semen should only be used to create a pregnancy. Terrifying warnings of the consequences of masturbation were issued to the young. These were based on the totally erroneous assumption that the “social disease” now know as the twin scourges of syphilis and gonorrhea was not caused by infection, but by the loss of semen. Germ theory, which would explain their true cause, would not be discovered until the 1870s.

Masturbation, it was said, was caused by lascivious thought and concupiscence of the mind, which in today’s language means erotic fantasy. Children’s minds were declared to be innocent and pure, and would remain so, even in adolescence, unless they were stimulated by impure thoughts. Pornography was dreaded like the plague, for it was believed to stimulate loss of semen, especially by causing masturbation, and thus in turn sexual disease, degeneracy, and death. The false logic in this reasoning must be one of the greatest intellectual blunders in human history. With the advent of germ theory, it became perfectly obvious that the pleasure of self-stimulation through masturbation actually protects against catching syphilis or gonorrhea.

Masturbation in Latin means, literally, hand rape. Hand practice, the term used in India, sounds better. Hand practice, today, is just about the only surefire guarantee against catching the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV), which causes AIDS. I strongly recommend hand practice, especially to youths who are entering adolescence, but also to people of any age who want, at all costs, not to expose themselves inadvertently to the infected body fluids of anyone who is already, even though invisibly, carrying the virus.

Masturbation accompanied by masturbation fantasy is a rehearsal for a sexual relationship with a partner. Masturbation fantasies have been around for as long as the human race has been on earth. Only in the twentieth century, however, have filmmakers in the entertainment industry converted the mental tapes of their own and other people’s fantasies into erotically explicit movies and videos, and produced them commercially so that others may share them.

You will not be able to share someone else’s erotic fantasy, however, unless it matches your own. People with healthy or normophilic erotic fantasies do not get turned on sexually by books, films, or videos made for people with unhealthy or paraphilic (kinky) erotic fantasies, and they do not catch a paraphilia by reading or watching an example of paraphilic kinkiness.

My recommendation to young people is to select technically superior, erotically healthy videos, and to use them to become champions of virtuoso hand practice. To begin with, you can watch them with your lover, engaging in mutual hand practice but still avoiding contact with each other’s body fluids. In that way you will buy time to discover how well matched you are for a long-term, pair-bonded love affair, and maybe even marriage. Eventually the day will arrive when you can make a solemn contract of pair-bonded fidelity, which means that as long as you stay together, neither one will risk infecting the other by breaking the contract and bringing back someone else’s AIDS virus.

My final recommendation is that all young people educate all people of the older generation to be rationally open-minded, and to accept my advice. Otherwise the older people will be condemning their children and grandchildren to becoming, in the prime of their lives, very ugly corpses, loved to death by a virus.



Cindy Sherman


Artist

Whether you go to college or get a job, after finishing high school, MOVE OUT of your PARENTS’ HOUSE.

Learn to be as independent as possible (especially before commiting yourself to anyone or anything).

Develop an interest in learning just for its own sake—choose exactly what matters to you and pursue it. (Using this to creative ends, once you know everything about a subject/technique, etc., you must forget it all and rely on your instincts.)



Richard Meltzer


Music critic, novelist
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The writer as a loaded pistol: The young sex god, Richard Meltzer.

Very Deep Shit!

Well first of all, let’s get clear on one thing: There are no “generations.” Maybe once, but no longer. Or, if you’d like, there is only one. We’re all in the shit together. Period.

To cut to the chase, American Youth has never had fewer advantages, assets, resources—not in all the time I’ve been around, and that includes the loathsome, despicable pre-rock fifties (when they banned comic books, and the best you could look forward to was wearing a tie every day of your life). Aside from the extra years you’ve got remaining, your lot is basic NOTHING. Youth is a dismal freaking joke today: a consumer-demographic blip defined as maimed and retarded.

Quickly, you’re gonna need to think for yourself or (perish!) come up with your own system (no cheating!): It’s fucking compulsory.

And then, the long run. Though miracles do happen, it will in all likelihood take you much longer than you expect—an unfair percentage of the time you’ve got left—to get much of anything right, to develop your own “chops,” to arm yourself the way nurturing parents hypothetically once did while you were still in diapers. You have to factor in the LONG HAUL. (Writing, for inst—something I personally wouldn’t wish on a dog—will take you fifteen years, minimum, to even begin to get right.)

In the meantime, an early order of biz: Unplug from the cyber lifeline—it’s a fucking deathline: the bitter END of mammal life as any of us have ever known it. And encourage—by hook, crook, or outright subterfuge—everybody ELSE to unplug, y’hear?

And the next order, well, choice of poison. There’s no getting very deep into this here life without the faithful assistance of what-sems that at least partially will also be killing you. For symptomatic relief, artificial energy, access to alternate universes, superficial kicks, whatever … there’s no getting around ’em. Still, it would be cheesy to impose my actual tastes on you—like you should drink, let’s say, a lot of strong bitter ale … avoid red wine until a doctor orders it … whiskey will slow you down, put you to sleep … if you’re young enough, speed probably isn’t such a bad idea. Heroin and opiates, on the other hand, really aren’t for kicks—they’re for heavy grief reduction.

Speaking of which, from experience, I would say there’s really only one viable program of low-to-mid grief reduction (don’t laugh): the blues. Equip yourself—listen to everybody from Charlie Patton to Son House to Memphis Minnie to Robert Wilkins to Robert Johnson to Elmore James and Muddy Waters, Lightin’ Hopkins, John Lee Hooker (pre-1960), Howlin’ Wolf, Little Walter … all the way up to like Otis Rush, Albert Collins, and, okay, Jimi Hendrix. (No Robert Cray.) (And no Stevie Ray Vaughn.) At its best, and I’m not talkin’ semi-best, rock as a means to that desired end is a semi-reprise of the blues (never the full dose).

Buddhism? I wouldn’t know. Some Beats swore by it, but I’ve never tried it.

Speaking of Beatniks, don’t read On the Road, not ahead of four or five other Kerouac titles: Big Sur, The Subterraneans, Tristessa, The Dharma Bums, and this one you never heard of called Vanity of Duluoz.

Otherwise, I dunno, see the movie Mesa of Lost Women—don’t ask me why. (I’m sure it’s rentable.)

That’s it, so anyway, again: ’tain’t no generations. Any more than there are “decades.” But some very deep shit. Get used to it.



Mary McCarthy


Writer, critic

Be truthful, within the limits of possibility, and pay attention. I would also recommend the avoidance of credit cards.
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The eyes of Mary McCarthy.
Senior portrait, 1933.
Photo by Chidnoff





Robert Creeley


Poet

What seems most significant is the way in which one takes the world as existing, and much of that comes from the fact of one’s birth and the people of that time and place. One can change the effects of that willfully, but it is often hard even to get rid of them. But I do believe, very much, what the poet Charles Olson told me Herman Melville had as a motto over the table on which he wrote:
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