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For Rebecca




When she straightened up and stood with her hands on the rail, she saw that it was already dusk, or rather an afternoon twilight that would deepen imperceptibly into night.

—ANITA BROOKNER






If it is so difficult to begin, imagine what it will be to end—

—Louise Glück






01.

‘The End’ is the last track on the Doors’ first album, released in January 1967, having been recorded the previous August, when the band had been together for just over a year. It grew out of multiple live performances at the Whisky a Go-Go in Hollywood, though no recordings of these evolving versions of the song have survived. From the get-go at the Go-Go, then, Jim Morrison was busy obsessing about the end—and not just in ‘The End.’ ‘When the Music’s Over’ ends with repeated assurances that music is your only friend ‘until the End.’ It’s a safe bet, contemplating or proclaiming the end like this; eventually you will be proved right.

‘The End’ was the last song the quartet performed live, at the Warehouse in New Orleans, on 12 December 1970. In March the following year the twenty-seven-year-old Morrison moved to Paris, where he was found dead, in the bathtub of his apartment, on July 3.



02.

In a version of ‘Tangled Up in Blue’ the unnamed lover tells Bob Dylan (or whoever the narrator of the song is supposed to be): ‘This ain’t the end, / We’ll meet again someday on the avenue…’

She’s right, it’s nowhere near the end when she says this. It’s the second verse of the long opening track of Blood on the Tracks. Dylan continued to tinker with the song in numerous ways after a test pressing of the album had been made, prepared for release, and, at the last minute, rejected in favour of a more rhythmically insistent version of ‘Tangled Up in Blue,’ rerecorded with different musicians, in Minneapolis. (The changes were made so late in the day that the record went on sale with the old sleeve, crediting only the original musicians.) He’s since performed it live, sometimes with major overhauls to words and music, on more than sixteen hundred occasions.



03.

On the wall of the barbershop where I have my hair cut on Main Street in Venice Beach—where the Doors started out—is a mural of Jim Morrison with his bare shoulders and luxuriant black hair that always looked like it never needed cutting. Recently another similar mural appeared, right on my street. All over Venice, in fact, there are traces of the Lizard King, tributes to the rock-god Dionysus. On the boardwalk at least one busker is always playing ‘Break on Through’ or one of the Doors’ other big hits.



04.

I was dilly-dallying, unsure how to start this book about how things end, on Thursday 10 January 2019, when, at the press conference ahead of his first-round match at the Australian Open, Andy Murray announced what amounted to his retirement. More than moving, it was devastating to watch. The first, fairly innocuous question proved too much for him. Unable to answer, he left the stage for several minutes to compose himself. It was the end, he said when he came back out. He hoped to bow out at Wimbledon in July but was not sure he would make it even that far. When another journalist asked if this meant the Australian Open might be his last tournament, Murray said that was quite likely. Which meant that his match on Monday—my Sunday in Los Angeles—against Roberto Bautista Agut might be his last. Murray sat there describing how the pain, not just of playing top-level tennis but of pulling on his socks and putting on his shoes at home, was too much. As often happens in these press conferences his common-sense answers made the questions a little superfluous. Had he seen a sports psychologist? Yes, but that didn’t help because the pain was still there. If it had made the pain go away then he’d be feeling great. The whole thing made for harrowing and, of course, absolutely absorbing viewing. It was the end, Murray said, partly because there was no end in sight—to the training, the rehab, the pain; no sign when he might begin to get back to his best. A line from ‘The End’ floated through my head as I watched this gladiatorial athlete ‘lost in a Roman wilderness of pain.’

One of the questions that had got me interested in this subject—things coming to an end, artists’ last works, time running out—was the long-running one of Roger Federer’s eventual retirement. The imminent departure of the first of the ‘big four’ male players brought an unexpected if indirect urgency into play. With a rival six years his junior on the way out Roger’s time seemed also to be shrinking around him.

Writers often have an end in sight for completing a book. For some this can take the form of a proposal that leads to a contract in which a deadline for delivery of the manuscript is agreed upon in advance; I’m not one of them but Murray’s going out of the Australian Open, as expected, in a blaze of beaten glory to Bautista Agut after five typically gruelling sets (the first two of which he had lost) concentrated the mind. It seemed important that a book underwritten by my own experience of the changes wrought by ageing should be completed before Roger’s retirement, in the long twilight of his career.* Even with no idea of where, when, or how things might end up it was time to start work—on a book that ended up being written while life as we know it came to an end.



05.

In 1972, during a Duke of Edinburgh’s Award Expedition (Bronze), we were camping somewhere in Gloucestershire, about eight of us from grammar school, when the news came over the radio. George Best had quit football. He would have been twenty-six; I was fourteen. We had not started drinking then—just being out in the countryside rather than at home with our parents was enough to make our camping trip thrilling, but it was the news about Best that made it memorable. He actually returned after quitting, and it was not until 1 January 1974 that he played his last match for Manchester United before the long and wandering years of boozy decline. This was not the first time I had heard of someone’s career coming to an end but it was the first time I knew of anyone stopping doing something they loved, the thing that gave their life meaning. It was also the first time I heard of a retirement that was not, of someone quitting and then resuming the thing they had retired from. In Best’s case it established a pattern for giving up booze and then giving up on trying to quit drinking.



06.

Retirement in the world I grew up in—the world of poorly paid, often unpleasant and unrewarding work—was something my relatives began to look forward to from a surprisingly early age. It was a form of promotion, practically an ambition. In the world I’ve become part of, retirement is almost unheard of or at least seldom admitted to. If you have retired—are no longer able to write or are finding it impossible to publish what you have written—you keep it to yourself; you keep the manuscript to yourself because nobody wants it. And in any case, if part of the job is sitting in a chair at home with your feet up, reading, then the difference between work and retirement is imperceptible, even if you start reading—though it’s something I advise against, whatever the weather—with a blanket over your knees.



07.

The Duke of Edinburgh’s Award scheme was a big deal at my school. Probably it was one of many little attempts at importing something of the character-forming ethos of the public school to a grammar school where rugby, not football, was the official sport. I gave up ahead of the more rigorous demands and gruelling expeditions of Silver and Gold just as, at junior school, I’d given up on the personal survival swimming badges after Bronze, which I’d wriggled through by doing almost all of the required lengths in the chokingly chlorinated water of Pittville baths on my back. (On my back, not doing backstroke as such. It barely even counted as swimming but by kicking my legs wildly and sort of waggling my hands by my sides I was able to cover distances far in excess of any that might have been achieved by conventionally recognised methods of propulsion.) My mum duly stitched the Bronze survival patch onto my trunks and that was the end of it. Neither of my parents could swim; both regarded the ability to do so as one of many things that were beyond their reach, and were content with this third-level endorsement of their child’s aquatic survival skills as sufficient evidence of generational advance.

As a perpetually grumbling anti-royalist my dad had never been able to muster up much enthusiasm for the Duke of Edinburgh scheme, which, he suspected, must in some undisclosed way be lining the pockets of the dim-witted duke (whose physical resemblance to my dad was quite uncanny), and so was not at all displeased when I quit. Bronze, in my family, was always enough.

Many years later I contributed an essay to a series of radio broadcasts on a word associated with the Olympics. I can’t remember what my word was but Gillian Slovo cleverly chose ‘fourth,’ focusing on competitors who narrowly miss out on a medal and are, as a result, completely forgotten and go away without recognition—become indistinguishable, in fact, from the anonymous mass who come trailing in their wake. So spare a special thought for members of this group of near-miss losers who, after the Olympic flame has been extinguished, having returned home to resume the acclaim-denied grind of training or the uncertainties of retirement, are subsequently and unceremoniously upgraded to bronze because of a drugs disqualification among the trio who basked in podium glory.*



08.

‘I’ve always been a quitter,’ announces the narrator of Budding Prospects, the second novel by T. C. Boyle, who’s turned out to be the opposite of a quitter, who’s gone on to set such a pace that his publishers have their work cut out trying to keep up with his productivity, but who no longer teaches at the University of Southern California, where I occupy the office and chair (not Chair) that used to be his. The first paragraph of the novel is a list of all the things the narrator has given up on: ‘I quit the Boy Scouts, the glee club, the marching band. Gave up my paper route, turned my back on the church, stuffed the basketball team. I dropped out of college, sidestepped the army with a 4-F on the grounds of mental instability, went back to school, made a go of it, entered a Ph.D. program in nineteenth-century British literature, sat in the front row, took notes assiduously, bought a pair of horn-rims, and quit on the eve of my comprehensive exams.’ This epic résumé of curtailed achievement culminates with the declaration that ‘the only thing I didn’t give up on was the summer camp.’ The next paragraph is just six words: ‘Let me tell you about it.’

Put like that it all sounds so easy.



09.

I gave up playing football gradually, the intervals between games increasing because of injuries until the games became intervals between injuries. The ongoing passage of time was still broken up in multiple ways but less frequently—and then not at all—by what became an obsolete and eventually forgotten marker called football. I can’t remember when I played for the last time but at least twice a year I still dream that I am playing. My wife says that during these dreams my legs start kicking in the bed. She never wakes me up—as she does if I’m moaning in the grips of a nightmare—because she knows how happy I am. Those are my best dreams of the year. I say that, but, increasingly, these dreams do not involve scoring goals or even making long, powerful passes. Instead the ball seems to get stuck between my feet or somehow lodged in the leggy grass so that I’m stranded in a kind of stagnant dribble. Maybe my legs twitch in the bed because I am trying to free myself from whatever entanglements have taken root in the unconscious.

On nights after I’ve played tennis I often have trouble sleeping. Partly this is because I always collapse into a long nap or a brief coma after getting home so that by bedtime, although I’m exhausted and achey (lower back, both knees, left shoulder and elbow), I’m not sleepy. Plus it’s fun lying there, replaying crucial sequences and points—up to a point. But then I become powerless to select or stop which bits are replayed and am stranded in a tormenting swirl of yellow balls that gradually becomes a Slazenger-sponsored meteor shower in the tramlines of space.



10.


‘Seen a shooting star tonight…’



Even though Martin Scorsese’s film about Dylan’s 1975 Rolling Thunder tour had begun streaming on Netflix a day or two earlier, the Prince Charles Cinema in London, on 13 July 2019, was packed—with an audience of the widest possible age range, from teenagers to Dylan’s contemporaries and beyond. Who else could pull in a comparable demographic, for something that wasn’t even the streaming of a live show? There was periodic applause, starting at the climax of ‘Isis,’ which comes not at the end of the song but in the middle, after the shouted ‘Yes’ that completes the amazing quatrain of dialogue:


She said, ‘Where ya been?’ I said, ‘No place special.’

She said, ‘You look different.’ I said, ‘Well, I guess.’

She said, ‘You been gone.’ I said, ‘That’s only natural.’

She said, ‘You gonna stay?’ I said, ‘If you want me to, yes.’



Everyone in the Prince Charles’s notoriously lumpy seats was gripped throughout the 140 minutes of the film’s duration. In the communal intoxication of the occasion I had the distinct sense that all around me people were asking themselves the same question that I was: how can someone be so great? I had no answer but the question played its part in ushering in another of the Dylan revivals that have punctuated my adult life. I’ll go for six months without listening to him until something prompts me to play ‘I’ll Keep It with Mine,’ ‘Boots of Spanish Leather,’ or whatever, and there I am again, instantly and completely enthralled.

With so much music from one’s youth, curiosity about a given track—‘Hmm, I wonder what “Keep Yourself Alive” or “Spanish Bombs” sounds like today…’—evaporates midway through the song, often earlier. With Dylan you’re on the edge of your lumpy seat, even when you know the song off by heart (as long as you stay clear of the anthemic tedium of ‘Blowin’ in the Wind,’ which I would happily never hear again—which is how I felt from practically the first time I heard it, which was probably sometime before I had even listened to it). It’s not that his music never ages; it keeps step with our own ageing in a way that Freddie Mercury or even Joe Strummer never do. This is not because they died young; it’s because we’ve grown old and out of the music they made. London Calling is a great album; seeing the Clash in Lewisham in February 1980 was one of the best gig-going experiences I’ve ever had, but these days, even when driving, I scarcely have the patience to get to the end of one of their songs.* There’s nothing left to hear. But I’ll be listening to Dylan, to new and old versions of songs I’ve been listening to for more than forty years, with undiminished wonder, till the end of my days, hopefully after Dylan himself is no longer around, when the incredible fact that he exists, that we could probably go to see him play somewhere tonight, no longer holds true.

Not that I’d bother going to see him tonight, tomorrow, or any other night, even if he were playing for free at a venue down the road—as he was, in Hyde Park, as it turns out, a month after I saw the Scorsese film at the Prince Charles.



11.

The film ends with a year-by-year list of all the gigs Dylan has played from the Rolling Thunder tour onwards, like names on a memorial: non-stop (almost) and never-ending (until Covid brought everything to an end). I’ve been to four of them, the first at Earls Court in 1978, the last in Austin, Texas, on 6 May 2015, in a smallish venue conveniently located only a fifteen-minute cycle ride from where I was living. The band was great, the sound was superb, and the seats were excellent (row twelve of the stalls). It was OK, I suppose, but I kept thinking of something a friend had said about the last time she’d seen him, also in Texas: ‘He was so done.’ Except he wasn’t and isn’t. Covid permitting, there’s plenty more doing to be done.

So: why does he do it and why does anyone go to see him do it? The second is the easier question to answer: people go not to see Bob Dylan but to have seen him. I can understand that urge, though for me it has never been strong enough to render the quality of a musical experience irrelevant. There is little satisfaction to be derived from having seen any artist way past his or her best. I can say, truthfully, that I have seen Van Morrison (in Hay about twenty years ago) and Miles Davis, looking deeply amphibious, at the Royal Festival Hall in June 1987. Neither occasion was memorable but it is still possible, friends insist, to catch Morrison in top form (before he was reduced to complaining about his rights being trampled on by Covid fascism). I believe them in a way that I don’t believe it when people claim that Dylan was recently fantastic on whichever stop it was on his ceaseless tour. I did believe another friend I bumped into the time before last that I saw Dylan, at Brixton Academy in 2003. He had been playing keyboards, mainly, it seemed, so that he could have something to lean on. I was familiar with the way Dylan changed his songs around, but his singing, combined with the murky sound at the Academy, made it difficult to tell which song from the back catalogue he was in the process of mauling at any given time.

‘That was really dreadful,’ I said as we milled around on Stockwell Road afterwards.

‘You thought that was bad?’ she said. ‘You should have seen him last time.’ So yes, some nights have been worse than others, but Michael Gray, in The Bob Dylan Encyclopedia, sums up a not untypical experience under what is surely the best entry heading to be found in any reference book—‘frying an egg onstage, the prospect of: In Japan in 1986 Dylan reportedly said this: “Somebody comes to see you for two hours or one and a half hours, whatever it is … I mean they’ve come to see you. You could be doing anything up on that stage. You could be frying an egg or hammering a nail into a piece of wood.” Instead of blitzing truculently through his 700th “Tangled Up in Blue” or his 1,500th “All Along the Watchtower,” how infinitely more magical it would be if he did come on stage and proceed to fry an egg.’

We’ll have more to say later about another unusual reference book, but for now and for whatever reasons, yes, people will flock to see Dylan. Why does he do it? You’ve got to serve somebody, he once sang. That claim might have been specific to his born-again period but certainly you’ve got to do something. This becomes problematic when you can do anything and the whole world wants nothing more than to serve and see you.

It’s possible he enjoys it but if the stage is, as he claimed in 1997, ‘the only place where I’m happy,’ why then doesn’t he show it? At the end of the Austin show, when other artists might have taken a bow, Dylan treated the audience to an extended glare. Not of aggression or hostility, just of indifference or obliviousness even. All writers like to get out of the house but is Dylan’s home life so unhappy that he never wants to be in any of the properties in his impressive portfolio?* Maybe the money helps even if, at some level and in the most fabulous quantities, it doesn’t help at all. Could it be that the way to get out of ‘going through all these things twice’ is to go through them two thousand times? The strange thing is that a life like Dylan’s is so beyond comprehension as to seem almost meaningless: the result of some tangled extrapolation of the way his songs have brought so much meaning to the lives of people who have spent so much time trying to work out what they might mean.



12.

The relentless grind of touring has taken its toll on Dylan’s voice, though witnesses report that on odd nights it’s been magically restored. The rest of the time the voice David Bowie had famously described as sounding ‘like sand and glue’ has seemed, for a decade or more, to emanate from glands permanently afflicted by an incurable yet oddly sustaining strain of flu. The biographer Ian Bell rightly considers Dylan’s voice his greatest instrument and powerfully evokes the ‘eroded rock formation’ of this ‘magnificent ruin.’ Combine that with the history-soaked imagery and deliberately archaic musical style of the later albums and an already legendary figure is elevated to a mythic realm in which he is lauded both as elder statesman of the 1960s and as sprightly survivor of the 1860s. To suggest that he rasps like a lizard with a frog in its throat, that the music consists of rock ’n’ roll plods and retirement boogies, serves only to prove that one’s sense of cultural heritage extends no further back than Donny Osmond. The flip side is that a terminal phase can easily become interminable.

But that voice—I’m listening to it again now, as I type … How could it not be shot to hell given what he’s put it through, the unbelievable demands he makes on it in the course of the Rolling Thunder concerts alone when he’s belting out every song, night after night? Specifically I’m listening to the opening line of ‘Going, Going, Gone’ from a bootleg featuring material omitted from the live Hard Rain album, recorded during the second part of the Rolling Thunder tour (not covered by the Scorsese film). When Dylan sings, ‘I’ve just reached a place,’ we believe that he has, at that very moment, just reached a place. We are there with him, at that place and in that moment. Or how about the line from Oh Mercy, when he sings, ‘Seen a shooting star tonight, / and I thought of you.’ That is nothing if not believable, even though the song goes on tacitly to undermine this claim. If he’d omitted the verse about ‘listen to the engines, listen to the bells,’ etc., and allowed the song to pass as quickly and insignificantly as a shooting star so that it was over almost as soon as it began—too fleetingly even to get to the required duration of a three-minute single—then the brevity of the whole would have been in sync with the transience of its opening claim. These days he rarely sounds like he’s in either the place or the moment, wherever they may be. Even when he slows down a song he still sounds like he’s in a hurry to get it over with. It doesn’t matter that he can no longer reach certain notes—it’s not like he ever thought he was Pavarotti—but it no longer sounds as if the truth of a given moment is able to achieve unprecedented fidelity of expression through him.

This is hard to accept precisely because people have always believed in Dylan—as the voice of the protest movement, of a generation, or whatever. More privately, we believe him when he comes out and confesses, in ‘Sara,’ that he’d been ‘staying up for days in the Chelsea Hotel / Writing “Sad-Eyed Lady of the Lowlands” for you,’ even if, as Clinton Heylin pointed out, ‘it is fairly well documented that he wrote it in Nashville.’ We believe him when he says, at the end of ‘Up to Me,’ that ‘no one else could play that tune, you know it was up to me.’ That is indisputable. No court in the world could overturn that claim.

We’ve believed him even though as a witness he’s repeatedly testified, under the songwriter’s oath, that nothing he says can be relied on: ‘No, no, no, it ain’t me, babe.’ (Outside the sanctuary of the songs, in interviews and so on, it’s best to assume that little he says is true.) It’s not just that there’s a discrepancy between the songs and what may or may not have happened in real life (inadmissible as evidence in the court of artistic appeal); the songs themselves are unusually vulnerable to cross-examination. Where was he employed—and in what capacity—in ‘Tangled Up in Blue’? According to one account he was ‘loading cargo onto a truck’ at ‘an airplane plant’ in L.A. and, to another, he was working on ‘a fishing boat right outside of Delacroix.’ Even a destination that seems fixed—Tangier in the opening lines of ‘If You See Her, Say Hello’—on one occasion shifts without warning to ‘north Saigon.’ This is admirably precise—i.e., neither west nor south Saigon—but it’s possibly so far north that he actually means Hanoi. (In a heavy rewrite of ‘Tangled Up in Blue’ from 1984 on Real Live he announces that ‘all of the beds are unmade’; in this version of ‘If You See Her,’ from a concert in Florida, in April 1976, everything is unmade. The most striking line is surely, ‘If you’re making love to her watch it from the rear,’ advice that, in the era of internet porn, has come to seem somewhat superfluous.) The whereabouts of the truth articulated by Dylan changes, as does its quality, but we used to be left with a choice not as to whether we believe him but which version—which location (of performance and incident)—of multiple truths we preferred. It beggars belief that anyone could prefer a recent version of an old song or indeed a new song over an old one. When I listen to a new Dylan album my reaction is to quote back his response to the Albert Hall heckler in 1966: ‘I don’t believe you.’*



13.

Scorsese’s film includes a sequence—originally featured in Renaldo and Clara, which, in the late 1970s, I saw twice, undeterred by a running time of 235 minutes, at least half of which did not merit filming, let alone watching—of Dylan and Allen Ginsberg visiting Jack Kerouac’s grave in Lowell, Massachusetts. They look down at the words written on the grave, ‘He Honored Life.’ In the longer sequence in Renaldo and Clara, they get into a slight pissing contest about writers’ graves. When Dylan asks if he’s been to Chekhov’s Ginsberg says no, but he has been to Mayakovsky’s, in Moscow. Dylan has visited Victor Hugo’s grave in Paris but Ginsberg has visited Apollinaire’s, laid a copy of Howl on Baudelaire’s (naturally), and is able to tell Dylan what is written on Keats’s grave in Rome: ‘Here lies one whose fame is writ in water.’ (Ginsberg gets this wrong; it’s ‘name’ not ‘fame,’ but it’s contrary to the spirit of Romantics and Beats to be pedantic.) When Ginsberg points at Kerouac’s grave and asks Dylan if that’s what’s going to happen to him Dylan says he wants to be buried in an unmarked grave.

There’s a wonderful moment in Walk Me Home (1993), a film written by and starring John Berger, when Berger’s character says that he wants to be buried in land that no one owns. In Scorsese’s film, meanwhile, we cut from the scene of Dylan and Ginsberg at the grave to a studio interview with the now aged and grizzled Dylan who says of Kerouac’s great novel, ‘He was talking about the road of life.’



14.
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In 1959, three years before he took his well-known pictures of the young Dylan in the East Village, and less than two years after the publication of On the Road, John Cohen took this photograph of Kerouac. Kerouac was thirty-six or thirty-seven. His conviction that On the Road was ‘a great novel’ had been consolidated rather than threatened by its having been rejected by publishers for six years before Viking relented in September 1957. As early as 1952, in response to an editor who had called it a ‘thoroughly incoherent mess,’ he predicted what would happen: ‘On the Road will be published by someone else, with a few changes and omissions and additions, and it will gain its due recognition, in time, as the first or one of the first modern prose books in America.’ What he failed to anticipate was the sodden collapse of writer and man that would come in the wake of this prophecy’s being fulfilled.

The hard-won struggle to master ‘spontaneous prose’ both enabled Kerouac to write a great book and condemned him, for the rest of his creative life, to banging out pretty terrible ones. By 1961 he was conscious of the paradoxical and hidden costs of his style of composition. ‘What happened was, as soon as I had made a formal discovery of spontaneous prose, it wasn’t spontaneous any more!’ ‘In fact,’ he went on, ‘I think I’ve forgotten how to write by now.’ As the liberating idea of ‘wild spontaneous yowks’ hardened into an inflexible method, Kerouac became a prisoner of the ‘fuckyou freedom’ he had helped unleash. Conscious of how spontaneity could become stale, he announced his intention of ‘going back to the careful writing of Town & City,’ his first book. Had he followed through with this, he might have accessed a deeper seam of creativity than the one depleted by habitual reliance on ‘enormous overdoses of benzedrine to write my novels’ and ‘phenobarbital tablets to offset the benny depression 8 hours after ingestion (after 8 hours of writing).’

He also experimented with acid but, while his old pals Allen Ginsberg and Neal Cassady played their merry parts in fomenting a psychedelic revolution, Kerouac became increasingly hostile to the narco-ideological claims of the emergent hippie movement. That hippies were the progeny of the Beats, that his passionate immersion in Buddhism anticipated their own fascination with all matters Eastern, served only to strengthen his befuddled reactionary resolve. As Timothy Leary recalled, Kerouac ‘remained unmovably the Catholic carouser, an old-style Bohemian without a hippie bone in his body.’ Angered that his ideas were ‘being lifted by Jews,’ Kerouac sank into a swamp of paranoia and buffoonish alcoholism.

‘Free to do anything I want,’ he wrote in 1962, ‘I’ve deliberately imprisoned myself, like a hair shirt, I dunno why.’ Pining for a cabin in the woods, Kerouac settled for the suburbs of Florida or Massachusetts, where he lived with his mother amid ‘endless rows of perfect new houses but all of them without exception full of flat housewives looking out of the window when someone dares to try to walk to the stores which are too far away anyway under broiling sun in flat treeless waste, ugh.’ Even at this distance from the limelight, word always got out that the king of the Beats was in the vicinity, and Kerouac would be lured off on week-long swill-outs, ‘drinking and talking with hundreds and hundreds of my acquaintances day and night, in shifts.’

Looking at a snapshot of himself one day, he saw what ‘all this lionized manure has done to me; it’s killing me rapidly.’ His situation was made doubly intolerable by the fact that the lionisation didn’t stop him getting critically mauled. Seen in retrospect hostile reviews tend to vindicate the writer and incriminate the critic; in Kerouac’s case, the passage of time has served to prove the accuracy of Dorothy Parker’s reaction to ‘the appalling monotony’ of The Subterraneans.

The best-known criticism of all—Truman Capote’s that On the Road was not writing, but typing—was echoed poignantly by Kerouac himself when, in 1967, he confessed, ‘I cant type like I used to, I’m afraid I cant write like I used to neither.’ This was during the ‘most dreadful part of [his] life,’ when his mother was paralysed after a stroke and Kerouac—who, in February 1959, felt he was ‘rapidly going to pot and on the verge of becoming a blob’—had become ‘a big glooby blob of sad blufush.’ Broke and drinking ‘more than ever,’ he had been ‘thrown out of all poolhalls except the Negro poolhall where I’m bound to have me head bashed in someday.’ An earlier beating had, he suspected, given him brain damage—‘maybe once I was kind drunk, but now am brain-clogged drunk with the kindness valve clogged by injury’—and there were more beatings to come before his death in 1969.

But to view Kerouac’s life as a tragedy of squandered talent is to think in clichés. From the time that Kerouac completed On the Road, he was indemnified against ever making—or ever having made—a serious mistake in his life. The value of a life cannot be assessed chronologically. He had waged everything on becoming a great writer and he had won. Nothing can offset the achievement and victory of On the Road. Kerouac was in Manhattan with Joyce Glassman when Gilbert Millstein’s review appeared in The New York Times on 5 September 1957, lauding it as ‘an authentic work of art’ whose publication was ‘an historic occasion.’ According to Ann Charters, Kerouac’s biographer and editor of his letters, they ‘bought a copy of the paper at a newsstand on Broadway just before midnight and read the review together at Donnelly’s Irish Bar on Columbus Avenue before returning to her apartment to go back to sleep. Joyce remembered that “Jack lay down obscure for the last time in his life. The ringing phone woke him the next morning, and he was famous.”’

Everything else—not just everything that had come before but everything in the sloshy aftermath that was still to come—is insignificant in the face of that moment, when the long wait for vindication came to an end. Even if his ‘kindness valve’ did become clogged, the vivid generosity of spirit embodied in his conception of Dean Moriarty courses through every line of his masterpiece.



15.

The one time I set eyes on Boris Becker, at Wimbledon in 2018, he was struggling to open the door of a Centre Court toilet. The poor guy could hardly walk. It looked like he had knee trouble and hip trouble to go alongside hair trouble, bankruptcy trouble, and what, for a German, was the highly unusual loss-of-diplomatic-immunity-as-attaché-to-the-Central-African-Republic trouble. A photograph from the Covid summer of 2020 showed he had now acquired (big) pink belly trouble to go with his tennis-elbow trouble. Not tennis elbow in the traditionally painful but invisible sense; this looked like he had a tennis ball implanted in each sagging elbow: a hitherto unseen condition called testicular elbow. He appeared in especially bad physical shape because he was photographed on a yacht next to his girlfriend showing off what the tabloids justifiably called her bikini body. So, more power to his elbow, as they say. And leaving the girlfriend and everything else aside, even if he had not been on a yacht (with Björn Borg and his partner) near Ibiza, even if, Larkin-like, he was reduced to holidaying with his mum in King’s Lynn, even if his dodgy legs and elbows were giving him twice the grief, if his hair were even more recalcitrant and his punditry for the BBC still more banal—all of that would count for nothing beside the simple fact that he won Wimbledon three times. By the time he was twenty-one. That is already a magnificent life whatever nonsense comes in its wake.
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‘And I, the last, go forth companionless,

And the days darken round me…’



The blaze of youthful glory can sometimes be historic as well as personal. In First Light Geoffrey Wellum tells the story of how, a few months before the outbreak of the Second World War, he takes the first steps towards fulfilling his dream of becoming a fighter pilot. At eighteen he is an RAF pilot, flying Spitfires in the Battle of Britain. Unlike many of his friends, Wellum survives both the battle and multiple sorties over France. On returning from a mission in September 1941, he is met by the squadron’s commanding officer, who tells him that he is ‘off ops.’ Because he’s fallen short in some way? On the contrary, he’s done too much: ‘You’ve come to the end of the line, over the hill, you’re finished.’ As he makes his way to the mess, Wellum bumps into the adjutant, ‘Mac’ MacGowan. Seeing that Wellum is choked with emotion, Mac tells him, in the laconically starched register of the time, ‘That’s quite enough of that sort of balls.’ In any case, he continues, ‘The bar is due to open very soon and if it’s not open then we’ll bloody well open it and have the most enormous Scotch each that you have ever seen in your life.’ Later, when Wellum drives ‘out of the gates for the last time,’ he reflects on his expulsion from the nerve-shredding, life-threatening paradise of aerial combat during the nation’s finest hour:


A has-been. No further use to anybody. Merely a survivor, my name no longer on the Order of Battle in the dispersal hut. A worn-out bloody fighter pilot at twenty years of age, merely left to live, or rather exist, on memories, reduced to watching from the wings.

Will I ever know quite the feeling of truth and comradeship as experienced in a front line Spitfire squadron, and in such a period of our country’s history, ever again?… Ask yourself, what’s the use of anything any more? Far better to be with Peter, Nick, Laurie, Roy, Butch, Bill, John and the rest. [All dead.] There is just no purpose left now. How can anything replace or even approach the last eighteen months?



Written mainly when Wellum was middle-aged, First Light was published in 2002, when he was eighty.
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Cohen’s picture of Kerouac tuning in to listen to himself on the radio captures not just a moment but the whole of the life; not just the man but the legend—and vice versa. He’s listening to himself, to a record of his own achievement, but you also feel he’s trying to locate what has been lost, partly by success, partly by age, partly because it could be powered only by the hunger brought on by rejection. His voice is there but, unable to actively create it, he can only replay and rewind it. Condemned to living out his life in the wake of his legend, he is trying to find again the voice that is fading even as it is remembered, as it echoes in memory. Gesturally, visually, the echoes are of his younger self hunched over the typewriter banging out his bop prosody, or of the pianist Bill Evans over the keyboard. It’s poignant and beautiful, because while for Kerouac the echoes are from the past, they were in the process of being transmitted to the future via the radio, to the bedrooms of lonesome teenagers, filling them with the thought of adventure—not just the kicks of being on the road but of becoming a writer. You can hear it in the lines of a song that was played a lot on the radio—not one of Dylan’s, but Bruce Springsteen’s ‘Dancing in the Dark.’ ‘I’m sick of sitting ’round here,’ he sings, ‘trying to write this book.’ Not just any book but—implicitly—this great book. Kerouac’s ambition, hope, and hunger live on. The romance—and doom—of that will never die. You can see it still. You can hear it.

Things change as you get older. Right now I don’t want to do anything except sit around writing—more accurately, revising—this book.
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I saw Cohen’s photograph in Paris as part of an exhibition devoted to the Beats. The centrepiece—a true secular relic—was the scroll version of On the Road on which Kerouac banged out a draft of the novel in a Benzedrine-driven binge of unfettered creativity. Kerouac’s commitment to spontaneous prose did not stop him being sedulous, revising this draft in order to make it more spontaneous. For almost all authors the labour of revision leads to improvements—until, after a point, the improvements become self-stifling, which is exactly what Kerouac feared.

In Dylan’s case, it would be impossible to say one way or another. For every loss incurred by revision there is a gain—and vice versa. Take some lines in ‘Idiot Wind.’ For the first several recorded versions that wind was ‘blowing like a circle ’round your jaw / From the Grand Coulee Dam to the Mardi Gras.’ It was only on version five that it started blowing ‘like a circle around my skull / From the Grand Coulee Dam to the Capitol.’ There is no better example of the way that Dylan’s words both imprint themselves on our consciousness and continue—even after he’s stopped changing them—to adapt themselves to changing times, to wrap themselves around history. Ginsberg had deemed this the ‘great disillusioned national rhyme’ in the liner notes of Desire, but it was not until 6 January 2021—a very windy day as it happened—that the cumulative force of idiocy made itself felt at the Capitol in Washington. While that change to the lyric was an undoubted and monumental gain, another rhyme from the earlier version disappeared from subsequent takes: ‘Figured I’d lost you anyway, why go on, what’s the use? / In order to get in a word with you I’d have had to come up with some excuse.’ Those lines are gone, like towns or villages flooded and submerged as a result of the construction of a dam. And that is a terrible loss.
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‘There is nothing to save, now all is lost,’ writes D. H. Lawrence in one of the late, dashed-off poems he called ‘Pansies’ (his poetic and irritably English take on Pascal’s Pensées).

In J. C. Chandor’s film All Is Lost (2013) Robert Redford plays a lone sailor, asleep on his boat one night in the Indian Ocean when a stray container punctures the hull. The remainder of the film painstakingly documents Redford’s struggle to save his ship and himself. Like Chuck Yeager confronted with a suddenly catastrophic failure at the end of The Right Stuff—‘I’ve tried A! I’ve tried B! I’ve tried C!’—he works his way through a checklist of options and procedures. Knowledgeable sailors might notice some errors in Redford’s decisions or mistakes that no experienced solo yachtsman would make but to me it seemed—and had to seem—convincing. It’s not just that the step-by-step, carefully itemised sequence of mishaps and recoveries make this almost wordless movie so compelling—that’s all there is. There’s no back story, no explanation as to why this man, whose name we never learn, undertook his solo voyage in the first place. Until the final moments the film focuses so tightly on practicalities as to avoid any undertow of symbolic, religious, or allegorical meaning—and is, as a result, unusually vulnerable to them. (Hamlet didn’t call it a sea of troubles for nothing.) The more strictly stories of life on the ocean wave are stripped to their essentials the more susceptible they are to shipping larger resonances. Hemingway understood this—and milked it to death in The Old Man and the Sea. Redford is constantly trying to mend his boat. Unable to repair it, he concentrates on slowing the rate of its deterioration. Even at night, with only the undimmed whiteness of his teeth to see by, he’s still toiling away. So, in his struggle to stay afloat, Redford is like Sisyphus, who, Albert Camus insisted, we must imagine ‘happy.’ At a certain point, as one bit of ill-fortune is followed swiftly by another, Redford starts to shout ‘Fuck.’ It never becomes a word, just a long howl of anguish: ‘Fffwwuuuh…’ That howl is the nearest he comes to prayer, after which he resumes the doomed chores of patching, pumping, fixing, plotting. He is in his element. This, surely, is what he went to sea for. And it would be wrong, as he reads the fateful words, ‘All is lost,’ from a letter he stuffs timelessly into a bottle, to take this as an admission of regret. It would be as accurate to say that he has achieved his destination and destiny.

You plan carefully, do everything correctly and then, at some point, something unpredictable, random, and entirely unforeseeable happens. You fix it. You continue on until the next setback. Acknowledging that it sounds like a ‘dick thing to say,’ Andy Murray in the documentary Resurfacing (2019) says that after dutifully going through all the rehab following his first hip operation, he felt he ‘deserved a better outcome.’ You make all this effort, go to all these lengths, and then at some point, whatever you have done, you run out of options. You run out of life or, as Al Pacino says in The Insider, you are ‘about out of moves.’ Those moves are all you have and while it becomes clear that they’re getting fewer, with a lower chance of accomplishing anything except postponing the inevitable, for a shorter and shorter time, it’s hard to believe that there’s not something that can be done. ‘I can,’ writes Gerard Manley Hopkins in one of the so-called ‘terrible sonnets’: ‘Can something, hope, wish day come, not choose not to be.’

Yeager, when he’s out of moves, after he’s tried B and C, still has one final option: to eject. It’s a drastic and undesirable option but it’s on the list, is one of the safety features built into the aircraft. The equivalent, for Redford, is to abandon ship and take to his life raft. But even after this there’s a further, still more drastic option (or so I misremembered): not to abandon the life raft but to destroy it, to set it on fire in the hope that the light will be seen by the ship that has just passed him by. In fact he accidentally sets the life raft on fire while trying to attract the attention of the passing ship but the result is the same. So there is nothing left but to prepare to die, to prepare for oblivion.
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‘The Ship of Death,’ the longest of the poems in his posthumously published Last Poems, begins with Lawrence contemplating ‘the long journey towards oblivion.’ The imaginative frankness with which he faces this prospect contrasts sharply with the policy of his daily life as, right up till the end, Lawrence found it almost impossible to admit to anyone or to himself that he might be dying. One might quibble with the prognosis suggested by ‘long’—the poem was completed in November 1929 when Lawrence had only three months left to live—but bear in mind that he had, by his own estimation, been ‘born bronchial.’ He fell ill with pneumonia aged sixteen and again, with double pneumonia, almost ten years later. Travelling with Frieda, his wife, setting up home, sometimes only briefly, in various parts of the world, Lawrence’s life settled into a pattern of healthy optimism and contentment, rumbles of dissatisfaction, more or less severe sickness, convalescence, rejuvenation, and illness. The decision to leave a given place was often closely associated with the need to put an illness behind him, to head somewhere with a climate or altitude and air—New Mexico was perfect, on all counts, for a while—more conducive to well-being. From Ceylon (where he had ‘never felt so sick in my life’) Lawrence set out his options in a globally expanded version of Yeager’s A-B-C checklist: ‘If I don’t like W. Australia, shall go on to Sydney. If I don’t like that, then California. If I don’t like America, then England.’ In the last years of his life, as the options for a radical change of setting and circumstance diminished, he seized on any chance to deny he was sick (‘Yet I’m not ill’) or at least refused to acknowledge what he might be ill with. Even after suffering the first of a number of haemorrhages, in 1927, it was essential to his core idea of well-being to generalise his poor health as either a condition or a bad habit he had accidentally fallen into.

Anything that ails him is invariably downgraded. Rather than say he has been ill he prefers to tell friends that he has been ‘seedy’ so that it seems as if he had been temporarily under the weather. If he admits to being unwell he simultaneously dismisses it as something along the lines of an irritating travelling companion of whom he has grown weary: ‘my health is very tiresome, and I’m sick of it altogether.’ This tendency of seeing his illness as somehow external to or distinct from himself was maintained even as it was internalised. ‘Somewhere I am not ill, but my bronchials and asthma get me down,’ he wrote. ‘I feel so strongly as if my illness weren’t really me—I feel perfectly well and all right, in myself. Yet there is this beastly torturing chest superimposed on me, and it’s as if there was a demon lived there, triumphing, and extraneous to me.’ If he has the flu or a cold he is at pains to emphasise that everyone else has gone down with it too, that far from there being anything unusual about his having succumbed, he has simply joined the massed ranks of the indisposed. So anxious is he to avoid confronting the reality of his plight that a recurring bout of the malaria that had laid him low in Mexico becomes a cause almost for merriment. Back in ‘the malarial tremble-zone,’ he explains to Rhys Davies how his ‘teeth chattered like castanets—and that’s the only truly Spanish thing I’ve done.’ To his sister Emily King he prefers the more homely simile of his ‘teeth chattering like a sewing-machine.’

Whatever he is suffering from it is always something—asthma, those troublesome ‘bronchials’—brought on, invariably by nerves, or by the male change of life or chagrin. ‘But I do believe the root of all my sickness is a sort of rage,’ he writes from France in November 1929. ‘I realise now, Europe gets me into an inward rage, that keeps my bronchials hellish inflamed.’ Invariably it is the place—wherever he happens to be at the time he gets sick—that is to blame. Oaxaca and the Ad Astra in Vence, where he ended up are both ‘beastly’; less specifically, as he repeatedly insists, ‘it’s Europe that has made me so ill.’

So there it is—a direct and unambiguous admission that he is ill but, as his friend Earl Brewster pointed out, ‘Never did he give me the impression that he thought his recovery doubtful.’ It had been a question, always, of moving on and, if that was impossible, of pulling through. Even the phase of becoming sicker and weaker could be got through, recovered from, left behind. The reality was that his capacity for doing anything was gradually leaving him. There would, he said, be no more novels after Lady Chatterley’s Lover. But the cascade of shorter writings would continue: poems, essays, letters, an introduction to a book on the Book of Revelation by Frederick Carter that became a slim book in its own right: Apocalypse, his last. The world of a man who had spent much of the previous twelve years restlessly traversing it, always looking forward to the next place (which in turn became a place to leave), shrank inexorably, though he still cherished the idea of going back to New Mexico and even wished he ‘could go to the moon.’ He couldn’t walk far without becoming tired, breathless, exhausted. He had prided himself on doing housework, making improvements to wherever it was that he and Frieda had set up home, but all of that became too much for him. His last novel had been a hymn in praise of sexual rapture and renewal but that was part of the process by which he had reconciled himself to living without desire: ‘desire has died in me, silence has grown.’ He lost more and more weight. ‘Neither writing nor painting,’ he was reduced to ‘letting the clock go round.’ There’s nothing exceptional about this. It happens to everyone eventually—but it happened to Lawrence when he was in his early forties.

Lawrence recorded and wrote about everything he saw and smelled and touched, with delicacy and deliberate abandon. He became notorious for writing things about bodies that, it was believed, should never be written about, in language that should never appear in print. But there was one word he could not bring himself to use with regard to himself and his own body: ‘tuberculosis.’ That was unsayable, unspeakable.

At some level, a level of contradiction he had always found easy to access, he believed that one of the things he thought caused his illness—rage—also kept it at bay. The intensity of his rage, especially against England, was inseparable from his vitality. For ‘the last two years he was like a flame burning on in miraculous disregard of the fact that there was no more fuel to justify its existence,’ wrote his friend Aldous Huxley. That’s true but life had a way of adding fuel to Lawrence’s fire.

In 1929 the Warren Gallery on Maddox Street in London held an exhibition of his paintings. The show opened on 14 June, attracting both a lot of visitors and hostile press reaction to its pornographic contents before being raided by police who seized thirteen of the twenty-five paintings. For Lawrence this was the latest installment in his experience of repression and censorship that had begun in 1915 when The Rainbow had not simply been banned. At Bow Street Court on 13 November it was ordered that all copies be confiscated and destroyed, an offence for which he vowed in 1919 he would ‘never forgive England.’ Always in the face of rejection, humiliation, injustice—of anything life could throw at him—Lawrence insisted on being the overriding force in his life. It can still be felt flickeringly: ‘But I do want to do something about my health, for I feel my life leaving me, and I believe it’s this old moribund Europe just killing one.’ But then comes the acceptance of passivity. ‘They want to put me in a sanatorium,’ he writes on 23 January 1930. Shortly before going to the Ad Astra he was ‘in bed allowed to do nothing.’ He submitted to this enforced idleness only because that would enable him to get well—to get up and about again—more quickly.

On 14 February, by which time he weighed only ‘something over six stones,’ he admits: ‘There is a very slight tubercular trouble.’ It appears on page 648 of volume 7 of his Letters. He has a fortnight left to live.
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Lawrence had already imagined the end in ‘The Ship of Death,’ about a little vessel setting off on its final voyage. As the ship sails on, all the signs and points that make navigation possible gradually disappear. It is as near as we can get, in words, to experiencing the extinction of consciousness:


And everything is gone, the body is gone

completely under, gone, entirely gone.

The upper darkness is heavy on the lower,

between them the little ship

is gone

she is gone.

It is the end, it is oblivion.



But Lawrence doesn’t end there:


And yet out of eternity, a thread

separates itself on the blackness,

a horizontal thread

that fumes a little with pallor upon the dark.

Is it illusion? or does the pallor fume

A little higher?

Ah wait, wait, for there’s the dawn,

the cruel dawn of coming back to life

out of oblivion.





22.

In All Is Lost at the last moment a hand reaches down, Michelangelo-like, to save Redford and the film ends exactly at this point of contact. I am reminded of a line of I. A. Richards’s, from the time when I was studying tragedy at university: ‘The least touch of any theology that has a compensating Heaven to offer the tragic hero is fatal.’ But then so is drowning. And there’s no suggestion, anyway, that Redford is meant to be a tragic hero. He’s just an unknown person who wakes up one morning and finds himself in a sea of troubles.



23.

Over the years assorted lower back troubles have left me feeling as if I were either as brittle as glass or locked in concrete, sometimes both at the same time.
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