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					Dear Reader,

The book you are holding came about in a rather different way to most others. It was funded directly by readers through a new website: Unbound.

Unbound is the creation of three writers. We started the company because we believed there had to be a better deal for both writers and readers. On the Unbound website, authors share the ideas for the books they want to write directly with readers. If enough of you support the book by pledging for it in advance, we produce a beautifully bound special subscribers’ edition and distribute a regular edition and e-book wherever books are sold, in shops and online.

This new way of publishing is actually a very old idea (Samuel Johnson funded his dictionary this way). We’re just using the internet to build each writer a network of patrons. Here, at the back of this book, you’ll find the names of all the people who made it happen.

Publishing in this way means readers are no longer just passive consumers of the books they buy, and authors are free to write the books they really want. They get a much fairer return too – half the profits their books generate, rather than a tiny percentage of the cover price.

If you’re not yet a subscriber, we hope that you’ll want to join our publishing revolution and have your name listed in one of our books in the future. To get you started, here is a £5 discount on your first pledge. Just visit unbound.com, make your pledge and type HOTO in the promo code box when you check out.

Thank you for your support,

[image: signatures]

Dan, Justin and John

Founders, Unbound
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“Originality irritates so obscurely you may
have to evolve to scratch it.”
– Jeff Lint
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QUIT STALLING
“The truly new invents new guts for itself.”

It’s an old idea that if we got enough people spinning in their graves we could use it as a power source, a graveyard forming a turbine array. But since the spin-action depends on a preoccupation with other people’s business and opinions, have you wondered how much energy you would produce?
Those who match nothing but themselves rarely notice the hairpin turns of external decree. They think in the rich syntax that results from living life in the wrong order. Fashion is a set of time’s petty ordinances, local laws we submit to through inherited consent. In this environment truth is as loud as a photograph of a violin and originality both feared and slandered as legend. Nothing much interesting happens amid a conformity so innate it cannot clearly perceive or discuss itself.
Before the satirist Bierce threw his phone into the furnace he talked about ‘our resolutely stalled evolution’. A great one for affable scorn, he was admired to within an inch of his life. Like Twain, he had noticed that giving the same argument while wearing different trousers gives the illusion of varied insight. Those who claim that there are no more first times refuse to state when the last-ever ‘first time’ occurred. When did it all end? Others hold up old ideas in new clobber and claim originality. Anything to avoid creating the real thing. Combined with the historic policy of ignoring the first instance of any particular idea until it has spread enough to be restated generally, these approaches minimise the uncomfortable notion that an idea can originate from an individual. It’s less disturbing to have a spider climb into your mouth than to have one climb out.
True creativity, the making of a thing which has not been in the world previously, is originality by definition. It increases the options, not merely the products. But while many claim to crave originality, they feel an obscure revulsion when confronted with it. They have no receptor point to plug it into. Attempts to force it result in the sort of fire that burned Tesla’s wonder-lab to the ground. Repetition of familiar forms is preferred. The hailing of old notions as original lowers the standard for invention and robs most creative people of the drive to do anything interesting, let alone seek out the universe of originality which is waiting, drumming its fingers and wondering why nobody calls.
Raw thought is more available to those not stuck to the temporal floor. Thousands of ‘what if the Nazis won the Second World War’ stories are hailed as innovative despite the first appearing in 1937. In the mid-thirties Katharine Burdekin knew the allies would win the upcoming war but wrote a thought experiment about the alternative, Swastika Night, published the year Ayn Rand was busy plagiarizing Zamyatin’s We. Randolph Bourne was one of the few journalists to suggest the First World War might not be such a bright idea and annoyed everyone by calling it ‘the First World War’. It was supposed to be called the Great War or the War to End All Wars. Bourne was ignored because his opinion disturbed the narrative and because he was disabled. Another such figure was Simone Weil, the sort of goofy genius who’d fire all minds at a posh dinner and end up tucking the tablecloth into her pants and dragging everything to the floor.
But even those bold enough to accept the obvious have a preternaturally tenacious resolve not to venture beyond it. The absence of meaningful novelty doesn’t help the boring catastrophe of modern times, congested with old deception. Let’s blow our noses. Life is a moment to respond before we are repaid into the unknown. Find the strongest gravity, fold the world’s edges into it and flip it inside-out like a dog’s strange ear. Energy is merely the intermediary of oblivion’s smithereens. Write every story as if it was your last, whether suicide note or proof of life.


	

	
		
2
LIKE THE FIRST TIME
“How many times does a man have to shave before his chin gets the message?”

Certain ceremonial masks of sub-Saharan Africa portray expressions of astonishment and provide relief from having to repeatedly fake surprise at the same things – an energy-saving bliss reserved for the tribal shaman. Cultures which ban such masks through a prohibition against graven images are predictably scandalised at everything, including their own legs. The wearily exasperated looks on the faces of lions in the earliest cave paintings attest to Paleolithic people being constantly caught unawares by the cat’s ferocious attitude. Woolly mammoths are also depicted as having been appalled to a standstill, rarely running or having a nice time. When shamans began portraying monster-jawed zigzag devils, antlered insect men and flying sharks to broaden everyone’s horizon and ensure they wouldn’t be dumbfounded by every development, the clan’s hunters were still startled by the slightest sound. Fossil evidence suggests that early hominids had reinforced cheekbones to withstand being frequently punched in the face, and no wonder.
To the short of memory everything is unprecedented, and the rest are pressured to pretend. For the media to thrive, the uneventful must daily go with a bang using the Wolf-Rayet principle of massive gas and ferment gradually losing mass to the surrounding reality. Belong to the always-sudden world if you wish for shallow stress and lack of progress.
Roger Penrose’s 2010 book Cycles of Time claimed that the closed-universe Big Bang/Big Crunch/Big Bang/Big Crunch repetition view was a new one, though it had been current for decades. We can use the same model to watch cycles of ideas, in which the same ones are claimed repeatedly as new. In the one-after-another closed universe model, no information is transmitted from one universe to the next. In the Cyclic Idea model of false credit, people present information and others later repeat it while claiming originality – after which someone else does the same, and so on. An equivalent to the ‘crunch’ node allowing the fraud is perhaps short attention span/memory, plus the desire to pretend to be absorbing new information without the small discomfort of actually doing so. It also drastically slows down the rate at which we can move on to the actually new. The relatively inexpensive necklace worn by Kali, Goddess of Destruction and Rebirth, consists of human skulls representing the alphabet used to create the universe. That these heads are empty at the node between one universe and the next lends support to the theory.
Repetition is now rife and instantaneous but in the past there were pauses, perhaps out of courtesy. In Slaughterhouse Five, Kurt Vonnegut has a time traveller watch bombs sucked intact into planes from city explosions below, then flown backward into factories where they are dismantled and their constituent minerals placed in the ground. Impoverished by his inability to copy other people’s work, Richard Brautigan finally succeeded by using two sentences of Vonnegut’s reverse gag in So The Wind Won’t Blow It All Away, then blew his brains out. A few years later Martin Amis, a popular romance writer, inflated the idea into an entire book. (Many defend Amis, claiming he stole from Counter-Clock World by Philip K Dick.) The thin-spreading of a short idea is standard practice and it helps if the original author has died. A page or two of Octavia Butler’s Parable of the Sower, massively dilated and diluted, makes McCarthy’s The Road.
Many books are stolen vehicles with new plates and zero torque. A lifted idea doesn’t have the original’s roots, the intense contract of energy between intent and responsibility. An imitation isn’t earned because it isn’t lived and hasn’t the courage to be first. It didn’t take two brains for the stegosaurus to support a solar panel array years before it became fashionable – just a true brain at one end and some nerve at the other. By the time solar power was rediscovered by Leonardo da Vinci his urge to ‘think new thoughts and bring new things into being’ meant that while other people were laughing at their own snot he was anatomising elephants and inventing the hang glider. Like a ligament statue he wore his own skull as a helmet and knew every inch of his innards. In his sizzling adrenalized mind, idea-shapes from diverse contexts magnetized together at angles which have no number or name, in the focused frenzy of what Zina Nicole Lahr called ‘creative compulsive disorder’. He even managed to squeeze the classic Vitruvian Man out of an incident when a naked moron climbed onto his skylight. Born illegitimate, Da Vinci was freed early from the rusty harness of formal schooling and fell back on mere curiosity and honest observation of an infinitely spectacular universe.
The illusion of precocious innovation in the present derives partly from a foreshortened notion of timescale. In America, fundamentalist Christians claim the world was created 6,000 years ago. In Europe people drink in bars that are older than that. They discuss the in-built tragedy of those with an attention span of 300 years and a life span of 80. That difficult second novel was written in the 3rd century BC under the title The Alexander Romance. As far as we know the first was the 8th century BC Hebrew text In the Day, whose author couldn’t stop herself developing a straight religious commission into a bitter, satirical potboiler. She set up the dialogue forms and ‘show, don’t tell’ practice for everyone subsequent. Forty years after William Baldwin wrote the first English novel Beware the Cat in 1553, Thomas Nashe re-introduced the form with The Unfortunate Traveller, experimenting with portmanteaus and fertile all-inclusion to produce a tale with the precision of a jungle. The pen he dropped when poisoned by a herring was taken up over 300 years later by James Joyce to write his ‘work in progress’. Maybe some information does pass from one universe to the next, compressed in the pea-sized node from which the latter unpacks itself. Joyce claimed that if everything else was wiped out, the cosmos could be reconstructed from Finnegans Wake – but he left out the evil.
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EXOTIC ACCELERANTS
“Every sentence comes directly at you.”

On sant jordi’s day, catalonians give each other gifts of books and roses in a celebration of literacy and love. If this were combined with the running of the bulls, the procession of the flagellants and the tomato-throwing festival, it would more closely resemble the tribulations of those trying to read – or love. I was trying to read Greg Egan once and was hectically attacked by a chimp. Videogames are meant to be an escape from the hassles of life but there too we are subjected to the violent stylings of vampires, cops and zombies. True escape would be an environment to explore without harassment or obstruction.
Words have the device-like detailed architecture of diatoms, and a glowing soul. A word will present itself as armatured with potential, as though with arms open, calling via your intuition to another word in another environment. You can enrich the stuff of life by bringing together two words which have never, ever been introduced to one another before. Perhaps because they dwell in different contexts or in the jargon of different disciplines, they are never held in the attention at the same time. Yet when put together, their cogs mesh as if they were made for each other and a massive amount of energy is released. This lexical love story is great to be a part of – how else would they have met without you playing Cupid? But when this manner of perception is habitual and constant, the vast transforming fields of idea-forms so effortlessly generated will tend to highlight the starved emptiness of a culture that replaces rich, consequential honesty with flimsy, contentless ‘transparency’. When the figure zero came out of India it was meant to be built upon, not craved as entertainment. Yet rather than give the stillborn a civilized burial, booksellers display them for sale and entertainment like a macabre Victorian sideshow.
We’ve all encountered the sort of book that makes ordinary sense to most readers but perfect sense to those few whose minds revolve with the booming boomerang of the Milky Way. How much more wonderful, then, is a book that makes ordinary sense to no-one. There are thousands of so-far unnamed emotions. What might be expressed by an alphabet of 60 letters like Abkhaz, or the mere addition of the letter else or Grant Morrison’s triple-you? We may compose a sentence that has more peptide bonds than it should hold.
A book may assemble a grammar that puts the world into bejewelled order, provides arcane nourishment or the charged sense of being an instant on the real road. Triangular dreams leave a galore scorch on the brain and heart. The million micro-tears a language undergoes are part of accident’s great design – mad chance gave us the Brautigan-like oddness of the Bible’s camel-and-needle’s-eye image, the result of the Aramaic word ‘gamla’ meaning both ‘camel’ and ‘rope’. It’s a vision worthy of the balls-out crazy mayhem of Luigi Serafini’s Codex Seraphinianus, a specific-rich art book in the tradition of the Voynich Manuscript. The joy of good surrealist art is that it puts you in a landscape where something interesting is happening at last. It reminds us of the time we idly wished for a head of three gyroscopic Ferris wheels in gold, black and red, or for a pea-pod to bear tiny faces which are at first startled and then flirtatious. Straight compositions remind us of a life barren of meaningful monkey business. The slantwise-stretched skull in Holbein’s painting The Ambassadors manoeuvred the viewer to a point where they could read an inscription on the edge of the original frame, probably sarcastic and now lost. Conversely, some writing is less intent on what it says than on where your mind has to manoeuvre itself to understand it. Once in that place, forget the text and look around.
Giorgio de Chirico was a painter of strange late light and objects placed like chess pieces. Here are red earth, a gallery of arches, a tailor’s dummy and the long black shadows which jet away from everything. It became an easily invoked cliché for advertisers and de Chirico himself lost interest, instead writing his first and only book Hebdomeros, a series of woozy atmospheres so diagonal it can only be a gateway to weaker books.
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“Force-fed with ideas until its liver explodes”

Alan Moore, WATCHMEN






