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‘The Power of Perceptions’

Conveying the Existentialist World: A Goth Perspective
Drawing on lyrical content, as well as the literary, philosophical and cultural influences of relevant philosophers and writers on particular Post Punk bands and musical texts, this paper will look at the way in which notions of perception and existence are explored within Post Punk and Proto-Goth music. This study will examine some of the work of two very different Post Punk bands – stylistically different, and from opposite sides of the world – demonstrating the various representations and aspects of existentialism addressed within Goth, and the role played by perception in the development of a musical genre. That is, the use of direct references to existentialist novels, as well as implicit exploration of existentialist ideologies and concepts such as existential angst, as perceived and conveyed by Post Punk and Proto-Goth bands.

Goth is a subculture which is based around the musical genre of the same name. As a subculture, Goth is generally considered to have its origins in the UK Punk scene, although it has arguably come into being simultaneously in Europe, America and Australasia, which is evident in its development as a musical genre. A middle class movement, Goth, like its predecessor Post Punk, tends to put much value on literary knowledge
. As such, these influences are evident in the music, whether through lyrics that include direct references to literary works, or by simply drawing on more general themes. Musically, Goth arose from the Post Punk music of the late 1970s and is typified by driving basslines, jangly guitars, and tribal or electronic drumming (Tingle, n.d.), with a general preference towards the use of minor keys and a sparse production. Its lyrical themes tend to revolve around love, death, loss, and destruction, often drawing on literary Gothic influences (Gunn, 1999). In addition to this, the exploration of existentialist ideas is common throughout the genre, continuing themes explored by Post Punk/Proto-Goth bands.

 
As Walter Kaufmann (1956) explains, “existentialism is not a philosophy but a label for several widely different revolts against traditional philosophy” (Kaufmann, p. 11). He goes on to state that it is “not a school of thought, nor reducible to any set of tenets” (ibid.). Furthermore, the major existential writers disagree on various points, meaning that providing any kind of brief explanation existentialism is near impossible. Instead, I turn to two dictionary definitions. 
The Macquarie Dictionary (1982, p.426) defines existentialism as: 

any of a group of doctrines, some theistic, some atheistic, deriving from Kierkegaard, which stress the importance of existence, as such, and of the freedom and responsibility of the finite human individual.

The American Heritage New Dictionary of Cultural Literacy (2007) explains that existentialism is:

a movement in twentieth-century literature and philosophy, with some forerunners in earlier centuries. Existentialism stresses that people are entirely free and therefore responsible for what they make of themselves. With this responsibility comes a profound anguish or dread. Søren Kierkegaard and Feodor Dostoevsky in the nineteenth century, and Jean-Paul Sartre, Martin Heidegger, and Albert Camus in the twentieth century, were existentialist writers.

This “existential anguish or dread” (ibid.) – often simply referred to as ‘existential angst’ – plays a significant role in Goth music. Rather than focusing on existentialism itself, the purpose of this paper is to investigate the way in which such ideas are perceived and conveyed through the music of Post Punk and early Goth bands, beginning with an Australian band called The Birthday Party. This band, including front man Nick Cave, formed in Melbourne in the mid-1970s and began playing under the name of The Boys Next Door in 1977 (Hanson, 2005, p. 8-13). In 1980, the band travelled to England and changed its name to The Birthday Party (ibid. p, 21). The name was inspired by a scene in Dostoyevsky’s Crime and Punishment
 (1866, p. 369), which was not in fact a birthday party, but rather a funeral dinner mistaken for a birthday party (Johnston, 1995, p. 65). The influence of Dostoyevsky’s writing, and in particular Crime and Punishment, is not limited to the name of this band and can be found throughout the work of Nick Cave.

Crime and Punishment (1866) is a novel set in 19th Century Russia, about a young man by the name of Raskolnikov, a university student who, at the time of the narrative, has abandoned his studies due to excessive poverty. Growing tired of pawning what items he still owns to an old woman, and having become convinced that society would be better without people like her, he plans and carries out the murder of the pawnbroker, and her sister. Raskolnikov had pre-empted the murder, putting much thought into his reasoning behind such an act. It is revealed later in the book that, during his time at university, Raskolnikov had written and published a paper. Raskolnikov’s paper was essentially regarding the ethics of murder for the sake of the greater good of society, and that some individuals are, in a way, beyond the ordinary morals by which we are normally bound. This ties into the idea of freedom of responsibility, by which Raskolnikov is able to justify his decision to carry out the murder. The subsequent anxiety that he experiences is, in part, a result of this.


Like many of Nick Cave’s songs, Deep in the Woods (1983) is a narrative, and also, like many of Nick Cave’s songs, it is about murder.
 To summarise the story, it would seem that the protagonist – whom we shall speak of as Cave, for convenience – has murdered his lover and disposed her body in a ditch, somewhere in the woods. The opening lines of the third verse are as follows: 

Now the killed waits for the killer

And the trees all nod their heads, they are agreed 

Considering the notable influence of Dostsoyevsky’s writing on Nick Cave’s work,
 these lyrics could be read as comparable to Raskolnikov’s problem in Crime and Punishment (1866). Although careful to commit his murder without being caught, Raskolnikov is left with the constant doubt and fear that maybe his actions have not gone unnoticed; maybe someone did see, and maybe he will ultimately get caught and have to face his punishment. Likewise, as the killed waits for the killer, Cave fears that it is only a matter of time before he, too, must face his retribution. The final verse of Deep in the Woods begins with: 


Love is for fools and all fools are lovers

It’s raining on my house and none of the others


Here, Cave is having to come to terms with his guilt. Like the anxiety which plagues Raskolnikov’s thoughts in Crime and Punishment (1866), the rain over Cave’s house and none of the others, conveys the same feelings. He is alone, and with complete freedom from ethics and morals, he struggles to rationalise his actions and whether he is in fact inherently better than anyone else. He must figure out on his own if really does hold the power to make such a decision without having to accept the consequences that ordinary people are forced to contend with.


On the other side of the world, The Cure, instrumental in the development of Goth as a genre, formed in the UK in 1976 under the name “The Easy Cure” (Brothers, n.d.). By 1978 they had shortened their name to “The Cure” (ibid.), and released their first single. Although they began with the intent of playing Punk music, their early sound would best be described as Post Punk, and before long they became heavily associated with Goth and other prominent Post Punk/Goth bands such as Siouxsie and the Banshees. 

In 1978, The Cure’s single, Killing an Arab, was released. Taking its inspiration from Camus’ 1942 novel, The Outsider (L’Estranger), Killing an Arab is fairly straightforward in its approach to dealing with themes in the literature. The lyrics are almost entirely dedicated to describing a scene in the book, in which the protagonist stands on the beach and finds himself in a situation where he holds the power to choose whether or not to shoot and kill another human being. This track has met a considerable amount of controversy, both in 1986 when the first compilation of Cure singles, Standing on a Beach was released, and again when the Greatest Hits compilation was released in 2001 (Robb, 2001). Killing an Arab was omitted from the latter due to being mistaken for inciting racism (ibid.). Robert Smith has explained that “it was a short poetic attempt at condensing [his] impression of the key moments in ‘L’Estranger’” (Smith, 1991). 

While the first and third verses set the scene and explain the narrative, it is the second verse and the chorus in which the existential theme is conveyed. That is, that the protagonist can either fire the gun, or not fire the gun, and either way the outcome will be the same. How could it be that killing someone or letting them live is ultimately going to, as the lyrics suggest, amount to the same? In an interview published in 2001, Robert Smith (cited in Robb, 2001) explained that:


…one of the themes of the song is that everyone’s existence is pretty much the same. Everyone lives, everyone dies, our existences are the same.
The Holy Hour, from the aptly titled album Faith (1981), essentially deals with feelings of existential angst. The lyrics revolve around the notion of faith and, in the absence of faith, being alone. The scene for this track is set in the context of attending church, where Smith does not outright reject faith, but appears to struggle with conflicting viewpoints; on the one hand, wishing to have that faith, and on the other, being unable to accept it. The opening lines of the second verse, “I sit and listen dreamlessly/ A promise of salvation makes me stay”, convey Smith’s longing for something that, in an existentialist world, does not exist. In his words, and in the context of Church, what he longs for is salvation. In existentialist terms, this pertains to the idea that with complete freedom and responsibility for one’s own decisions, and with no ethics or morals as a guide, there is, in turn, no salvation to be had. There is, at this point in the song, still hope, but as the song continues, so too does Smith’s realisation that the “promise of salvation” is meaningless to him.

Toward the end of the second verse, Smith sings of children “playing the games they tired of yesterday”. This could be interpreted literally, but it could also be a metaphor for people continually going by a routine, perhaps faith itself, without stopping to consider why, and regardless of whether it is of any use to them anymore. The ultimate failing of the aforementioned “promise of salvation” for Smith becomes clearest in the last lines of the final verse: 


I cannot hold what you devour

The sacrifice of penance

Penance meaning the acceptance of punishment as paying the price for having sinned, in believing that there is an inherent freedom from responsibility, there can be no penance, and there is no promise of salvation. Having come to this realisation, Smith is left with feelings of existential angst. 

At this point, it seems pertinent to stop and consider that not only does perception play a role in the way an artist interprets an idea and relays it for the listener, but also that perception plays an equally important role in the way that a song is interpreted. In the case of looking at lyrics from a particular genre or subculture, it is likely that the analyst or listener will perceive the lyrics according to their preconceptions about that genre/subculture. As a result, the over-analysis, and sometimes outright wrong analysis of lyrics, is definite risk without substantial evidence to support an interpretation. 

However, another point to consider is that although it is possible to interpret lyrics differently to what the author intended to convey, perceiving the lyrics from the angle of the audience is arguably no less correct, as it offers a greater insight into the significance of the themes explored by the genre and subculture in which the music is situated. I will conclude by suggesting that the perceptions of the listeners of Post Punk, even if conflicting with what the artists who wrote the songs intended to convey, have influenced the development of the genre into Goth. As Goth grew out of Post Punk, it is the way in which the bands that followed perceived and dealt with the music that influenced them, that determined how the genre developed, in terms of exploring particular recurring themes. The development of a musical genre is influenced not merely by what precedes it, but also the way those influences are perceived by those creating it. 
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� For a detailed account of the Post Punk scene in Australia, including the significance of literary awareness, see Riley (1992).


� It has been suggested that The Birthday Party took their name from Harold Pinter’s play of the same name (Riley, 1992, p. 124). However, this has not been confirmed by the band, whereas several sources (see Hanson, 2005, p. 21; Johnston, 1995, p. 65) state that the name was inspired from the scene in Crime and Punishment (1866, p. 369).


� Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds’ 1996 album, Murder Ballads, for example, is dedicated entirely to songs about murder. 


� Numerous interviews and publications include Cave quoted as citing Dostoyevsky, and Crime and Punishment (1866) in particular, as a major influence on his writing (e.g. McLennan, 1993; Reynolds, 1990, p. 76). 





