
A guided Seattle death tour was given to me by Hannah Levin, a rock writer for that city’s alternative newspaper “The Stranger” and a freewheeling expert on local tragedies.  And of course, all these aforementioned deaths were really just a precursor to the Xanadu of modern rock deaths: the mighty K.C.  That memory is what Levin and I discuss as we maneuver down the long and winding Lake Washington Blvd., finally arriving in what used to be Kurt Cobain’s backyard.


“In the weeks before he killed himself, there was this litany of rumours about local singers dying,” Hannah tells me.  Back in ’94, she was working at Planned Parenthood but already engulfed in the grunge culture.  “There was a rumour that Chris Cornell had died, and then there was a rumour that Eddie Vedder had died.  So even though a bunch of my friends called me at work that day and said Kurt was dead, I didn’t really believe them.  That kind of shit happened constantly.  But then I went out to my car at lunch I used to go out to my car at lunch to smoke cigarettes and listen to the radio.  And – for some crazy reason – my radio was on 107.7 ‘The Edge’, which was Seattle’s conventional ‘modern rock’ station.  And as soon as I turned the ignition key back, I heard the song ‘Something in the Way.’  That’s when I knew it was true, because the Edge would have never fucking played that song otherwise.  It wasn’t even a single.”


The greenhouse where Cobain swallowed a shotgun shell was torn down in 1996; now it’s just a garden.  One especially tall sunflower appears to signify where the Nirvana frontman died, but that might be coincidence.  When we arrive at the site, there are four guys staring at the sunflower.  One of them is a 24-year-old goateed musician named Brant Colella; he’s wearing a Glassjaw sweatshirt, and it has been a long time since I’ve met someone this earnest.  Colella makes Chris Carrabba seem like Jack Black.


“I’m from New York, but I moved to Portland to make music, I’m a solo artist.  I used to be in a band, but my band didn’t have it in them to go all the way, and that’s where I’m going,” he tells me, and then looks longingly toward the sunflower.  “His heart is here.  My heart is here, too.  I wanted to see where Kurt lived and hung out.  I wanted to see where he was normal.  The night before he died, I had a dream where Kurt came to me and told me that he was passing the torch on to me.  Then we played some music together.”


Colella was 15 when Cobain died.  Last night, he and his three friends attended a Mariners game – Ichiro hit a grand slam to beat the BoSox – but Colella wants to make it very clear that seeing Cobain’s house was his primary motivation for visiting Seattle.  He also wanted to make it very clear that a) he hates people who wear Abercrombie & Fitch, and b) Kurt probably didn’t kill himself.


“There are some people who assume he was completely suicide-driven, but he wasn’t like that,” Colella tells me.  “I don’t want to stir up waves and get killed myself, but the information that indicates Kurt was murdered actually makes way more sense than the concept of him committing suicide.  But I’m not here to point fingers and say Courtney Love did it.  Only God knows the answer to this question.  And I realize there are people who want to believe Kurt Cobain committed suicide.  People are kind of broken into two factions: there are right-wingers who want to the his death to point out that this is what happens when you listen to rock n’ roll, and there are also all his crazy fans who want to glorify depression and have Kurt be their icon forever.”


When Colella first said this to me, I thought it was reductionist, simplistic, immature, and a little stupid.  But the more I think it over, the more I suspect he’s completely right.


The life and death of Kurt Cobain has been (almost without rival) the most poorly remembered cultural event of my lifetime.  It’s normal for someone’s death to change how we recall what a celebrity was like, but the situation with Cobain is more complex; this is a situation in which a celebrity died, and many private citizens – including countless individuals who were wholly unconnected to Kurt or Seattle or grunge or even popular music – suddenly chose to remember themselves in a completely different way.  Kurt Cobain didn’t need to die in order to get integrity, because he already had it.  However, his dying seemed to give total strangers a sense of integrity they had never wanted while he was alive.


Do I remember the day Cobain’s electrician found him dead?  I suppose that I do.  Kurt Loder reported the news on MTV, seemingly every six minutes.  People were surprised, but nobody seemed that shocked; I played in an amateur basketball tournament in Devils Lake, North Dakota, the weekend it happened, and whenever it came up in conversations at post-game hotel parties, people merely said things like “That’s so weird” or “That’s so wild” or “That’s so pathetic.”  I recall a lot of speculation over how many copycat suicides would occur in the coming days (a number that falls somewhere between 2 and 68, depending on which conspiratorial data you want to believe).  It was sad, but everybody seemed to keep themselves together.  Andy Rooney went on 60 Minutes and essentially argued that Cobain was a degenerate who deserved to die, but this just made us think Andy Rooney was an out-of-touch moron (more so).


What I seem to remember more were the months just prior to Kurt’s suicide, and sometimes I feel like I’m the only person who does. And what I remember were people attacking Cobain at every turn.  Everybody had purchased In Utero that fall, but not many people seemed to love it; the mainstream, man-on-the-street consensus was that Pearl Jam’s Vs. was a little better.  This is the biggest thing pop historians revise when talking about Nirvana: they never seem willing to admit that, by the spring of 1994, Pearl Jam was way more popular.  It wasn’t even that close.  The week of its release, Vs. sold more than 900,000 copies, a seven-day record that seemed unbreakable at the time.  Pearl Jam was seen as the people’s band; Nirvana was seen as the band that hated its own people.  Nirvana dropped off the schedule for Lollapalooza ’94, and everyone blamed Kurt (except the insiders, who blamed his wife).  Jokes were made when he almost killed himself in Rome.  Kids were confused and insulted by his liner notes for Incesticide, where Kurt expressed annoyance over uncool people liking his songs.  There was just this widespread sentiment that Kurt Cobain was a self-absorbed complainer and that if he hated being famous, he should just disappear forever.


Which he did.  And then everything immediately changed for everyone.


Now, I’m not going to try and pretend like I never cared about Nirvana, because I really, really did.  For a six-month period in 1992, they were absolutely my favorite thing to talk about.  I have emotions tied up with Nevermind that are so stupidly clichéd I am ashamed to recognize their existence; I can remember the first time we all played that cassette in a dorm room.  I can vividly recall My Nemesis telling me that he had figured out how “Lithium” was about bipolar disorder, which was as exciting as breaking a Soviet code during the Cold War.  I briefly tried to wear cardigans after watching Nirvana on Unplugged.  I unconsciously relive an entire three-year span of my collegiate life every single time I hear the opening nine seconds of “Smells Like Teen Spirit.”  All of that is true.  But they were just a rock band, you know?  And I have loved a lot of rock bands.  When I say that Nirvana was my favorite thing to talk about in 1992, my liking them was pretty much the whole conversation: “I like Nirvana.  You say you don’t?  Well, I do.”  This would be followed by a debate over the merits and minutia of songs and songwriters and fashion decisions, but it was really just a process of self-definition: I listened to Nirvana, so I viewed myself as “the kind of person who listens to Nirvana.”  Tangibly, that’s as far as it went.  I never thought Kurt Cobain represented me; I choose to represent him as a way to explain what kind of person I thought I was.  It didn’t seem like that big of a deal; I briefly did the same thing with King Missile.


Then of course, Kurt killed himself.  Soon after, the reverse engineering began in earnest.  Slowly, the memory of Cobain evolved; weeks after his death, people who hadn’t seemed especially jarred by his passing started to claim they were finally feeling okay.  The memory of the recent Nirvana backlash completely disappeared; suddenly, Nirvana had always been everyone’s favorite band.  Nevermind was no longer the soundtrack to living in the early ‘90s – now it was that experience in totality.  Kurt Cobain had not merely made culturally important music – suddenly, he had made culture.  His death became a catchall event for anyone who wanted their adolescence to have depth: it was now possibly to achieve credibility simply by mourning retrospectively.  Cobain’s iconography hadn’t changed that much, really; what changed was the number of people who suddenly thought Cobain’s iconography said something about themselves.


The week following Cobain’s suicide, a group of my friends rented the movie Heathers (which – if nothing else – indisputably proves that we must have been handling the whole tragedy rather comfortably).  Released in 1989, Heathers seemed pretentious in ’94; it actually seems smarter today than it did that particular spring, for some reason.  However, there is a voice-over in this movie that was mildly ironic in ’94 but aggressively metaphoric a decade later: it’s a journal entry Winona Ryder scribbles after the deaths of the high school superbitch (“Heather”) and two muscle-bound troglodytes from the football team (“Kurt” and “Ram”)…

Dear Diary: my teen-angst bullshit has a body count.  The most popular kids in school are dead.  Everybody is sad, but it’s a weird kind of sad.  Suicide gave Heather depth; Kurt, a soul; Ram a brain.  I don’t know what it’s getting me…

Within the context of Heathers, suicide gave the dead qualities they never possessed in life.  This is not a shocking revelation; suicide made Judas sympathetic, Sylvia Plath irrefutable, and Marilyn Monroe unfortunate.  However, Cobain’s suicide was of the postmodern variety; his death changed the history of the living.  Suicide gave sorority girls depth; nihilistic punk kids, a soul; reformed metalheads, a brain.  All you had to do was remember caring about Nirvana, even if you did not.  And it’s not that these self-styled revisionists were consciously lying; it’s more that they really, really needed that notion to be true.  Kurt Cobain was that popular-yet-unpopular kid who died for the sins of your personality.


In Heathers, Winona Ryder said she didn’t know what the suicide of other people was going to get her.  Little pre-shoplifting Winona was clearly the last of her breed.

(new chapter)

I don’t know why I’m in the logging community of Aberdeen, Washington.  Nobody famous died here; I guess I just wanted to see what Cobain’s hometown looked like.  The town can be described with one syllable: bleak.  Everything appears belted by sea air; the buildings look like they’re suffering from hangovers.  Just being here makes me feel exhausted.  It makes the saliva inside my mouth taste like Old Milwaukee.


In the early 1990s, demographic studies indicated that the suicide rate in Aberdeen was roughly twice as high as the national average.  This does not surprise me.  It’s also a hard-drinking town, and that doesn’t surprise me, either: there are actually road signs that inform drivers that the Washington DUI limit is .08 (although it would seem that seeing said sign while you were actually driving your vehicle  would be akin to closing the barn door after the cows were already in the corn).  I see these road signs as I drive around, looking for a bridge that does not exist.


What I am looking for is the bridge on the Wishkah River that Kurt Cobain never slept under.  He liked to claim that he did (the last official track on Nevermind, “Something in the Way”, is the supposed story of this nonexperience), and it’s quite possible he hung out down there, since hanging out under bridges is something bored, stoned high school kids are wont to do.  But Cobain didn’t really live under any bridge; he just said that he did to be cool – which is a totally acceptable thing to do, considering what Kurt did for a living.  He was a rock star.  Being cool was more or less his whole job.


There are a lot of bridges in Aberdeen; this would be a wonderful community for trolls.  I walk under several of these bridges, and I come to a striking conclusion: they all pretty much look the same, at least from the bottom.  And it doesn’t matter if Kurt Cobain slept underneath any of them; what matters is that people believe he did and that this is something they want to believe.  Maybe it’s something they need to believe, because of they don’t they will be struck with the mildly depressing revelation that dead people are simply dead.  Everything else is human construction; everything else has nothing to do with the individual who died and everything to do with the people who are left behind (and who maybe wish those roles were somehow reversed).

Info:

The author’s name is Chuck Klosterman, and the book is called “Killing Yourself to Live: 85% of a True Story”.  Copyright 2005, Scribner Publishing.  The sleeve says “[Klosterman] wanted to know why the greatest career move any musician can make is to stop breathing…and what this mean for the rest of us.”

Klosterman’s also written “Fargo Rock City” and “Sex, Drugs, and Cocoa Puffs”.

