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			Long live Crazy Squirrel and Zoo Man

		

	
		
			
			
				We’re all misfits here. . . . From our weirdnesses and our differences, from our manic fixations, our obsessions, our passions. From all those wild and wacky things that make each of us unique.

				Terri Windling

				The freak becomes the great unifier. The alien is the best company after all . . .

				Tilda Swinton

				I’m gonna wave my freak flag high.

				Jimi Hendrix
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			Introduction

			“Do you feel weird? I feel weird.”

			“Yeah, I feel a little weird. Do you really feel weird?”

			“I definitely feel weird.”

			So goes a regular tongue-in-cheek dialogue between myself and my sixteen-year-old daughter. We perform it as opportunities arise, perhaps during an awkward pause in a conversation about bunting, or at the close of a spooky Kate Bush song, or after a deadpan scene in a Jim Jarmusch film, or after we’ve read an evangelical bumper sticker on the black pickup truck in front of us at a stoplight: “My God’s Last Name Isn’t Damn!”

			It all started with far-out games we’d play when she was a little girl. Who’s Crying in the Closet? The Superfluous Professor! Barbie Brunches at the Crazy Zoo! In the thick of the playing, I would pause, raise my right eyebrow, and ask, in my best Dr. Freud voice, if she felt weird.

			“Yes! Again! Again!”

			A few weeks ago, my fiancée asked why my daughter and I staged this shtick.

			“Because life is boring.”

			

			•   •   •

			Weirdness: Is it not essential to a compelling life?

			You doze while watching Donnie Darko on your laptop and you slip into a dream of your daughter singing, but she sounds like Jake Gyllenhaal. You jolt awake in wonderment.

			During a hike you bound up boulders and find yourself on a cliff. You hear a voice to your right, turn, and there is a person in blue, and you have that sensation: this has happened before. Time is no longer a line but a spiral.

			Go to a wax museum, primed for the campiness. But you look too long at Lorde. Was that a wink?

			These feelings of thrilling unease—not beauty, truth, or goodness—are what draw us to the museum, poetry, the art film, the alt music club. Study Basquiat’s King Alphonso or read Emily Dickinson’s “There’s a certain Slant of light” or watch Jordan Peele’s Us or listen to Lana Del Rey’s “Video Games.” For a breath, the world bends and then snaps back and all is new.

			We crave the weird—the quirky, the eccentric, the peculiar, the freaky, the far-out—because it estranges us from our normal habits of thought and perception, nullifies old conceptual maps, and so propels us into uncharted regions, outlandish and bracing, where we must create, if we are to thrive, coordinates more capacious than the ones we already know.

			

			•   •   •

			Think of all the strange moments that inspirit us: not only déjà vu and the uncanniness of waxworks and the limbo between wakefulness and sleep, but also getting lost and returning repeatedly to the same spot, bumping into your double, the recurrence of the same number multiple times in one day, sensing the presence of a deceased relative, omens, signs, entering a dark basement, low-grade fevers, wandering through an unfamiliar city at twilight, vertigo, a solitary crow cawing in a winter field.

			
				[image: ]
			

			Great creators have made the outré their oeuvre. The “eccentric artist” is a cliché, but not an inaccurate one. Truman Capote feared planes with two nuns on board and avoided rooms containing yellow roses. Estée Lauder touched the faces of random strangers. Monkeys, peacocks, a bear, a crane, and a crocodile were the pets of Lord Byron, who imbibed wine from skulls. Frida Kahlo also enjoyed a menagerie, including a fawn named Granizo and an eagle called Gertrudis Caca Blanca, or White Shit Gertrude. Charles Dickens stuffed the paw of his dead cat Bob and affixed it to an ivory letter opener. Poet Gérard de Nerval walked a lobster on a leash. Einstein gathered cigarette butts and smoked them in his pipe. Enamored of oxidization, Dalí peed on the brass bands of fountain pens. Shirley Jackson, author of “The Lottery,” practiced witchcraft. To finish The Hunchback of Notre Dame on time, Victor Hugo locked himself in his room naked. Nineteenth-century poet Friedrich Schiller stored rotten apples in his desk and inhaled them as he wrote. French composer Erik Satie consumed only white food and collected umbrellas. Steve Jobs ate so many carrots his skin turned orange. Buckminster Fuller, architect of the geodesic dome, wore three watches, slept only two hours in a day, and updated his diary every fifteen minutes. Maya Angelou wrote best in hotel rooms, from 6:30 a.m. to 1:30 p.m.; she required that the sheets never be cleaned and that sherry, playing cards, and a Bible always be on hand. Yayoi Kusama, artist of infinite mirrors, chooses to live in an asylum and paint her world in polka dots. Tilda Swinton sleeps in glass boxes in the middle of museums. Björk crawls to rehearsals from her apartment.

			Geniuses tend to be weird because they embrace those parts of themselves that separate them from the masses—parts unprecedented, unpredictable, unrepeatable.

			If you crave originality, cultivate the strange. This is not easy. Go singular, and you risk being misunderstood, feared, disliked, ignored. But without this gamble, how will you spark your flair?

			

			•   •   •

			How to Be Weird is a guidebook for how to be you, which means becoming hyperalert to those curious oscillations only you can sense because you are this person at this place at this time. Jibe with these currents, swirl them.

			This “weird” is not “W.E.I.R.D,” the acronym researchers use to describe the relatively small group—an eighth of the world’s population—that makes up 60 to 90 percent of the participants in psychological studies: people who are White, Educated, Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic. Far from pertaining only to comfortable white people, weirdness as I see it challenges homogenization and conformity, and it valorizes particularity and otherness.

			Weirdness is therefore political. Through irony, satire, silliness, hyperbole, reverie, and dream, it questions the status quo and liberates new possibilities. Groups that have viewed weirdness this way are the Dadaists, the French Surrealists, the Chicago Surrealist Group, the Négritude movement, and the Afro-Surrealists.

			The exercises that follow will help you release your inner weird. They require nothing fancy in the way of tools and technology, nor are they overly taxing. All you need is a little play in your schedule and the following:

			
				A notebook

				(This is the most important tool for your venture, since many of the exercises invite you to record observations, emotions, lists, or definitions. What kind of notebook? The choices seem endless. You can pick color, size [letter, half-letter, pocket-sized], binding [spiral, stitched, glued], cover [hard, soft], weight of paper, number of pages, style of pages [blank, ruled, or gridded], and price [from the twenty dollar Moleskine to the fifty cent Composition]. Here’s some guidance: one hundred years from now, when your ancestors are searching through your final belongings and they find an old liquor-store box labeled WEIRD NOTEBOOKS and they open it, what do you want them to see first?)

				A pencil or pen

				(This choice is almost as important as your notebook. If the paper is a space inspiring your traverse, your writing implement is your vehicle. The old No. 2 Ticonderoga is iconic and serviceable, but you’ve got to keep up with a small sharpener. Mechanical pencils are sleek and promise a clear line; those lead sticks break so easily, though. Pens, from fountain to ballpoint, are less hassle. They can stain and bleed, however, and sometimes you want to erase. What decides it? If the pencil or pen feels good in your hand, like your old tennis racket, knitting needles, drumsticks, chopping knife, or artist’s paintbrush, then that’s the one.)

				Art paper

				(9 x 12 or 11 x 14 in a ring-bound sketchbook is probably best, but loose copy paper will do.)

				Colored pencils or markers

				A paintbrush and watercolors

				Play-Doh or modelling clay

				All-purpose glue

				A camera (a smartphone camera is fine)

				A voice recorder (a voice-recording app in a smartphone works)

				Decent walking shoes

			

			You can work through the exercises in order—they loosely follow one year’s seasons, from summer to spring—or you can skip around to suit your fancy.

			And there is no need to complete all the exercises. Or any of them. Just imagining how you would approach an activity will swerve your mind temporarily from its grooves. But actually breaking off a witching stick or making ink from pennies or coloring your own Tarot deck might knock you clear out of your rut.

			If this book doesn’t cultivate creativity, self-knowledge, and empathy—as I hope it will—at least it will distract you, and since boredom is, according to Kierkegaard, the “despairing refusal to be oneself,” it is good to be distracted.

			It is better, though, to be enchanted.

			

		

	
		
			1.

			Create an Overview Effect

			
				The sky shivers

				in puddles created of night rain.

				Claudia Rankine

			

			When Apollo 14 astronaut Edgar Mitchell first saw Earth from the Moon, he arose to a euphoric “global consciousness.” Psychologist Frank White calls this sudden expansion from creature to creation the “overview effect”: the feeling of awe upon realizing “how small the Earth is in the scheme of things.” This “Universal Insight” inspires “a sense of the unity of everything in the universe and an understanding that our ultimate destiny is to become citizens of the universe.”

			When he returned to earth, Mitchell quit NASA to form the Institute of Noetic Sciences, which is devoted to exploring interconnectivity and recently developed a virtual reality version of Mitchell’s lunar epiphany. Mitchell is not alone in his earthly proselytizing. The overview effect converted Jim Irwin, of Apollo 15, into an evangelist, and Al Worden, of the same mission, into a poet. Apollo 16’s Charlie Duke turned into a born-again Christian.

			You don’t need to go moony to explode your skull.

			Lie on your stomach.

			For five minutes, study the ground ten inches from your face.

			Light on a blade of grass, a weed you don’t know, clover, moss texture, moss color, dampness or dryness, an acorn maybe or a tiny flower, dirt, sand, pine needle, leaf, little exoskeletons, little snail shells.

			Roll over and open to the sky.

			Imagine you are floating up there, cloud-high, and you behold yourself below, and you lock eyes with yourself.

			Remain on your back for about five minutes, wondering what your heavenly self thinks about your earthly one.

			Roll back over, recover an object from the small plot that launched you skyward in the first place. Take your souvenir—a tuft of moss, maybe—and place it in a glass beside your bed.

			Next time you feel anxious or bitter, study your memento and remember that you are only a perception away from synching with the firmament. From aloft, your worries are small, your heart immense.
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			2.

			Encourage Moments of Yūgen

			Alan Watts, one of the first to explain Buddhist aesthetics to Western audiences, admired the Zen concept of yūgen, often translated into English as a feeling of mysterious profundity. But as Watts explains in his lecture “The Way of Tea,” this definition misses the subtlety of the sensation, best rendered through images. You experience yūgen watching the sun sink beyond a hill covered in poppies, or witnessing wild geese disappear into a bank of clouds, or walking on a strange path—an old mining road, an abandoned railroad track, a shaded walkway in a city park—with no thought of returning.

			These encounters, evocative blends of alertness and longing, are rare, Watts believes, because our perception is usually controlled by two drives: to survive and to understand. In survival mode, we see only what meets our most basic needs; in pursuit of comprehension, we notice only what conforms to our mental frameworks.

			But then, sudden as weather: those moments—inscrutable but exhilarating—that silence our practical concerns and call us to unexplored regions over the knoll, behind the wall, on the other side of that door.

			This is the essence of yūgen: there is always a beyond, and beyond that, another beyond, and beyond that, another, and so on, forever. Doors open to doors, deeps to deeps. “Enough” is illusion; “more,” only, is real.

			Foster your own moments of yūgen.

			Set aside an hour at dawn or twilight.

			Take a solitary walk. As you move, recall the thrilling anticipations of your childhood. Anything could happen!

			Now pay attention to thresholds along your way: doors, gates, fences, windows, manholes, tree hollows, hills, clouds, puddles, fountains.

			What’s on the other side? Let your mind play among possibilities, the stranger the better.

			When you get home, on a single sheet of paper, write one sentence or draw a small image that represents this walk. Store the page in a drawer or under your mattress or in the pages of a book or in a jewelry box.

			If you feel frayed and tired, take out the page and remember, there is something else.

		

	
		
			3.

			Astonish Your Words

			
				I love that moment in writing when I know language falls short. There is something more there.

				Susan Griffin

			

			In his memoir Darkness Visible (1990), William Styron laments the word “depression.” It is “a noun with a bland tonality and lacking any magisterial presence. . . . Nonetheless for over seventy-five years the word has slithered innocuously through the language like a slug, leaving little trace of its intrinsic malevolence and preventing, by its very insipidity, a general awareness of the horrible intensity of the disease when out of control.”

			But aren’t all words for intense feelings deficient? “I’m in love” ridiculously misses the crazed vulnerability. To be “anxious” is oceans away from the nauseating flutters and lethal-seeming suffocation. We crave expressions closer to the bone.

			Poets press their words nearer to experience by redefining them imagistically.

			Emily Dickinson’s depression is a “Funeral, in [her] Brain.”

			Death for E. E. Cummings is “no parenthesis.”

			Life for Langston Hughes “ain’t been no crystal stair.”

			Love for Charles Bukowski: “a dog from hell.”

			You, too, can liberate your words from the lexicon.

			What word best describes your current mood? Write it at the top of a page, followed by “is.” Now come up with three strikingly concrete definitions that propel the word closer to your feelings.

			If your mood is petulance, for instance, you might write the following.

			Petulance is:

			
				(1) A sparrow with no branch to land on

				(2) A shell shard the surf flings into the sand

				(3) A single tree in a field bent by wind

			

			Once you have reanimated your word, you are likely more intimate with your mood. It is now not just a sensation, like fever or a chill. It is a thing. You can hold it and stare at it and keep it near you. Or you can put it down and walk away.

		

	
		
			4.

			Turn This Book into a Shovel

			M. C. Escher asked, “Are you sure that a floor cannot also be a ceiling?” Marcel Duchamp turned a urinal into a fountain. Look at a drawing of a duck’s head, watch it shift into the noggin of a rabbit, and regret (well, maybe) that you didn’t major in philosophy.

			Things are as tired of being themselves as we are.

			Liberate objects from their traditional uses, and thrill to the enchantment: you can turn anything into virtually anything.

			Start small. Take a paper clip. What else can you bend it into? A hook or, perhaps, a key ring, or an un-clogger of glue containers, or the letter “L,” or the letter “O,” or a bracelet, or a thin metallic worm.

			Then there is this story, reported by Francis H. Cook in his translation of Dōgen, Sounds of Valley Streams: “A Zen master pointed to a fan and asked two monks what it was. The first monk picked it up and fanned himself silently. . . . The other monk took the fan, placed a tea cake on it, and offered it to the master. The ‘fan’ was now a serving tray. This is the emptiness of the fan.” This means there is no such thing as “fan-ness,” just as there is no such thing as “paper-clip-ness.” These are just ghostly concepts that attempt to fix an object onto one meaning. But in reality a thing is less a noun and more a verb, not so much a solid as a
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