Symposium on “Rand, Rush, and Rock”

Replies to Chris Matthew Sciabarta’s Fall 2002 article

Ayn Rand and The Music of
Rush: Rhapsodic Reflections

Bill Martin

and the mercury is rising
barometer starts to fall

you know it gets to us all

the pain that is leamning

and the rain that is burning

feel red

still—go ahead

you see black and white—and I see red
{not blue)

— Red Lenses, Grace Under Pressure

This essay could have been called “Ayn Rand? Don’t get me
started” But then I did get started and it seemed I would never stop.

Rush is 2 group that justifiably has many loyal fans. The group
desetves respect not only for their instrumental and compositional
skills, but also because they have managed over more than three
decades to play the music that they want to play, without concessions
to either media-conglomerate pressures or passing musical fads.
Indeed, Rush is practically a model of Howard Roark-like integrity!

I have written about Rush before, in two books, one on the
progressive-rock trend of the late 1960s and the 1970s, titled I ictening
%o the Future (Mattin 1998) and the other, titled .4vanz Rock (Martin
2002), on creative trends in rock music from the later Beatles to mote
recent groups and figures such as Bjérk, Jim O’Rourke, Stereolab,
Radiohead, etc. Before these two books, I also wrote a book devoted
to the music of Yes (Martin 1996), which topic also bears, of course,

The Journal of Ayn Rand Studies 5, no. 1 (Fall 2003): 189-213.



Administrator
Text Box


190 The Journal of Ayn Rand Studies Vol. 5, No. 1

on 2 discussion of Rush’s music and outlook. Both temporally and
aesthetically, so to speak, I came to Rush through progresstve rock.
Perhaps as a result, and I realize that this is a generational thing,
although I also count myself as an admirer of the group, I tend to
consider Rush as “secondary.” The progressive-rock era ran roughly
from 1968—1978, from King Crimson’s In the Conrt of the Crimson King
to Yes’s Going for the One (1977)—ox, it might be said, to Never Mind
the Boilocks (Sex Pistols, 1977). When I think of the most creative and

virtuosic of the groups during that era, I am less likely to think of.

Rush. This is a very tendentious thing to say, but i some sense I
have a similar view of Ayn Rand, that she is a secondary figure—not
because I disagree with her arguments for the most part, which I do
—but because I cannot think of her as a2 “major figure” in the
philosophical canon.

Before aficionados of either Rush or Rand (ot both) get too riled,
however, allow me to qualify these last statements somewhat. There
are many artists and writers who may not be in the absolute forefront
of creativity or significance and yet who have made important
contributions and are worthy of attention. Furthermore, one quality
that is shared by Rush and Rand is that each is sui generss, each created
2 field that is uniquely their own. Ewven though one can trace the
elements that make up their respective approaches, still, there is no
one else who is really like them. With Rand, there is the additional
aspect of being a “phenomenon,” and therefore someone not to be

ignored. Whenever I've done interviews about my work on progres-

sive rock, or even just in casual conversation, it is aimost inevitable
that the question will arise, “What about Rush?” Similarly, it is still
the case that undergraduates will ask about Ayn Rand. I hear this
from my colleagues as well, and then they are surprised at the fact
that I've spent some time trying to figure out Rand, her scene, and
her appeal.

. One of my first experiences with Ayn Rand was when, as a
‘teenager in the early 1970s, I woke up to “The Objectivism Hour” (1
believe it was called) on the radio (which I had left on the night
before). This was on one of the FM “underground” stations: WBUS
‘—the “magic bus”—in Miami, Florida. The station would often play
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Pink Floyd, Traffic, King Crimson, Caravan (for instance, I furst
heard “Nine Feet Underground,” from their superb album, Iz zhe
Land of Grey and Pink, on WBUS), etc., along with “public service
announcements” from then-Yippie leaders Abbie Hoffman and Jerry
Rubin (who were based at that time in Coconut Grove). Such
announcements provided helpful bits of advice such as “it’s not a
good idea to go surfing in a hurricane” and “elections are a sham—
don’t vote!” (Words to live by, and I still accept both to this day.)
Rand’s hopeful message that day was that people who have decided
to end their lives (comunit suicide) should not be interfered with by
the state. Not exactly what I needed to hear at that stage of my life,
but still, my curiosity was piqued, as much by Rand’s stern and
morally upright tone as by the content of the message.

1 had already developed an interest in philosophy, inspired, as
have been in most things in my life, by the intertwined influences of
a Christian upbringing and the radical political and cultural currents
of the late 1960s. My main experience of bookstores at that point
was just the Waldenbooks at the mall, and of course the philosophy
section there was not very extensive. Among the more attractive
covers on display were those of Ayn Rand’s books, so I bought a
couple. Strangely, I can remember being attracted to some of what
Rand said, and, again, perhaps even more to her forthrght tone, and
yet 1 didn’t go very far with her. Most likely this had to do with
certain comnmitments I still associated with Judaism and Chastianity,.
even as 1 was breaking with certain metaphysical aspects of them
(simply put, I increasingly found that I couldn’t accept the God of
classical theology). These commitments were, again, increasingly
combined with the radical currents that some have grouped together
under the heading of “ *68 Thought.” -

Later, Kant came to play a large role in my mtellectual and
political life, and of course Kant is the figure whom Rand vilifies
most of all. Like Kant, but like Aristotle for that matter, I-could not
conceive of an individualism that is not co-implicated in mumality
and a fabric of basic social obligations. This is what might be called
“strong autonomy’” in Kant, something that exists at the intersection
of ethical regard for the Other and the intersubjective basis of
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epistemology. By contrast, I would say that Rand’s notion of
individualism is rather weak, becauseit is founded upon unsustainable
notions such as not owing anyone else a single moment of “my” time.
In Listening to the Future, 1 address this question, albeit briefly and
schematically (and pethaps a bit flippantly—e.g., when I referred to
Rand’s ferocious cigarette habit, specifically the way that Rand would
respond to questions about the ratdonality of smoking by lighting up
another one), in terms of the question of children. I think a good
deal of social theory can be done around this question—where
children come from, how they are made (and the gender relations in
any given society), and what obligations people have to make the
wortld hospitable for them and to create opportunities for them.

In: his exceedingly generous treatment of my brief look at Rand’s

philosophy in relation to Rush, Chris Matthew Sciabarra cites the
relevant passage from Listening, where I note that there is no room for
children in her novels (at least the later, big ones), “there is no place
for anyone who is not a fully-formed adult . . . People must come
from nowhere, so that they will not in any way be in debt to other
persons™ (Martin 1998, 270-71; cited in Sciabarra 2002, 174). In
Atlas Shrugged, then, we have the formation of an ideal society, the
result of “the mind” having gone “on strike,” out of a relative handful
of individuals, all adults. ‘To my mind, what this primarily demon-
strates is that the problems of the Robinson Crusoe scenario—much
beloved in neoclassical econosmics and sufficiently demolished by
Marx—are not overcome by having a gaggle of Crusoes. Were John
Galt and Howard Roark not children at one time, in a sodiety with
gender relations, parent-child relations, a certain level of productive
technique, class relations and divisions of labor, to say nothing of 2
standard of living that is based in patt upon colonial and imperial
domination of Third World countries? Did Galtand Roark just show
up one day, fully-formed, one a philosopher and the other an
architect?

The fact is, these fellows didn’t even show up fully formed from
the head of Ayn Rand, even insomuch as they are characters in
novels, and not, for instance, real, “sensuous” (to use a term of which
Marx was especially fond in his eatlier writings) human beings who

Martin — Ayn Rand and the Music of Rash 193

£0 to school to study architecture or philosophy with teachers, and
for whom the matter of keeping the digits limber enough to perhaps
someday design another building even while breaking rocks in a
quarry (for how many hours a week?—is this just an “individual”
question?) would not just be 2 question of keeping one’s head
together.
This goes to the s#/ generis issue as well—even to the extent that
I can admire Rush and Rand (the latter a bit grudgingly, for sure) for
having “their own thing” (and leaving aside for the moment the point
that a great rock group is 2 matter of “their,” a certain collectivity
where the whole is greater than the merely quantitative sum), and
even insomuch as I might accept the notion of persons as “singular-
ities” (as per Kierkegaard, Derrida, and others), I don’t think that the
notion of “the” philosopher, composer, inventor, architect, or
what-have-you, of the “epoch” is sustainable, at least not from a
contemporary perspective. I'm not so skeptical of canon formation
as to think it a mere accident that Plato or Augustine or Descartes or
K_ant were major figures of their respective periods. Itis not only an
historical accident that accounts for our greater appreciation for J. S.
Bach than for Buxtehude (though Bach himself acknowledged
Buxtehude as the greatest organist of their time), for Mozatt than for
Salieri, ot for Beethoven than for Czerny—though Rand, as we know,
from her great heights of musical knowledge, preferred her “tiddly-
wink music” to Beethoven, and one can safely assume that Rush for
her would go the way of all rock music. (Beethoven, the greatest of
romantics, denigrated by someone who presumed to write The
Romantic Manifestr—that boggles my mind into a quagmire of
flummozation.") The thing is, Buxtehude, Salieri, and Czerny were all
very good composers, just as Rush is a very good band. In the
pa:latheon of the great and the very good, I would put Yes and King
Crimson, for example, in the former category, and Rush in the latter
—but itis no simple or mean feat to join the ranks of the very good.
However, there are indeed social and historical factors that make
possible the centrality of these figures. There really is such a thing,
as Einstein put it, as standing on the shoulders of giants, which is the
sort of thing Ayn Rand seemed completely unable to acknowledge.
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Thus, Howard Roark makes such startling discoveries as “form
follows function” (undoubtedly this had never occurred to any
previous architect) or “there is no collective brain.” One has to
wonder if Rand’s own inability to recognize great art is integral to her
inability to recognize the sources of such art. The same might be said
of philosophy—though the dominance of analytic and positivist
models in the English-speaking countries has brought about a similar
inability in many academic philosophers. What William O'Neill
(1971) characterized as the “with charity toward none” point of view
might instead be called the “ungenerous” cast of mind—again, not
that Rand was some unique expression of this, either. It might be
said that there is no “collective brain™ just as there is no “collective
liver.” (P'm reminded of Quine’s discussion of synonymy, where he

takes up the point that “creature with a brain” and “creature with a -

kidney” are both descriptive of mammals [Quine 1964].) For sure,
there is a point to be made here about philosophical materialism, that
“there never was an idea that a brain didn’t think™ (this was said by
2 Marxist whose ungenerous cast of mind rivals Rand’s).

Be that as it may, neither the production of ideas nor even the
production of brains and livers is an “individual” thing—and, on the
latter pair of organs, it might be pointed out once again that we
humans (and other mammals) acquire our brains and kidneys in our
mothers’ wombs. If having charity toward none is meant as a critique
of the politics of pity, which is bound up with the politics of
resentment, then there is something that can be affirmed there, but
one already gets this in a more systematic form from Nietzsche and,
it ight be argued, Rousseau

Speaking of whom: In the midst of gathering these scattered,
decidedly unsystematic reflections, I happened to run into Deena
Weinstein as I was coming out of a café near DePaul University,
where we are both professors.. Deena and I are the university’s
“professors of rock music,” though I would daresay that she is the
better-known, having been fearured on MTV, for instance. Professor
Weinstein wrote the book Heary Metal (1991), and she is also known
for her writing on Rush, including a study cited by Sciabarra. When
I mentioned that I had been asked to discuss the Rush/Rand
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connection, she offered that “it’s really all Rousseaun.” It was 2
bitterly cold Chicago winter evening, so we couldn’t continue this line
of thought cut there on the sidewalk, but it seems worthy of further
exploration by Rushologists. Allow me to offer a comparison similar
to the Rush/Rousseau one.

Sometimes, when I have taught my department’s course on
“Business, Ethics, and Society,” I've shown the film, The Fountainhead.
The students, most of whom have not studied much (if any)
philosophy up to that poiot, often find Howard Roark to be an
admirable character. They are moved by him. Of course, this is also
the case when young people read the novel (aot only young people,
certainly, but 'm driving at some questions somewhat specific to
adolescents and people in the transition from adolescence to
adulthood). There are some interesting particularities of the film,
however. Rand was not responsible for the entire film, but she did
write the screenplay, and she had a very large measure of “creative
control” over the film. Indeed, one form in which this is manifest is
Howard Roarl’s famous closing speech to the jury. As I am sure
every reader here knows, Roark is on trial for dynamiting a public
housing project that he had designed, because the other planners of
the project had made modifications to his design. If nothing else, this
trajectory of events, culminating in the destruction of the buildings
and Roark’s trial, demonstrate the centrality of aesthetic judgment in
Rand’s philosophy—this is a point to which I shall retuzn in 2
moment. What I wanted to mention here is that Roark’s speech to
the jury is the longest speech in any film up to that time, at least in
the English language. King Vidor, the finmaker, had wanted to cut
the length somewhat, but Rand put her foot down. Again, there are
some things here to discuss about the centrality of aesthetic judg-

ment. But there are some other facets of the film, specifically, that

wanted to highlight, especially having to do with its style. In
particular, there is a starkness to the film that makes it, stylistically,
something of a cross between film noir and Socialist Realism.
{Indeed, the stark architecture of the city—though not necessarily
Roatk’s own buildings, also a topic to which I shall return——reminds
me of visiting certain American bastions of Cold War anti-comsmun-
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1sm, such as Bob Jones University, which, in terms of their built
space, would have fitin nicely with the drabbest images of the former
East Germany.) The heroism of Roark stands out, and yet not
exactly 2s a “contrast;” but instead because Roark’s demeanor and
sensibility is even more dite—if I can get away with such an
expression—than that of the other people, and even of the built
environment, around him. '
This is a world of objects, perhaps captured best by an interesting
duality that runs right through Rand’s work. On the one hand,
Rand’s mature novels, The Fountainhead and Atlas Shrugged, are
centrally constructed around speeches that the main characters make
to each other, indeed, 47 each other. In other contexts as well,
whether in her books of essays or in the aforementioned radio
program, one feels “talked at” Perhaps this is to some extent
unavoidable for any philosophical work that has some element of
missionary zeal ot at least some desire to convince, rather than mere
musing about “the world as I found it” One reviewer of Karl
Poppet’s The Open Society and Its Enemies ([1962] 1971) averred that the
book should have been called “The Open Sodiety & One of Its
Enemies.” Certainly, in the larger world of philosophy, one can feel
“talked at” from many directions, from all over the political land-
scape, and Marxists are certainly no exception. And yet, I think the
point I am driving at stands, even if it applies to others as well
(though I would argue 1o 2 lesser degree, and more as a matter of
being under sway of the bourgeois-propettarian world view, which,
being the ideology of the capitalist ruling class and therefore the
dominant ideology, affects opponents of capitalism toc). In Rand,
the fact that the idea of “being with” would just be patt of the
repugnant conceptual machinery of supposedly owing someone else
a moment of my time, means that hers is 2 world of objects. In such
a world, 2 wotld of the sheer “thatness™ of objects, is it any wonder
that “private property” would be the central notion, indeed the
defining feature of human life? An entire study, then, might be made
of the idea that the inalienable right to destroy one’s personal
property is some higher expression of human freedom. But if other
~ people ate just objects to me, along with other objects such as tables,
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chairs, or SUVs and cell phones (just to name two classes of objects
that T would readily destroy if I could!), then on what basis shou}ql‘l
respect their “rights” (or they mine)? In Rand’s claim ab-out the nglf,:tt
of ownership including the right to destroy what is “mine,” tl_1ere is
even the resonance of the Christianity that she despised, espedially in
its modetn, Protestant form (as understood by Max Weber in The
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism [1930]): there is hardly any
point to my going to Heaven if I can’t also enjoy the fact that many
others will go to Hell. This is especially problematic in the context of
rock music, of course, since clearly Hell will have the bettet {:md!
Just as The Fountainkead, the fitm, has much in common with film
noir and Socialist Realism (and I should say, just for the record, that
I like the film, I find it a fascinating work, and you can’t really argue
with Gary Cooper and Patricia Neal), the novel has something in
common with a literary style that arose in France in the 1950s and
60s: chosisme. Literally, this means something like “thing—ism.’_j As
applied by writers such as Alsin Robbe-Grillet, the idea of chosisme
is to portray a world where persons have no special status; tbey are
simply objects along with all of the rest. Foucault turned his into a
methodology when he proposed an “archaeological” approach to
consciousness. Sartre once wrote that the writer André Gide had
liberated his readers from “the tyranny of chosisme”—the point
being that chosisme is a French translation of the Marxist concept of
reification. Indeed, Sartre’s whole philosophy could be said to be set”
against the tyranny of the “thing,” and therefore agamst whatever
reduces people to merse things. I have invoked this chain of ref&f:-
ences because, for all of the objectification that one encounters m
Rand, there is also an existentialist feel to her writing, and espcaf:ia]ly
to the characters who most seem to represent her own views:
Howard Roark and John Galt? This comes through not only in the
heroic aspect of their respective characters, but also in the way that
each seems to be fundamentally alone—something that seems true of
not only Rand, but, it should be said, Sattre too. Iwould say that this
quality carries over to some of Rush’s music as well, or at least to
some of the stories they tell—especially when these ate seen in
contrast to the utopian communalism. of the music of (especially 2
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group such as) Yes. But this stll is not the comparison that I am
driving toward.

Rand is right, I think, about her conception of ownership—but
I'would say thatitnot only inclades destruction, it entails destruction,
and; indeed, I would say that ownership in her conception s destruc-
tion. “Existence exists,” absolutely, and what is mine is mine,

.absolutely. Contrast this philosophy of property to that tradition that
runs from Aristotle to Aquinas, Locke, and Jefferson. Jefferson said
that “the earth belongs to the living,” in “usufruct” this last meaning
“stewardship.” There is no “absolute” right to ownership in this
tradition. This comparison of theories of property deserves the kind
of treatment that it would not even make sense to embark upon here,
but my point is that an absolutist conception of property cannot help
but go hand-in-hand with a good deal of existential angst and even a
dire, siege mentality. Are these conceptions and outlooks the natural
outgrowth of deep insecurity—of a kind that is completely undet-
standable—or is it the other way around? Probably some of both.
What is fascinating is that all of this angst and insecurity could kill an
ordinaty person (in which case they should be free to end their life
without outside interferencel), but in Rand’s heroic characters there
is an indomitable optimism that cannot be extinguished. Recall the

final scene in The Fountainhead, where Dominique Francon (that is,
Patricia Neal) rides the construction elevator up the side of the
world’s tallest building, looking up to the tall, handsome, smiling, and
heroic Howard Roark (Gary Coopet), who stands firmly upright,
hands on hips. The entire tableau is 2 monument to phallogocentri-
sm, and Nietzsche’s mountain is replaced with the skyscraper. That
Rand could not stand so tall is not the point, though I don’t think it
1s inappropriate to argue for some relationship between her ostensible
outlook and the fact that she did not seem to be a happy person.

Ayn Rand is not Howard Roatk—so what? Could anyone be
Howard Roark? If the answer is “no,” what follows?

Returning to my students who have seen The Fountainbead in
“Philosophy 228: Business, Ethics, and Society,” it does not seem to
me that coming away from Rand with the ideal of striving to be 2
person of characteris such a bad thing—nothardly! Itis basically an
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Aristotelian lesson that, if people do not acquire strength of character
until adolescence, thanks to the breakdown of child-rearing in this
society, then at least it is better then than not at all. Indeed, even to
be a bit hard on Rand as someone who basically appeals to adoles-
cents and people in transition from adolescence to adulthood (a
transition that some people never really make—and indeed one might
atgue, in both a Kantian and 2 Freudian vein, and probably 2 Marxist
vein as well, that Humanity-writ-large still has a good deal of growing
up to do) is not exactly fair. One might instead recognize her as a
latter-day Aristotelian who at least implicitly grasps that the categories
of “childhood,” “adolescence,” and “adulthood” were not at all the
same things in Aristotle’s time and place (and the middle term is a
very recent development in the grand scheme of things, and it still
does not exist in some parts of the wotld) as they are in the modern,
industrial wozld. Although I find Rand’s dismissal of rock music to
have some overtones of racism and Furocentrism (but, I hasten to
add, these same attributes can be found in what Theodor Adorno said
about rock and jazz, and simple lack of musical sophistication~—mnot
something Adomo could be accused of, I supposel), I also wonder if
she was bothered by what might be called rock music’s “normative
adolescence.” Afterall, anyone who deals with progressive rock, even
if simply as 2 listener and fan, is confronted with legions of critics
who claim that rock music must submit to a categorical imperative to
remain musically unsophisticated and lyrically oriented toward
adolescent themes. Any attempt from within rock music to approach
creativity and craft in the same ways that people in other, shall we say,
“developed,” “adult” forms of music, whether that be Western
classical music, jazz, Indian classical music, or what-have-you, is to be
rejected tout court, as “inauthentic,” as not proper to rock music’s
essence.” What is great about rock music isn’t its essential adolescent
outlock, but rather its lack of an essence altogether. But T also
wonder if the “adolescent normativity” of at least a great deal of rock
tmusic is simply too close for comfort, given the otientation of much
of Rand’s own work.

Still, okay, it’s not such a bad thing to be inspired by Howard
Roark. Itis not so bad to be inspired by the idea of “objective truth,”
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if the alternative is a blithe, “it all comes down to what you think”-
relativism. Itis not so bad to be inspired by theidea of integrity. The
strengths of these inspirations can be affitmed without ignoting the
limitations. But then, let us not forget that the objective truth, the
“is” of the real world of capitalism, is that the owners of the means
of production and their top administrators (CEOs and top corporate
managers) are not heroic artists, indeed they are neither heroic not
artists. Let us not forget that, for Aristotle, there is no such thing as
the “virtuous person” who exists in isolation from the quality of the
social fabric and the possibilities for pathways to flourishing—in
other words, for Aristotle, as we might have learned in Philosopby
101, the good person, the good life, and the good society are bound
together inextricably. Meanwhile, for Rand, there is about as much
to the concept of “society” as there is to the collective brain. My own
view is that Kant has a good deal in common with Asistotle, but that
Kant is writing in a time of the overwhelming pressure of social
systems, where to talk in texms of parenting and character will not
deal adequately with the social currents that whip people around and
shape possible conceptions of the good in persons, life, or society.
In brilliant essays such as “Perpetual Peace” and “Tdea for a Universal
History, From a Cosmopolitan Point of View” and “An Answer to
the Question: What is Enlightenment?” Kant (1983) laid the
foundations for a philosophy that takes global social relations to
account. When this philosophy is joined with some serious political
economy, the idea of “not owing anyone a moment of my time”
seems silly and bizarre in the light of what is really involved in putting
food on the table or a roof over our heads. Indeed, this notion of
independence sounds like what it is: the rebellion of the sensitive
adolescent with artistic or intellectual aspirations. Well, as they say on
“Seinfeld”: “Not that there’s anything wrong with that”—as far as it
goes. Which is also to say, as far as the model of Howard Roark
goes.

This role model, a character in a novel, served as a standard for
lyricist Neil Peart during 2 period when Rush was developing rapidly
as a creative force. Again, nothing wrong with that.

1 have been promising a certain compatison. As muchas I don’t
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necessarily think that it is a bad thing to be inspired on some levels
(obviously I'm hedging a good deal here) by Howard Roark, I am
thinking of two role models that might have been better. For one
thing, if you think Howard Roark is a romantic artist-hero, check out
Ludwig van Beethoven—he’s the one who said to one of his major
patrons, a member of the ruling aristocracy of the Austrian- Hungar-
ian Empire, “What you have is through an accident of birth, what I
have achieved is by my own effort; there are many princes, there is
only one Beethoven.” I will return to Beethoven as role model in 2
moment.

The other person I am thinking of is the real-life Howard Roark:
Frank Lloyd Wright Now there was an innovator, 2 real artist, and
it might be useful to compare him to Howard Roark on vadous
points. For instance, Wright had a mentor, namely Louis Sullivan.
Wright had his own artistic standards, among them the refusal to
build any projects where occupancy by Black or Jewish people was
restricted. As I recall, African-Americans and Jews hardly appear in
Rand’s narratives—I suppose that would be an instance of “tribal-
ism” to have marked these identities—the result being that the main
characters are all white, northern Europeans.* There is nothing
unusual in this for the time petiod, so it isn’t that Rand was any more
a participant in furthering invisibility than were most white writers in
that petiod, but my point is that Roatk’s politics are largely “aes-
thetic,” that is, they have to do with the independence of the artist.

Rand takes one side of Adstotle and one side of Wright, and a bit

of Nietzsche, at the same time striving to be perspicaciously, if not
studiously, against Kant In taking an architect as the paradigm of the
capitalist, or at least of someone with the proper, “radical capitalist”
point of view, Rand bas raised an interesting and problematic
example. Before I go further into this as both a political and an
aesthetic question, and as a question at the intersection of politics and
aesthetics, there is a point to be made about Beethoven and Wright
as regards the music of Rush.

One thing that distinguishes Rush from the “first tier” -of
progressive rock groups is that the latter took up 2 good many
influences from beyond rock into their music. Indeed, this is one of

iias *;‘f-";“‘;%gé:;




202 The Journal of Ayn Rand Studies Vol. 5, No. 1

the reasons that progressive rock is often confronted with the
dreaded charge of “pretentiousness,” because the best groups
presumed to stand on the shoulders of giants such as Sibelius,
Stravinsky, Schoenberg, Davis, Coltrane, Taylor, Shankar, etc. (Itcan
be added to this last, “just as the Beatles did before them.” More on
this in 2 moment.) Itis often said, and I have said it myself, that the
formula for Rush is: one part Yes and one part Led Zeppelin. I
think that formula is good enough. (I don’t know if readers of this
journal will know, by the way, that there were plans at one point to
form a band with two former members of each of those bands:
Robert Plant and Jimmy Page from Zeppelin, and Chris Squire and
Alan White from Yes. They were going to call it XYZ—FEx-Yes/
Zeppelin. However, the record companies and artistic management
put the kibosh on this plan, though Pm sute their judgment was
guided by the highest principles of aesthetic judgment and integrity,
as is generally the case with our heroic capitalists!) I don’t want to say
that the members of Rush do not have respect for the elements that
went into first-tier progressive rock, namely what the Beatles had
already taken up into their music and that groups such as Yes and
King Crimson took even further. But there is something to the way
that Rush takes off from elements more purely within rock, even if
at the further reaches of it, that deserves discussion. The point is not
that one cannot get to some good music this way. Instead the point
is that Rush has had, in their music at any raté, about as much use for
the larger history of music and art, as did Ayn Rand.

‘The difference is that I am sure that the members of Rush would
never tell anyone that theirs is the only music worth listening to
(indeed, everything I’ve ever read about the band members leads me
to believe that they are exceedingly generous toward other artists.
Most recently, for instance, I read a tribute from Rush bassist and
vocalist Geddy Lee to the late John Entwistle). Despite this, I find
some of the fans of Rush to be pretty narrow. I mean, for instance,
if the topic of discussion is progressive rock, and there are bands
such as Yes and King Crimson to discuss, why is it that their main
contribution is to ask, “What about Rush?” All ight, fans of Rush

“tend to be more narrowly into rock than, say, fans of Yes and King
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Crimson.” They also tend to be into heavy metal. That’s fine, or.at
least I don’t think it’s not fine. But there is in that corner of rock
music a tendency to enter cul-de-sacs, where rock music does not
develop very much in terms of either creativity or craft.®

While Geddy Lee, for instance, would of course never hesitate to

" acknowledge the influence and/ or greatness of other bass guitanists,

Ayn Rand is cleatly convinced that she is the only philosopher who
ever mattered, whether canonical or contemporary—and she did not
hesitate to tell this to her readers. Even the great cult leaders of
analytic and continental philosophy, Wittgenstein and Heidegger,
never thought or said this. Wittgenstein perhaps came close, but then
he had the good grace to at least think that he wasn’t worth reading
cither. (Some years ago I heard Thomas Flynn, of Emory University,
ptresent a paper where he remarked that Sartre had said that he would
rather read detective novels than Wittgenstein. I could not restrain
myself from blurting out that Wittgenstein felt the same way.)

But I still wonder what accounts for the narrowness of some
Rush fans. 1 tend to think it is a generational thing, and by “genera-
tion” I don’t necessarily mean nineteen or twenty years, but more a
certain relationship to the counterculture that inspired the later
Beatles and the first generation of progressive rock groups. In
Rocking the Classics, Macan (1997, 144—66) has an insightful discussion
of the transition from a counterculture to what sociologists call a
“taste public.” Although Macan and I disagree on the political
interpretation of the counterculture (and therefore to some extent
over the meaning of the transition away from it), it is stll safe to say
that this transition is one that is away from the politics of the
rebellions that took place around the world and in the imperialist
dtadels in and around 1968.. While I doubt that the members of
Rush would have much in common with the point of view that Rand
(1967, 236—69) expressed in “The Cashing In: - The Student ‘Rebel-
lon™ (or perhaps I should say that I just don’t know and maybe it
would be better if I didn’t know), which is an attack on the Free
Speech Movement at Berkeley, neither the redemptive utopia of
“Close to the Edge” (Yes) nor the technological dystopia of “21st-
Century Schizoid Man” (King Crimson) seem to be motivating
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themes in the earlier music of Rush. This changes, arguably, by the
time of Grace Under Pressure (mmy personal favorite) and Power Windows,
but, by then, if they are still taking something from Ayn Rand and
Howard Roark, then it is a vision that has matured and broadened
considerably. :

. Returning to Beethoven and Wright: The “Beethoven” pointhas
to do with listening to and learning from others, something Rand
seemed to have no interest in doing, The “Frank Lloyd Wright”
point here is just that it would have been interesting if Rush had
taken his work as inspiration rather than—or at least alongside—
Howard Roark’s fictional life. “Architectural metaphor” is a term
used in music; I think we could use some music that is inspired by
Wright’s architecture and other work from the Praitie School. 1
would also like to hear more music that is inspired by Art Deco, a
movement with which Wright's designs might be associated in
important ways. Perhaps Rush could look into this?

Wright loved the outdoors and breathing clean air, and Ayn Rand
drove him crazy with her cigarette smoking when she visited Taliesin
West (Wright’s school for architects, located in Arizona) to getalook
at how “real architects” go about their work (Secrest 1993, 497-98).
Wright dide’t much like cities. That isn’t quite right—in fact, he
hated them. Wright considered himself a socialist. Now, we can
debate the extent of Wright’s influence on the creation of Howard
Roatk—given that, on at least some level, it does not especally

matter, and, on another, Roark is decidedly not Wright, and vice-

versa.

What I want to focus on instead is the point that the architect,
especially one who is creative and innovative, is a peculiar kind of
artist. One of Howard Roark’s most famous lines is: “I don’tintend
to build in order to have clients. I intend to have clients in order to
build” (Rand [1943] 1993, 26). Much can be said about this state-
ment.. On the “aesthetic” side, it is reminiscent of Walter Benjamin’s
.claim that no great work of art was created with an audience in mind.
I always thought that Jon Anderson of Yes had his priorities right
when he said, “I just tty to do the right thing, and then I hope
somebody likes it” (Yesyears Retrospective, 1991). It isn’t that the
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audience doesn’t matter, but instead that, if one creates art on the
basis of what one is first of all hoping an audience will like (which
nowadays means a “demographic”), then one is not thinking first of
all about what would be good art.
Moving to the “political” side, however, the architect faces a
problem that is perhaps unique among the arts, or close to it. A
person can write a novel and hope that someday she will have readers
for it—but, if the readers do not come, the novel stll exists, it is no
less 2 novel for the fact of not having attracted or reached readets.
And, after all, at least one person read it, even if that person is also
the author—and no author is 2 Robinson Crusoe, even if she has
indeed washed up on the shore of some isolated island, clutching her
manuscript for dear life. Philip K. Dick wrote a series of novels that .
came to be called the Vaiis Trilogy. Unknown for several years was
the fact that a fourth book in the seres existed in the form of 2
manuscript that was in the midst of 2 mess of papers of various kinds
and purposes. Even if this manuscript had not been published and
attracted readers, as Radio Free Albumith, it would still have been
“built.” Something similar can be said for most of the other arts, I
would think, though it is certainly the case that there are vexing
ontological questions about the form of existence and the materality
of musical works and films, in particular. If I write music in the
conventional, Westetn way, with marks on paper, then I would seem
to be in the same position as the novelist, and not yet having attracted
listeners does not keep me from “building” my music. But marks on
paper do not by themselves seem to be music, 70z yez. I may need
people to interpret those marks. I may need some way to record the
music, such that it can be reproduced as sound. And yet these are
relatively minor problems, at least as practical matters (as philosophi-
cal issues they remain difficult), and in many ways they become
“more minor” every day. _

With film there are similar ontological questions, but there is
another problem that cannot be addressed by thought alone: money.
If I want to write a novel, all T have to do is get some paper and a pen
and start writing. Even a typewriter or personal computer is not so
hard to acquire, if that is my priotity. Of course, I am assuming a
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social fabric in which things such as basic literacy and a ready supply
of electricity are taken care of, and that is to assume 2 lot, in fact. It
‘'seems to me that there are all kinds of ways in which this social fabric
remains unexamined by Rand, as itis, for that matter, by most people
most of the time, especially in the “advanced capitalist” countries. Be
that as it may, I don’t have to have great financial resources, relatively
speaking, to embatk upon writing a novel. But what about when it
comes to making films or designing buildings, especially big build-
ings? Most anyone is free to put some marks on paper and thereby
design a building, butif none of the buildings are actually built, what’s
the point?> A person may be a “failed” musician, in some sense, if
they are not able to get anyone to play or listen to their music, but I

would still say this person is a musician—and perhaps, as has

happened more than a few times, enthusiasts of the music come
along later rather than sooner. If this happens after the musician has
died, we don’t say this person was not 2 musician while they were
alive, and has only become a musician posthumously (as appealing as
this idea may be from a Nietzschean perspective). But what would
we say about an “architect” whose designs were never built, not a
single one of them? :

Now, Howard Roark did notlook upon any job as “too small™—
he designed 2 gas station, and he brought the same craft and effort to
this task as he would to designing a skyscraper. Indeed, the film
especially makes 2 point of this. But an “architect” who never had a
building built would be like an airplane pilot who never actually flew
an airplane. After a while, you wouldn’t allow that this person is an
actual pilot, just that he or she had hoped to become one.

Even on “aesthetic” grounds, then, Howard Roatk’s statement
has to confront the money issue. That'is, even if, as an architect, [
don’t build in order to have clients, but instead T have clients 1n order
to build, still, I had better have some clients by and by, or else I won’t
be doing any building, and after a while I won’t be an architect. So,
1.may have as a principle that I am going to design my buildings
according to what I think of as my own visionary, innovative
principles, but if I'm really going to be an architect, I’m going to have
to deal with clients one way or another. My decision to not build
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because there are no clients who will support my vision will becorne,
over the course of years and decades, a decision about whether ornot
to be an architect at all Again, I don’t know if there is any other art
form that is in this situation, except perhaps film. '

.How does Rand deal with this quandary? Basically with a happy
ending—Roatk stands by his principles and ultimately goes from the
rock quarry to building the world’s tallest skyscraper.

Rand stuck by her principles in demanding that her version of
Roark’s speech to the jury be presented in full in The Fountainbead.
For her, thete was a happy ending, too, at least on this point.
Somehow, I’m sure Rand would attribute this to the great possibilities
afforded to her by American capitalism. She’s prbbably right about
that, but then, of course, she was using the speech to praise that
system. Even so, the further “progress” in the colonization of every
nook and cranny by the imperatives of capital since the making of The
Fountainbead (1949) means that no Hollywood film made today would
have such a speech. Think of the original Thomas CmAfdr-(l 968),
with Steve McQueen and Faye Dunaway, as compared to the more
recent remake (1999), with Pierce Brosnan and Rene Russo. In many
ways I prefer the remake, but there was one scene in the original that
1 cannot imagine being placed in a Hollywood film today, namely the
famous and superb chess scene.” From the beginning of the scene,
when Faye Dunaway says “let’s play,” to the end, when she says
“check” (it’s typical of filmmakers that they don’t know the difference
between “check™ and “checkmate™), about four and a half minutes
pass without a word. Could anyone imagine a scene of chess and
flirtation of that length today, without a word being said, and without
something (a2 bus or a 747) crashing or exploding?: So of course the
scene was not part of the remake. The irony is that the remake has

‘Thomas Crown stealing 2 painting so that he can enjoy looking at it

for an evening, whereas the original caper is a bank heist, and it is
easier to imagine suave Pierce Brosnan actually playing chess, as
opposed to brash, all-Ametican Steve McQueen, whose other
hobbies include tearing up the beach in his dune buggy. -

The larger point that I am driving toward is that an artist may be
able to make the decision to place aesthetic principles and other
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values over the “A is A” of capitalism, or, to use Marx’s expression,
what is “Moses. and the prophets” to capitalism, to “accumulate,
accumulate, accumulate”—but the capitalist qua capitalist could not
care less about what he “builds™ (and, in the age of what Frededc
Jameson [1991] calls “money money”—as opposed to, say, “of
money,” “steel money,” etc.—the capitalist may build nothing at ali),
and, indeed, the capitalist qua capitalist absolutely cannot make decisions
in the pursuit of some value other than profit and simply let the chips
falt where they may. '

We could go a good deal further with this point in terms of
Rand’s philosophy, because the fact is that Rand does recognize that
thete is a difference between the value of money and the value of
artistic endeavor. She recognizes this issue in essays such as “What
Is Capitalism?” (Rand 1967, 11-34), but the difference also muns
through The Fountainbead—obviously, the value of what Roark is
atterapting with his designs does not depend on whether or not
people with the kind of wealth required to execute them have any
aesthetic sense atall. Rand addresses this issue by saying that, despite
the difference between market value and aesthetic value, to have any
other social mechanism than the invisible hand determine what is
going to be produced will lead to an economy of coercion. When I
see the pap and pabulum that the “culture”—if it can even be called
that—of this postmodern capitalist society has devolved into, it is
hard for me to think of Rand’s response to the value difference as
amounting to much more than Homer Simpson saying, “yeah, but
what are you gonna dor” Well, a real argument about this will have
to wait for another day, but just to underine the main point, no rea/
capitalist could say what Howard Roark said about building and clients.

Obviously, Rush accept the difference between market value and
-aesthetic value too—for one thing, they are not deterred by Rand’s
views of rock music; for another, they have pursued their own viston
of good music apart from a central concern with some of the more
lucrative commercial venues. But then, financially, their story has a
happy ending too, and it is 2 lot easier to validate the market from
that standpoint. Maybe that is the difference between the struggling
artist and the truly sferving artist, or the person who cannot be an artist
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because market discipline has determined that she and the others
around her will starve. ‘

P’m sure this is the sort of thing that is discussed in this forum all
of the time, but one problem that is often overlooked in discussions
of capitalism is the use of the term “market.” The word has a
relatively benign and even innocuous ring to it. Rand, like many
ideologists of capitalism, tends to use the word in a folksy way, as if
“the market” was just that area of the village where people brought
the fruits of their labor and engaged in barter—and not what it really
is in the epoch of capitalism and even more so in the epoch of
imperialism and impetialist globalization, a mechanism that operates
on a global scale and that depends on a basic division between the
few who own the means of production and the great many who do
not. An even more quaint term is “marketplace”—here one espe-
cially sees the unreality of the folksy outlook, because not only are
global market mechanisms not tied to particular places (though, in my
view, they are still tied in significant ways to nation-states and their
ruling classes), they are progtessively destroying places and any sense
of place—through outright spoilage, homogenization (creation of the
McWorld, absorption of people into electronic media and cyberspace,
etc.).

This rambling set of reflections opened with some lines from the
song “Red Lenses,” from Rush’s 1984 album, Grace Under Pressure.
There are many interesting lines from that album. However, I might
add, before mentioning one of these lines, that the lyric writing is
another area where I cannot think of Rush as being in the first rank
of progressive rock groups. Indeed, to borrow another argument
from Macan, Rush came into its own at a time when the more
abstract and “poetic” lytics that were coming from Yes (often people
think of Jon Anderson as the primary lyricist for the group, but Steve
Howe has written ot co-written some of the best Iyrics too, as have
Chris Squire 2nd even Alan White), King Crimson, Genesis, etc., were
giving way to more “direct” and sometimes even clumsy forms of
expression. Still, I think Rush’s potential for more visionary work
really showed itself with Grace Under Pressure (even if, as Rushologists
know beiter-than I do, there was some dissension within the ranks,
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especially because of the heavy reliance on keyboards and the
somewhat smaller role for electric guitar than on previous alburns).
One line in “Red Lenses™ refers to “thinking about the overhead—
the underfed” This makes me think of the value difference as
expressed by Roark—basically what clients are about and what the art
of building is about. ' :

Long ago, Aristotle (1984, 44-50) set out the distinction between
“maintaining 2 household,” on the one hand, and the “mere getting
of money,” on the other. The first of these 1s the true stuff of
economics, the Greek term for which (oikonomia) refers to the
household, while the latter, merely seeking after money, if it becomes
the dominant ethos in a society, will lead to disaffection and,
ultimately, social ruin. This line of thought is taken up into the
philosophies of Aquinas, Locke, Jefferson, Hegel, Marx, Sartre, and
Derrida, among many others. Seemingly, Rand has some affinity for
it too, but then it also seems, when “the big money” speaks, she is
there to listen. (Two especially egregious examples of this are the
essays on labor unions and the student movement in Rand 1967.)

One reason the “architectural metaphor” is useful in music s that
a piece of music can create a world, or at least a dwelling, that people
can inhabit (for at least a little while). The metaphor would seem to
situate the artist on the side of maintaining a household, rather than
the mere seeking of clients. Why did Rand not confront this
contradiction in anything like its full depth—the contradiction that
Marx expressed as that between 2 system of production that is fully

socialized and is fully dependent upon this socialization (and that
requires immiseration, exploitation, aliepation, and violent cdses as
part of its “normal” course of operation) and 2 system of accumula-
tion that is oriented toward the relative handful who own the means
of production. I’m sure thete is 2 range of reasons, having to do with
everything from class background and outlook to issues of individual
psychology. (Rand’s overwhelming need to feel self-made and
independent), but intellectually and theoretically, I think the missing
‘term is Fistory. Rand has the category of ill-gotten gains, but she
seetns to associate it with simple theft rather than with anything that
is systemic and has a trajectory. Thus, she is likely to speak of
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ownership or the law or even “rules” (as in the essay on the student
movement) without any depth on the question of how some have
come by ownership of the far greater part of social wealth and the
means fox: creating it, and what mechanisms they use (especially of the
state and 1ts.quice powers and so-called “systemn of justice,” but also
:c‘he generation. of ideology, whether that is through education, the
free press,” the churches that sanctify private property and tell
people to accept their lot, or the culture industry more generally).
Wfi.th Grace under Pressure and its closely-associated follow-up, Power
Windows, Rush is starting to question these things. ,

In the end, though, what does Ayn Rand’s (or anyone’s) philoso-
phy have to do with musical form, and vice-versa? I think it is good
to have a little skepticism regarding the “aboutness” of music. I
v_vould at least hold to that skepticism to this extent: even if I don’t
%1ke some of the ideas that a band is taking up and trying to represent
in their music, that isn’t the end of the story. And, as I have said
jbefo:_:e, the very fact that Rush is the sort of group that wants to dig
into ideas and try to do something with them in their music already
places thefm in a category separate from most of the musical “prod-
uct” floating around out there. Lastly, I think the most recent Rush
albun'f as of this writing, Vaper Trasls, is quite good, 2nd I am even
more impressed with Geddy Lee’s solo album, ) favorite beadacke. 1¢'s
a very.‘jewish” album, I think, and if one wants to find 2 historical
sense in which to locate political concepts and human striving—and

“1if one wants to find this sense in a way that is itself historical—then

I think Judaism and those old Israelites, especially the prophets, are
the place to go. Othetwise, one is only “living in the present tense,”

-to borrow the title from an excellent song on the album.

Qf coutse, {‘\]issa Rosenbaum had, at one time, a relationship to
Judaism—but, like I said, don’t get me started . . .

Notes

1. Incidentally, I would be curious to know if an
. ally, yone has ever addressed
the soum_iuac.k quesuqn” for The Fountainhead. 1 do not recall Max Steiner’s film
score music being especially “dire.” One contemporary master of dire music, to my

-mind, is Mark Snow, the composer who did the music for “The X-Files” television
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‘series and film. Cleady, Snow’s music is much influenced by that of Krzystof
Penderecki, 2 composer whom Rand would probably dislike even more than
Beethoven.

2. Ttis worth poting that Hazel E. Barnes devotes 2 section to Rand in the
book, .An Existentialist Etbics (1967).

3. Edward Macan (1997) has dealt effectively with the “authenticity”
question in Rocking the Classies, and 1 have also dealt with the question, and with its
connection to the typical charge of “that ain’t rock 1’ roll,” in my books on music.
Given that Sartre did the most to place the question of “authenticity” on the
philosophical map, it might be mentioned that, for him, authenticity bad nothing to
do with “essence”—or, I should say, authenticity has a purely negative relationship
to “essence,” an appeal to an essentialism of who a person “Is™ is the most
inauthentic gesture that one could make Tm bothered by the “normative
adolescence” too. T should add, too, that rock music can be about adolescence and
yet not necessarily be adolescent in its approach, a prime example being Onadrophenia
by The Who. _

4. The editors point out to me that there are examples of minor Jewish
characters in Rand’s works—for example, Sol Salzer in the play “Ideal” (in Rand
1984, 185-256) and M. Slotnick in The Fountainhead (Rand [1943] 1993).

5. A good example of this is the comments that some of the dassical
musicians made in 2001 when Yes toured with various orchestras. Many of them
pointed ont that not only had they been Yes fans for 2 long time, but that they were

- led to classical music by Yes. I might add that one viclinist—whom a friend of mine
talked with—said that the music she played on the “Yes Symphonic” tour was some
of the hardest she had ever played.

6. For instance—and perhaps there are things that ] am not hearing or that
1 haver’t devoted enough time to exploring—I find heavy-metal bass playing pretty
boring, with just a few exceptions, prmarily Geezer Butler of Black Sabbath. But I
put Black Sabbath on 2 whole other plane than almost every other heavy metal band,
and one of the key differences is that the bass player and drummer (Bill Ward) are not
just banging out some noise cushion for the guitadist. Fans of Rush, of course,
appreciate—how could they not>—that Geddy Lee and Neil Peart are superb
practitioners of their respective instruments, but sometimes [ wonder if they really get
mmch more than the purely technical aspect (in a word, chops). If they did, then their
sights would also be set on Chris Squire, John Entwisde, Jack Bruce, and Paul
McCartaey, and on Bill Bruford, Alan White, the extraordinary percussionists of King
Crimson (a category that includes Braford, of course), Keith Moon, Ginger Baker,
and Ringo Starr. Indeed, I take it to be a kind of litmus test of rock musicians
whether or not they appreciate the brilliance of Mr. Stazkey. Not to be snotty, but is
it hard to imagine more than a few Rush fans dismissing Ringo on the basis of what

really amounts o pyrotechnics? Let me add that T don’t think Peart, either, is a

pyrotechnician ox histdonic player for the most part, but I do think it is the purely

" “chops”-side of things that some Rush fans appreciate, and, as I said, I think this
leads into a musical cul-de-sac.

: 7. Rand didn’t care much for chess, either. See ber “Open Letter to Boris

- Spassky” in Rand 1982, 63-69. Leonard Peikoff said of philosophy that “[iltis not

a chess game divorced from reality designed by British professors for otherwise
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unemployable colleagues” (“Introduction,” viil). Admittedly, that is funny!
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