I’'m no Nirvana expert, but I think it’s safe to
say prolific heroin use and Cobain’s wife Courtney
Love played major roles, too.

Neil never intended to push other artists toward
suicide; in fact, he felt so broken up about Cobain’s
death that he dedicated his next album, “Sleeps
with Angels,” to Cobain.

The point?

There must be some middle ground between
taking one’s own life and going the way of Stevie
Wonder.

Even accidental death is preferable. Sometimes
[ think I’d give my right arm to hear what Jimi
Hendrix would have done if he’d lived even two or
three more years — especially given Miles Davis’
overlapping experiments with jazz-rock in the late
1960s. But Hendrix died without ever releasing a
mediocre record. It terrifies me to think about him
fading away instead.

Don’t tell me he committed suicide — that
remains debatable. He swallowed too many sleep-
ing pills, then he vomited, then he choked. No gun
shots, knife wounds or heroin overdoses.

The same rule applies to Jeft Buckley, Otis
Redding and Charlie Parker, to name a few.

Barring early death, I can think of three ways to
keep one’s dignity for decades.

Joe Strummer of the Clash stayed respectable
by sticking to a singular musical style for 25 years.
True, he explored reggae and Celtic folk and sever-
al varieties of world music, but he covered territory
as early as 1978. He combined them into a cohe-
sive style from which he seldom departed.

Elvis Costello stayed interesting through oppo-
site means. He may have released his three best
records before 1980, but he refused to stay in a rut.
He’s since recorded soul, country, jazz and synth
pop, and composed orchestral and chamber opera
pieces. And he does most of it exceptionally well.

And last, let’s not forget about the still-living
burnout, a la Shane McGowan of the Pogues. The
band kicked him out in 1991 for drinking habits.
He’s since collaborated with Nick Cave and the
Jesus and Mary Chain, but mostly he plays in bars
and continues drinking himself into oblivion. He
might be insane, but he’s a genuine artist and a
genuine Irishman.

One could do worse.



