Stranger than Fiction
By Warwick Stubbs

[All ideas expressed are those of the author, and in no way represent those of the subject.]
*All quotes are taken from the interview A Conversation With Mr. Brett by Matt Taylor and Mateo Rojas, September 27, 1996
Never before or since has Brett Gurewitz written a song lyric that encompasses so many ideas weaved around a single theme as he did in the Bad Religion song Stranger Than Fiction.  “It’s about eight great geniuses who’ve cracked” says Gurewitz of the song.  Though he only makes clear reference to four of those geniuses, the song nevertheless delves deep into the very ideas and motives expressed in stories written by those authors as well as aspects of their lives that, according to Gurewitz, really are stranger than fiction. 
The song begins with the line “A febrile shocking violent smack / The children are hoping for a heart attack.”  It is a shockingly violent description that tears at the seams of the world.  From one perspective it could be viewed as the transition from childhood innocence to the adult’s burden of knowledge and the hope of release from such a crazy and violent world.  The child sees the world through their own window of experience and it isn’t until adulthood that the windows begin looking back, our chosen paths ‘conspire’ to work against us and the ‘light’ that brings happiness fades with the knowledge of a cruel world.  On the other hand, ‘smack’ can also be attributed to heroin – ‘febrile’ being a term for the feverish effect that the drug has on the user – and the fact that this drug often kills by heart attacks.  Children who suddenly realise that the world isn’t all it’s cracked up to be, look for an escape through drugs, yet what they find is a world far more dangerous: “Tonight the windows are watching, the streets all conspire and the lamppost can’t stop crying.”  Is this a simple way of looking at the world, or a more complex drug induced state?  Windows are what we look out from, how we view the world from within enclosed spaces or vice versa; streets often ‘conspire’ to mislead us when driving; and at night time when that beacon of light shines down upon the road amidst torrents of rain, does not that lamppost look down at the road as though mournful and crying?  It looks down upon the road of life, something this song questions.  
“It's the human condition of ‘why the fuck is this like this?’”  Gurewitz states this question as though this is what he himself is asking, yet in the next set of lyrics, the question seems to be the answer itself.
“If I could fly high above the world
Would I see a bunch of living dots spell the word stupidity?
Or would I see hungry lover homicides,
Loving brother suicides,
And olly, olly, oxenfrees,
Who pick a side and hide?”
It’s about looking at the world and questioning what you see.  Here Gurewitz sees the same thing.  He sees stupidity.  If stupidity is broken down into component parts then we have homicides, suicides, and people who have their cause but don’t stand up for it – this is what he means by the line “olly, olly, oxen frees who pick a side and hide.”  He has used the childhood game of ‘hide and seek’ as a metaphor for what adults do in the real world.

The next three lines detail the adult from the safety of their home:
“The world is scratching at my door,
My morning paper’s got the scores,
The human-interest stories, and the obituary.”
Here in the pre-chorus the song takes on a more universal theme of humans waiting for their morning paper to update their knowledge of the world around them, as though that were something that was unavoidable, something that was always trying to make an impression or influence on the individual’s world-view.  However, Gurewitz takes a very cynical view by describing world events as ‘scores’ as though life were just a game that people play, and by making obituary the last word in the line, the lyrics lead directly into the next line…

“Cockroach napes and rattling traps,
How many devils can you fit upon a match head?
Caringosity killed the Kerouac cat,
Sometimes truth is stranger than fiction.”
These words suddenly take on the true theme of the song:  “It's basically about some of my heroes who were writers of fiction, who share in common the fact that they went crazy or killed themselves or something…”  “Cockroach Napes” is a reference to The Metamorphosis by Franz Kafka; “Caringosity killed the Kerouac cat” – Caring too much about what critics thought of his writing drove the hip “cat” (as cool people were called in the fifties) Jack Kerouac to the brink of alcoholism where he ended up killing his natural writing talent as well as his own body through the effects of alcohol.  Sometimes truth is stranger than fiction: Gurewitz seems astounded if not a little bewildered that these people’s lives were far more interesting than the fiction they wrote, as if that aspect of authorship was the ‘human-interest’ story, the defining element that informs us about the world, rather than the message that these individual authors were trying to present to us through their fiction.
“In my alley around the corner,
There's a wino with feathered shoulders,
And a spirit giving head for crack and he'll never want it back.”


A number of these authors that Gurewitz read dealt with life in America as it came into being during the fifties.  He sees how small things back then such as the drug culture, which were viewed as ‘hip’ and ‘cool’, have now come to ruin so many people’s lives and taken such a harsh toll on not only the bums (‘wino’), but also the higher ranks of society (‘feathered shoulders’).  So he now sees these two classes as one, “a wino with feathered shoulders”.  But there is another way of looking at this line and that is to make the wino the dealer who is viewed as a saint to the many who succumb to drugs; the spirit is the buyer with no money and no soul (the drug has drained all this away), and must do sexual favours in order to obtain more: “a spirit giving head for crack”.  The “and he’ll never want it back” line is slightly mysterious.  Is it there just for rhyming purposes?  Or is there the suggestion that the spirit has so lost his own head (i.e. ‘mind’) that he’ll never want that back?  Because to regain knowledge of the self is to remember who you once were and to know that you were in a compromised position; so to lose your head would be an escape, a way of not having to face the world that is ‘scratching at the door’.
“There's a little kid and his family eating crackers like thanksgiving,
And a pack of wild desperados scornful of living”
A confusing idea.  It brings together the thought of the nuclear family giving thanks, perhaps even offering prayers, like they were crackers to be eaten, and at the other end of the spectrum, the desperados on the outskirts of society.  Another set of literary influences appears here in the form of Jack Kerouac, Allen Ginnsburg, and William Burroughs who all wrote about a new attitude towards life and the ‘desperados’ who were unhappy with the establishment and became very scornful of living in the Fifties (exemplified by James Dean in Rebel Without A Cause).

“The world is scratching at my door, 
My morning paper has the scores,
The human interest stories, and the obituary.

Cradle for a cat, Wolfe looks back,
How many angels can you fit upon a match?
I want to know why Hemmingway cracked,
Sometimes truth is stranger than fiction.”
Having the scores/obituary lines before this second chorus is very telling.  The changed lyrics in the chorus deal even more with death than anywhere else.  The “Cradle for a cat, Wolfe looks back” line may refer to Thomas Wolfe’s decision to put the ‘good news’ doctor in charge of his case when the ‘bad news’ doctor had correctly diagnosed tuberculosis of the brain.  By the time Wolfe ‘looked back’ to regret what he had done, it was too late to save him.  Gurewitz has used the label of ‘cat’ on this author as well which ties in nicely to the saying “The cat’s in the cradle” – Thomas Wolfe is the cat, the cradle is death.
In the second line he exchanges devils for angels but both versions of the chorus use match instead of pin as the original saying goes (“how many angels can you fit on a pin?”).  Maybe by this he questions whether these heroes of his were angels or devils, good people or bad people, and are they worth the attention that is given to them – the match perhaps being a symbol of how easily their works can ‘go up in flames’ even with just a little criticism.

Hemmingway:  Yet another great author who lost the will to live and killed himself on the 2nd of July, 1961, after battling alcohol, failing health and signs of depression.  It is said that Hemmingway did not believe himself worthy of the Nobel Prize he had won, or that he thought other authors in the running deserved it more.  The answers to why Hemmingway did finally succumb to suicide aren’t entirely clear and are often filled with conjecture, but Gurewitz seems to think once more that surely the truth is stranger than fiction.  Or perhaps he just thinks that the unanswered questions of life are stranger than the answers presented in fiction.

“Life is the crummiest book I ever read,
There isn't a hook, just a lot of cheap shots,
Pictures to shock and characters an amateur would never dream up.

Sometimes truth is stranger than fiction.”
Here in the bridge before the final chorus Gurewitz brings the entire song home by recognising the ‘real world’ he lives in and seeing it as no better than the made up world of the books he has read.  In fact by his reckoning it would seem a whole lot worse… “The song is saying life is crazy.  But it also poses the question: ‘Were these great minds?’ They wrote fantastic fiction, and yet reality drove them over the brink.”
Conclusion:

“It's the human condition of ‘why the fuck is this like this?’”   Gurewitz never gets the opportunity to answer this question or whether or not these writers are worthy of the label heroes within the short time span of the song.  He does however load the lyrics up with images that describe the world from his point of view.  His view seems to be very pessimistic and somewhat unrelenting.  Just by asking the question “would I see a bunch of living dots spell the word stupidity?” he’s implying that the answer is “yes I would!”   After all, isn’t that what he’s done, actually stepped out of his own life, looked at the world and seen stupidity which he goes on to describe?  Maybe there’s sympathy for the drug addicts of the world having been one himself – why else would he mention children in a song about adults other than to show how the drug culture has affected the youth?  His only conclusion seems to be that life sucks, and he then goes on to describe just how (“cheap shots”, “pictures to shock”…).  To Gurewitz truth really is stranger than fiction. 
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