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This book is dedicated to all those
 who do not have a book
 dedicated to them.




This book is also dedicated to the cast
 and filmmakers of The Brain from Planet Arous. 
 Readers are urged to purchase this movie
 and to watch it while reading this book
 and contemplating pop culture.







Every great work of art has two faces:
 one toward its own time
 and one toward the future, toward eternity.

—Daniel Barenboim, Parallels and Paradoxes



Seeing a chameleon in your dream
 represents your ability to adapt to any situation. 
You are versatile and are well-rounded.
 Alternatively, you feel you
 are being overlooked.

—Dream Dictionary1 



That so few now dare to be eccentric,
 marks the chief danger of our time.

—John Stuart Mill, On Liberty



I would not live forever, because we should not live forever,
 because if we were supposed to live forever,
 then we would live forever,
 but we cannot live forever,
 which is why I would not live forever.

—Miss Alabama in the 1994 Miss USA Contest, 
answering the question, “If you could live forever, would you?”



Beauty is eternity gazing at itself in a mirror.

—Kahlil Gibran, The Prophet
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There are known knowns. There are things we know we know. We also know there are known unknowns. That is to say, we know there are some things we do not know. But there are also unknown unknowns, the ones we don’t know we don’t know.

—Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld,
 February 12, 2002, news briefing
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Life is a narrow vale between the cold and barren peaks of two eternities.  We strive in vain to look beyond the heights. We cry aloud, and the  only answer is the echo of our wailing cry. From the voiceless lips of the  unreplying dead there comes no word; but in the night of death hope sees  a star and listening love can hear the rustle of a wing. 

—Robert G. Ingersoll, The Ghosts and Other Lectures




Chameleons. Such exceptional creatures. The way they change color.  Red. Yellow. Lime. Pink. Lavender. And did you know they are very  fond of music? 

—Truman Capote, Music for Chameleons



A Celebration of Unusual Lives

After you die, will the world remember anything you did? Most of us rarely leave marks, except on our immediate family or a few friends. We’ll never have our lives illuminated in a New York Times obituary or discussed by a TV news anchorperson.1 Even your immediate family will know nothing of you within four generations. Your great-grandchildren may carry some vestigial memory of you, but that will fade like a burning ember when they die—and you will be extinguished and forgotten.

Even writers, like myself, don’t have much of a chance. In fact, most best-selling books are destined to fade quickly. Consider, for example, how few of these hardcover bestsellers from the year 1950 are still in print or even remembered today.2



	The Cardinal, Henry Morton Robinson

	Joy Street, Frances Parkinson Keyes 

	Across the River and into the Trees, Ernest Hemingway

	The Wall, John Hersey 

	Star Money, Kathleen Winsor

	The Parasites, Daphne du Maurier

	Look Younger, Live Longer, Gayelord Hauser 

	Kon-Tiki, Thor Heyerdahl

	Mr. Jones, Meet the Master, Peter Marshall

	Campus Zoo, Clare Barnes Jr.




Despite pop culture’s tendency to foster the rapid extinction of books, ideas, and people, A Beginner’s Guide to Immortality highlights unusual thinkers who punched through our ordinary cultural norms while becoming successful in their own niches. Here, we celebrate these extraordinary people and their curious ideas. Whether or not you recognize many of the names, these individuals dramatically changed the lives of those with whom they came in contact, and many have had a lasting impact on the world. In this book, I’ll avoid the typical celebrities and influential Nobel laureates and instead focus on counterculture and more “right-brained” thinkers. Through these people, we can better explore life’s astonishing richness and glimpse the diversity of human imagination.

Some of the “geniuses” in this book seem to have had peculiarities of one sort or another, or as Turin University professor Cesare Lomobroso once said, “Genius is often associated with anomalies in that organ which is the source of its glory.” Their works and ideas often bear a personal mark, and a striving to tear apart traditional thinking or to make an impact—whether it was for their brilliant writing, for making the world’s best chopped liver, or creating shocking new musical forms. Almost all of the people in this book had an irreverence toward authority and a self-sufficiency and independence. They were passionate about their work. Many of the trendsetters experienced social and professional resistance to their ideas. Most blazed a trail. I call these individuals “chameleons.”



A Symphony for Chameleons

Chameleons are lizards famous for their ability to alter their skins to display an amazing variety of colors, ranging from blacks and browns to green, blue, yellow, red, or white. These odd creatures have startling eyes that can be moved independently of each other, allowing the lizards to survey the world with nearly 360-degree vision. Chameleons are the only lizards with zygodactyle feet, or pincers, that help them climb tall trees.

The people in this book are chameleons because they looked in many directions, were constantly changing, and usually had numerous interests. For example, musician John Cage was an avid mycologist and mushroom collector, and rocket-scientist Jack Parsons explored the farthest reaches of the occult. Psychologist William James was equally brilliant—teaching physiology, psychology, philosophy, and religion. Chameleon people reveal their creativity and humor in many ways. Many were part of countercultures, in opposition to mainstream society—iconoclasts driven by Promethean impulses to create. They tolerated ambiguity, were open to a cornucopia of experiences and areas of knowledge, were attracted to novelty, and wanted to influence the world. A typical chameleon would have the creativity and lateral thinking to answer this question if you handed it to them on a slightly soiled card:3


Without using a pencil, how would you make this Roman numeral equation true?
XI + I = X



When researching the chameleonic people for inclusion in this book, I was startled to find certain trends emerging. Many turned out to be homosexual, for example Truman Capote and John Cage, or appeared to have other nontraditional sexual lifestyles. A number of chameleons—including Truman Capote, John Cage, Jack Parsons, and the Wachowski Brothers—never completed college.

Going beyond the intriguing individuals, many of the concepts in the book are chameleonic, grabbing ideas from many fields such as mathematics, philosophy, zoology, and entertainment. We’ll tackle quantum resurrection, the religious implications of mosquito evolution, simulated Matrix realities, the brain’s own marijuana, and the mathematics of the apocalypse. If each area of human knowledge is likened to a spider web that glimmers in the sunlight, then these special topics come with unexpected connecting strands that unite the webs in a vast, sparkling fabric.



Pop Culture

Contrary to popular myth, when the chameleon lizard changes skin color, the morphing is not for the purpose of camouflage. The chameleon is not trying to fade away or blend into its surroundings. Rather, the remarkable colors are a reflection of the lizard’s mood, temperature, and health. Chameleons use colors to communicate with others and express attitudes such as the willingness to mate or their determination to fight.

Similarly, the chameleon people in this book never blend with their environment, but rather show their flamboyant colors when promoting their ideas and at their creative heights. The zygodactyle chameleon grasps and does not let go. The chameleon people seize many ideas tightly and persuasively. They are all lateral thinkers—reasoning in directions not naturally pointed to by society or by the discipline in which they work. I also use the term “lateral thinking” in an extended way to indicate action motivated by serendipitous results, and the deliberate drift of thinking in new directions to discover what can be learned.

I sometimes aspire to being one of the chameleons. Each day, as I survey the world, I look in all directions. In this book, I often have one mental eye on a person while the other is considering related quirky facts. You’ll find these digressions throughout this book.

The book is also about American popular culture. I love zany sciencefiction movies from the 1950s, the recent history of ice cream empires and “Jewish” chopped liver, and beatniks who changed society by splashing new ideas onto the canvas of culture.



A New Age for America

If you are anything like me, your parents told you to get good grades, graduate from college, and pursue a career that offered a respectable living. Logical and analytical minds have always been at a premium. Careers as a physician, lawyer, engineer, or scientist were certainly good options in my home. However, a revolution in America is taking place in the early twenty-first century. According to writer Daniel H. Pink, we already have sufficient numbers of the linear, logical thinkers—including computer programmers and accountants whose tasks will be easily fulfilled by armies of Asian knowledge workers who increasingly contribute to American society. Pink believes:


The future no longer belongs to people who can reason with computer-like logic, speed, and precision. It belongs to a different kind of person—[individuals with abilities like] artistry, empathy, seeing the big pictures, and pursuing the transcendent. . . . We’re progressing to a society of creators and empathizers, pattern recognizers, and meaning makers.4



Pink’s view is certainly controversial, but he is one of many who believes we are leaving the Information Age and entering the Conceptual Age. The most important people, and certainly the most interesting, will be those who create inventions that change our ways of life and break new ground. But more importantly, the hottest individuals will be those who are good at recognizing patterns in culture and belief, those who try to understand the forest and not just the trees. These pattern recognizers also help others become creative and dream daring dreams.

According to Professor Richard Florida of Carnegie Mellon University, America and Europe are seeing a startling rise of what he calls the “Creative Class,” people who are paid principally to do creative work for a living. Members of this class include scientists, engineers, artists, musicians, designers, and knowledge-based professionals. In 1900, fewer than 10 percent of American workers were doing creative work. Many people spent their daily grind in factories or on farms. However, by 2000, nearly a third of the workforce was part of the Creative Class. Florida writes in The Rise of the Creative  Class that creative work accounts for half of all wage and salary income in the United States, over $1.7 trillion.

Come with me for a walk down Fifth Avenue in New York City. Do you want to make a lot of money? Many American entrepreneurs look beyond logic and consider worlds beyond our ordinary reality. Consider yoga as one example. Americans spend over $20 billion a year on yoga products such as $400 leather-trimmed yoga mats created by New York designer Marc Jacobs.5 For no utilitarian reason, people still burn incense, light candles, and burn wood. Americans spend over $25 billion a year to enhance the lawns of their suburban homes. TV shows reflect society’s interest in the offbeat, spooky, and transcendent. Medium, a TV show featuring a woman psychic, debuted in 2005 with over 16 million viewers. The popular show The X-Files featured the paranormal for seven seasons and led to a big-budget movie and loads of franchise merchandise. Point Pleasant featured a young woman in a New Jersey resort town who turns out to be the daughter of Satan. Charmed revolved around witches who battle their inner demons while tackling supernatural threats.

This interest in transcendent entertainment is clearly not limited to America. For example, consider the recent wave of spooky films that originated in Asia—The Eye, The Ring, The Grudge, Dark Water,  Pulse, and other movies by the Pang Brothers, twin-brother screenwriters and film directors born in Hong Kong. According to John Hodgman, contributing writer to the New York Times Magazine, these films all suggest a growing appetite for “the supernatural reasserting itself within the rational world, often by the very technology that had abolished it (be it VHS tapes, modern medicine or, as in Pulse, the Internet. . . .).”6

Spiritually focused American TV shows are ubiquitous, including such past hits as Touched by an Angel, Highway to Heaven, Revelations, and Joan of Arcadia. As old shows fade away, new ones leap to take their places. The 2005 TV season led with such curiosities as Supernatural (ghosts, spirits, haunted woods), Invasion (mysterious people, strange lights in the swamp), Night Stalker (things that go bump in the night), Surface (mysterious underwater happenings), Threshold (aliens invade our dreams), and Ghost Whisperer (a woman senses earthbound spirits that need psychological closure before entering heaven).

Some of these 2005 shows were quickly canceled and sent straight to an infinite afterlife in DVD heaven. In 2006 and 2007, we saw a new crop of eerie TV movies or miniseries such as The House Next Door (successful suburban artist versus evil sprits) and The Lost Room (a motelroom key unlocks the door to a weird parallel world). Many of the themes of shows like Charmed were ancient, hearkening back to times when more people believed in miracles and fairies in the woods, felt a connection to nature, or used fire for sustenance.

Millions of Americans engage their atavistic impulses by investing in fireplaces for their homes or watching a televised “Yule log” burning on Christmas morning. Consider this amazing bit of Christmas trivia—TV station WPIX in New York City broadcasts a four-hour movie of a log blazing in a fireplace, which wins its time slot in the Nielsen ratings each year. The log never seems to be consumed because the movie is really just a repeating seven-minute tape loop. The original Yule log, first shown in 1966, was a blackand-white 17-second loop.7 Why seek flames? Fire is a symbol of humanity’s connection to nature—and the pseudorandom patterns of fire alter our brain waves, producing alpha waves and pleasureproducing neurochemicals.



The Butterfly Effect

I recently sat by my own fireplace as I finished watching The Butterfly  Effect, a supernatural thriller in which psychology student Evan Treborn discovers that he can revisit his past and alter distressing events, hoping to improve their outcomes. However, his experiments have dreadful, personal consequences. Throughout the movie, Treborn surfs back and forth in time, witnessing variants of his life along multiple timelines. He discovers that fewer than ten words spoken in childhood can alter his life and, through the decades, perhaps the entire planet.

Chaos theory teaches us that our slightest actions can cause reality to change in profound ways. It’s the “butterfly effect” that says the flapping of the wings of a monarch butterfly in New Jersey can change the weather in Iran a few weeks later, causing the downing of a power line, the fall of a repressive regime, and the blossoming of peace. Throughout this book, you’ll also see butterflies in several contexts as symbols of sensitivity, transformation, and beauty.

I see this butterfly effect in the evolution of my own life, and perhaps you see it in yours. How did you get your first job? How did you choose your career or mate? It’s obvious that history is contingent on the tiniest of forces. For example, imagine what might have happened if Cleopatra, Marie Antoinette, or Mata Hari had an ugly but benign skin growth on the tips of their noses. The entire cascade of historical events would be different. A mutation of a single skin cell—caused by the random exposure to sunlight—will change the universe. If everyone in the world about to have sex today delayed by a few seconds, all the resultant children conceived today would be different people, because a different sperm would penetrate the egg. A one-second worldwide sneeze  today would cause the conception of 720,000 new and different people on this day.8

Even your own seemingly insignificant actions shape reality. A smile on a subway, a post on a Web bulletin board, or turning right instead of left alters the fabric of peoples’ lives in unpredictable ways. The chameleons in this book certainly influenced the world and touched countless lives.

Two poignant examples of the butterfly effect can be seen in World War II. The atomic bombing of Nagasaki, Japan, on August 9th, 1945, occurred only because the clouds over the primary target of Kokura were just a bit too thick, and the pilot had trouble finding the city’s center. Over 80,000 were killed in Nagasaki and not Kokura because of a few clouds. Hitler survived an assassination attempt by German officer Ernst Stauffenberg because another officer nudged a briefcase bomb a few feet to the side of an oak table to keep things tidy. One of the table’s two heavy supports shielded Hitler from the blast. Hitler survived, and millions died because of a subtle movement and a single piece of oak.

A more recent cultural example of the butterfly effect is exemplified by Norma McCorvey who, through a seemingly random incident in the 1970s, caused the massive crime drop of the 1990s in the US. University of Chicago economist Steven D. Levitt writes:


Like the proverbial butterfly that flaps its wings on one continent and eventually causes a hurricane on another, Norma McCorvey dramatically altered the course of events without intending to. All she had wanted was an abortion. She was a poor, uneducated, unskilled, alcoholic, drug-using twenty-oneyear-old woman who had already given up two children for adoption and now, in 1970, found herself pregnant again. But in Texas, as in all but a few states at that time, abortion was illegal.9



Several powerful people adopted McCorvey’s cause and made her the lead plaintiff in a class action lawsuit seeking to legalize abortion. Her legal case eventually went to the US Supreme Court. In order to protect her privacy, her name was changed to Jane Roe, and in 1973, the court ruled in her favor, allowing legalized abortion in America.

So how did Roe’s desire for an abortion cause the “greatest crime drop in recorded history”? Levitt points out that the millions of women most likely to have an abortion after Roe v. Wade were poor, unmarried, and teenage mothers for whom illegal abortions had been too risky and too expensive. And these mothers were the ones much more likely than average to produce criminals. But because of Roe, these potential thieves, drug dealers, murderers, and rapists were never born.10 Before Roe, middle- and upper-class women could have relatively safe, illegal abortions. After Roe, any woman could have an abortion, safely, and for a price that a poor person could afford.



Truman Capote, John Cage, Jack Parsons, and Beyond

I’m a voracious reader and keep a diary of intriguing quotations that come across my line of sight each day. At the conclusion of each chapter of this book are quotations that relate to a book topic. These quotations continue in the appendix of the book titled “Cathedrals of the Mind,” and they serve to kick-start additional lateral thinking. I welcome your feedback and look forward to your own chameleonic or immortality quotation submissions.

In A Beginner’s Guide to Immortality, we’ll journey through the lives of famous and obscure people, while wondering how their lives might have turned out differently if small events had changed during their development. Would Truman Capote ever have become a famous writer if his mother had not abandoned him, and he fled to New York City? Would John Cage have become the famous avant-garde composer if his mother hadn’t told him to stay in Europe, when he wanted desperately to return to America? How would the world be different today if rocket-scientist Jack Parsons had never met the flamboyant redhead Marjorie Cameron or dropped a container of mercury fulminate in his private lab?

A Beginner’s Guide to Immortality launches from person to person, touching on aspects of their lives that I find personally interesting. Will these chameleons be remembered a hundred years from now? For some, yes. Others, no. Either way, I hope to lengthen the impact of their lives for a few extra years before they, like each of us, are forgotten.

Through the centuries, many have striven to achieve “immortality” through science, myths, religion, or dreams of lifelike heavens—and also through a creative work that left some lasting mark. Let us recall the words of King Gilgamesh, in that epic Mesopotamian masterpiece written centuries before the Bible. Gilgamesh realizes that the only way for him to transcend death is to seek achievement, to do something beyond the traditional, to enter the mystical Cedar Forest and kill the monster Humbaba:


We are not gods, we cannot ascend to heaven. No, we are mortal men. Only the gods live forever. Our days are few in number, and whatever we achieve is a puff of wind. Why be afraid then, since sooner or later death may come?. . . I will cut down the tree; I will kill Humbaba; I will make a lasting name for myself; I will stamp my fame on men’s minds forever.11
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I don’t want to achieve immortality through my work; I want to achieve immortality through not dying.

—Woody Allen, Without Feathers




Life on Earth passes. It is not long. Being remembered is the only success.

—Advice to [Egyptian] King Merikare from his Father, 
 c. 1800 BC




As long as people talk about you, you’re not really dead. . . . A legend doesn’t die just because the man does.

—George Clayton Johnson, “A Game of Pool,”
 Twilight Zone TV show, 1961




There is a theory that creativity arises when individuals are out of sync with their environment. To put it simply, people who fit in with their communities have insufficient motivation to risk their psyches in creating something truly new, while those who are out of sync are driven by the constant need to prove their worth. They have less to lose and more to gain.

—Gary Taubes, “Beyond the Soapsuds Universe”




A human being should be able to change a diaper, plan an invasion, butcher a hog, conn a ship, design a building, write a sonnet, balance accounts, build a wall, set a bone, comfort the dying, take orders, give orders, cooperate, act alone, solve equations, analyze a new problem, pitch manure, program a computer, cook a tasty meal, fight efficiently, die gallantly. Specialization is for insects.

—Robert Heinlein, Time Enough for Love




It has been said that something as small as the flutter of a butterfly’s wing can ultimately cause a typhoon halfway around the world.

—The Butterfly Effect, movie




What are the [future office-place] skills that are going to be the most important for those kids? Is it going to be mastering new interfaces and keeping complex virtual relationships alive and multitasking and managing to think about new technologies in interesting ways? Or is it going to be algebra skills? I think you’d have to make the case that it’s probably the former, not the latter.

—Steve Johnson, “Around the Corner,” interview in Time,
 March 20, 2006




Pop culture comprises socially transmitted behavior patterns, artworks, and beliefs, the content of which is shaped by mass media such as movies and magazines. Pop culture evolves through a feedback loop between the media and its consumers. Sometimes, the feedback loop goes wild, and serious new trends are set, and fads are born. Religion is a singularity in such a loop.
 
—Cliff Pickover, A Beginner’s Guide to Immortality




The chameleon’s tongue shoots out of its mouth at more than 26 body lengths per second (13.4 miles an hour). It can snag prey located more than one and a half body lengths away. . . . The tongue accelerates from 0 to 20 feet per second in about 20 milliseconds—a rate so fast it defies the general principles of power production in muscles.

—Bijal P. Trivedi, “‘Catapults’ Give Chameleon Tongues
 Superspeed,” http://news.nationalgeographic.com
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“Bucky Fuller thought big, Arthur C. Clarke thinks big, but Cliff Pickover
outdoes them both.” —Wired
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