Skjellyfetti Lives!
Jay Williams
The first original song, indeed the very first cut, on the first album by the band known as the Grateful Dead was written by someone named McGannahan Skjellyfetti. According to Phil Lesh, it “was Pigpen’s whimsical moniker for the five of us writing together.”(pp. 98-99). It is a respelling and reordering of the name of a character from Kenneth Patchen’s Memoirs of a Shy Pornagrapher, Skujellifeddy McGranehan. Right from the very beginning the Grateful Dead were fucking with us. Or to be more precise and slightly more academic, the Grateful Dead played with their own identity, encouraging us to play their game of naming that band. When they changed their name from the Warlocks to the Grateful Dead, there was resistance from Bill Graham, who thought the name “too spooky.” Back then the connection between name of band and band was very tenuous, partly intentionally so. Later, the name would be cemented as a trademark, a copyright sign, the ghostly playfulness subsumed by economics. McGannahan Skjellyfetti had disappeared, but not completely, as we will see. That’s why we can say, Skjellyfetti lives!


This is not a trivial moment in the band’s history because it speaks directly to the question of the band’s identity. But I don’t want to look at the economics of identity, or even at identity defined historically, even though Scott McFarlane has opened an interesting line of inquiry recently on Deadwood by positing a continuum with various periods or eras of the group demarcated by the presence of a particular keyboardist. Instead, I’m interested in following a line of inquiry started by John Uglietta in Steve Gimbel’s collection The Grateful Dead and Philosophy. That is, I want to take a literary-philosophical view—mostly literary—on what seems such an obvious question: Who Was the Grateful Dead? (not, who were the Grateful Dead because I want to posit that it is a singular, a collective identity, not a plural identity). That is, what if we treated the songs and the experience and playing of the songs as a text and the band as a single author. Call him McGannahan Skjellyfetti. All literary theory and criticism has to choose between considering or ignoring the question, Who was the author? Who was Shakespeare? Who is Gary Snyder? Or, paraphrasing Michel Foucault, who was the social construct known as Milton, or Galileo? What is the author-function of Homer? Let us take these same methodologies into popular music and ask, What is the identity of the Grateful Dead? And can we separate out the identity of a group of living breathing band members from something we might call the office of the author known as Skjellyfetti?

John Uglietta begins with the nontrivial, though commonsensical answer to this question: He or she is a member of the Grateful Dead if he or she played as a member of the band. John quickly shows that the identity of a group depends more on just the physical identity of the members, and he considers organizational structure, group dynamics as possible answers to the question, what is the essence of the group? But ultimately he finishes with a modified version of the first answer: the group is defined by the relationships of a few essential members, though he doesn’t want to name those members. He relies on this answer because he believes that if the Grateful Dead had continued as the Grateful Dead after Jerry Garcia died “they would have failed.” (94). But I am not so sure. I would claim that the group identity can be carried on by a single member who has established himself as a member. That is group identity is dependent on the physicality of its members—a principal formulation for Bernard Williams’s understanding of identity—but it doesn’t matter which members. In other words, the Grateful Dead stopped performing as the Grateful Dead, not because they were no longer the Grateful Dead, but because they wanted to honor the death and life of Garcia by becoming something else. They buried the band’s name with him as a gracious act, totally in keeping with their identity as the Grateful Dead. 
But let’s return to the question of who is a member of the band. First, whoever played in the band was a member of the band. Of course there were those who played with the band. What is the difference signified by the change of preposition, in to with? X was a member of the band if other members of the band said he was. Of course this seems to lead us into a quandary. Garcia says Weir is a member of the band and Garcia and Weir say that Pigpen is a member of the band, and they all say Dana Morgan is a member, but who said Garcia was? Well, of course Weir did by accepting Garcia’s invitation. So it’s definitely not a process of self-identification. In Alcoholics Anonymous, you’re a member if you say you are, and others accept that identity. They don’t confirm it. I can’t declare I am a member of the Grateful Dead. I can say I am a Deadhead. And a member of the Dead can say that he or she is a deadhead. But you don’t have to be a deadhead to be a member of the band, but you can be a member of the band without being a deadhead. Herein, thus, lies a crucial distinction between band and audience. Without negating the mystical union between the Grateful Dead and its audience, which I can testify to, I want to remind myself that there is still a fundamental distinction, based on a philosophical sense of identity, that exists between band and audience. But audience does contribute to the band’s identity, in the same way that playfulness does, and I want to return to these two notions later on. 

Because we still aren’t any closer to understanding how the band came to identify itself as the Grateful Dead beyond the observation that the band was who it said it was. And this commonsensical answer to identity does fail at some point. How so? No one denies that the band’s sound changed fundamentally from 1965 to 1995, and that the presence and absence of certain figures accounted for this change as well as different attentions to different musical styles and/or influences. Addressing this fact, the commonsensical approach says, the band is the same, but different. Some core of the band’s identity remained intact over the years, allowing it to keep its name without lying about itself. But some things changed. This is where something more than commonsense is needed. How do we answer, What is that core that remained the same? What is the inviolable identity of the Grateful Dead? Can we agree with John Uglietta that the inviolable identity of the group is a selection of certain key individuals who simply changed their musical tastes and focuses?

Bernard Williams, in his discussion of individual identity and personality, talks of taking action. That is, person A performs an act, and this act individuates that person. “For it is logically impossible that two persons should do the same token action.” (4) His footnote to this statement is what really interests me: “This is to ignore the case of joint or co-operative actions. Thus when three persons, A, B and C jointly fell a tree, it might be said that each of them has done the same action, that of felling the particular tree. But this would not be quite accurate. They have all felled the tree; what each of them has done is to share in the felling of the tree, or to have felled the tree with the help of the other two.” We only get individuals when we say that “it is true of A, but not of B or C, that he is the man who felled the tree with the help of B and C.” And, logically, it is true of B, but not of A and C, that he is the man who felled the tree with the help of A and C.(4).


Is it too much of a leap to now say that the Grateful Dead were those people who played music with the help of Jerry Garcia, Phil Lesh, Bob Weir, and Bill Kreutzman, but no others, as long as we discount repetitions of the same person? Yes, it is, for as we know from history, the Grateful Dead were never simply those four persons, and when someone like Bo Diddley or Brandon Marsalis helped fell the tree they were not identified as members of the band. But when Mickey Hart helped A through D  to fell that damn tree, then he played in the band, not with it. Consider when Garcia played by himself, or even with the Godchauxes, or with musicians who plausibly could have taken Weir’s spot, or Lesh’s, or Kreutzman’s, if each one of them had died before Garcia. That band was not identified as the Grateful Dead, and not simply because the Dead still existed. The Jerry Garcia Band was a separate group identity. And so was the Keith and Donna Band, even though it included the Godchauxes, Garcia, and Kreutzman. And this identity was established by something other than personnel. That is, when we change the preposition from with to in, we shift the focus from who felled the tree to either the act of felling or perhaps the tree itself. Or both. We start talking about agency apart from personality. We start talking about the choices people make, not the people themselves. It’s a switch from the living author to the office of the author. We start talking about principles, like playfulness, relationship to audience, and so on.
Let's pause at this counter intuitive moment. We typically identify a group by who is in it. But I’m claiming this is a limited approach, and John Uglietta wanted to, too, but recoiled at the last moment. Some would venture that there is such a thing as ur-Dead, and that without Pigpen we have some kind of deviation. No such issue was raised when Keith, and then Brent, and then Vince passed away. And I think this is more than a question of an investment in the original Dead. After all, when Dana Morgan, the first bassist of the Warlocks left the band, no one mourned the loss of the original bassist. Change in personnel has more to do with aesthetics than with identity.


Some questions raised recently on Deadwood address this issue in a particular way. For example, how do we know the difference between the Dark Star Orchestra and the Grateful Dead? Or how do we know the difference between the Dead and the Grateful Dead? So here’s another way to ask, How can we use the same name to describe such different identities as the Grateful Dead of 1966 and the Grateful Dead of 1995. One answer is to focus on the choice of songs and kinds of segues each band makes—presuming that is that we can know the difference between the two. Steve Gimbel asserts that a band may have reincarnations; Pig Pen died, but the same band was reincarnated. But it strikes me that this is a historical and aesthetic approach. The difference that Steve asserts between reformation and facsimile is based on aesthetics. The Dead played an outstanding sequence of songs in 2008 that showed a “vital artistic endeavor,” different from a band playing only for nostalgic purposes. I like this distinction, but I still feel the identity question is left unanswered. Even if we judge the 1966 Grateful Dead as artistically powerful as the 1995 Grateful Dead—or say they both failed artistically but were still aiming for art, not kitsch—we still are left with the uncomfortable question of why are these two different sounding, differently composed bands names with the same name? And I am sure there were times, perhaps in 1973 or in the eighties or early nineties that the Grateful Dead played a show that evoked more nostalgia than enlightenment. But no one came out of those shows asking, “Did we just see the Grateful Dead or a facsimile of the Grateful Dead?” Instead, I would claim that people came out of terrible shows making aesthetic judgements like, That really sucked, or a bad Dead show is better than the best show by Nirvana. In other words, no matter how badly the Grateful Dead played, they were still the Grateful Dead. The audience cannot by itself name the band. 

 A rock group is known by an act of naming. But it is not the same act as calling one self an alcoholic. It is instead an act of collective naming. To assume the voice of the Grateful Dead, and to borrow again from Bernard Williams, I can say, We are that group of musicians (a term that needs further examination) who agree that (a) each other is in the band; (b) that we choose these particular instruments at this particular time to (c) fell a tree and (d) to fell this particular tree, and no other. Each of these three elements of group identity can change over time, but change is allowed only through consensus.  When we address (d) felling this particular tree and no other, then we can draw on literary studies as informed by philosophy. In other words, the collective identity of the band becomes as close to the singular identity of a person as it is going to get. And so we can start looking at the Dead as if they formed a single author. 


To do this I have found that the work of Akeel Bilgrami (or as Nick says, Akeel Bill Graham-ee) can be particularly helpful. He focuses on what is the identity of a religious person, specifically a Muslim, but his terms commitment and practice work particularly well to help create the identity of an author. To begin with, we can make a rough distinction between the identity of the author and the office of the author. The first is a matter, though not exclusively so, of personal construction. The second is a matter, though again not exclusively so, of socioeconomic, cultural, and textual construction. When we look at the relation of the subject-author to its text, we have to take into account the exchange between the individual act of subject-formation and the socioeconomic and cultural forces that are exerting their pressures, on the individual and the texts both, at the same moment. Or to put it a different way, identity-formation goes to and comes from models of authorship. Just as authors are able to some extent to create and maintain themselves, so too do others and texts create and maintain them.

     To assert the importance, or even the operation, of such a dialectic is to presume that the figure of the author -- the living, historical author -- somehow matters in the conduct of literary analysis. Even Foucault admitted as much. He wrote, "Suspicions arise concerning the absolute nature and creative role of the subject. But the subject should not be entirely abandoned. It should be reconsidered, not to restore the theme of an originating subject, but to seize its functions, its intervention in discourse, and its systems of dependencies." The Bilgrami reminds us that in some profound sense we are what we practice. For example, in the sphere of religion, Muslims in some sense know that they are Muslims because they make pilgrimages, give alms, pray, participate in the activities of the mosque. These practices sustain identity.
 They underlie what Bernard Williams has called "fundamental commitments." Bilgrami, in his important critique of this concept, gets to its heart by asking what would happen if he were to abandon a fundamental commitment: "I would have felt a deep and integrated destruction of my self, which is missing from the more ordinary, though undoubtedly genuine and severe, bad feelings induced in me by my having failed to act on . . . other values. It is not merely that I would have had more such bad feelings or worse feelings. It is rather that I would have felt . . . that I had lost something much more defining of what held my self-conception together."
  A fundamental commitment then is not simply something that one pledges oneself to. It is something that is reinforced internally by practice and made external in practice and that to give it up would entail a change of self.

     Bilgrami is somewhat reluctant to name exactly that which is given up, but he comes very close to deciding upon using the word authenticity: "The existentialists described the source of this integrity of the self [or that which holds self-conception together] as authenticity, an obscure term no doubt."
  Earlier in the essay he says that Williams's vaguaries concerning fundamental commitments allow us "to infer that they lead up to the existentialist idea (and even perhaps ideal) of authenticity. And it is this connection between a person's fundamental commitments and the idea of the authentic self that explains the persistence of questions about identity despite an acknowledgment of the radical negotiability of the concept of identity." So, what are these fundamental commitments that in a sense live apart from the biological identity of the band members?

Obviously the band felt that they wouldn’t compromise themselves as members of the Grateful Dead if they played without Pig Pen, but that they would compromise themselves if they played without Garcia. But, following the methodologies of Bilgrami and Williams, we need to look at other factors to confirm this. A group identity in music, especially in the rock world, is marked by its audience’s reaction to its music as well as its own reaction to the audience. Part of the reason the band discontinued the identity the Grateful Dead is, I would guess, in anticipation of a fair amount of resistance from its fanbase, which rightly or wrongly could not imagine the Grateful Dead without Jerry Garcia. In a way then audience determinations are part of the dialectic of author-function identity creation. Identity formation is a dual process, both internal choices and external constraints and influences.

What other fundamental commitments did the members of the Grateful Dead share? I’m running out of time, or have run out of time, so I can only say that I would look to the definitions of bohemia, of pranksterism to begin a list of the Dead’s fundamental commitments: a strong sense of alternative community, the need to travel, the need to alter one’s consciousness, apoliticality. And playfulness. The identity of a rock band doesn’t depend on personnel or aesthetics. It depends on its author-function, on its fundamental commitments agreed upon by its members and confirmed by its audience.

One final word: Did Pigpen actually read Kenneth Patchen’s novel? Presumably yes. But what was he saying about the identity of the Dead when he and the other members labeled themselves as Skgelli? Perhaps it was only a lark, a smile, a prankster invention. Historically speaking that may be all we can say. But if we see the label as a practice of the author-function known as the Grateful Dead, the play of using the name, of throwing Patchen’s character into the mix, becomes more interesting. It becomes a clue as to the fundamental commitments and practices of the band and thus a way of answering the question, Who was the Grateful Dead?
� See Akeel Bilgrami, "What Is a Muslim? Fundamental Commitment and Cultural Identity," Critical Inquiry 18 (Summer 1992): 821-42.


� Ibid., 828.


� Ibid.





