
1 
 

Another paradox 

 

I went on a trip to the Pyrenees this summer. A camping trip, in a remote campsite/commune, 

for almost a week. It was majestic, and the subject of much of the thinking/writing/music I’ve 

done since, but here today I want to talk about not the trip itself so much, but a line of thinking 

that stirred in me during the trip. 

Of course, I went on this trip to a) live it, and, b) look for something cool to write about from it. 

It’s what most people do now, I think, I mean not necessarily look for material to write about, 

but they have experiences not just to have them but to document them. In whatever way they 

do.   

It’s an interesting thing to notice, and it feels relevant to me, now, today, in this century. Every 

experience we have has this dual quality; on one side we have the experience, and on the other 

side we share the experience, which in itself is an experience, and in the sharing often the original 

experience gets edited, polished, curated, and then, after a while, we can’t remember what 

happened in the original experience and what happened in our retelling of it. The line of thinking 

that the Pyrenean trip stirred in me was about this modern duality of experience, and with the 

paradoxical question which lurks underneath it. 

That basic question which I’m trying to get at here is should you just live your experiences or 

document them. That’s it in a sentence. Should you fully immerse yourself in the moments, or 

should you stand slightly back, from a safer, more detailed vantage point, and share your 

observations. Most song lyrics would tell you to do the former, but I think most people (and 

when I say most people I mean me, I mean an observation in me which I’ve extended to include 

the population) are more tempted to do the latter. If you go to a concert, count how many 

people you see dancing or moshing or whatever, totally lost in it, and count how many people 

you see nodding their heads and watching the show through the little rectangle screen of their 

phones. The same basic thing applies to eating meals at restaurants, travelling to new cities, and 

I’m sure there are other specific examples, but pretty much all the novel, enjoyable experiences 

of life are now lived with this tension. Or at least it’s tense from where I’m sitting, right now. 

Everyone seems to want to live their “best lives” but the pressure to make that happen takes 

away from the enjoyment of any experience, and perhaps people would be happier if they let 

themselves be unhappy once in a while. There’s a paradox in that as well, of course, but the 

point is the twenty-first century mandate to maximise each moment and live life to the fullest is 

at the heart of why experiences feel like they must be documented.  

You can see it from both sides.  
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If you just live your experiences, are you living them to a fuller extent than if you’re documenting 

them? Should you forget all about how the experience will be shared and perceived and just go 

for it? Or, if you’re just letting experiences pass you by without stopping to think about them, to 

reflect on them, process and share them, are you letting some of the finer details go? Is the 

unexamined life not worth living? Are you missing a big opportunity every time you have an 

experience but don’t do anything to preserve it? 

Oh, of course, I will provide no answers to these questions here, in case you’re wondering. It’s 

just an interesting thing I’ve been thinking about.  

On this trip, the Pyrenees trip, I was reading Paul Theroux’s follow up to The Great Railway 

Bazaar, a travelogue of the same round-the-world train voyage, taken thirty something years later. 

(And to go off the main thing I want to talk about here for a second, what an indulgent book 

that was, one I failed to finish*. It was at best a series of moments where Paul goes back to a 

place he visited thirty years ago and either says “This is the same” or “This is different” and 

either way ends up feeling pretty sad about it. But there were also something like seven or eight 

moments in the book where he spotted someone reading a book of his and felt this important 

enough to mention, every time. He also never let himself appear vulnerable in any situation he’s 

in. He always has a quick witted answer. There’s nothing interesting about reading a man be cool 

in different but basically the same situations around the world. 

*And to go even further off the point for a moment, that’s a peculiar thing I do, and I think lots 

of other people do too (again with an extended observation), with books and films. I noticed it 

when I used the language “failed to finish.” I find that if I don’t finish a book, it’s not the 

shortcoming of the book, it’s me. It’s me my lack of patience, my short attention span, my 

inability to give it a chance or appreciate what it was trying to do. But with films, or with TV 

shows, it’s the opposite. I’ll gladly turn a film off after ten minutes and say it didn’t do enough to 

grab me. With televised entertainment, all the pressure is on them to do the grabbing, but with 

books, there’s something more noble, quiet and dignified about them, and the responsibility is 

on me. This has little to do with the main point of this thing, this is just something I wanted to 

say.) 

The thing I wanted to say about Theroux and his travel book was that it made me notice more 

keenly this tension between living genuine experiences or documenting them. This whole trip 

Paul went on was all for the purpose of this book. There’s no secret about that. He talks about 

the process of note taking and editing several times. Everything he did, he planned to write 

about. So how genuine were any of the experiences he had? I mean, of course, it’s likely he 

embellished much of what happened to make for a better read, and that’s fine, but even if he’d 
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reported each of his experiences faithfully, those experiences were compromised, flawed, 

because the whole time he had his writer’s hat on, his notebook in hand, standing just slightly 

back from the experience, poised, ready to quip and observe. He was never really there. Not 

fully, anyway.  

I think for a long time if you asked me which side of this coin I would fall on, I would have 

instantly said that an experience that goes uncaptured and unprocessed is an experience wasted. 

The idea of living through something without even thinking about turning it into writing material 

would’ve horrified me. But now as I get a little older and have some grey beard hairs if I let it 

grow long enough, I think that the important thing is just to have an experience and say, fuck it, 

I just want to live it, who cares if I make some story out of it, who cares if I don’t have any 

pictures. I mean, even if I did write it down or photograph it or go on a stage and talk about it, 

or whatever, all the experiences and all the records of observation fade away anyway. And that’s 

not to be bleak and nihilistic, that’s to be the opposite, that’s to say, it’s all temporary, you’re here 

for such a short time, throw yourself into those experiences and don’t worry about whether you 

document any of it, because all that matters is the living of the experience during the experience, 

and living it to the fullest extent possible, all that matters is the moment, so don’t pause to reflect 

on it.  

If you stand back with your notebook or your phone in your hand, you’re not really getting 

involved. You’re not really living the experience. 

That line, or pair of lines, might feel like a good place to end this thing, but really what I want to 

finish on is the admission that I don’t really know. Because here I am still, still documenting, still 

observing. I’m observing my own observations about how observing something makes it less 

real. I can’t help myself. None of us can. We’re all the same: obsessed with turning experiences 

into stories. Social media stories, or literary ones, or whatever. It’s in our blood. It’s in mine, and 

I berate myself for it, but maybe I shouldn’t. Turning the chaos of experience into a narrative is 

something our species has done for all of time.  

I also should say I realise here that there’s an assumption I’m making, that in the documenting of 

the experience, the ultimate intent is to share that documentation, in some form. To publish, 

promote and spread your experience so others can vicariously have the experience, but, more 

importantly, experience your interpretation of the experience. (Current word count for 

experience: 38, and no sign of stopping.) To simply make a private diary entry about an 

experience just as a means of processing and understanding it, is not quite the same thing, on the 

surface, but to me it still requires the same distancing from the fullness of the moment. But it 

could be convincingly argued that I come from the perspective of someone who has grown up 
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and lived with the self-applied pressure to write things, and I’m not an accurate representation of 

ordinary people having experiences and reflecting on them. To me reflection is distance, which 

can be valuable, but also cheapening. Experience creates emotion; filing and packaging emotion 

can kill it.  

I guess the thing I want to part on here is the grey area-ness of it all, which might seem like a cop 

out, but it seems the only logical place to land after thinking about this for a couple of months. 

There’s a paradox to it – of course there is – in that the best experiences deserve to be captured 

and shared, but an experience experienced with a view to being documented and/or 

disseminated is diluted, only half experienced. So how do you reconcile with that. Maybe the 

answer is to pretend you’re never going to document an experience, experience it, experience it 

all the way, then a little while later say “Ha, fooled you, I was going to document this all along” 

and then make something out of it, but even while writing that I knew it didn’t make sense, 

because that’s just not how people work.  

I’d like to say that the next time I go on a trip or do something else memorable I’ll try this out, 

I’ll try and just live the experience fully and forget about observing it anyway, but, even now, just 

saying this hypothetically, I can see me opening my notebook at some point and writing down all 

the thoughts I have. I hope if anything I’ll be able to let go of the modern pressure to live life to 

the fullest. I hope I’ll be able to accept the luck of things. I’ve never been much of an ‘optimiser’ 

anyway; if I’m going to buy something new or look for a place to visit, I won’t spend hours 

meticulously researching the best place to go, to ensure I have the best time. It’s partly because I 

don’t have the patience, partly because I don’t trust the sources I’m reading. But I’d also like to 

think it’s partly because I can accept that whatever experience I have, that’s the one I’ll have, and 

instead of looking ever-jealously to what it might’ve been, I can just sit back and observe it.  

Oh, wait.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


