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            Introduction


         
 

         

            ‘They [interviews] have nothing to do with the music. It’s usually people asking a bunch of weird questions like, “Why are the songs so slow?” Well, maybe because they are. Because that’s how we play them. Because I wrote them at a less rapid pace. It’s always why, why, why? Why everything? And the answer to “why” is because it just is. Things just are.’
 

            Will Oldham, Observer, 17 November 2002

            


         
 

         

            ‘Why do most interviews portray you as difficult?’

            
 

            ‘I have no idea. That’s something British journalists always bring to the table.’
 

            ‘Explain Yourself: Bonnie Prince Billy’ by Phoebe 
 Greenwood, The Times, 19 March 2004

            


         
 

         To long-time followers of the media’s encounters with Bonnie ‘Prince’ Billy/Will Oldham/Palace, the appearance of this book may come as something of a surprise. Look at almost any article about the singer/songwriter/actor from the last two decades and you will find words to the effect that its subject is an elusive, puzzling and obfuscating artist who does not like to be interviewed, and is often evasive when he is. So, why would Oldham agree to do a book-length interview? One reason is to answer questions about his past in a single volume, to provide a basic information source for future interlocutors to consult – and maybe so he won’t have to do so many interviews.
 

         The facts are these: Will was born in Louisville, Kentucky, on 15 January 1970 (not 24 December, as some profiles would have it), the second of three sons. Up until the age of nineteen he pursued acting vigorously, appearing in local productions and a few television movies (Umbrella Jack, starring John Carradine (1984); Everybody’s Baby: The Rescue of Jessica McClure (1988)) and feature films (What Goes Around, directed by Jerry Reed (1982); Matewan, directed by John Sayles (1987); A Thousand Pieces of Gold, directed by Nancy Kelly (1989)). Suddenly disillusioned with acting, but a lifelong fan of music, he was encouraged to sing and make songs by friends and, particularly, his older brother Ned, and initiated an ad hoc group called Palace Flophouse (after the locale in John Steinbeck’s novel Cannery Row). This turned into Palace Brothers, and as the Chicago indie-rock label Drag City began to release their records the name would change with each one – Palace Music, Palace Songs or simply Palace – as would the participants involved (who, until 1994’s Hope EP, were generally uncredited). There were also no songwriting credits at first, and as little information given as possible on each release – which, combined with Oldham’s reluctance to tour or to give interviews, is how he started to get tagged as an enigma.

         
 

         The first four Palace albums that originally brought him attention – There Is No One What Will Take Care of You, Days in the Wake, Viva Last Blues and Arise Therefore – remain a vital, high-contrast body of work. In the aftermath of Arise Therefore, Oldham retired the Palace moniker and seemed to be at a low ebb; one record made in collaboration with the Dirty Three was scrapped, and Joya, a reworking of some of the same material released in 1997 under his own name, almost went unrecorded entirely. The next year Bonnie Prince Billy was created, an appellation which Will has used for recording and performing ever since, and the following album, I See a Darkness, yielded some of his strongest material (the title track was later covered by Johnny Cash). Subsequent releases – Ease Down the Road, Master and Everyone, The Letting Go, Lie Down in the Light and Beware – have retained the light-and-dark thematic concerns of the Palace records, each building on its predecessor in terms of recording, performances and songwriting (2004’s Bonnie ‘Prince’ Billy Sings Greatest Palace Music, which re-dressed old Palace songs as straight country material with a crack Nashville session band, is a particularly intriguing recent disc).

         
 

         In some ways the moniker ‘Bonnie’ could be viewed as an accommodation with Oldham’s growing success: rather than sign with a major label or settle on one back-up band or sound, the decision to stick with one name does provide a certain stability lacking in the Palace era. But this remains the exception rather than the rule: Will questions and usually outright rejects any and all accepted record-industry wisdom with regard to virtually every aspect of the production, merchandising and promotion of his music and himself. As much as, if not more than, long-standing rock-industry mavericks like Neil Young, Bob Dylan or Lou Reed, Oldham is a law unto himself.

         
 

         Emerging from the indie-rock scene of the early 1990s, Palace was at times lumped in with the ‘No Depression’ alternative country-rock bands like Son Volt or Uncle Tupelo, or with the lo-fi movement identified with Sebadoh, Daniel Johnston, Guided by Voices or Drag City label-mate Smog, and later Bonnie Prince Billy was occasionally held up as a forebear of the ‘freak-folk’ scene of the past decade. Yet the music is too slippery for such simple categorisations. It touches on – refracts, really – rock, pop, folk, country, bluegrass and ethnic music without hybridising any of them. Like Oldham’s vocal delivery itself, which has deepened and developed from cracked and adenoidal to idiosyncratic but assured, the music is continually evolving, and in concert the old songs are reworked from tour to tour and often from night to night. The music is sometimes characterised as dark, which it can be, but it can also be – even in the same song – bright, fun-loving, sly, bawdy or cockeyed. The lyrics speak both to the joy (and struggles) of community and the pleasures (and struggles) of solitude.

         
 

         Another part of the press’s codification problem is that Oldham has never fit the singer-songwriter mould. As a mutual acquaintance put it in an email to me, ‘I still see Will more as a film-maker without film than a musician.’ Which is not to say that the music conjures up sweeping Cinemascope vistas or resembles a movie soundtrack (although Oldham has scored some short independent films), but each album and tour is written, directed and cast (or produced, as he will note herein) by Oldham. He has referred to his songs as ‘little scripts’ that he hands out to the players and engineers during recording sessions, and has lamented that he’d like his records to be filed in a record store by name, as a DVD would be in a video store, rather than by artist (hence the numerous iterations of the Palace name on early releases).

         
 

         He is also often confused with the voice on the record or the figure onstage. The songs are not confessional; when religion, animals, royalty, family, travel, death, sex, riding, friends or the wind keep reappearing in the lyrics, it’s like a painter returning to the same subjects, not another scene from the life of Will Oldham. In reading past Palace/Bonnie press coverage, I was reminded of soap-opera stars recalling people approaching them in an airport or a restaurant and chastising them for something their character did in the show, and having to explain to them, ‘That’s not me.’ Indeed, there was one Bonnie show in Belgium where two fans came up to Oldham afterwards and said, ‘You looked like you were having fun up there, and that’s not what we came to see.’

         
 

         My own association with Will goes back to the early 1990s. A fellow named Ken Katkin released a single by my band, Love Child, in 1990. Ken was (then) a New Yorker, but a big fan, and friend, of Louisville indie-rock bands, also releasing singles by the Babylon Dance Band and King Kong. Love Child played in Louisville several times, and on a stop there during a US tour in spring 1993 we stayed with Ethan Buckler, King Kong’s leader, who took us to a party at a house shared by Will, Pavement’s Bob Nastanovich and Britt Walford (a veteran of both King Kong and of Slint, a band Ethan had once played bass in). Ken had mentioned Will to me a few times as someone who was not a musician but who was involved in the Louisville music scene, renowned, he said, for having appeared in John Sayles’s Matewan (a movie I had, at the time, never seen), taking the cover photo of Slint’s album Spiderland, and opening for Steve Albini’s just-post-Big Black outfit Rapeman at CBGB – not playing music, but making ‘anal breathing’ sounds with his butt. Will was a fan of Love Child, and we had previously spoken briefly at one or more of our shows. At one point during the party Will and I found ourselves in the kitchen, and he asked me if I had a job besides music. I did, working at Kino International, a foreign- and independent-film distribution company in New York (ironically, a dozen years later, after I had left, Kino would distribute Kelly Reichardt’s Old Joy, Oldham’s return to acting). This proved to be of great interest to him, and for the next hour we talked, mostly about film distribution and movies in general. Later, as I was walking out the door, he handed me a 7" record – ‘Ohio River Boat Song’, the first Palace single. This was a surprise – neither he nor anyone else had said anything about it.

         
 

         When Palace began to tour, I caught three shows within a year (1994). The first one, at Threadwaxing Space on lower Broadway, was a fairly shambling affair; the next one I saw, a few months later and also at Threadwaxing Space, was solo, and riveting; the third took place at Maxwell’s, where Will was backed up by Ned’s band, the Anomoanon, a much more cohesive ensemble sometimes compared to the Grateful Dead. These shows were each so different, and unique, that going forward I made a point of seeing him play, knowing that whatever he was doing would not be repeated the next time he appeared. Oldham’s sets were so compelling, in fact, that I found it shocking when he mentioned to me that he didn’t care for live playing and that the records were his real focus.
 

         In late 1995 Will invited me to open a few shows in the Midwest as a solo act. I agreed, developing a set where I would play guitar against a backing tape of hollering contests from South Carolina, drastically re-harmonising the a cappella originals. A year and a half later, my next band, Run On, was going on tour and I asked Will if he’d like to share some of the bills. He fashioned his own solo show using a backing tape of his songs played on a Roland sequencer, karaoke-style. After these two tours, we did a few concerts in New York playing together, including a Halloween show at Tonic in 1998 (early in the Bonnie Prince Billy phase: Britt played drums under the name ‘The Sheik’, wearing a makeshift Arab headdress; I was ‘Hung Lucifer’, clad in a body-length skeleton costume; and Bonnie was in whiteface, with black circles around his eyes, and wearing a crown), a benefit concert for Anthology Film Archives where we played movie-themed songs (including King Kong’s ‘Movie Star’ and Bob Seger’s ‘Hollywood Nights’), and an all-improvised show at Tonic with vocalist Catherine Jauniaux and turntablist Erik M (allegedly attended by Rick Rubin, who supposedly wondered aloud, ‘Where are the songs?’ and left after a few minutes).

         
 

         In early 2002 I ran into Will at Joe’s Pub, and he asked me to play on his next record, which was ultimately released as Master and Everyone. The next year I invited him to perform in a two-person dance piece as part of a night I was asked to curate for Jutta Koether and Kim Gordon’s ‘Club in the Shadow’ series at the Kenny Schachter Gallery. We’ve stayed in touch, but this book marks our first collaboration since then.

         
 

         We agreed to meet for a week of extensive interviews. Oldham is nothing if not prolific, and we went over every tour and concert, every release and credit, every role. The website The Royal Stable (http://users.bart.nl/~ljmeijer/oldham/) proved to be an invaluable resource for assembling a timeline of Oldham’s professional life, as well as the discography that appears at the end of the book.

         
 

         Laurence Bell approached me about doing this book, at Will’s suggestion. I am grateful to Laurence for providing back-catalogue releases and acting as a liaison between Faber & Faber, Will and myself; to Lee Brackstone, my editor at Faber & Faber; to Dan Koretzky and Sara Hays at Drag City for aid with research materials; to Kevin Scott; to Ian Bahrami; to Richard King; to Paul Cronin and Michael Chaiken; and to Will for his time and his generous hospitality.
 

          
 

         Alan Licht
 

         New York, 2011
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            The Wolf Man Meets Abbott and Costello


         
 

         
ALAN LICHT: How comfortable are you with life at its most turbulent or unexpected?

         
 

         WILL OLDHAM: When I was a kid, long before I saw the movie, I heard the Zorba the Greek soundtrack, with Anthony Quinn saying Zorba’s lines inbetween the songs. One of the lines he says is, ‘Life is trouble, only death is not.’ And I thought, ‘Yeah, that sounds good.’ On some level there’s a degree of comfort in the most intimate or most challenging or most demanding situations, because I can almost relax; I know it’s not going to get worse or stronger or more intense than that.

         
 

         A lot of people like to watch movies or read books where they know what’s going on, but I like the opposite – I don’t like to know what’s going on. Not to the point where reality is obliterated; I like a strange situation where you don’t know what’s going to happen, but there are one or two parts that are familiar to you. Because to me, that’s what the course of any given day is like. There’s no predetermination my tiny brain can comprehend. It’s dealing with conflict in conjunction with time. The bulk of surprises is reason to get out of bed and touch your toes.
 

         I’ve done a couple of in-store and radio-station tours, and anything can happen if you’re travelling alone in those situations. ’Cause usually you play in the afternoon, so that means mornings and nights you don’t know what’s going to happen – don’t know where you’re gonna sleep, don’t know anything about what life is going to be like. Then it’s fully 24/7 Bonnie; there is no other identity. It’s pretty exciting.

         
 

         Identity seems to be a recurring theme in your records, especially in Beware; and identity is involved in acting, where you’re taking on a role for the duration of the play or movie. Is identity something you’re consciously thinking about?

         
 

         At the time I started to make Bonnie Prince Billy records, there was an acceptance that something that would be on the table then would be – I didn’t necessarily know what it meant – a relationship to identity. That having your person and/or your work absorbed by people who had no access to any other part of you was inherent in being involved in the arts and the natural tendency for people, whether or not they wanted or needed to, to fill out the character, fill out the person, fill out the life. It wasn’t a moment of saying, ‘That’s cool,’ or ‘That’s great,’ or ‘That’s fine’; it was, ‘Oh, that is.’ And it doesn’t have to be bad – it will be bad, in a lot of ways, but there can be good things about that. On some level there’s the relationship of the audience to the identity, but I didn’t want that to be the theme, to where it’s super-reflexive and that’s what the content is about – it seemed like that would be a dead end – but to understand that I could have the relationship and see if it translated or not.

         
 

         It has to do with resembling a working life like Humphrey Bogart’s, where there’s no substantial reason to identify a person like him with anything his characters have done. I don’t think there’s any direct relation, necessarily, between his characterisations and who he was outside his work. It’s harder in music for audiences to make that kind of association; there’s always this idea that the person is what the person seems to represent. Because of my inability to work with liaisons most of the time – and also because of my low-maintenance way, especially in the first ten years of making records, where there was a lot of direct contact with people – I didn’t want to feel I was accountable every moment of every day for the content of the songs, as much as for making them available or interpreting them. People will take content first and foremost. When you make a song or a movie or a piece of art, the idea is to put forward something that does not have the process completely visible, to make something someone can have a clean emotional experience with. But then people don’t know how to get from what they see through the art to the life of the person on the other side – that’s too many steps for a human being to have to make.

         
 

         These are songs, and people like to listen to songs with personal subject matter in them. If it were a screenplay, no one would ask those questions. I don’t think when James Cameron writes and directs a movie, people confuse him with the Terminator. Writing songs is a profession; so it’s not an attempt to take things from my interactions with other people and for some reason give them to a total stranger to listen to. I find it offensive to hear other people do that. I basically use other things that have touched me as examples, which I know share nothing with the person who was involved, and I know I’m sharing something that has nothing to do with anything specific at all. There’s something to be said about your emotional palette coming from your personal experience, but music is about changing things, like a book or a movie – you take a situation and construct a new one. The songs are not meant to be real life. They’re meant to have a psychic, rather than factual, bearing on the listener. Songs are made to exist in and of themselves, like a great James Jones or Robert Louis Stevenson novel. They’re not autobiographical, and yet there’s reality on every single page. It’s real life of the imagination. I will always rewrite a song that seems like it is too connected to a real event, because the intention is always to create the hyper-real event, so that, ideally, more people can relate to it.

         
 

         The writer just has to use language that allows others in. Then if people want to connect on some level, they will. There are a lot of things I’m using to represent love, although there’s no single tangible object of desire. Magic words like ‘love’ or ‘God’ or ‘death’ could mean a thousand different things, and if you want to write a song that’s about more than a thousand things, you can begin by assuming that every way of jamming words together can be as literal as you desire and still be taken in a different way by every listener. It doesn’t matter if you’re singing about a basement or Jeffrey Dahmer or Bruce Lee. I’ve always loved ‘Bat Out of Hell’. Have you ever had a motorcycle wreck? Has Meat Loaf? I don’t think so. But I feel like it’s probably a translation of something that he knows. Maybe because he’s crazy, but people like Daniel Johnston can translate something literally from his life and put it into a song and have it be as weird and surreal and beautiful and powerful as Jim Steinman can with his motorcycle accident.

         
 

         Sometimes with Nick Cave and Tom Waits – say the first eight Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds records – it’s fun to think of their songs as descriptions of a personal experience that have been given character shadings. Most of the songs on that first Palace Brothers record [There Is No One What Will Take Care of You] are full-on character things. Singing and doing music the way I do is related to the idea of personifying a text of some sort, and looking for my idols in text personification. It’s as if Elvis Presley is a written, created character like Stanley Kowalski.

         
 

         Any first-person lyric, and just the use of the voice, is very tricky, not just for the listener but also probably for most performers, because one of the main reasons one does it is because of the appeal of inhabiting a persona and a voice. But once you commit to that, you don’t know the effect it’s gonna have. What does it do to your psyche, to sing any lyric? I’ll never know for sure, but you know that every time it has some kind of effect. Assuming that people have all sorts of feelings or issues about their own relationship to identity and multiple identities, the issue of the singer’s identity is not what people come to the records for, but hopefully somehow it resonates.
 

         At the best of times, in the past, I’ve consciously thought irrational things, like that there would be a gradual transition from human form to musical form, a transformation that would occur if I allowed it to occur. And because those moments have existed, identity themes remain strong [laughs]. Because then there are times when it seems like that’s not happening, when you’re very earthbound. There was a John Woo movie based on a Philip K. Dick story called Paycheck that wasn’t very good, with Ben Affleck, where his character knows that he is going to travel into the future and have his mind erased. So he assembles a set of clues and puts them in a manila envelope and leaves them for himself in the future so that he can reconstruct what happened to him. And in some ways, there’s a little bit of that going on in the songs: knowing that I am going to be basically giving myself into Bonnie’s way of being, that that will be kind of OK, and that there will be little reminders of what real physical humanity is like hidden in there, hidden in amongst the songs as I’m singing them. So the re-entry back into the world of physical bleeding will not be as difficult it has sometimes been in the past.

         
 

         While we’re on the subject of transformation to and from human form, let’s talk about the Wolf Man and the Incredible Hulk.
 

         All right!
 

         Was there something about monsters that you could relate to as a kid?
 

         I’m not sure why I felt such sympathy for the Lon Chaney Jr Wolf Man character. As it turns out, as an adult I can have a very unpleasant, fierce and unforgiving temper at times. But I don’t think I had that when I was a kid. These days, at least, when I enter into any friendship, relationship or collaboration, I try either to establish enough private space to allow for the monster to exist without the awareness of the other person or without affecting them, or I try to be upfront about giving warnings. Both were survival tactics of Larry Talbot in those movies; it seemed like he tried to keep his distance and to be forthcoming about telling people to be careful. More than most movie characters, that was one that I connected with.
 

         Did you like that it was part man, part animal?
 

         It was visceral. I think when he became the wolf creature, he wasn’t becoming a monster, he wasn’t becoming something that was scary; for the most part, it was actually liberating. When you watched him transform, you could actually breathe again, seeing that he was no longer burdened with a conscience, for example, or with the need to be considerate or responsible [laughs]. He could just be.

         
 

         The Incredible Hulk was like that, but the Hulk wasn’t furry, and fur is really welcoming and good and also . . . I wonder if Lon Chaney Jr played the Wolf Man once the make-up was on – was that still him? [It was.] ’Cause I didn’t care about the Hulk in the comics, but you knew that Bill Bixby and Lou Ferrigno [the actors in the 1970s TV series] were different people. So part of that was even more frightening, because I didn’t feel like it was a release when Bruce Banner became the Hulk. I felt like he was trapped all of a sudden in this weird, pervert, deaf bodybuilder’s body, with green make-up all over him – which was a bad place to be. It was kind of the reverse, where he seemed like he knew he was one thing, and the other side was a mutation, and bad, but it was imposed upon him and forced him to not be able to have any constants in his life.

         
 

         The great thing about the Wolf Man was that he got to be in a movie with Abbott and Costello. He’s not just in this weird horror world, he’s also in this great comedy world. He gets to branch out. Even though he’s got this weird personality limitation, it doesn’t cross the possibilities off the list of what he can do with his life: he gets to hang out with Bud and Lou.
 

         I remember Ned [Oldham, older brother] getting us to watch the Specials on Saturday Night Live doing ‘Gangsters’. There was some sort of Ramones clip that I’d seen around that time as well, and the Ramones and the Specials were very frightening to me, just the way they looked and the way they moved. The Specials seemed like an extension of the Universal horror movies – The Wolf Man, Frankenstein, The Mummy movies – but playing music. I don’t know if they were trying to do that, be scary in a horror-movie kind of way, or if they were just trying to be aggressive and threatening. I think the singer, specifically, his whole complexion and make-up, looked like the Bride of Frankenstein, except with short hair.

         
 

         So was there a lot of music in the house when you were growing up?
 

         My folks had records. When I was young, my two or three favourite records that they had were probably West Side Story, the Broadway Hair record and The Very Best of the Everly Brothers – that was a record that I claimed and listened to over and over and over and over. They had two Leonard Cohen records, The Best of Leonard Cohen and Death of a Ladies Man, and I remember ‘Paper Thin Hotel’ being on a mix tape my dad made for when we would go on family vacations. That’s easily the first Leonard Cohen song that I grew to know and love, but just as a soundtrack in the background. I thought it was a wild song, but I had no idea of anything about it.

         
 

          My older brother had records. Those that I remember liking were the Fall, specifically the Slates EP, and Lou Reed’s Transformer and the Ramones’ Rocket to Russia. I also remember him listening to things like James White and the Blacks, Skafish, Bauhaus, X, Minor Threat, the Meatmen – just an amazing array of stuff. And then I had records. That’s what I listened to.

         
 

         The first record you bought was a compilation of novelty songs called Dumb Ditties.

         
 

         First record I bought with my own money, for myself. I saw commercials for it on TV, over and over again, and then I bought it with money that I got for my birthday. It was sold at a drugstore in a cardboard stand that said, ‘As Seen on TV. $4.99’. And then, of course, lots of kids records, like [Marlo Thomas’s] Free to Be . . . You and Me and [Carole King’s] Really Rosie, which is a good record. I’m sure I know all the words to both those records. The first music I bought when I was nine or ten was pop from the 1950s and 1960s, like Elvis, Del Shannon, the Flamingos, Dion, The Platters – whatever I could get my hands on.

         
 

         You started acting as a child too. What made you want to act?
 

         I wanted to act in order to be Gene Kelly’s peer. When I was really little and saw Singing in the Rain for the first time, knowing that that doesn’t really happen in real life, that you can put music together with lyrics and a plot and a rainstorm . . . it just doesn’t seem to happen every day. Well, if I want that to happen I have to be involved in these fabricated existences that aren’t fabricated because they’re real while you’re watching them. Some people have difficulty communicating, especially when they’re young, and that was definitely something I had a hard time with. I had zero difficulty communicating with myself, but how do you communicate an idea to somebody else? You can translate it through a constructed and written text.

         
 

         I found [acting] classes near where I lived and did more and more of them. My folks looked around and found this theatre called Walden Theatre; that was more hardcore training for after school, so I went there and stayed until I was eighteen, when I graduated. I was probably one of the youngest people in the company at that point. The first semester I was there they did an improv performance one Saturday morning at the Watertower, the old Louisville water company that’s now moved up the hill, that’s on the river. I was asked to participate in that, so it was my first performance with them. I totally shit my pants all morning with nerves, but it was amazing.

         
 

         Even when I was doing theatre stuff, the least pleasant part of any of that was live performance. It was exciting, the challenge of working with other people on the spot, where you can’t stop, but it was an imposition that there was a room full of people. That was not a cool thing, except for the fact that they made you do it straight through and try to do it really well. But I realised early on that I didn’t understand the live audience’s reaction, that they weren’t the best judges of whether you were doing it well. That also made the idea of film acting or recording more exciting than live theatre or live performing. You don’t have that mysterious group of people doing whatever it is they do in their seats.
 

         This is a shortcoming of my own, in some ways, but at the end of the night it’s no fun to play a good or bad show and realise that it doesn’t relate to the audience’s perception, to feel like you didn’t share something with the audience, essentially. ’Cause there are better ways of spending your time than being in a room with people you don’t have anything to do with, when you’re supposed to have something to do with them.
 

         In other words, you played a bad show and the audience reacted as if it was a good one?
 

         That’s what I mean. It didn’t bother me as much to have a good show that people thought was bad, ’cause whether or not people liked it at least you had the satisfaction of having played a good show, but it really bothered me when it was a bad show and people thought it was good. Very confusing, very upsetting.

         
 

         I feel correct in saying so, but it feels dubious on other levels that I happened to fall in love with movies and records, but my personality is not one that appreciates the public aspect of those things. And I think I always assumed that it wasn’t an issue, because, especially as a kid, when you listen to David Bowie records, de facto there is no such person as David Bowie. You’re not going to see him in Louisville, Kentucky, in a coffee shop, you’re not going to see him in New York City on the street – someone might, some time, but essentially he doesn’t exist. You’re not going to have mutual friends, especially as a kid. In the same way, Rock Hudson, he’s not a person – never will be, it’s not an issue. So I thought, if I want to do this work, I assume it can work the same way – that I can act in a movie and it doesn’t relate to anybody else. If they see that person, they don’t see that person here. And that’s not the way that it works, a lot of the time. But it’s something I often have to relearn, and then refigure out where to stand in relation to that step.

         
 

         A funny thing happened in Prague in 1989. Every Tuesday night they showed a Shirley Temple movie on TV. And usually I watched it, but one night I didn’t, and the next day I was walking around and people were looking at me really funny, and I started to get paranoid, thinking my fly was down or I had done something wrong . . . And it turned out that they’d shown the Jessica McClure movie instead of a Shirley Temple movie the night before, and everyone was recognising me in the street.

         
 

         Did studying acting prepare you for delivering lines in a song?
 

         I know that it did, but it also helped me understand better what some of my teachers were telling me, which I didn’t understand at the time. There’s so much more to work with when you have the word and rhythm and melody rather than just having the word. A great actor treats the word and has a sense for rhythm and melody, but I had to start making songs to understand that that was part of what makes a great acting performance. I think before that, if any performance of mine ever came off, it was all due to the ability of the writer and the director, ’cause I wasn’t giving it the attention it could have been given. I had had so many lessons drilled into me, and all of a sudden they started to make more and more sense, the more I got into making songs.
 

         I need to encounter my main theatre instructor, whom I haven’t spoken to since 1988 or 1989, partly because she was an intense force that was very intimidating. She was hardcore, and part of me has just [laughs] never wanted to see her again. But I was talking with a guy a couple of weeks ago about her, and he was like, ‘We should take her out to lunch.’ I realised it would probably be a healthy thing to do, to see her as an adult, ’cause I know I couldn’t have done most of the things I’ve done in my life without her. It would be like somebody reuniting with an abusive parent, or something like that. She pushed those lessons in.

         
 

         Did you socialise with other theatre people?
 

         By the time I was thirteen, I was starting to hang out with Britt [Walford], Brian [McMahan], Dave [Grubbs] and Clark [Johnson],* so that was my social life. I did theatre, I did school, then hung out with these other people, a couple of whom I went to school with, but most of them I didn’t. I never socialised with people at the theatre or the school, except for these two or three people. I was trying to learn acting and all that, and whatever free time I had was devoted to music: listening to music and photographing music and going to my friends’ band practices, with no interest at all in playing in a band or making music. I think I was probably at two out of three Maurice practices, this kind of math-y, metal thing, with Britt and Brian and Dave [Pajo],**just listening, taking pictures. I could only make two out of three practices, ’cause the theatre [schedule] was like: get out of school at 2.40, Monday writing class was 4 to 6, Tuesday would be like an acting class from 4 to 6, rehearsal from 6.30 to 8.30, Thursday the same, Friday voice and movement class 4 to 6, and then 6.30 to 8.30 rehearsal, and then Saturday morning improv class, and Saturday afternoon rehearsal, so it was a lot of time.

         
 

         

            *  All four were members of Squirrel Bait, a post-hardcore punk band that existed from 1983–8. Walford and McMahan went on to play in Slint and King Kong, McMahan in The For Carnation, and Grubbs in Bastro (with Johnson, initially, and later Bundy K. Brown and John McEntire) and Gastr Del Sol, plus numerous solo activities.

            


         
 

         

            **  Pajo went on to play alongside Walford and McMahan in Slint and King Kong, and since then has done stints touring and/or recording with Tortoise, Stereolab, Royal Trux, Zwan, the Yeah Yeah Yeahs and Interpol, as well as his own projects, variously named M/Aerial M/Papa M/PAJO.

            


         
 

         You were going to see shows too.
 

         I think I saw Samhain around ’84, at the Jockey Club. That would have been [the tour for] Unholy Passion. It was an amazing night, the first time I stayed up all night. Then the tour with Maurice [opening for Samhain] was for November-Coming-Fire. I went along for the trip, taking pictures. So exciting. We were all huge Misfits fans. Sean Garrison, the singer for Maurice  and then later Kinghorse, had a correspondence with Glenn [Danzig],* and then I developed a correspondence with Glenn, just fan correspondence, but I’d send him a cow skull or make him a collage out of an encyclopedia set from the school called Man, Myth and Magic, in hopes of getting 7"s that were out of print. And he did – he sent me ‘Cough/Cool’. He would never write a letter or anything like that, but a month later I would get a package from Lodi [New Jersey, where Danzig was then based], and it would have amazing shit in it. And I would never know – I would send these gifts and, like, ten bucks, and just wait and see what happened. He would send back, like, an amazing pale-yellow Samhain T-shirt. I’ve never seen another like it.

         
 

         

            *  Danzig formed the Misfits, one of the crucial post-Ramones US punk bands, in 1977. The Misfits broke up in 1983 and Danzig launched the more heavy-metal-oriented Samhain, which he retooled and renamed Danzig upon signing to Def American in 1987. Samhain officially reunited for one tour, opening for Danzig, in 1999.

            


         
 

         Just seeing five or six Samhain shows in a row in small places and eating at Denny’s with them . . . I remember specifically Bloomington and Detroit, ’cause Detroit was at the Greystone, which was Corey [Rusk]’s place. I remember being there and after the soundcheck wondering where Glenn was, and someone says, ‘He’s upstairs with Corey and Tesco Vee,’ and my mind was blown.** Although I never saw Tesco Vee there that night, that’s just what somebody said. In Bloomington there was a party afterwards, and Glenn drank a beer, which apparently was very unusual, and he started fooling around with an acoustic guitar on the front porch of the house, singing John Mellencamp’s ‘Small Town’ but with comedic lyrics, completely cracking himself up: [sings] ‘I was born with no dick,’ then laughing, laughing, ‘and I am a lesbian,’ and just laughing his head off, which again was so mind-blowing. He liked to goof around some, but that was an extreme. Just seeing him with a guitar was amazing. I remember Pajo remarking on some way that Glenn made a chord, saying, ‘Wow, I’ve never seen that chord made that way.’

         
 

         

            **  Vee was the leader of the Meatmen and launched a seminal fanzine, Touch and Go, which begat the equally seminal US indie-rock label of the same name. Rusk was the bassist of the Necros and has run Touch and Go Records from 1981 to the present, initially with Vee and, since 1983, with his wife Lisa, releasing albums by Big Black, the Butthole Surfers, Jesus Lizard, Slint and Urge Overkill, among many others. Until 2009 T&G also did manufacturing and distribution for Drag City and several other labels.

            


         
 

         There was a story about going to a Big Black show, after you had ordered a T-shirt from Steve Albini . . .
 

         Actually I had ordered a record – Lungs. They played in Newport [Kentucky], at the Jockey Club, to twenty people or something like that, after Racer X came out [1984]. Rich Schuler was in art school in Cincinatti, and we all stayed in his apartment.* I loved Racer X, but that’s all that I had. But yeah, across the room, Steve just lays back on the couch, pulls his fedora down, with all his clothes on, and that was him for the night. In the morning, getting up, he was like, ‘What did you say your name was?’ I said, ‘Will Oldham,’ and he says, ‘I owe you a record.’ He had a Lungs there, which was amazing because even at that point I think they were essentially out of print, even though they had some on tour that they were selling, and then he gave me a shirt as a late bonus.  

         
 

         

            *  Schuler had played drums in an early incarnation of Squirrel Bait, and would also occupy the drum chair in King Kong. He played live with Palace in 1992 and 1995, as well as on the Rian Murphy/Will Oldham EP All Most Heaven.

            


         
 

         It was mind-blowing to be able to be a fan of Samhain or Big Black or Dinosaur Jr. and then to run into them in the course of either just going to shows or going to see friends play on bills with them, and being able to communicate as a kind of a peer. Even though I wasn’t making music, the conversation wasn’t like, ‘Oh, I love your record.’ It was more like, ‘Where are you guys sleeping?’ ‘I don’t know, where are you guys going to sleep?’ I didn’t like the music because I met those people; I liked the music and met those people, and then didn’t necessarily like them because of the music – I either liked them or I didn’t. And seeing a community grow between Louisville and Chicago, musically, and then between Louisville and New York . . . When Squirrel Bait got on Homestead [Records], that opened up, by proxy, the community to Dinosaur Jr. or Sonic Youth, who did at least one record on Homestead; even Nick Cave and the Bad Seeds had a record or two licensed to Homestead. So it was incredible, really exciting; you felt like you were connected to it in some way. It was just a couple of people removed between me and, like, Mike Watt.* And he was still, you know, an icon.

         
 

         

            *  Bassist Watt was a founder member of the legendary Californian hardcore band the Minutemen, soldiered on in Firehose and various solo projects, and now is part of the reformed Iggy & the Stooges.

            


         
 

         So how did you reconcile this sort of access to these people with the idea of never running into David Bowie in the street?
 

         It helped to reinforce the idea of the distance of these other people, and made me begin to wonder about how and why the David Bowies, or whoever, were different. I don’t know, that’s a good question. You know, I remember meeting Lou Reed, I remember meeting Iggy Pop, I remember meeting or being in close contact with Leonard Cohen – in dreams, during that time – and having interactions with them. I still, for the most part, don’t like playing, but I also don’t like seeing big shows, and partly it’s probably because I’ve seen too many great small shows and think, ‘Why would I see a big show?’ I think that was the beginning of understanding that you could do both, that you could be some kind of human being and make records that meant something to somebody. And that was very valuable, and very affirming. It was also affirming to not become friends with them; I became friends with Albini later, but then it was just like this minimal, served-a-purpose but great contact, and I didn’t wanna hang out or anything like that.

         
 

         It was an observation period. Which was great. This was something that I loved, and I didn’t relate it to anything that I was doing, which was, essentially, professional training to be a part of this world . . . but from another angle. Only later did I find that it was equally important to all the other training I was going through, that it was its own preparation, so much better than any college I could ever have gone to. I was essentially preparing for my work from the age of eight, starting with acting, and then starting to go to shows and band practices when I was twelve. And from then on I was, like, in a guild system, as an apprentice. Which is pretty radical.
 

         An underlying factor is the different economies that are at play with a Big Black tour as opposed to a David Bowie tour. There is so much more money invested in Bowie that more people are glomming onto Bowie to get a piece of the action, and this then creates, in effect, a buffer between David Bowie and the rest of the world. Whereas when Big Black go on tour in 1985, there’s virtually no money at all, and no entourage, so someone in that position has nowhere to run or hide.

         
 

         Yeah. But there’s also knowing Racer X backwards and forwards when I first see Big Black, and then seeing them in a big club – I don’t remember what the capacity was, maybe six hundred, something like that – with twenty other people . . . that was incredible because it felt like an extension of listening at home. It’s like, ‘This is still a private experience, this is still a very powerful, private experience’ – much to the chagrin, probably, of Big Black at the time. But I didn’t realise that, because the show was so good, to me, that it seemed like they were doing exactly what they wanted or planned to do. And maybe they would say that even now.

         
 

         When you had these major-label records . . . I mean, essentially it was like Hollywood, it was all a fiction. All records were just fictional space. None of it seemed real, anyway: nobody ever came to Louisville, so the idea of a David Bowie show, or a Lou Reed show, or a Leonard Cohen show, or a Jonathan Richman show, whatever, didn’t seem like even the remotest of possibilities. And at the same time, when I would hear about the Who playing nearby, it sounded like hell, you know. Going to a place with thousands and thousands of people never has been and never will be my idea of fun.
 

         That was actually my first concert, the Who at an arena in 1982 – and we walked out after three songs for that exact reason. We were like, ‘What are we doing here?’
 

         I think I saw my older brother’s band play once or twice, when I was eleven or twelve. I think they were called Some Boody Pudding, and I think it was Sean Mulhall who actually grabbed me and raised me above his head – affectionately and aggressively at the same time – and hauled me into the [mosh] pit, mostly high above the heads of the pogoers.* And I went to the Jockey Club, with Britt and Brian [to see Hüsker Dü in 1983], and then Prince was on his Purple Rain tour, and I went and saw him in Lexington [Kentucky], a huge arena show, at the very height of his popularity.

         
 

         

            *  Mulhall was the drummer in the Babylon Dance Band, one of the first – and best – Louisville punk bands, which existed from 1978–83.

            


         
 

         And yeah, it was a huge moment in listening to music because it made me feel kind of like I had no business in listening to the music. Listening to old records or records where the distance still seemed obvious made sense to me; but listening to something where that was a part of the experience . . . Being a fan, I thought, ‘Huh. I don’t belong listening to this kind of music.’ This experience is not good, it’s not satisfying at all, being in a stadium where his mouth is moving a fraction of a second before you hear the sound – what’s the point, you know? I don’t get it at all. And from then on, I only liked to listen to music where I felt like it was OK to listen to the records. You never had to talk to anybody about going to the shows, you didn’t have to go to these big shows; or you could go to the small shows, get up close and listen, or watch them play the song in a way that was surprising or new, or feel like they were playing the song with the people that were onstage and with the audience that was in the room.

         
 

         In a big stadium show, even though there’s so many people, there’s actually no sense of community at all.
 

         None. Sometimes when I go to shows now, or when I play a show, where I feel like it’s a thing to do rather than people into what’s going on, it feels almost the same. I love going to shows where the room is full of people that know the music. Especially if I don’t know the music, It’s so much fun. Or if I’ve never met anybody else that likes a certain kind of music, and I love it, then going to a show and being like, ‘Wow, here we are, this group of people. We like this music’ – and there’s nobody else there besides people who like the music. Then you leave the show and you can’t talk to anybody about it, but you know that for an hour and a half or two hours you were in a room with a bunch of people that you had something in common with.

         
 

         Going to that ethnomusicology conference [Society for Ethnomusicology 54th Annual Conference, in Mexico City, 2009] . . . That’s something I had never found people I could talk to about. Since I was a kid, I was getting music out of the library or going to record stores, and I would go to their world and folk section and look for things, and I never learned how to talk about it. But all of a sudden being in a hotel with two or three hundred other people where it was second nature for them to talk about this stuff was like, wow. It was like being on crack – but I’ve never been on crack. It was like being on Dexedrine.
 

         Ben Chasny [aka Six Organs of Admittance] was playing a house show [in Louisville] which I went to, and it turned out the house was owned and operated by a guy named Claude Stevens, who worked as a naturalist out at Bernheim Forest, which my dad had a lot to do with. Ben’s set was acoustic, by himself, in a room about the same size as this, about eight to ten people sitting on the floor. And it made me so happy. It was such a great set, such a good show; you were in a small room with people who were there to see the show, and it didn’t matter how many were paying attention – that was the exciting thing. Because if I can go to a show like that Six Organs show or hear a record like those first two Baby Dee records [Little Window (2000) and Love’s Small Song (2002)] say every three or six months of my life, or be involved with making a record like those, then that’s all I need. Everything else that everyone else pushes on you about how records could sell and should sell, how shows should be and could be . . . these were proof that most people, when they tell you how to make a good show, how to make a good tour, how to make a good record, they’re just wrong. And you make a good show or a good tour or a good record by paying attention to the content of the show, and where it is is content – where the show is is part of the content of the show. So you can’t have a good show at some venues, and you can’t have a good tour by doing it in certain ways; you have to make up the ways for doing the tour, and you have to make up the ways for recording the record and putting it out.

         
 

         You were still in your teens when you acted in John Sayles’s film Matewan (1987). How did you get cast in it?

         
 

         This guy Gary Leon Hill did a play I was in in 1982 or ’83, Food from Trash, here at the Humana Festival of New American Plays [an annual festival organised and hosted by Actors Theatre]. That was very exciting. It was one of my first paying jobs. I got paying gigs through Actors Theatre every couple of years throughout my teens. Working at Actors Theatre was really great. Around 1979 or ’80 it got a Tony Award for its quality as a repertory theatre. It was Louisville’s heyday culturally, because the ballet, the symphony, the newspaper and the theatre were all really strong. In that time, people would come from all over the country, all over the world to see the Humana Festival, and that’s where a casting agent saw me in Food from Trash, and that’s what got John Sayles and his folks interested in giving me a call [for Matewan]. I also remember meeting Sigourney Weaver, ’cause she was attending [the festival], and seeing Mary McDonnell, who was later in Matewan, as well as Battlestar Galactica and Dances with Wolves, and Chris Cooper, who’s in all sorts of shit now. I saw him there when I was a kid, in Grapes of Wrath, and loved him and remembered him for years, and then he was in Matewan, of course. I remember seeing Holly Hunter in a play by a guy named Murphy Guyer called Eden Court and just being head over heels in love with her; she was my size, or shorter, and gave me the time of day as well ’cause I was a fellow actor in this festival, which was amazing, and she was so good.

         
 

         They called me: ‘We’re putting this movie together. This woman saw you – would you be interested in auditioning?’ They sent me the screenplay, and I didn’t read it; I put it on the kitchen counter, in the corner, and it sat there I don’t know how long . . . a year and a half. Then they called again: ‘Remember we called you a long, long time ago? Well, we lost the money at that point’ – and then they made Brother from Another Planet – ’but we’re gonna make it now. Would you be interested in auditioning?’ That was probably spring or early summer of 1986. We had kind of planned a family mini-vacation to New York City, ’cause Ned was gonna go to some overseas farming programme with Willie MacLean [later of Anomoanon and King Kong] in Greece, and we were gonna go up and see him off, so I said, ‘We’re gonna be up there in New York in two weeks,’ and they said, ‘OK, that’s fine.’ It turned out our hotel was a block and a half from where the audition was going to be held. I auditioned and got cast in it, and totalled my car and broke my foot right before we were supposed to shoot. I had a broken foot for at least the first month of the shoot, which they had to kind of shoot around, because I was limping and on crutches.

         
 

         Legally they had to hire a tutor/guardian, who was an amazing guy named Michael Preston, who also had a small part in the movie and later became a Flying Karamazov Brother. One of the costume people was Susan Lyle, who was in Band of Susans, and the assistant property master was [film-maker] Jem Cohen – that was fun, ’cause he was the only person I could talk about music with. So there were interesting little threads into the future in, at that point, unpredictable ways. Also the two bad guys: Kevin Tighe, who had been in [1970s TV series] Emergency!, that was very exciting for me, and then there was Gordon Clapp, who later was on NYPD Blue for a long time. He, his wife and their two-year-old son were sort of my best friends when I lived out in Los Angeles, which was really nice. It was great seeing Kevin on Lost: he has a recurring part as one of the main characters’ father, in flashbacks. He looks great and his acting is amazing. To me – in my memory, ’cause I haven’t seen Matewan in twenty years – he looks exactly the same and is as vital and vibrant.

         
 

         And then of course James Earl Jones being around was really cool. Watching him do his scenes and then watching dailies . . . He wasn’t much of a social person, but watching him act was incredible.
 

         Everybody who was present seemed integral, everybody. I felt that I got as much talking to Susan Lyle, assistant costumes, Jem Cohen in props, the first assistant director [AD], my teacher/guardian, the preacher extra, Gordon Clapp – and it seemed there were half women, half men working on that thing.

         
 

         Were you aware of who [Matewan’s cinematographer] Haskell Wexler was?

         
 

         No, I wasn’t. I may have seen Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf?, and that’s it. After the movie I think I found a copy of Medium Cool, which for some reason a local video store had.*

         
 

         

            *  A widely respected cinematographer, Wexler wrote, directed and shot 1969’s Medium Cool, which was largely filmed during the 1968 Democratic Convention.

            


         
 

         
Matewan looks great. Wexler did a fantastic job. There are other aspects of Matewan that make it seem low-budget, which it was, but it’s so beautifully photographed that you really don’t think of it as a low-budget film.

         
 

         Yeah, exactly. I think it’s the cinematography, in combination with incredible locations, great production design and great costumes. He’s obviously a great cinematographer, but they gave him colours that looked amazing as well, and it’s a beautiful part of the country. And he was a cool person; it was a joy to watch him work. Two or three years later, when I worked on this Thousand Pieces of Gold movie in Montana, the producer had been a line producer on Matewan, so she brought in a lot of the crew. Chris Cooper was also in A Thousand Pieces of Gold, so I was familiar with these people, and that was nice.

         
 

         When I was shooting Matewan, Britt and Dave Pajo were talking to me about forming a band together, which ended up being Slint. Britt came and visited the set once. They were like, ‘You can play guitar and sing,’ and they sent me some demos. I listened to it and listened to it, and I was thinking, ‘I’m not a musician, I don’t know what to do with any of this stuff.’ After three months they wrote to me, ‘We’re gonna get Brian,’ and that was that. There was still the idea, maybe, that I would sing when they had their first show, before they were called Slint. I think they were called Beads: Tiny Matted Tufts of Hair – that might have been Britt, Ethan [Buckler] and Pajo. It was at a Unitarian church that Ethan’s parents went to, during a Sunday service, and I sat on stage holding the kick drum in place, with the idea that one day my role would be greater, but it ended up not becoming that.

         
 

         You started at Brown University in Providence, Rhode Island, in autumn 1988, but dropped out soon after – to continue acting?
 

         I was there for a semester, gone for a year, there for a semester, gone for a year, then did three semesters in a row. School was really pointless in a lot of ways, but maybe it functioned in the way it’s supposed to, because I did meet people. But I thought you were supposed to get an education, you know.
 

         [Freshman year] I came back here for Christmas break, and ran into this guy at Zena’s [bar in Louisville], Steve Rankin, who had been in Actors Theatre for a long time and was out in LA doing some acting and some fight co-ordinating. He was like, ‘You should go to LA!’ The next night, at dinner, I told my folks, ‘I think I’m gonna go to LA.’ I went there and there was some agency that immediately wanted to represent me, but then I ran into another actor from Louisville, Ken Jenkins, and he recommended his agent, so I signed with them. It felt very homey ’cause I went to high school with his kids, and I always admired him as an actor when I was a kid, so I felt really great to be there.

         
 

         I was in LA for six months. I basically got two jobs: the first one was [TV movie] Everybody’s Baby: The Rescue of Jessica McClure, and the second was A Thousand Pieces of Gold. I auditioned for The Rescue of Jessica McClure on a Friday, and I think we started shooting on a Monday, which I guess means somebody else fell through. It was shot in Bellflower, in southern LA. That was right after [Madonna’s] Like a Prayer came out, so I had forty-five minutes to listen to Like a Prayer one way and Randy Travis’s Old 8 x 10 in the other direction.

         
 

         I took A Thousand Pieces of Gold even though I had a callback for [TV sitcom] Doogie Howser M.D., and my agent was really angry, like, ‘You don’t understand,’ and I was like, ‘No, I think A Thousand Pieces of Gold sounds a lot better.’ I went to Montana in the spring to shoot that, and that was when I was reacquainted with Chris Cooper and Mary Cybulski, who’s a script supervisor, and met her son for the first time, Ray Tintori, who has now made some videos for MGMT, done some really weird animation work. A Thousand Pieces of Gold was a very valuable experience in many ways, the least of which was the acting part: meeting and interacting with everybody, being where we were, working with everybody even though my part wasn’t very interesting or exciting. It made me think that acting was not where I could work, because this experience of making A Thousand Pieces of Gold was not normal; this was something that was rare and even looked down upon. [I] didn’t want to be in that system, and now making records it’s still a constant battle, swimming upstream. Maybe I just learned, eventually, that that’s what a person has to do, but at that time I thought there’s probably a life that’s more natural, that I am suited for, and it’s not this acting thing, obviously, because I’ve learned what the acting life is. There were a few hard lessons over the next couple of years, and the work that I put into music I could have directed towards acting. I just didn’t realise a lot of it requires rewriting rules on a daily basis.

         
 

         When it was time to renew the contract with the acting agency, I went to the office and told them, ‘I don’t want to renew the contract. I don’t want to do this work. This is not good work.’ That was a pretty wild day, ’cause it was ending something that I’d worked towards since I was nine years old. It definitely was a decision at the time that this isn’t going to be my work; I don’t know what is going to be my work, but shit, you know, this really isn’t gonna be my work. There’s lots of things that I didn’t enjoy about acting in my teens, and I just thought it was because I was in my teens and that the next thing was going to be so much more interesting, and it was just worse, so much worse.

         
 

         I think what directly led to it was, all the training, preparation and performance throughout middle and high school, I always felt like it was in preparation for something that I had in mind that was related to things I got out of certain plays and movies, and that I think I’d experienced a little bit every once in a while – specifically that first time I did an improvisation performance with the older folks when I was ten – and sort of imagining that this future lay ahead. And then I went to Los Angeles, got the agent, went on numerous casting calls and numerous auditions, had numerous discussions with agents, did Everybody’s Baby and saw how people that I admired – Ken Jenkins and Gordon Clapp specifically, as actors that I knew and/or worked with – saw how they were living and what the issues at hand were, and what life in Los Angeles was like, and what politics and processes most people were engaged in on a day to day basis . . . and just thought, ‘I don’t recognise what is cool, I don’t recognise what I was hoping for.’ It started to seem like, ‘Wait, this actually has no relationship whatsoever to what I thought I was preparing for. Uh oh.’
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ALAN LICHT: At one point you talked about wanting to have a cassette-recorder alarm clock to write down your dreams. Do dreams play a role in your work?

         
 

         WILL OLDHAM: Making a record or touring feels like you are in a dream space, and you’re interacting with other people who are also in a dream space. It really is like a dream where the rules don’t really apply. It’s a sense of logic you don’t normally allow yourself to see; it’s a totally different direction. You don’t have a lot of opportunities to encounter it; you’ve gotta put yourself in the way of it. I feel like music is halfway between waking and dreaming. It’s like, ‘Wait a second. At night I go to bed and I dream, and then I wake up. What’s the difference between these two things? Why can’t I just have one of these two existences?’

         
 

         For me dreaming is a fully sensory reality and environment with events and interactions that to the protagonist feel as fully dimensional, or more, and surprising as anything that occurs during waking hours. The difference is that there’s no real possibility of that reality being a shared one, although it’s always interesting when people share a dream that you were present in. It’s very polite, I believe, for someone to tell you of a dream experience they had with you, because it’s going to affect their communication with you. So I feel like whenever possible, if you remember a dream that someone was in and if it’s someone that you communicate with and care about, that it’s important to share that experience with them, so that they know where you’re coming from next time they see you [laughs].
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